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(CNN) -- What shapes a woman's reality -- how she sees the world, how she relates to Think You Pay Too Much for
the people in her life, and how she feels about herself? Your Mortgage? Find Out!

Ask neuropsychiatrist Louann Brizendine and she'll say it depends on her age and what
hormones her brain is steeped in at the time.

And, contrary to what you may think, the rockiest time isn't age 12, with the flood of
hormones associated with the beginning of menstruation, or age 51, the average age of
menopause, according to Brizendine. It's those years before a woman enters
menopause.
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“The biggest time for changes for women in terms of behavior and symptoms is in the
perimenopause, when estrogen and progesterone fluctuate the most in the female
brain," says Brizendine, founder of the Women's Mood and Hormone Clinic at the
University of California, San Francisco. "This is when the dialogue between the brain
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- Pat Dodson of San Francisco was a politically connected working mom, when at age 47
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Hormonal changes certainly lead to behavioral changes, Brizendine says, offering a
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chemistry changes, she may, too -- and some of that has to do with oxytocin, that
feel-good hormone women get from sex or a massage, cuddling a baby or simply
hugging someone for a good 20 seconds. When her estrogen levels naturally decrease
HEALTH LIBRARY over time, so does a woman's oxytocin, and she may become less "we" focused and
more "me" focused as a result.
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"The estrogen and oxytocin that have been pumping through her brain for years have
Health Library quieted down. Women just don't feel as much stimulation in their brain with their
hormones to do the caretaking anymore."

HEALTH VIDEO LIBRARY So how do you know if you're just in a bad mood, or experiencing perimenopause?
Ts For most women, perimenopause happens after age 40, and can last anywhere from
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average of 28 days to 24 days until eventually tampering off altogether, your doctor isn't
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cycle would probably be too erratic to provide an accurate result.

"You could be perfectly fine one day and completely in the perimenopause zone the
next day,"” Brizendine says. “It's a rapidly changing target.”

Finding relief
So what can a woman do to feel better as her body and brain are changing?

At the mood and hormone clinic, Brizendine routinely prescribes short courses of
hormone therapy, sleep medications if warranted, and small doses of antidepressants.
But before rushing off to fill a prescription, experts concede that medicating menopause
is something women should consider carefully.

"If it ain't broke, don't fix it," says Dr. Nanette Santoro, a reproductive endocrinologist
who co-wrote the American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists' guidelines on
hormone therapy. "All treatments have benefits and risks, and the driver here should be
a woman's symptoms. Only a woman can judge.”

The national OB-GYN group stresses exercise, particularly weight-bearing exercise, and
suggests that a good diet rich in calcium can provide natural relief.

Dodson, who's now 61 and many years through menopause, didn't lose her mind, or her
marriage, during those tumultuous years, and credits seeking treatment, which included
sleep medication and brief hormone therapy. She says she feels renewed contentment
in her life, and counsels women that things really do get better after they're over the
hormonal hump.

"My post-menopausal period has been like starting all over again," says Dodson. “It's an
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