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Kathleen and I have made every effort to make this book complete and accurate. However, because it’s not about the conventional or the tried-and-true, there are varying opinions and schools of thought, and even conflicting research (as in much of medicine) on many of the topics covered here. Also, due to constantly changing information, limits in both time and space, and our being human, there will invariably be some errors and omissions.
Fortunately I have a website (www.drcass.com) which is constantly being updated with the newest information. In fact, I see this book as the initial step in an evolving process, and I invite you to participate online. Please e-mail me not only your comments, criticisms, questions, and additions, but also share your own health makeover experiences. I’d like the website to be a place for active exchange, where all of us can learn from each other.
Gone are the days when a doctor—or a book—could claim to have all the answers! In my clinical practice, I invite my patients to enter into more of a partnership relationship, where we work together to solve problems and optimize their health. With this book and my website, I invite readers also to become partners in an ongoing journey of well-being that I hope will last long after the last page has been read.
—Hyla Cass, MD
* * * * *
There are almost 109 million women over the age of 18 in the United States. Because of our fast-paced lifestyle; the accelerating pressure of career, family, and relationships; and the shift toward more equality in our social structure, we develop more health concerns by the day. We are also more susceptible than men to many conditions, including depression, chronic fatigue syndrome, weight gain, and, of course, hormonal swings. I hear the same laments over and over from young women, middle-aged women, and older women, whether in my office, by e-mail, at public appearances, or even at social gatherings:
“I’m always tired—it doesn’t matter how long I sleep!”
“I can’t catch up on everything I need to do.”
“What can I do about my weight problems? I’m disgusted with myself!”
“I’m always feeling down in the dumps.”
“My whole body hurts! If it’s not my back, it’s my shoulders or my feet.”
“My PMS is actually getting worse as I get older!”
“I have absolutely no sex drive!”
“I had no idea menopause would be this bad. Between the hot flashes and night sweats, I’m miserable!”
“I’m totally confused about hormone replacement therapy. My doctor says there is no other choice—either take HRT with its risks, or suffer!”
And, from most of these women I hear, “My doctor says they are just signs of normal aging or that I’m just stressed and depressed—meaning that it’s really all in my head!”
Nonetheless, problems with fatigue, sleep, anxiety, depression, weight, pain, hormones, and memory are real and often debilitating. Part of the problem is that most doctors simply don’t have time to delve into the reasons for these symptoms. They may have only 10 minutes to hear out a patient, make a diagnosis, and then prescribe a pain medication, a diet pill, an antidepressant, or a sleeping pill.
If you have felt frustrated at not being truly heard and discouraged that everything you’ve done to try solve your health problems has failed, take heart. You’re not alone, and you’re not without tools to become your own health detective.
I have devised the Vibrant Health Plan based on my decades of experience in treating hundreds of women of all ages. As a conventionally trained physician with a specialty in psychiatry, I have incorporated nutrition and other natural techniques into my practice for more than 20 years.
At the core of this practice is a set of beliefs that have served my patients well:
* Treat the whole person—mind, body, spirit, and environment.
* Look for the deepest root problems beneath the symptoms, which includes using the best that science has to offer.
* Apply a continuum of treatments, always beginning with the safest, most natural, and most benign.
Crusade for Reform
I am often asked how I became such a crusader for the reform of conventional medicine. The fact is, there was no single turning point or moment of enlightenment. It has been a long process, beginning with my earliest family life.
My father was a general practitioner who practiced out of our home in Toronto, Canada. From an early age, I recall following him around on his medical rounds at the hospital and going along on house calls. A caring and conscientious GP in an old-fashioned practice, I saw him practice integrated medicine long before that term was coined. Available and responsive, he ministered to his patients with care and skill. He would talk to me about what he was doing, assuming I understood, never talking down to me. Looking back now, I realize that as the doctor’s apprentice, I learned a great deal about the spirit and art of medicine, and even about practical aspects of diagnosis and treatment.
Moving forward many years, I studied medicine at the University of Toronto School of Medicine and then interned at the Los Angeles County– USC School of Medicine. I was struck by the serious class divisions in the system of medical care, experiencing culture shock as I was exposed for the first time to a clearly segregated medical care system with serious divisions based on socioeconomic status. In Canada, health coverage is universal, and I had not seen such a disparity in terms of quality of care and the respect given to patients and their families. Both my experience with my father and my medical school training had already given me a more humane and holistic view of medical care, in contrast to the prevailing mechanized, impersonal system.
