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I see women of all ages in my practice where we focus on combining traditional Western medicine with evidence-based complementary therapies.  During our initial encounters, we focus extensively on each patient’s lifestyle choices. Everyone knows exercise is important, but sometimes women who are focused on sports and activities that lead to extra-lean bodies can put themselves at risk of poor bone health. Proper nutrition is needed for their level of activity. 
The first sign of problematic activity intensity combined with relative undernourishment may be oligomenorrhea (infrequent menstrual periods) or amenorrhea (complete absence of the menstrual period). The dangerous combination of inadequate caloric intake combined with oligo/amenorrhea can lead to weakening of the bone in the form of osteopenia or osteoporosis.  Doctors refer to this as the Female Athlete Triad. The Female Athlete Triad is most commonly seen in gymnasts, endurance runners, and figure skaters, but can affect women involved in any type of physical activity.
To understand the Female Athlete Triad, let’s start with nutrition. We all know eating nutritious food is important. Many obese patients consume calories like an endurance athlete but remain sedentary, leading to an energy imbalance and weight gain. In the Female Athlete Triad, conversely, some women have too low a caloric intake for the relative amount of energy they expend during physical activity. When the body senses a threat to its nourishment, it restricts non-essential activities, like the menstrual period.  

How does this energy imbalance happen? Restrictive eating in combination with extraordinarily healthy lifestyles is complex. It can be fine in some circumstances or considered disordered eating in other situations. Signs that a woman’s nutrition may be problematic are restrictions of certain food groups, such as eliminating all starch, all gluten, all dairy, or all sweets without a specific reason like a food intolerance or allergy. Restrictive eating may happen when a woman chooses to be vegetarian or vegan but doesn’t actually identify with the beliefs held by true animal lovers. When someone categorically avoids certain foods in her diet, it may be a sign to consider disordered eating.
Now, let’s talk about the menstrual period. In my eyes, menstrual periods are a vital sign, and just as important to me as someone’s blood pressure or pulse. Regular menses is a sign of good general health, and when the period is irregular, too heavy, too light, skips a few months, or doesn’t come at all, we start to consider what’s going on in the body to make that happen. It’s also important to note that it’s not the absence of the period that doctors care about, but the fact that women should be ovulating monthly. A regular period indicates that ovulation is regular. It’s regular ovulation that establishes our fertility.

When undernourishment leads to menstrual period irregularities, doctors begin to evaluate women for disruptions to their overall hormonal balance, specifically the axis that connects the brain to the ovaries. If there are inadequate signals at any stage in the axis, estrogen release from the ovaries can be compromised. If a woman experiences a long absence in estrogen, she is put at risk for decreased bone mineral density. Decreased estrogen allows the body to reabsorb more bone than it builds.  If a woman has low estrogen with undernourishment (and, likely, low calcium and vitamin D intake as well), she doesn’t build bone as she should, giving her increased risk for stress fractures or even more serious fractures of the hips and vertebrae. 

Now the question is what to do.  The first thing is to find physicians you can trust to help you navigate this slippery slope. Physicians practicing Endocrinology, Gynecology, Sports Medicine or Orthopedics, Adolescent Medicine and Integrative Medicine can all help to address this disorder. It’s important to note that everyone’s body wants to be well, and the body will do whatever it can to be well again. Nutritional enhancement, small activity modifications, and effective stress management are key in helping the body be its best. Be well!
