WHEN WOMEN BLEED TOO MUCH

One of the most prevalent problems that women face is excessive vaginal bleeding.  Over a series of articles, I’d like to discuss the many ways women face these challenges.  I’ll begin with talking about adolescents and work my way up to postmenopausal bleeding and cancer.  

We often encounter young girls who are challenged by prolonged bleeding.  The average age for a young girl to start her period has gradually been getting younger over time.  It is now common for 11 year olds to menstruate.  In the norm, some girls gradually develop regular periods, going from initially prolonged intervals of several months, down to four-week regularity.  Others, still within the norm, have one flow and then don’t have another one for 6 to 9 months.  Unpredictability is the name of the game!

There are some young girls who have more of a problem though.  Oftentimes, these young girls can really suffer inappropriately, in what is felt to be the “right of passage”.  Bleeding can be prolonged, lasting over 7 to 8 days.  It can also be too heavy.  It can be difficult to define what is too heavy.  There are some signs that may arouse your awareness.  Any period that causes a prudent girl to leave school because she has soiled her clothes is very embarrassing and may be unhealthy as well.  A flow that causes a young lady to have to change pads more often than once an hour may also be a sign of excessively heavy flow.  These changes, or any level of concern, should prompt medical assessment.  

For some doubly unfortunate adolescents, “too long” and “too heavy” go together.  This is a not uncommon problem for girls right after starting their periods.  When young women begin having menstrual flow, it is common that the first of these flows, maybe even the first several years of these flows, may be “anovulatory”.  Anovulatory is a doctor word that means that the girl is not producing her eggs regularly.  Once the system matures or becomes in balance, or “ovulatory”, the body releases an egg two weeks after a menses starts and then the body prepares for possible fertilization in a beautifully coordinated act.  In young girls this balance from maturity may take a while to achieve.  Until that balance is achieved, we often see young women with unpredictable flows.  The usual scenario is one where there has been no sign of blood for several months.  When the bleeding does start, it can be with no warning and be very heavy.  It may also drag out for weeks, weakening the girl while scaring and dispiriting her.  

Even when problems are recognized, some girls don’t come in for help.  Mom may think that this is just the way it has to be.  Sometimes, the young girl refuses to come in because they are afraid of a pelvic exam.  Both of these attitudes are wrong.  Prolonged and heavy bleeding is a serious condition requiring assessment and possible treatment.  Most of the time that assessment does not require an adult level pelvic exam.  It may require blood to be drawn for evaluations.  We usually need to know if anemia or low blood is present.  We also will probably want to know the level of platelets, since their function is to stop bleeding.  We oftentimes also will draw blood for what is call Von Willebrand’s Factor(VWF).  While many are aware that hemophilia is more common in males, many are not aware that VWF is a bleeding tendency frequently found in young women.  Commonly, young women who have this bleeding problem don’t realize it until their periods hit and they encounter excessively heavy flows.  It can be very important to identify women with VWF before the pregnancies or surgeries of later years develop.

Treatment depends on the cause and thus can vary.  Sometimes the best treatment is observation over time.  If a young lady is handling her problems well emotionally and she is not anemic, time may be the only treatment indicated.  If VWF is identified, there are specific coagulation factors than can be used to limit bleeding whenever it occurs and from whatever source.  In others, use of antiprostaglandin agents such as Motrin or Anaprox may help with cramping and slow the flow simultaneously.  Often treatment revolves around use of a birth control pill (bcp).  This clinical offering can startle a mom who thinks her daughter is years away from needing birth control.  Hopefully she is correct about her daughter.  Sexual promiscuity exposes young girls to pregnancy, multiple sexually transmitted diseases, and adult level emotional decisions.  

The truth is however, that many young women expand their sexual horizons well before mom realizes.  Having birth control pills on board may not be a bad thing.  The ability of birth control pills to control menstrual cycles is at the heart of their function.  In the same way that they prevent pregnancy, they control menstrual bleeding.  By suppressing the function of the ovary, the bcp takes over the job of controlling bleeding from the uterus.  It can be life altering to control what previously has been so scary for a young girl.  With proper use of the bcp, an adolescent can go from horrific menses to a situation where her menstrual flow is a non-event.  It is very predictable that in a young lady who has been experiencing terrifyingly uncontrolled menses that the “miracle” of the birth control pill can reverse the situation and control her menses.

For some young women, Depo-Provera can also be an effective alternative.  Depo is an injectable progesterone hormone that persists in the system for three months.  It can often stop bleeding all together, making life much simpler.  There are some nuisance side effects that make Depo less attractive for some young women.  It remains a very acceptable option for some.

It is an axiom that as surely as women will have periods, some will have trouble with their periods.  When prolonged excessive bleeding impacts such young girls, it can be emotionally painful, socially impairing, and medically dangerous.  The first step is to recognize the problem.  It there are concerns about a girl and her periods, seek an opinion from her physician.  There is help out there that can allow a girl to concentrate on school and learning, not her periods.