My interest in a more relational, holistic approach, coupled with an appreciation for the mind-body connection, led me to psychiatry. During my residency at Cedars-Sinai/UCLA Medical Center, I eventually found that the standard “couch and Prozac” combination of psychoanalytic and pharmacological treatments had their limitations.
I was drawn to a more personal approach to patients, where therapists were more directly caring and interactive with their patients. I discovered art therapy with Helen Landgarten, then guided imagery and other more cutting-edge interactive techniques such as Voice Dialogue with Hal Stone. Not only did these methods work more quickly, but they clearly could affect the body in many ways, from relieving more obvious symptoms to boosting the immune system.
Then, during my family therapy fellowship, I discovered the “systems approach,” where the “identified patient” was not necessarily the true problem! It wasn’t just Johnny who was the “bad kid” or Jenna who was the depressed adolescent. In fact, there were secret family issues (Mom’s depression, Dad’s gambling) that had unbalanced the whole family dynamic, and the children’s problems were the family’s symptoms. Treatment would be successful only so far as the underlying issues (i.e., the parents’ problems) were uncovered and healed.
By the same token, I became aware that the symptoms my patients reported were just messages that something in their body systems was awry. They were clues that needed closer evaluation in order to uncover the real cause. I paid more attention to the mind-body connection and the doctor-patient relationship.
I carried what I had learned into my new medical practice and began to explore the influences of nutrition and lifestyle on health. I observed how imbalance in the body can affect the mind. The brain, after all, is an organ, affected by its internal physiological environment.
It became obvious to me that psychotherapy is more effective once the brain is functioning properly. I went on to discover how many typical psychiatric complaints—anxiety, depression, PMS, even schizophrenia—are frequently related to biochemical imbalances. These can range from low blood sugar, viral and fungal infections, hormonal imbalances, allergies, and toxic overload to deficiencies of specific nutrients.
I am able to diagnose these conditions with the appropriate laboratory tests that give a scientific basis for treatment decisions. Then I can often help correct the imbalances with natural approaches, including the use of well-researched nutritional supplements. In contrast, conventional physicians are most likely to prescribe first and test second, if at all, with problematic results.
The Third Leading Cause of Death
Studies show that doctors are the third leading cause of death, accounting for 250,000 deaths per year. They don’t do it intentionally, but due to a lack of knowledge, errors, and excessive influence from drug companies, that is the end result.
There is little to counterbalance the over-prescribing of drugs, despite the fact that according to one study, there are more than 100,000 deaths per year in hospitals alone, due to medications taken as prescribed. That’s not taking into account drugs that were improperly prescribed or medication-related disability that, while not fatal, takes a huge toll. Or the deaths that were attributed to the condition but were really due to the treatment.
In my move toward “integral” or holistic psychiatry, I found myself treating a variety of medical conditions, from chronic fatigue to irritable bowel syndrome. Patients don’t walk into our offices as disembodied heads. Our bodies do not separate into specialized compartments for the convenience of cardiologists, allergists, endocrinologists, or gastroenterologists. You can’t get to the right diagnosis and treatment without looking at all systems!
Every symptom reflects an imbalance somewhere in the body’s systems. Conventional medicine has segmented the body into the various specialties, and often fails to address the reality of interactive systems.
Holistic or integrative medicine, on the other hand, addresses the interactive systems of the whole person. The patient is evaluated in a variety of ways and supplied with specific health prescriptions—for supplements, foods, exercise, natural hormones, mind-body techniques, and even prescription drugs when indicated. Moreover, the individual has to partner with the doctor in this process, both to carry out the regimen and to give feedback in order to fine-tune the program.
Compared to drug therapy, natural treatments offer safer, more user-friendly solutions with far fewer and less harmful side effects. They work with the body’s chemistry rather than adding what can be toxic substances to an already impaired body.
A Case in Point
I remember one early patient in particular, a 55-year-old college teacher named Jean whose story is pretty typical. She was being treated by her internist for high blood pressure, osteoporosis, and heart palpitations. She was referred to me, a psychiatrist, because of her anxiety, depression, and insomnia. I could find no obvious psychological explanation for these symptoms, except maybe for the stress of her physical illness. She was taking an array of medications, with their attendant side effects. Based on some simple lab tests and my own clinical experience, I determined that a likely common cause was a magnesium deficiency.
