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Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome (PCOS)

This is a condition which is believed to affect about 10% of all women in greatly
varying degrees. Many women are totally unaware that they are affected.

Normally each month in the ovaries several eggs start to develop for
ovulation but only one fully develops and is released. When this one clearly
is growing larger than the other developing eggs, the other ones start to
shrink. This single egg that ovulates each month is called the dominant egg
or follicle as it grows. Thus in a health ovary there will be one dominant
follicle and several (less than 10) small ones.

In women with polycystic ovaries a single egg does not become dominant
and lots of eggs, often 15-30 per ovary are growing at once. None of them
fully mature for ovulation, and instead they eventually form small cysts
(‘usually much smaller than seen on this diagram below).
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Thus the normal monthly cycle of egg development, growth, release into the
tubes and on into the uterus does not occur. The ovaries continue to produce
the hormones oestrogen and testosterone, but the normal burst of
progesterone production that follows ovulation does not occur.

Most women with PCOS do not have regular menstrual cycles and do not
have regular monthly bleeds.

When a bleed does occur it might be due to a burst of normal egg
development and a normal cycle, but more commonly it is just an erratic
breakdown of the lining of the uterus after several months of continuous
oestrogen production by the ovaries.

Women with PCOS usually describe one or more of the following:
o Development of infrequent and irregular periods, often during

adolescence.
o Sudden weight gain in adolescence or early adulthood
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Excessive facial and/or body hair (hirsutism)

Acne and oily skin

Scalp hair loss( androgenic alopecia)

Infertility

Continuous weight gain, particularly abdominal ( central obesity), or
trouble losing weight

We don’t know what causes PCOS. No single gene abnormality has been
found in PCOS but probably several different gene combinations result in this
condition, therefore PCOS is regarded as a “poly-genetic” condition. Women
with PCOS may have a sister with the same problem, or may have a family
male member with early balding. There may also be family members with
diabetes.

The ovaries of women with PCOS commonly over produce testosterone,
resulting in extra hair growth and /or acne.

Another common feature of PCOS is a tendency to need to make more insulin
than normal to control blood sugar. This is called “insulin resistance” and this
problem becomes more pronounced the more over weight a woman becomes.
Therefore after eating sugary food, women with PCOS are likely to have a
much greater burst of insulin than women without PCOS.

The high blood insulin also acts on the ovaries and stimulates the ovaries to
make more testosterone.

Thus a cycle of weight gain stimulating increased hormone levels which then

further stimulates weight gain occurs. Treating PCOS involves breaking this
cycle.
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Tests

Blood tests: these may all be completely normal or a woman with PCOS
may be found to have

o high blood insulin when fasting or after a sugar challenge ( oral
glucose tolerance test)
o high levels of testosterone or DHEAS ( a hormone made by the

adrenal glands, that can be converted to testosterone)

o a low level of the protein that binds to the sex hormones in the blood
called sex hormone binding globulin or SHBG. Often women with
PCOS have normal testosterone levels but because this SHBG protein
that normally binds testosterone and holds it in the circulation is so low,
more testosterone is “free” and can escape into the tissues causing
unwanted male-like hormone effects.

Ultrasound test

An ultrasound study can be performed to see the size and appearance of
your ovaries. The typical appearance of an ovary affected by PCOS is lots of
small cysts mostly towards the outside of the ovaries. More than 15 cysts
(follicles) per ovary is considered typical of PCOS
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Treatment of PCOS

PCOS affects women in different ways, therefore treatment is directed
towards managing the main effects of PCOS and concerns of each woman

Weight management is a common problem and this needs to be primarily
addressed by diet and exercise, although medication may sometimes help.

Women should avoid sugary foods to reduce stimulating big bursts of insulin
release. One way of approaching this is trying to eat foods described as
having a “low glycemic index”. This means foods that do not stimulate a big
insulin surge.

Examples of a high glycemic index (Gl) food are sugar, dried fruit, grapes
etc ie sugary foods

Examples of low Gl food are fish, vegetables, multigrain bread.

There are a number of books easily available that list which foods have low
and high Gls. Eating low Gl foods should stem hunger and help with weight
management.

Women with PCOS who have a high fasting blood insulin, and/or an
abnormally high insulin surge after a sugar challenge ( oral glucose tolerance
test-OGTT) often respond well to treatment with a medication called
metformin. Metformin increases the sensitivity of the body to insulin, so less
insulin needs to be made, and the abnormal cycle is interrupted.

Treatment with metformin is associated with return of regular menstrual
cycles and regular ovulation, and sometimes weight loss as well. This
treatment is often used for women with PCOS trying to get pregnant

Metformin may cause diarrhoea, so it is generally started at a low dose, with
a gradual increase in dose.

Women with PCOS who are troubled by acne and excess hair growth may
respond to treatment with a class of drugs called anti androgens. These
include cyproterone acetate ( Androcur) and spironolactone ( Aldactone)

Aldactone was originally used to treat blood pressure and heart failure but
was found also to be effective for treatment of testosterone excess. It works
by blocking testosterone action. It may result in normal periods in women
with irregular periods, but in women with regular periods it may cause erratic
bleeding. It can be used in combination with the oral contraceptive pill.
Aldactone is not a hormone.
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Androcur is a synthetic hormone which blocks androgen action and also acts
like progesterone, so it can be combined with oestrogen in the oral
contraceptive pill. It is also prescribed at higher dose for the treatment of
excess body hair, acne and scalp hair loss ( androgenic alopecia).

It is usually well tolerated, but may cause drowsiness or irritability in some
women.

Some women find that the oral contraceptive pills that contain androcur or
drospirenone effective treatment for acne and hair growth

Excessive hair growth can also be managed cosmetically by plucking,
bleaching, waxing, electrolysis and laser therapy. No treatment for excess
hair has been shown to be permanent.

LONG TERM EFFECTS:

There is no cure for PCOS but for women who are overweight the best care
is weight control, and ideally weight loss.

Women with PCOS who are overweight have a greatly increased risk of
developing diabetes after the age of 40 years. Although it is said that women
with PCOS are at increased risk of heart disease, this has not been shown to
be the case in women without insulin resistance or diabetes.

Women who have PCOS and don’t have regular periods for years and tears
are at increased risk of uterine cancer. Therefore we recommend treatment
to create a regular bleeding cycle.

Produced by the Women’s Health Program, Monash University©




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


