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Dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA)

What is it?

You might not have heard of it, but you should. DHEA is actually by far the most abundant steroid
hormone in the body. 95% of it is produced in the adrenal gland while most of the remainder is
produced in the ovaries in women and in the festicles in men. Just to give you an idea of how
abundant it is, the circulating concentrafion of DHEA are more than 300 times that of testosterone
in men.The amount of oestrogen in women is redlly very small compared with how much DHEA is
around. It circulates in the blood attached to sulphate, and DHEA-S is what's measured when you
have a blood test for the hormone. DHEA is at its peak in our early 20s and declines thereafter at
a rate of about 2 % per year. This decline coincides with the decrease in mood, decreased bodily
function, less favourable body composition, and increased chronic disease risk that accompanies
aging. Nonetheless, DHEA isn't an anti-aging hormone, atf least not based on the evidence we
currently have.

What is it used for?

The major use of DHEA is to treat sexual dysfunction in women. Testosterone and DHEA levels often
decrease in women from the late 30s onwards. This leads to decreased libido, decreased pleasure
from sexual activity and symptoms of vulvovaginal atrophy (VVA).These symptoms can be effectively
freated with DHEA. It is less successful at tfreating sexual dysfunction in men. DHEA has modest
favourable effects on body composition with increased muscle and bone mass and decreased
body fat. This can be very useful, particularly in women who are using diet or medication fo lose
weight as it can help then preserve muscle mass while losing fat. DHEA can help to improve mood
and cognitive function, again parficularly in women.

How do | use DHEA?

There is no off-the-shelf product with DHEA available in Australia. It has to be made up and dispensed
by a compounding pharmacist and is usually faken in capsule form. It's available overthe-counter
in some countries in the world, including the United States. A single daily dose of 20 mg is a suitable
starting dose for most women. Men usually require a higher dose. It's sensible to monitor the level
of DHEA-S and testosterone after starting treatment with DHEA.The dose often needs fo be adjusted
according to blood levels of hormones.

Is it safe?

Most physicians and endocrinologists don't prescribe DHEA, and probably wouldnt condone its
use. However, it's fair to say that their experience of prescribing the hormone is probably fairly limited.
DHEA has been used therapeutically for several decades, and no major safety concerns have
emerged. Side effects are much more usual in women, but only when the dose is excessive. These
include unwanted hair growth, acne, as well as greasy hair and skin. The side-effects disappear
when the dose is suitably adjusted. It should not be used by women or men with hormone-responsive
cancers including breast, uterine or endometrial cancer. Women using DHEA should have regular
mammograms and pelvic ultrasound every 2 years.
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