After a brief trial on this inexpensive and common mineral, together with a multivitamin-mineral formula and essential fatty acids, Jean was able to decrease her medications. Encouraged by this result, she trusted me enough to eliminate some foods to which she was allergic, which helped her even more. In a short time, not only were her anxiety, depression, and insomnia gone, but she soon was medication-free, depending instead on a list of supplements (I added a few to those mentioned here) to restore her normal body chemistry.
As an integrative physician, I see cases like Jean’s all day long, with sometimes seemingly simple solutions to what appear to be complex conditions. Part of the problem may even stem from the prescribed medications.
Situations like Jean’s leave me with the following questions:
1. Why had Jean’s internist been unaware of her mineral deficiency, or even, of its possibility? Why didn’t he at least give her a basic multivitamin-mineral formula?
2. Why give prescription drugs first? This approach is like unplugging the noisy smoke alarm instead of looking for the fire!
And, more pointedly, why is the prevailing standard of medical practice so symptom- and drug-oriented, especially when this approach so clearly fails to serve the patient?
One answer is all too clear: through sales representatives, medical journal ads, research articles, and conventions, the pharmaceutical industry is the main source of education for many physicians in practice. The bad news is that drugs are expensive and often cause more harm than they cure. For example, the nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) for arthritis can cause severe gastric irritation and even ulcers. Or, as numerous human and animal studies show, the statin drugs for lowering cholesterol deplete the body of the essential nutrient coenzyme Q10, which heart cells depend on for survival. This leads us to believe that statins, while certainly lowering cholesterol, may be doing more harm than good. In his 22-page, fully referenced report reviewing this issue, researcher Dr. Peter Lonsjoen recommends that all statins be labeled with a warning to take them with 100–200 mg of coenzyme Q10 daily. Has your doctor mentioned that to you? Have you seen it in any drug ads? This is the tip of the iceberg for the complexity of the pharmaceutical industry and our health (fda.gov/ohrms/dockets/dailys/02/May02/052902/02p-0244-cp00001-02-Exhibit_A-vol1.pdf). I cover this in Supplement Your Prescription: What Your Doctor Doesn’t Know about Nutrition.
Most doctors have minimal exposure to more natural treatments, which they dismiss as “unscientific.” In fact, the science is there, published in the very same medical journals that tout drugs. The supplements that I recommend are well backed by published research.
Fortunately, this situation is changing as more doctors are encouraged by the results they observe in their patients who are incorporating natural approaches. (Hint: if you find solutions to your problems in this book, please share them with your doctors.) Physicians and even medical schools are showing greater interest in integrative medicine, which incorporates the best of both worlds.
The medical profession aside, I believe that with all the variables affecting our health and well-being, from diet and lifestyle to toxic exposure, we each need to take greater responsibility for our own health. Rather than taking our body to the doctor as we would take our car to the mechanic, we need to become participants in a working partnership in which the physician becomes a resource.
I wrote the book Natural Highs as a “brain handbook” to help those outside of my own office practice to learn how to change their own brain biochemistry and to orient those who were coming to see me. Now, in 8 Weeks to Vibrant Health, I want to reach the millions of you out there who are stuck, stymied, knowing that something is wrong, but unsure of where to look for the solution. Here is a new handbook, one for the body as well as the mind.
This book is meant to help you learn as much as you can and do as much as you know how to maintain optimum health and find a doctor who is willing to join you in the process.
About Kathleen Barnes
Kathleen Barnes has long personal experience with alternative and complementary therapies. She taught yoga for more than 30 years while working as a foreign correspondent on three continents. She wrote a natural health column for Woman’s World magazine for six years until the first edition of this book launched her on a new career writing and editing natural health and sustainable living books. Writing for professionals and consumers in these and other forums has deepened her understanding of the field, including a practical knowledge of what readers need, want and are able to do.
While this book is often written from my point of view as a physician, Kathleen provided her broad knowledge and years of experience in creating the core content and organization of this book.
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With our heartfelt wishes for your success in discovering or regaining a healthy balance in body, mind, and spirit, we both offer you our knowledge and experience, as well as our compassion and our commitment to helping you find your way to vibrant health.
* * * * *
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1: WEEK 1
Beginning Your Journey to Better Health
You can treat the leaves or you can treat the roots.
