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      Recently, many developing countries have had changes in the composition of population and have become aging societies. 
Therefore, anti-aging medicine which is believed to have beneficial effect on the risk factors of geriatric associated diseases has 
been paid much attention. Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) has been widely accepted by the general population, 
and is consequently known to account for a large share of health care costs in many countries.
       Hormone therapy (HT) is the gold standard to alleviate menopausal symptoms, but only 2.3% of Korean menopausal women 
are on HT. Many other women seek alternative means, including Korean traditional medicine, phytoestrogen-containing products 
such as black cohosh, soy (isoflavone), Dong quai, Ginseng, and evening primrose oil. Bioidential hormone therapy (BHT) is HT 
with individually compounded recipes of steroids in various doses. Its efficacy is yet to be confirmed and the risks of developing 
endometrial hyperplasia and breast cancer have been reported. Other CAM methods involving lifestyle and behavioral 
interventions include exercise, caloric restriction, weight reduction, and ‘mind-body medicine (homeopathy).’ Dermatologic, 
plastic, and ophthalmologic interventions have been introduced through the exhibition, as well.
        Physicians have ignored this novel trend of patients preference to ‘natural hormonal therapy,’ however, they should be aware 
of the pros and cons of CAM and be able to guide their patients to make right choices. Clinical trials, and the evaluation of every 
CAM practice should be undertaken.
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Introduction
 
      Aging occurs gradually throughout one’s lifespan because of 
the apoptosis and down-functioning of cells which make up the 
body. These ‘aged’ cells have low metabolic rates and somehow 
lose their ability to divide. During the process of aging, the elderly 
usually suffer from chronic diseases, which can be relieved with 
proper preventive solutions or treatments focusing on painful 
symptoms. Postponing clinical illness, as proposed by Fries 1), 
requires staying in a good state of health by reducing painful 
periods before death. The main aim of health improvement is to 
live a relatively healthy life and compress our illnesses into a short 
period of time just before death 2). 
     Recently, many developing countries have been transformed 
into an aging society. In Korea, the percentage of the population 
which is elderly was 7.1% at 2000, and estimated to be more 
than 14% in 2022. This increase in the elderly population and the 
accompanying health problems poses an economic threat to 
society 2). 
     The change in the composition of the population toward an 
aging society has had a great impact on the healthcare system. 

Anti-aging medicine, which can neutralize risk factors for 
geriatric-associated diseases (e.g., cardiovascular diseases, 
diabetes, cancers, senile Alzheimer’s, and arthritis), has emerged 
and influenced the health behavior. Therefore, ‘anti-aging’ is one 
of the most important issues in society. The Anti-Aging Expo was 
held in Seoul on July 2009. This exhibition had such a positive 
influence. Many categories of products and services were 
presented. For instance, medical markets presented anti-aging 
plastic surgery, skin management, and general health screening. 
Pharmaceutical companies displayed generic diet supplements, 
such as coenzyme Q10 (COQ10), ursodeoxy- cholic acid, and 
glucosamine. Moreover, certain biotechnology corporations 
advertised stem cell techniques, penile implants for men following 
prostate surgery, milk products containing growth hormone, 
blood-glucose-level-reducing rice, donepezil, fillers, and various 
other goods for the elderly. Through the Expo anti-aging medicine 
proved itself as a medicine of the future. Throughout the Expo, it 
was the complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) which 
received most of the attention. A number of goods, the effects and 
side effects of CAM which have not been demonstrated yet, were 
vigorously advertised there. 



      Although these therapies are unproven in every aspect, CAM 
has become more and more popular around the world. Recent 
surveys show that CAM is widely used in Korea, with usage rates 
ranging from 29%-53% among various patient populations. CAM 
also accounts for a large share of health care costs 3). Such a trend 
appears to be a ubiquitous phenomenon. An estimated 5.75 million 
people per year in the United Kingdom visit to the complementary 
practitioner for treatment and ten million per year use some form 
of CAM and about 1.6 billion pounds is spent on CAM 4). Four 
studies have examined the use of CAM by older adults 5-8). The use 
of CAM in the United States varies from 30%-64% and in Japan it 
is more frequent than in the United States 8). 
     For unknown reasons, many people have unfounded beliefs 
about CAM. Countless menopausal women are hoping for the next 
‘black cohosh agent’ instead of seeking traditional medications 
from their gynecologists. Indeed, conventional medicine suggests 
that such women should take hormone therapy (HT). Because the 
benefits of HT are overlooked and drawbacks are extremely 
exaggerated among people, they easily fall into an erroneous 
assumption that HT is harmful. On the other hand, CAM, 
including phytoestrogens, is believed to be safe, regardless of the 
lack of information (the drawbacks, and in some cases, even the 
benefits are unknown).
     Physicians tend to be unaware of their patients’ use of these 
therapies. Considering this peculiarity of the health care market 
structure, doctors should understand their patients’ preference for 
CAM over conventional medicine. They also have an obligation to 
make people understand that the majority of anti-aging 
medications, including CAM, does not have any scientific or 
medical basis, and in addition to everything else, the process of 
aging itself remains a mystery which we just begun to unravel and 
understand. This act will eventually prevent potential dangers and 
the unnecessary expenditure on CAM. Nevertheless, there are a 
few promising therapies among the numerous bogus anti-aging 
therapies.
     In this paper we will examine strategies of alternative 
anti-aging medicine from a gynecologic point of view in terms of 
the management of menopausal women.

