Estrogen As a Parkinson's Defense

  Investigating the Benefits of Hormone Replacement

Little girls are made of sugar and

spice and everything nice, plus a

healthy dose of estrogen. The

hormone is one of the key

differences between women and

men, biologically speaking.

Estrogen is responsible for regulating a woman’s reproductive system.

When a girl enters puberty, it triggers her menstrual cycle and molds the feminine curves into er body. Once the woman has moved past her

reproductive prime, her estrogen production diminishes and she enters menopause. For years, many women have taken estrogen supplements to elp control hot flashes and other unpleasant side effects of menopause. Now researchers are concluding that estrogen replacement may be an important defense against Parkinson’s and other brain disorders.

Statistics show that men are more likely to develop Parkinson’s than women and researchers were curious about the disparity.  When studies were released that indicated hormone replacement therapy protected women from memory loss and Alzheimer’s Disease, scientists began investigating estrogen’s role in Parkinson’s Disease. Research is now indicating that maintaining an adequate supply of the hormone in the brain can prevent the onset of Parkinson’s Disease.

Estrogen appears to be an important ingredient in the building of connections between neurons in the brain. This photograph, provided by Dr.  Diane Murphy, National Institutes of Health, depicts neurons in the brains of rats. The neuron on the left is from the brain of a rat that received an estrogen supplement. The neuron on the right is from an animal that did not receive the supplement. There is an obvious increase in the number of connections protruding from the neuron.

Studies on the relationship between estrogen and the onset of Parkinson’s Disease are still in the preliminary phases, but early results have shown that women who take an estrogen replacement supplement are less likely to develop the disease. In addition, there is new evidence to suggest that estrogen may benefit women who already have the disease.

It had once been believed that estrogen interfered with levodopa, the most common treatment for PD, but this was anecdotal information based on patient reports.Carefully controlled studies indicated that estrogen does not decrease the effectiveness of levodopa. In fact, it actually improved the effectiveness of levodopa for some patients and gave them more “on” time.

An Overview of Study Results

Mayo Clinic researchers found postmenopausal women on hormone replacement therapy (HRT) were less likely to have PD than women who did not take an estrogen supplement. 

Women on HRT scored 16% higher on long-term verbal memory tests in a University of Utah School of Medicine study. 

A study sponsored by the National Institutes of Health indicated that HRT improves levodopa absorption.  People with naturally higher levels of estrogen appear to be less likely to develop Parkinson’s Disease, according to a University of Miami study. 
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