—Ancient Chinese saying
Consider 8 Weeks to Vibrant Health to be an operating manual for your body and mind. It is an eight-week guided program of self-education, self-evaluation and self-care. The self-scoring questionnaires will help you pinpoint areas of imbalance in these 10 major areas:
* Diet and nutrition
* Lifestyle
* Exercise
* Brain chemistry
* Sex hormones
* Thyroid and adrenal hormones
* Blood sugar
* Digestive system including yeast
* Toxins and detoxification
* Weight control
Based on your answers, you will be able to order specific lab tests for further exploration.
The second part of the book will give you detailed information on the key areas of imbalance, suggesting further testing as needed, then giving detailed recommendations to help restore balance. These include dietary modifications, natural hormones, herbs and supplements, detoxification programs and exercises. You’ll create new habits that will help you move into the future with greater resilience, energy and overall health.
Here is how best to use this book:
1. It’s a good idea to read the book all the way through first, to familiarize yourself with the material, including the steps you can take to resolve your health problems.
2. Work through the chapters of the eight-week Vibrant Health Plan one at a time, beginning with your food-mood-supplement-activity record, journal, questionnaire and lab tests, so you have an idea of where you are and where you want to end up on your journey to good health. (The lab tests appear in the early weeks so you can get the results sooner.)
3. Start incorporating the suggested dietary and lifestyle changes. Often, this will be a huge jump-start in changing how you feel. Record these in your journal.
4. Use Part 2 to dig more deeply to better understand and treat your specific problems, one at a time.
5. When you’ve completed the program to address one imbalance, you can start on another. Please be kind to yourself and address only one major problem at a time.
6. Work at your own pace. The suggested eight weeks is a good average, but some women may take more time, and some may take less. It depends on your starting point and your own style.
Your investigation in the first eight chapters of this book will lead you to possible root causes of your health problems. You may appear to have more than one underlying imbalance. You won’t always have to handle them one after another because, in many cases, handling one major problem will resolve others, too. For example, for many women, handling hormonal imbalances will also clear up many other problems such as anxiety, depression, overweight and insomnia.
Some of your investigations may require that you see a doctor, especially if you need prescription medications or some kinds of laboratory testing. Regardless, this book will give you enough information to become a partner with your physician, working together to bring about your return to vibrant health.
Please be realistic. If, for example, you have more than 10 or 15 pounds to lose, we won’t hold out false hope. You won’t lose 50 or 60 pounds in the course of an eight-week program, but you will be well on your way to achieving a healthy weight.
You’ll find easy ways to make better nutritional choices, to make exercise more fun, and to better understand the healing power of herbs and supplements. Most importantly, your intuition will often know what’s best for you, so we’ll give you some tools to help you reconnect with your inner wisdom.
The Vibrant Health Plan calls for gradual changes, so be gentle with yourself! Part of this whole program is learning to really care about yourself, your body and your feelings.
This first week, you’ll start your journal and then pay close attention to what you eat and drink. This will also give you a good idea what to add to or remove from your diet. You’ll get basic information on exercise as well as the importance of quality sleep and proper breathing.
Starting a Wellness Journal
The word journal sounds a lot like journey. In fact, your journal will become the road map on your journey to health. Besides your own reflections, your journal needs to hold extra sheets such as the ongoing food-mood-supplement-activity record, lab test results, newspaper clippings, website printouts and any other information you collect in your exploration. Include some blank sheets for your own notes, as well. We have provided a sample food-mood-supplement-activity record that you can photocopy and use in your notebook, or you can create your own. You can also download it from the book’s website www.drcass.com.
Keep your journal in a handy place. In the coming weeks, you’ll refer to it over and over as you assess your symptoms and create your plan to address them.
For this entire week, and for the rest of your eight-week Vibrant Health Plan, write down everything you eat and drink—meals, snacks, juices, coffee and alcohol. Include the approximate quantities as well. Your nutritional habits will become obvious as you write them down and perhaps will prompt some immediate changes. Do you eat at least five servings of fruits and vegetables a day? If not, you’ll see it easily in your journal pages.
Pay attention to your patterns of eating and drinking, as well. Write down why you ate or drank just then (hunger, boredom, fatigue, etc.) and how you felt afterward (energized, guilty, deserving, etc.). Use a scale from 1 to 5 showing your hunger level.
Here are some examples of questions to consider when you eat:
* How were you feeling before you ate?
* Did you feel true “gut hunger”?
* Were you eating to relieve stress or a low mood?
