
 

 

Foods for menopause 

It sounds too good to be true – but are there particular foods or dietary changes that 
can help improve the symptoms of menopause? We speak to Jean Hailes naturopath 
Sandra Villella to find out. 

First things first: what is menopause? 

Menopause is the final menstrual period – and it’s a natural part of life. The average age for 
women in Australia to reach menopause is 51 or 52 years, but anytime from 45 to 55 years 
is common.  

Symptoms of menopause can be physical, mental and emotional, and they can be wide-
ranging. Common ones include hot flushes, night sweats, joint and muscles aches, vaginal 
dryness and fatigue. No two women experience menopause the same way.  

A lucky one in five women will cruise through without experiencing any symptoms. Another 
one in five will have symptoms so severe that they significantly interfere with their daily life. 
However, for three out of five women, the symptoms of menopause are mild to moderate. 

In spite of attention-grabbing headlines, we know that MHT (menopausal hormone therapy, 
formerly known as HRT, hormone replacement therapy) is a safe and effective treatment for 
bothersome menopausal symptoms for most women – read more on that here – but if your 
symptoms are mild and manageable without medication, or if MHT is not recommended for 
you, can food help?  

Clearing up the confusion of soy 

When it comes to menopause and diet, a particularly important food group is the 
phytoestrogens. And the most well-known member of the group is soy.  

Jean Hailes naturopath Sandra Villella says many people mistakenly believe that eating 
phytoestrogens and soy can have harmful effects on their hormonal health. 

“There’s a lot of misinformation online and a lot of confusion in the general population about 
the safety of soy with regards to breast cancer and breast cancer risk,” says Ms Villella.  

“However, the research overall has shown that eating whole soy foods such as tofu and 
tempeh in amounts similar to traditional Asian diets is safe. 

“And it’s not only safe, the research also shows that eating soy in this way actually reduces 
the risk of breast cancer – especially if consumed regularly before puberty – and does not 
increase the risk of breast cancer recurrence in breast cancer survivors. 

https://www.jeanhailes.org.au/health-a-z/menopause/menopause-symptoms
https://www.jeanhailes.org.au/news/menopause-experts-dismiss-breast-cancer-claims-of-new-report


 

 

Breaking it down 

So let’s start off with the basics and learn about phytoestrogens.  

Phytoestrogen means a plant-based oestrogen (phyto = plant-based). Oestrogen is one of 
the main female sex hormones, and the one that declines during menopause. 

Phytoestrogens have a similar chemical structure to our own natural oestrogen. So when 
they are eaten, they can also behave in similar ways to oestrogen. Since our own oestrogen 
levels fall dramatically in menopause – causing the bothersome symptoms – this is where 
eating phytoestrogens may help.  

Here comes the ‘but’ 

It’s important to know that phytoestrogens may help to ease menopausal symptoms in only 
one in three women. For the remaining two in three women, they may not see relief of 
symptoms. Why only one in three? 

Ms Villella says it is due to the different gut bacteria people have. “Only about one in three 
women have the particular type of gut bacteria that can turn the phytoestrogen in soy into a 
stronger and more useable form, called equol,” she says.  

And how do you know if you’re the one in three women who might benefit? Ms Villella says 
it’s simply a matter of trying it out, by eating good sources of phytoestrogens daily for at least 
3-4 weeks, in what is called a ‘therapeutic dose’.   

“I usually suggest to women to change their latte to soy milk [preferably calcium-enriched], 
have soy milk on their cereal, and try 200g of tofu or 100g of tempeh in a stir-fry,” she says. 

“Or two slices of my phytoestrogen loaf per day is roughly the therapeutic dose.” 

An important note 

With these potential benefits in mind, it might seem tempting to try a short-cut and take a 
soy/phytoestrogen supplement, rather than dealing with the food. Not so, cautions Ms 
Villella. 

“Particular care needs to be taken with the highly processed soy products and supplements,” 
she says. “When isolated from the rest of the food, soy ingredients, such as soy protein 
isolates and supplements, may behave differently and have different effects on hormonal 
health. Sticking to the whole soy foods that are common in many traditional Asian diets is 
best; tofu, tempeh, and soy milk made with whole soy beans.” 

 

https://www.jeanhailes.org.au/recipes/phytoestrogen-loaf


 

 

Not only soy 

There are three different types of phytoestrogens: 

• isoflavones – which include soy and other legumes such as chickpeas and beans  
• coumestans – found in sprouted foods, such as alfalfa, sprouted mung beans and 

soy sprouts 
• lignans – found in linseed (also known as flaxseed), grains and vegetables. 

Bonus benefits 

Ms Villella says that even if you don’t have the “magic” gut bacteria strain, phytoestrogen 
foods provide wonderful nutritional benefits beyond easing menopausal symptoms – they 
are plant foods, after all!  

Whole soy foods are a complete plant-based protein, also contain calcium, and can be 
helpful in lowering LDL cholesterol (also known as ‘bad’ cholesterol).  

Foods such as legumes, linseeds, grains and vegetables are rich in fibre that will nourish 
your gut health, and sprouts provide a good source of minerals and vitamins.  

Foods to avoid 

Just as there are foods that may help us through menopause, there are foods that may 
make menopausal symptoms worse. Some women find that reducing their intake of caffeine, 
alcohol and spicy foods reduces their hot flushes. Read more tips on that here. 

Aim for healthy on the whole 

When it comes to menopause and food, Ms Villella says it’s vital that women don’t overlook 
the importance of a healthy diet in general.  

“Women who try to make their lifestyle as healthy as they can appear to have fewer 
menopausal symptoms, and those symptoms are less severe,” she says. “Also, women who 
are overweight may have more hot flushes than women of a healthy weight.  

“We know focusing your diet on mainly whole foods such as vegetables, fruits, whole grains, 
nuts, seeds and legumes, with healthy protein choices will set you up for the next third of 
your life, by decreasing the risk of chronic diseases associated with ageing." 

Read on to learn about other ways to manage the symptoms of menopause on the Jean 
Hailes website. 

Published with the permission of Jean Hailes for Women's Health 

https://www.jeanhailes.org.au/health-a-z/menopause/menopause-management
https://www.jeanhailes.org.au/health-a-z/menopause/menopause-management
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