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This resource is informed by the evidence-based guideline for the assessment
and management of polycystic ovary syndrome. We are grateful to the Australian
Government for their support and funding. In addition, we wish to recognise
the important contribution of Terori Hareko-Samios, Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Consultant, for her unceasing commitment to this project, and the Royal
Women’s Hospital. Thank you also to artist Justice Nelson for her superb artwork
and to the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women who generously allowed
us use of their images in this resource.
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What is polycystic
ovary syndrome (PCOS)?
PCOS is a hormonal condition. Hormones are chemical messengers
that control the way the body works. For example, during puberty
hormone changes send out signals to start periods in girls.
PCOS is very common, with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women
being at higher risk.
In PCOS two hormones, insulin (hormone that controls sugars in blood)
and male-type hormones, are produced in higher levels which can cause:
• period problems
• hair growth on the face and other areas
• acne or pimples
• emotional problems
• easy weight gain
• delays/difficulty in getting pregnant
The symptoms vary between different women.
Good news: PCOS can be treated and managed and,
as women get older, the symptoms become less severe.
Managing weight and increasing physical activity can
improve symptoms and lower future risk of diabetes
and heart disease.
Not-so-good news: PCOS does not go away and
women who have it have a higher risk of diabetes
and heart disease.
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Diagram 1. Female reproductive system, showing where the ovaries are.
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Diagnosis
You need to have two of the following three symptoms
to be diagnosed with PCOS:
• irregular periods (can be more, but usually less often)
• signs of male-type hormones, such as acne, excess body

hair or increased levels of male-type hormones on a
blood test
• ultrasound picture showing ovaries with many partly
formed eggs in tiny sacs of fluid called follicles
It is not easy to diagnose PCOS in girls and women while
they are on the Pill, so the doctor may ask you to go
off it for three months. You will need to use some other
form of contraception during that time.
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blood test

Diagram 2. Two out of three symptoms are needed for a diagnosis
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What causes PCOS?
PCOS is caused by a number of factors such as genetics and lifestyle.
If your mother or grandmother had PCOS, it is possible that you may
be diagnosed with PCOS. Also your weight, what you eat and how
active you are may affect your hormone levels too.
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Male-type hormones and insulin
All women have male-type hormones in their body, but women with PCOS have
slightly higher levels of them. These hormones cause symptoms like more hair on
the face and body, and acne.
Insulin is the hormone that regulates sugar (glucose) levels in the blood. Women
with PCOS can have high levels of insulin. This means they can gain weight more
easily and can develop diabetes at a younger age or during pregnancy.
Good news: Staying active on most days, eating well and losing a couple of kilos
(if overweight) is the best way to help lower your levels of insulin resistance.
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Diagram 3. The transition from insulin resistance to diabetes
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Emotional issues
Women with PCOS tend to have more social and
emotional wellbeing issues like anxiety and
depression and may not feel good about how they look.
It is really important that you look after your social and
emotional wellbeing and ask yourself questions like:
• am I feeling OK?
• am I enjoying the things that I usually do?
• do I feel tired and worried a lot of the time?

If you are worried about how you are feeling, you can yarn
with an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social and emotional
wellbeing worker or doctor at your local community health
service. Other things that help improve social and emotional
wellbeing are being more active and getting support from your
friends and family.
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Difficulties getting pregnant
Most women, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women with PCOS,
have no problems getting pregnant but about 40% will. Also, once pregnant,
some women may have difficulties during pregnancy. Problems getting pregnant
are mainly from irregular periods and from not producing an egg with each period.
The best way to increase your chances of getting pregnant is by planning your
pregnancy before the age of 35 years. This is the age that most women’s fertility
starts to decline. Also, be as fit and healthy as you can. Being active and eating well
most of the time can improve your chances of becoming pregnant. For those women
who are overweight, losing a few kilos, roughly 5% to 10% of your total body weight
(eg someone 100kg needs to lose 5 to 10kg) can help get periods back on track
and help your body to produce an egg ready to be fertilised. If you have tried these
things for about one year and your periods are still irregular, see your doctor. It is a
good idea to see your doctor early and chat about what you can do.
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Regular periods
It is very common for women with PCOS to have periods that
don’t come for many months or periods that come too often.
The best ways to help your periods to become regular is to:
•
•
•
•