* Were you eating or drinking out of habit and not really because of hunger or thirst?
* Did you eat hurriedly or calmly?
* Did you eat normal portions?
* How did you feel after you ate (e.g., satisfied, healthy, guilty)?
Notice whether you are eating sugar or drinking coffee to raise your mood, energy, or concentration and then having lows an hour or two afterward when you find yourself craving a doughnut or another cup of coffee. Or notice if you reach for a glass of wine to calm yourself down when you’re feeling stressed.
Your symptoms list is useful in tracking food intolerances, discussed more in Chapter 14. For example, you might notice a stomach ache or diarrhea after eating dairy products or fatigue several hours after eating corn or wheat or even some great health food. Or you might not even have a reaction till the following day. Food intolerances are tricky that way and often need careful detective work to pin them down.
Also note how much you exercise: What you do, when, and for how long. Add up the total minutes spent daily. In addition to time spent at the gym or power walking or using the treadmill in the basement, walking the dog for 15 minutes counts. So do the 10 minutes you spent vacuuming the house and the 20 minutes of weeding the garden or raking leaves. Hey, even folding laundry qualifies.
You’ll also log the hours you sleep each night, meaning actual sleep time, not time spent watching TV or reading in bed.
Include a line or two each day about how you feel, your energy levels and your mood.
Looking back at these entries after just a week can be a real eye-opener. It will help you see some simple ways you can make changes that will have profound effects on your health.
For a sample journal page that you can photocopy for your Wellness Journal, turn to the following page.
You may be surprised at what you discover when you read your first week’s journal.
Kate, a 35-year-old full-time accountant and mother of two teenagers is a good example. Her complaint at our first meeting was, “I just can’t lose those 15 pounds and I am exhausted all the time. My family doctor just told me, ‘What do you expect? Full-time job, two children, it’s no wonder you’re tired!’ But I’m not convinced. I know there are things I should be doing to improve my health, but I’m just too tired to think about them, let alone do them.”
Kate had brought her preceding week’s food-mood-supplement-activity record. She realized that she was getting almost no exercise and that the majority of her diet was made up of starchy carbohydrates—bread, pasta, rice and bagels. Inspired by the possibility of really changing her life, she vowed to stop the starch overload. She planned to eat a protein-rich breakfast and bring a more balanced lunch with her to work, including cut-up vegetables for snacks. She was also going to use the stairs at work instead of the elevator to get to her fourth-floor office. These were small changes, but they were a great start and would make a big difference in her life. After her initial eight weeks, Kate was well on track. She’d lost eight pounds and her exercise program had helped substantially increase her energy.
Daily Food-Mood-Supplement-Activity Record
This work sheet will help you develop a clear picture of your lifestyle: eating habits, exercise, sleep, mood and supplements. For this process to be effective, keep your journal sheet with you and fill it out promptly every time you eat or drink anything including water. For the “Hunger” column, use a scale from 0 to 5: 0 = not hungry and 5 = very hungry.


Add Water
You’ve heard this before, and it’s true: you need about 64 ounces of good, pure water a day. A more exact calculation would be half your weight in ounces. For example, if you weigh 120 pounds, you’d drink 60 oz. It replenishes the amount of water lost in a day through the skin (sweat) and kidneys (urine). Your urine output should be two to three liters a day, clear and light yellow, unless you are taking lots of B vitamins, which makes it bright yellow. Dehydration is more common than we think. For more information, see Dr. F. Batmanghelidj’s Water: For Health, for Healing, for Life: You’re Not Sick, You’re Thirsty! (Grand Central Publishing, 2003).
Avoid tap water, which can be full of contaminants and heavy metals (see Chapter 15). Caffeinated beverages don’t count in your water quota, because they actually leach minerals, taking water with them as well. However, soups counts. Juices technically can contribute to your water intake, but since fruit juices (even pure fruit juices) are so high in sugar, we don’t recommend them. Eat whole fruit instead. If you do drink fruit juice, make it unsweetened, and dilute it at least by half with water.
Invest in a good water purifier and drink form that at home and take along bottles when you’re at work or elsewhere. The good purifiers cost in the neighborhood of $300, but you’ll get some value even form the $12 pitcher-type purifiers.
