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What is the association between diet quality and the severity of menopause symptoms in menopausal/perimenopausal women
Introduction
The menopause is a stage in women's lives where the functions of the ovarian reproductive system come to an end. The symptoms experienced during menopause can begin 1-2 year before the final menstrual period, this is known as the perimenopause (Gatenby and Simpson, 2023). In most women this process happens between 45 years old and 56 years (Crandall, Mehta and Manson, 2023), with many different symptoms experienced during this time, the most common symptoms are hot flushes and night sweats. It is expected that around 50%-75% of women experience if not one both symptoms (Crandall, Mehta and Manson, 2023). Hot flushes and night sweats are examples of vasomotor menopausal symptoms (VMS) which have been proven to negatively affect health and wellbeing, women who have VMS regularly have been linked to increased rates of depression and anxiety (Khan et al., 2023). There are different medications that can be used to help with VMS, such as menopausal hormone therapy (MHT) and antidepressants. Despite this, many women are looking out for alternative methods to improve symptoms (O’Neill et al., 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_yPUvSjIO]Throughout the menopause and perimenopause women become more susceptible to many chronic conditions due to the reduction of estrogen levels, examples of these are osteoporosis and cardiovascular diseases (Erdélyi et al., 2024). Erdélyi et al. (2024) continues to explain that an improvement in lifestyle can reduce the risk of susceptibility. Therefore, some research has been conducted to see whether dietary patterns can have an impact on menopause symptoms in both menopause and perimenopause. Liu and Guo (2025) explain that dietary patterns can have an impact on these symptoms and has the ability to reduce the severity of the VMS. Liu and Guo (2025) continue to suggest that fibre, anti-inflammatory foods and whole foods within the diet are linked to reduced symptoms/severity of symptoms.
Other studies have been carried out regarding different diets, one study discovered that women who are vegan experience reduced VMS and other menopause symptoms such as irritability. Along with vegan diets, soy-based diets also show benefits with VMS and psychological effects (O’Neill et al., 2026). 
Currently the research available on this topic differs from one to the next with a variety of results, there are many different theories around diet quality and menopausal symptoms (Cardoso et al., 2024). There has been a lot of research regarding specific nutrients/diets and its impact on menopausal symptoms such as the Mediterranean diet (Gonçalves, Moreira and Santos, 2024).  Researching diet quality rather than focusing just on individual nutrients/food could provide a wider understanding of diet habits and the potential link to menopause symptoms, therefore including both menopausal and perimenopausal could help identify if diet quality can be beneficial in both stages. Linking diet quality and the severity of symptoms is important as the diet is a lifestyle factor that individuals can improve themselves and could help with future dietary guidance for women during the menopause.
Aims
The aim of this research project is to gather an understanding of whether the quality of the diet can have an impact on symptoms experienced by women during the menopause and perimenopause. Research will be conducted to help gain an insight into different women's dietary habits and how these may be linked and influence the severity and consistency of the menopausal symptoms. There are a few objectives that could be met during research such as linking common symptoms experienced by participants to similar foods consumed. There is also an interest into whether a change in the diet can improve or worsen symptoms, for example does the consumption of caffeine link to the severity of hot flushes (Faubion et al., 2015). 
Hypothesis 
The quality of the diet can have an impact on the severity of symptoms experienced throughout the menopause and perimenopause. 
Null hypothesis 
There is no link between the quality of the diet and the severity of perimenopause and menopause symptoms. 

Method
Prior to data collection participants will be required to sign a consent form this ensures they are happy to participate in the research. Participants will also be provided with a participant information form to read which will explain the process of the research and what will happen with the data gathered. Participants and researcher must follow the UWTSD ethics guidelines throughout the research; the researcher is required to have ethics signed off before data can be collected, the completion of these processes means data collection can begin. 
The data collected from the research will be qualitative data, qualitative data is recognised as data using words instead of numerical data (Busetto, Wick and Gumbinger, 2020). There are a few examples of qualitative data such as interviews using open ended questions and diaries (Nassaji, 2020). If qualitative research is done well, it is a good tool for data analysis as it can provide a more detailed view on topics and links more to individuals experiences and behaviours (Nassaji, 2020), unlike quantitative data which focuses heavily on statistics. 
This study will involve two different data collection methods; it will be a combination of a 3-day food diary and interviews using open ended questions. All 15 participants will take part in both the 3-day food diary and the interviews. The decision to use a 3-day diary was because previously it has been suggested that anything longer is considered a “burden” and the quality of detail provided in the food diary declines (Bailey, 2021), for example in a 7-day food diary. Bailey (2021) continues to explain that the 24hr recall does not provide enough of an overview on what individuals eat consistently. This research justifies the choice of the 3-day diary. Open ended questions provide participants with the option to go into more depth of the question and allows for different topics to emerge that could be of interest (Roberts, 2020). Using open ended questions during interviews means that all participants are asked the exact same questions but can provide very different responses (Elhami and Khoshnevisan, 2022). 
Participants will either be emailed or handed a printing of the 3-day food diary, these will then be emailed or handed back to the researcher. Interviews will be conducted either face to face or via teams, whichever suits the participants best, a transcript for each interview will be obtained. 
This study will include 15 participants, all of whom will be females who are going through the perimenopause and menopause. The participants are based all around west Wales, many working for the national health service (NHS) and others working in local businesses. A barrier that could be experienced through this process is that participants may be dishonest when filling out the food diary as they may feel embarrassed by the quality of the diet and the food they eat.
Data analysis
There are many different approaches to analysing qualitative data, examples of this are framework analysis, thematic analysis, and content analysis (Lester, Cho and Lochmiller, 2020). For this research project the data will be analysed using thematic analysis (TA). Over the past few years, the use of thematic analysis has increased and has become the favoured analysis method for qualitative data (Yanto, 2023). A positive of using thematic analysis is that it is a systematic method used to identify patterns and themes within data, it can also be used on many different sources such as diaries and interviews (Wæraas, 2022), which are the tools that will be used throughout this research project. To support the use of thematic analysis within this research project, it has also been shown that a strong point of TA is the flexibility, for example it can be used on different sample sizes and types of research questions (Clarke and Braun, 2017). Clarke and Braun (2017) continue to explain that unlike some other analysis methods TA can be applied to both theoretical and data driven analysis. 
Research timetable
This research project has a due date of the 2nd of April 2027 which has helped decipher a realistic and accurate timetable to complete the different components. To be able to begin the research process an initial proposal is necessary to ensure the question of research is attainable within the timeframe, once the proposal has been submitted ethical approval is required, an ethics form is filled out and sent off to be approved, this will be completed by the middle of October. After this has been passed the process of data collection can begin. Before data collection is possible multiple blank 3-day food diaries will need to be created for participants along with open ended interview questions. Once these have been made, it is then possible to start the interview process and hand out/email the food diaries to participants. If all goes to plan these will be conducted throughout November and December, either via teams or face to face, before returning to university after the Christmas break. Once all the data has been gathered the data analysis can begin. 
To conclude, this research question hopes to understand the link between the diet quality and the severity of menopausal/perimenopausal symptoms, this is important to many women as the transitions into perimenopause and menopause can be challenging, therefore anything that can be done to help this process is vital.
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