
Researchers Review Findings and
Clinical Messages From the Women’s
Health Initiative 30 Years After Launch
Data underscore the importance of personalized and shared decision-making to support the
health of postmenopausal women.
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A new review in JAMA highlights key findings and clinical messages from the Women’s Health
Initiative (WHI), the largest women’s health study in the United States. The WHI is supported by
the National Institutes of Health’s National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute (NHLBI), and was
created to study factors that may reduce risks for cardiovascular disease, cancer, hip fractures,
and other conditions in postmenopausal women. More than 68,000 women enrolled in clinical
trials between 1993 and 1998 and were followed for up to 20 years.

After reviewing these long-term data, the researchers explain the primary findings:

Hormone therapy and menopause. The WHI study found that estrogen or a combination of
estrogen and progestin, two types of hormone replacement therapies, had varying outcomes with
chronic conditions, and the evidence does not support the use of these therapies to reduce risks
for chronic diseases, such as heart disease, stroke, cancer, and dementia. The study was not
designed to assess the effects of FDA-approved hormone therapies for treating menopausal
symptoms, the benefits of which had been established before the WHI study began.

The authors reinforce the importance of women making shared decisions with physicians about
the benefits or risks of taking hormone therapy during menopause. For example, women younger
than age 60 with low-to-average risk for cardiovascular disease and breast cancer who want to
take hormone therapy may experience greater health benefits than risks during early menopause
to treat moderate-to-severe symptoms, such as bothersome hot flashes or night sweats.

Calcium and vitamin D supplements and bone fractures. A combined calcium and vitamin D
supplement was not associated with reduced risks for hip fractures among postmenopausal
women at average risk for osteoporosis, according to the study. However, the authors note that
supplements can help fill nutrient gaps among women who do not meet the daily recommended
intake for these nutrients. Therefore, women with questions about adequate intake and levels
should consult with their healthcare provider.

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/10.1001/jama.2024.6542?guestAccessKey=1393cab2-41d6-473b-9252-0c23e2cb4f74&utm_source=For_The_Media&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=ftm_links&utm_content=tfl&utm_term=050124
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/science/womens-health-initiative-whi
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/science/womens-health-initiative-whi
https://www.clinicaltrials.gov/study/NCT00000611?term=%20NCT00000611&rank=1
https://www.clinicaltrials.gov/study/NCT00000611?term=%20NCT00000611&rank=1
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/news/2013/womens-health-initiative-reaffirms-use-short-term-hormone-replacement-therapy-younger
https://www.uspreventiveservicestaskforce.org/uspstf/recommendation/vitamin-d-calcium-or-combined-supplementation-for-the-primary-prevention-of-fractures-in-adults-preventive-medication


Low-fat diets and cancer. A low-fat dietary pattern with at least five daily servings of fruits and
vegetables and increased grains did not reduce the risk of breast or colorectal cancer. However,
upon subsequent analyses during the follow-up period, researchers found that this type of eating
pattern was associated with a reduced risk of death from breast cancer.

Findings from the clinical trials and study observations can vary based on multiple factors, such as
age and underlying cardiovascular disease risks, so women ages 50 and older should work with
their clinicians to make individualized and shared medical decisions, the researchers noted.

This news release was published by the National Institutes of Health on May 1, 2024.
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