Why do we need water? Our bodies are composed of 60 to 70% water. Two-thirds of it is in the cells, where it is essential for all chemical processes. The rest is in bodily fluids such as blood and in the lymphatic system, which carry nutrients to the cells and remove the toxic by-products of metabolism from the system. What’s more, studies show that water restriction actually increases fat accumulation.
Here’s an easy way to count your glasses of water: Fill up a 64-ounce bottle with water and refill your cup from it throughout the day until it’s gone. Drink more if you like—this is just the minimum. Water is much better absorbed when you sip it throughout the day rather than gulping down a glass or two every few hours. You can substitute non-caffeinated herb teas, as well.
Make Time for Sleep
Sleep gets its own section in your Week 1 Vibrant Health Plan because it is so essential to all aspects of your health.
Most adults need between seven and nine hours of sleep each night for optimum health, performance, and safety.
According to the National Sleep Foundation, “When we don’t get adequate sleep, we accumulate a sleep debt that can be difficult to ‘pay back’ if it becomes too big. The resulting sleep deprivation has been linked to health problems such as obesity and high blood pressure, negative mood and behavior, decreased productivity and safety issues in the home, on the job, and on the road.”
Yet the average American gets fewer than seven hours of sleep a night, and at least two-thirds of all Americans are sleep deprived.
Make a pledge to yourself right now: Get eight hours of sleep a night, and go to bed as early as possible. Yes, naps count, to a degree, but you can’t add more than one hour of napping into your sleep total because interrupted sleep isn’t as deep and rejuvenating as continuous sleep.
Practicing good sleep habits will contribute to the best possible snooze once you get in bed. This means having a comfortable and comforting bedroom and turning off the TV. Taking a warm bath, drinking a glass of warm milk, and putting on some soothing music will help you get the sleep you need. Having trouble falling or staying asleep? We address this in Chapter 9 on stress reduction.
Here is one case of insomnia that illustrates some of these points. Mira, a patient of mine, noticed in her weekly journal that she was actually not sleeping very well. She was waking up several times during the night and having trouble falling back to sleep. Mira realized that there were some ways she could improve the situation. She began by not watching television before she went to bed. She also cut out her after-dinner espresso and substituted a soothing cup of chamomile tea. The result was, she was able to fall asleep more easily. However, she still needed help staying asleep, as we’ll see.
Breathe Deeply
You can live for a month or more without food, four days without water, but only four minutes without air. Air is the stuff of life. In fact, some Asian cultures believe a person is predestined to take only a fixed number of breaths in a lifetime, so it is a good idea to breathe deeply and slowly to prolong your life.
Predestination notwithstanding, there’s no question that breathing deeply and slowly has profound effects on your body, mind, and spirit.
Deep, slow breathing brings oxygen in exchange for carbon dioxide in individual cells, where it produces the cell’s energy. When we don’t get enough oxygen, we get tired, cranky, and dull because of the increase in carbon dioxide levels. That’s why taking a few deep breaths help recharge your cells and can change your world from dull gray to Technicolor.
Your breathing is a reflection of your emotions. When you are anxious or afraid, your breath becomes rapid and shallow. When you are happy and content, your breath becomes slow and deep. You can also use your breath to change a negative emotional situation.
Imagine you’ve just had near collision in traffic. Your heart is pounding, your adrenaline pumping, and your mind racing. If you simply take 10 deep, slow breaths, these physiological symptoms related to stress will disappear. So, too, will your anxiety. We’ll have more about stress later. For now, remember that your breath and your mind and body are connected.
Most of us breathe too shallowly. In fact, each lung is the size of a football, and most of us are using only one-third of that capacity. Now is the time to develop the habit of breathing more deeply, so begin by spending a few short minutes every day doing just that. You’ll be ahead of the game if you stop several times during the day and take a few deep breaths. See “Deep-Breathing Exercise.”
Deep-Breathing Exercise
* Sit comfortably in a quiet place with your spine straight.
* Relax your belly muscles.
* As you inhale, let your abdomen expand. Feel your diaphragm being pulled down as your lungs fill with air from the bottom to the top.
* Pause briefly when you’ve inhaled fully.
* As you exhale, gently contract your belly and squeeze the air out from top to bottom.
* Repeat at your own pace.
A good resource for learning optimum breathing techniques is Michael Grant White’s website, www.breathing.com .
Stretch Your Muscles
Most of us spend a great deal of time sitting, whether it’s at a desk, on a plane, or while talking on the phone. Some simple stretches, even once a day, will help get out the kinks, promote better circulation, and help you feel centered and energized.
