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In this issue of the AIMS journal, we have heard stories from women who experienced pregnancy, birth,
and life with a newborn during the lockdowns brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic. Alongside these
women, there were those who experienced another phenomenon: a change in their menstrual cycle. |
have personal experience of this because | was one of them. Ironically, as life became more monotonous,
there was at least one element of surprise, though it was of a most unwelcome kind. My cycle length,
which had sat around 23 days since the birth of my son nearly three years previously, suddenly started to
vary to between 20 and 42 days. Initially, | didn’t connect this to the pandemic because I'd suffered from
irregular periods as a teenager and also during my early twenties. However, when | learned that other
women were experiencing the same thing and that the pandemic and its associated lockdowns were

potentially the cause, | became curious. What was going on?
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When | looked more closely, | found that there is a link between increased stress and changes to the
menstrual cycle. Constant stress can lead to unregulated levels of the hormone cortisol, which is usually
only released in order to respond to perceived threats. Excess cortisol can suppress the reproductive
hormones in the body, disrupting the menstrual cycle and leading to increased symptoms of PMS. In this

way, mental and emotional stress are also expressed in the body.

Although a lot of research in this area is still in its initial stages, there have been some studies. An
informal survey by Dr Anita Singh via her Instagram account showed that 65% of the women who
responded said that their cycles or hormonal symptoms had changeo{l], and she is currently carrying out

amore formal study[z]. Another study of female healthcare providers in Turkey who had previously been

experiencing regular menstrual cycles found an association between symptoms of ill mental health
brought on by the Covid-19 pandemic, including anxiety, stress, and depression, and an increased
likelihood of an irregular menstrual cycle, with 273 of the 952 participants reporting changes to their
cycles[3]. Another paper, which is awaiting peer review, shows a significant association between
increased stress and worrying about family and personal health, along with stress about job security, and
changes in menstrual symptoms[4]. Finally, there is some evidence that Covid-19 itself can cause
changes to menstrual cycles, although as the sample size in this study was quite small, more research is

needed[5].

These studies demonstrate the disruption that a situation of high and constant stress can cause to the
menstrual cycle. And the lockdowns certainly brought plenty of additional stress: aside from worries
about the virus itself, other factors such as employment insecurity and associated financial strain, the
need to combine working from home with childcare and/or homeschooling, fears about obtaining
adequate supplies and medications, and isolation from normal support networks also played a role in
making life more stressful. Given that in many families, women bore the brunt of many of these difficulties

[6], it's perhaps not surprising that many of us experienced changes to our menstrual cycles.

When we look back on this time, it is likely we will find that the pandemic’s effects on women will extend
beyond the menstrual cycle to affect other phases of their reproductive lives. Some parallels may be
drawn from other events in recent history, such as data gathered from the Spanish flu pandemicin the
early twentieth century and in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks in 2001, both of which had
notable consequences for pregnant women and their babies[7]. The long-term implications of the
changes that women have experienced during the Covid-19 pandemic and their potential knock-on
effect to women’s reproductive health are yet to be determined, and it is clear that more research is
needed[8]. This highlights both an increased need for awareness of how stressful situations can affect
women’s menstrual cycles and one of the many gaps in our knowledge of the workings of the female body
[9]. The increasing reports that the Covid-19 vaccine causes disruption to women’s menstrual cycles
have highlighted another blind spot in this area that requires further researd‘[lo]. Speaking personally,
as someone who was considering trying to conceive during this time, the changes to my cycle brought
additional challenges and uncertainty, but also increased insight into how my body responds to stress - a

timely reminder of the connection between mental and physical health, and the importance of taking
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care of both.
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