The combined actions of estrogen and progesterone are responsible
for the secretory changes in the endometrium that are necessary for
implantation. The corpus luteum is supported by LH but has a finite
life span because of diminished sensitivity to LH. The demise of the
corpus luteum results in a progressive decline in hormonal support of
the endometrium. Inflammation or local hypoxia and ischemia result
in vascular changes in the endometrium, leading to the release of
cytokines, cell death, and shedding of the endometrium.

If conception occurs, hCG produced by the trophoblast binds to
LH receptors on the corpus luteum, maintaining steroid hormone
production and preventing involution of the corpus luteum until its
hormonal function is taken over by the placenta 6-10 weeks after
conception.

Menstrual bleeding should become regular within 2—4 years of
menarche, although anovulatory and irregular cycles are common
before that. For the remainder of adult reproductive life, the cycle
length counted from the first day of menses to the day preceding
subsequent menses is ~28 days, with a range of 25-35 days.
However, cycle-to-cycle variability for an individual woman is +2
days. Luteal phase length is relatively constant between 12 and 14
days in normal cycles; thus, the major variability in cycle length is
due to variations in follicular phase length. The duration of menstrual
bleeding in ovulatory cycles varies between 4 and 6 days. There is a
gradual shortening of cycle length with age such that women aged
>35 years have cycles that are shorter than during their younger
reproductive years. Anovulatory cycles increase as women approach
menopause, and bleeding patterns may be erratic.

Women who report regular monthly bleeding generally have
ovulatory cycles, but several other clinical signs can be used to
assess the likelihood of ovulation. Some women experience
mittelschmerz, described as midcycle pelvic discomfort that is
thought to be caused by the rapid expansion of the dominant follicle
at the time of ovulation. A constellation of premenstrual moliminal