get active
eat a well-balanced diet
lose a few kilos if overweight
take medications recommended by your
doctor such as the oral contraceptive
pill or metformin
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Healthy weight
Women with PCOS tend to put on weight more easily due to the higher
levels of insulin and insulin resistance. Your symptoms will improve by losing
a few kilos and this will lower your risk of long-term problems like diabetes.
Eat a healthy diet mainly of plant-based, natural foods like vegetables and fruit,
wholegrains and moderate amounts of low-fat meats. Try and avoid fried foods
and foods with added sugar, salt and fats. Keep track of your weight and if you
find it creeping up, take action, like being more active. This prevents weight gain
by helping your body use the energy from food you have eaten.

Tips for healthy eating
• Eat a small meal or snack every 3-4 hours during the day (eg breakfast,

•

•

•
•
•

•

lunch, dinner and two small snacks). This helps to keep blood sugar
levels steady
A meal should be mostly vegetables, some protein (such as meat
with little or no fat, fish, eggs or low-fat dairy). Include legumes and
wholegrains
oo Adding canned legumes (such as baked beans, lentils or chick
peas) to your diet is easy and cheap. They give you fibre, some
protein and help to keep blood sugar levels steady
oo Wholegrains include brown rice, wholegrain/meal bread,
rolled oats
Carry healthy snacks with you when you are out
oo A healthy snack is fruit (1-2 pieces per day), a small handful
of raw, unsalted nuts, raw vegetables or low-fat yoghurt
Cook food at home rather than get takeaway, so you know
what is in it
Drink water instead of soft drink, juice or alcohol (these are
all high in calories)
Try not to eat:
oo white foods such as white bread, rice and crackers
oo fried foods and foods with added sugar, salt and fats
Use healthy cooking oils such as olive and canola
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Hair and skin problems
The higher levels of male-type hormones can cause more body hair on the face,
stomach and back and thinning in the middle of the scalp. Excess hair can be difficult
to deal with for women, but can be managed by hair-removal treatments. Treatments
such as waxing, hair-removal creams, threading, electrolysis and shaving are all good
ways to remove hair. Laser therapy also works well, but make sure the person treating
you is well trained. Medications, such as the Pill taken with other medications, can
also help. See your doctor for more information.

Sleeping problems
Many women with PCOS have problems sleeping such as trouble getting
to sleep and staying asleep, snoring or uneven breathing. If you have these
problems, tell your doctor.

Heart disease and diabetes
Having PCOS increases your chances of developing diabetes and risk factors
for heart disease. However, there are things you can do to lower your risk.
Know your numbers. Ask your doctor to tell you what your blood glucose
and cholesterol levels are. Keep a record of your weight and waist measurement.
If the numbers are getting higher, take action by being healthy and active.

Links
Jean Hailes for Women’s Health
jeanhailes.org.au/health-a-z/pcos

Yarning about polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS)

13

For further information contact
Translation, Education &
Communication Unit
Jean Hailes for Women’s Health
PO Box 33314, Domain LPO
Melbourne VIC 3004
Toll free 1800 JEAN HAILES (532 642)
Email education@jeanhailes.org.au
Website jeanhailes.org.au
Disclaimer This booklet is designed to be
informative and educational. Jean Hailes
for Women’s Health does not accept any
liability to any person for the information
or advice which is provided in this booklet
or incorporated into it by reference.
Information is provided on the basis that
all persons reading this booklet undertake
responsibility for assessing the relevance
and accuracy of its content.
© Jean Hailes for Women’s Health 2013
This work is copyright. Apart
from any use permitted under the
Copyright Act 1968, no part may be
reproduced by any process without
written permission from Jean Hailes
for Women’s Health.
Requests and inquiries concerning
reproduction and rights should
be addressed to Jean Hailes for
Women’s Health using the contact
information provided above.
Designed by Meehan Design Pty Ltd.
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