Brain Fog and
Memory
Difficulties in
Menopause

What is Menopausal Brain Fog?
Menopause brain fog is a group of symptoms that happens around the time of the menopause,
including difficulty remembering words and numbers, disruptions in daily life (misplacing items
like keys), trouble concentrating (absent mindedness, losing a train of thought, being more easily
distracted), difficulty switching between tasks, forgetting the reason for doing something (like
why you came into a room), and forgetting appointments and events.1
Research studies find that women’s memory does in fact change at menopause, so these
complaints are real – it's not in your imagination. Brain fog is normal and common at midlife.2,3
These bothersome problems can affect your quality of life. However, they are usually quite mild
and will improve post menopause.4
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WHAT CAUSES BRAIN FOG?

These memory complaints
may be caused by rising and
falling hormones levels,
5
especially estrogen, and by
some menopause symptoms,
like the hot flushes, sleep
disturbances and mood
changes. If you have
moderate to severe hot
flushes, especially at night,
you may find your memory is
affected.6,7

Will brain fog and problems lead to dementia in later life?
Women are often concerned that these memory issues are an early symptom of
Alzheimer’s disease or dementia. However, these issues are very common in midlife
women and typically improve with time. All women go through menopause, but most
women will not develop dementia. Dementia at midlife is very rare unless you have a
family history of early-onset Alzheimer’s disease.8,9
What role does menopausal hormone therapy play in my brain health?
Menopausal hormone therapy (MHT) is the most effective way to treat menopausal
10
symptoms. Treating menopausal symptoms with MHT may improve your brain fog. You
may be concerned that if you are using MHT to help alleviate hot flushes you may
increase your risk for dementia. However, research has shown us that if you are healthy
11
and start your MHT early in menopause it appears to be safe for cognition. And, if you
are using estrogen therapy alone it seems to be safe even in late menopause for
cognitive function. MHT may help your memory problems but is not recommended at
10
any age to treat memory difficulties or prevent cognitive decline or dementia.
Treatment with estrogen therapy is advised if you have had an early menopause, or
12
your ovaries have been removed causing a surgical menopause. Discuss the risks and
benefits with your healthcare practitioner.
Can I prevent or postpone dementia?
Here’s the good news. If you have brain fog at menopause and are concerned about
getting late-life dementia, you can postpone or even prevent dementia by staying
13,14
healthy. We can’t change some dementia risk factors - age, female gender and genetic
history. On the next page you will find 12 ways to protect your brain.
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Twelve ways to protect your brain.
A healthy heart goes hand in hand with a healthy brain.
Get regular check-ups - obesity, high blood pressure and diabetes are harmful for
brain health.15,17
Watch your weight with a healthy BMI 18-25 and set a goal to your lower blood
pressure to 120 mm Hg18.
Cut down on starchy, fatty, sugary foods, and eat plenty of fruits and vegetables. A
nutritious Mediterranean style diet is easy to follow. 13
Engage in regular physical activity - increased cardiovascular fitness decreases risk
of dementia.19
Break a sweat with a minimum of 150 minutes of moderate-intensity aerobic
physical activity weekly.
A healthy life style includes getting enough sleep, and minimizing stress.
Stop smoking and drink in moderation.
Protect your head from injury and try to avoid second-hand tobacco smoke and air
pollution.14
Challenge and exercise your brain by learning new skills, reading and volunteering.
Stay connected – social engagement can boost your brain health.20
Find ways to be part of your local community and share quality time with family and
friends.