Results

       As society increases in age, the female and male climacterium 
will become important issues in health care. In 2015, 45% of 
women in the US will be 45 years or older, thus they will spend 
one-third of their life after the loss of reproductive activity 9). In 
the menopause, female hormone levels are lower than before 
menopause.  
      Not only the reproductive system, but also the cardiovascular 
(e.g., coronary artery) and musculoskeletal systems (e.g., bone loss 
prevention) are influenced by female hormones. Female hormones 
are also known to regenerate skin, modulate pain sensitivity via 
opioid receptors in the brain, and govern the metabolism of certain 
drugs. These various functions of female hormones are necessary 
for women to maintain their health status, in addition to playing a 
key role in slowing the aging process.
      HT is the gold standard and has been routinely prescribed for 
alleviating various menopausal symptoms, such as vasomotor 
symptoms (hot flushes), psychogenic manifestations (sleep 
disorders or depression), genital atrophy, skin changes, and sexual 
symptoms.  
     HT presents several benefits in various diseases. HT can 
prevent the loss of bone mineral density and osteoporotic fracture 
10,11). Prevention of colon cancer is also supported by the WHI and 
observational studies 12,13). The incidence of cardiovascular disease 
in woman is negligible before menopause and increases 
dramatically thereafter. Some epidemiologic data have suggested 
that HT reduces the occurrence of coronary artery disease 14-17). An 
observational study suggested that HT may reduce the risk of 
dementia 18), and cerebrovascular diseases by 25%-50% in treated 
women compared with a non-treated control group. However, 
there are some controversies over these results 12,19). According to 
the WHI memory study (WHIMS) the therapeutic group with HT 
had twice the risk compared to the placebo group 19). Rapp et al. 
reported that there is no additional benefit with respect to 
cognitive function in the HT group 20). Thus, the use of HT is not 
recommended for women for prevention of cardiovascular disease, 
stroke, and dementia.
      In Korea, only 23.3% of naturally menopausal women are on 
postmenopausal HT 21). Many other women seek alternative 
solutions, which include Korean traditional medicines and 
phytoestrogen-containing products. Phytoestrogens have been 
perceived to be more natural than HT, and very popular among 
women who have had doubts about the safety of HT. Some 
medical professions have suggested that it is reasonable for 
menopausal women to take phytoestrogen agents rather than do 
nothing 22). Phytoestrogens are an ingredient in a number of 
botanical species, and the subject of current research.

 1)  Functional Mechanism of Phytoestrogens

    Phytoestrogens are diphenolic compounds found in grains, 
legumes, and grasses. Because phytoestrogens have a phenolic 
ring, they are able to bind to estrogen receptors, mimicking the 
effect of estrogen 23,24). However, most phytoestrogens have a 
�J�U�H�D�W�H�U�� �D�I�I�L�Q�L�W�\�� �I�R�U�� �H�V�W�U�R�J�H�Q�� �U�H�F�H�S�W�R�U������ �W�K�D�Q�� �H�V�W�U�R�J�H�Q�� �U�H�F�H�S�W�R�U���.
. The clinical consequences of these relationships remain to be 
elucidated. An important point is that even though phytoestrogens 
can bind to the estrogen receptor, they are much weaker than 
human estrogens. While many classes of phytoestrogens exist, 
those pertinent to treating menopausal symptoms are isoflavones, 
lignans, and coumestans. Lignans are found in grains and cereals, 
such as alfalfa, and isoflavones are found primarily in legumes, 
such as soy beans and soy products 24).  

Methods

      ��The literature was searched in the following databases to 
locate English language published trial results and systematic 
reviews: Medline (Pubmed), KMBASE, Cochrane, the National 
Centre of Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM). 
Most of the literature has previously been cited elsewhere many 
times. The search strategy was constructed by using a combination 
of subject headings and text words relating to CAM for 
menopause, or anti-aging for woman. The search terms used 
include ‘complementary,’ ‘anti-aging,’ ‘estrogen replacement 
therapy,’ ‘phytoestrogen,’ ‘bio-identical hormone therapy,’ ’hot 
flushes,’ and ‘alternative.’ 
    The preference and understanding of Korean people was 
searched in websites, including ‘naver.com,’ ‘Miznet.daum.net,’ 
‘miclub.com,’ and many hospital homepages. 
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