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PREFACE TO VOLUME 6

The issue of women’s health has received increasing
attention in recent years. From the federal Office of
Women’s Health, to the federally funded Centers of
Excellence in Women’s Health, to statewide initiatives,
to residency curricula, more attention is being paid to
women as decision-makers and consumers of medical
care. At the same time, concern has been raised about
what physicians learn and practice when it comes to the
care of their female patients.

Within the family practice setting, the majority of
patients are women. Increasingly, they are a group of
educated patients, expecting their family physicians to
be aware of and sensitive to their specific health care
concerns. Not surprisingly, a recent review of women’s
health topics on the family practice residency in-
training examination revealed that approximately 20%
of the questions pertained specifically to the care of
women (R. Williams, oral communication, November
2001).

With this reality as a background, the Hospital Physi-
cian Family Practice Board Review Manual will devote
Volume 6 of the series to issues of women’s health.
Specifically, the volume will cover the topics of pelvic
pain, premenstrual syndrome, domestic violence, and
amenorrhea—all common, often challenging prob-
lems encountered in family practice that predominant-
ly involve women. Pelvic pain and amenorrhea are 
frequently presenting symptoms. In contrast, many pa-
tients may not report premenstrual syndrome, believ-
ing it is something they must tolerate. All too often, the
patient living with domestic violence will report other
symptoms and injuries but be too embarrassed to admit
what home life is like. The goal of family physicians
should be not only to care for obvious conditions but
also to uncover any that lurk in the background, in
order to provide optimal patient care.

The authors of each part of Volume 6 are residency
faculty who teach and practice in the area of women’s
health. It is their collective hope that the information
and clinical cases presented will provide useful knowl-
edge for the board examination and future practice.

INTRODUCTION

Besides being a source of considerable anxiety for
affected patients and their families, amenorrhea can pre-
sent a diagnostic challenge for family physicians. Never-
theless, the ability to perform a thorough, step-wise
work-up for amenorrhea should be part of the skill set of
any family physician. Attention to the emotional well-
being of patients during diagnostic evaluation is para-
mount, as is appropriate and ongoing patient education.

Excluding pregnancy—the most common nonmor-
bid cause of absent menses—conditions causing amen-
orrhea can affect future fertility and bone development,
may increase risk for osteoporosis, cardiac disease, and
endometrial cancer, and often prompt further evalua-
tion of patients for the presence of autoimmune diseases.
The implications for the overall health of nonpregnant
patients with amenorrhea are thus far-reaching.

This manual will examine in greater detail the defi-
nition, epidemiology, etiology, diagnosis, and treatment
of patients with amenorrhea. A case-based format will
be used to illustrate major points.

CASE PRESENTATIONS

PATIENT 1

An 18-year-old woman who is a freshman in college
reports during a routine visit to her family physician
that she has not had a menstrual period since moving
to a college dormitory 6 months ago. Her menstrual
periods were previously always regular. Menarche
occurred at age 13 years. She says that she tries to eat a
well-balanced diet and that she has never been sexual-
ly active.

• How should patient 1’s amenorrhea be defined, clas-
sically?

PATIENT 2

A 32-year-old woman goes to her primary care physi-
cian for ongoing care of hypothalamic amenorrhea.
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