“Dementia at midlife is very rare so women should
be reassured that memory problems in
perimenopause are very common and that they
typically get better over time.”

www.menopauseinfo.org

Footnotes.
1. Sullivan Mitchell E, Fugate Woods N. Midlife women's attributions about perceived memory changes: observations
from the Seattle Midlife Women's Health Study. J Womens Health Gend Based Med. 2001;10(4):351-362.
2. Drogos LL, Rubin LH, Geller SE, Banuvar S, Shulman LP, Maki PM. Objective cognitive performance is related to
subjective memory complaints in midlife women with moderate to severe vasomotor symptoms. Menopause.
2013;20(13):1236-1242.
3. Weber M, Mapstone M. Memory complaints and memory performance in the menopausal transition. . Menopause.
2009;16(4):694-700.
4. Greendale G, Karlamangla AS, Maki PM. The Menopause Transition and Cognition. JAMA Insights. 2020;323(15).
5. Rettberg JR, Yao J, Brinton RD. Estrogen: A master regulator of bioenergetic systems in the brain and body. Front
Neuroendocrinol. 2014;35(1):8-30.
6. Maki P, Thurston R. Menopause and Brain Health: Hormonal Changes Are Only Part of the Story. Front Neurol.
2020;11(562275).
7. Fogel J, Rubin L, Kilic E, Walega D, Maki P. Physiologic vasomotor symptoms are associated with verbal memory
dysfunction in breast cancer survivors. Menopause. 2020;27(11):1209-1219.
8. Cao Q, Tan C, Xu W, et al. The Prevalence of Dementia: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. J Alzheimers Dis.
2020;73(3):1157-1166.
9. Hendriks S, Peetoom K, Bakker C, et al. Global prevalence of young-onset dementia: a aystematic review and metaanalysis. JAMA Neurol. 2021;78(9):1080-1090.
10. Baber R, Panay N, Fenton A. IMS Writing Group. 2016 IMS Recommendations on women's midlife health and
menopause hormone therapy. Climacteric. 2016;19(2):109-150.
11. Manson J, Aragaki A, Rossouw J, et al. Menopausal hormone therapy and long-term all-cause and cause-specific
mortality: the Women's Health Initiative randomized trials. JAMA. 2017;18(10):927-938.
12. Rocca W, Bower J, Maraganore D, et al. Increased risk of cognitive impairment or dementia in women who
underwent oophorectomy before menopause. Neurology. 2007;69(11):1074-1083.
13. Risk reduction of cognitive decline and dementia: WHO guidelines. Geneva: World Health Organization. 2019.
14. Livingston G, Huntley J, Sommerlad A, et al. Dementia prevention, intervention, and care: 2020 report of the Lancet
Commission. Lancet. 2020;396(10248):413-446.
15. Li X, Zhang M, Xu W, et al. Midlife modifiable risk factors for dementia: a systematic review and meta-analysis of
34 prospective cohort studies. Curr Alzheimer Res. 2019;16(14):1254-1268.
16. Ou Y, Tan C, Shen X, et al. Blood pressure and risks of cognitive impairment and dementia: a systematic review and
meta-analysis of 209 prospective studies. Hypertension. 2020;76(1):217-225.
17. Peters R, Booth A, Rockwood K, Peters J, D'Este C, Anstey K. Combining modifiable risk factors and risk of dementia:
a systematic review and meta-analysis. BMJ Open. 2019;9(1).
18. SPRINT MIND Investigators for the SPRINT Research Group, Williamson J, Pajewski N, et al. Effect of intensive vs
standard blood pressure control on probable dementia: a randomized clinical trial. JAMA. 2018;321(6):553-561.
19. Hörder H, Johansson L, Guo X, et al. Midlife cardiovascular fitness and dementia: A 44-year longitudinal population
study in women. Neurology. 2018;90(15).
20. Penninkilampi R, Casey A, Singh M, Brodaty H. The association between social engagement, loneliness, and risk of
dementia: a systematic review and meta-analysis. J Alzheimers Dis. 2018;66(4):1619-1633.

Copyright International Menopause Society 2022
Disclaimer: Information provided in this leaflet might not be relevant to a particular individual’s circumstances and should always be discussed with
the individual’s healthcare professional. This publication provides information only. The International Menopause Society can accept no responsibility
for any loss, howsoever caused, to any person acting or refraining from action as a result of any material in this publication or information given.

www.menopauseinfo.org