There are some stretches you can do in bed when you awaken, when you’re making your morning smoothie, or even when you’re seated at your desk.
Practitioners of yoga say you’re only as young as your spine, so a flexible spine is an indicator of a youthful and healthy outlook on life.
Start this week to do the simple routine shown in “Morning Stretches” that moves your spine in all of its six directions. You can do it in five minutes.
Morning Stretches
Up and Down
* Stand with your feet shoulder width apart.
* Inhale and slowly begin to raise your arms in front of you and straight up over your head.
* Stretch as tall as you can.
* Breathing deeply, move your arms as if you are climbing a rope, hand over hand.
* Keeping your arms over your head, exhale and slowly press your pelvis forward, arching your back and bending backward as far as you comfortably can. Be sure to have your eyes open for this part.
* Take a breath or two.
* Inhale back to vertical.
* On an exhalation, slowly begin to lower your arms and, with your back straight, bend forward and reach toward your toes.
* When you’ve reached down as far as you can, round your back and relax in this forward-bending posture. Breathe deeply. Do not bounce. Hold for about 30 seconds.
With your back rounded, inhale and slowly curl back up to a standing position.
Half Moon
* Stand with your feet a little more than shoulder width apart.
* Inhaling, raise your arms over your head.
* Clasp your hands together over your head.
* Exhaling, jut your left hip out, bend straight to your right and bring your body into a crescent moon position. If you are doing this correctly, you’ll feel the stretch from the tips of your fingers all the way to your ankles.
* Breathe.
* Inhale back to vertical and repeat on the other side.
Twist
* Sit on the floor with your legs stretched out straight in front of you.
* Exhale and bring your left hand behind you on the floor and twist to the left. Bring your right hand to the outside of your left knee.
* Breathe.
* Inhale and return to the center position.
* Repeat in the opposite direction.
* Sit quietly for a minute or so.
Note: always move slowly into these stretches, taking your time. Do not bounce or force yourself into the pose.
Be sure to record your breathing and stretching in your Wellness Journal. You may notice some changes even the first day. Keeping close track of your progress will serve as an inspiration in the coming weeks. It’ll also help you in your search for the underlying causes of your symptoms, so become a prolific writer and note anything that seems different. As insignificant as something may seem now, a few weeks from now, it may become an important clue.
* * * * *
2: WEEK 2
Now it’s time to start your detective work by filling out the general health questionnaire. This is similar to the one I use in my office for my patients. It not only gives me insight into what may be going on with them but also allows them to become familiar with my approach.
These are somewhat different from the usual physician questions because they focus on conditions that are body-wide and are not restricted to the individual systems (e.g., cardiovascular or respiratory). You’ll be the only one who will read your answers, and, in order to get to the root of your health problems, it’s essential for you to be completely honest. Copy these blank pages and put them in your journal. You can also download them from www.drcass.com).
Fill out the entire questionnaire. It’s important to do all the sections, even if you think they don’t apply to you. You’ll notice that some of the same symptoms are involved in several imbalances.





Let’s return to Kate and Mira.
Kate’s questionnaire had high scores in all the hormone categories—thyroid (overweight, tired, and cold), adrenal (tired, dizzy when she stood up suddenly), and sex hormones (PMS). She noticed that she might have a brain chemistry imbalance as well, which would explain her low moods. She recorded all this information and then read the relevant sections.
Kate’s educated guess for her most likely problem was hypothyroidism. I agreed. In fact, just her dependence on her morning espresso was a tip-off. Women with low thyroid function have particular trouble getting going in the morning and often use coffee as a wake-me-up. Since low thyroid goes hand in hand with low adrenal function, she’ll need to address both, as described in chapter 12.
Mira had already noticed her unbalanced diet. Then, and after reading the material on supplements, we added more essential fatty acids in the form of fish and fish oil capsules. Her questionnaire showed that brain chemistry (low moods and sleep problems) and hormones (sleep problems, irregular periods, and dry skin and hair) were her main issues.
* * * * *
3: WEEK 3
You’ll be pretty busy this week, but please take some time to review your journal entries. The little pearls of insight you’ve likely had in the past two weeks will provide valuable leads as you continue your search for renewed health.
Be sure to keep up your nutrition, supplement and exercise routines from Week 1, as you will do throughout your entire Vibrant Health Plan. Research shows that it takes three weeks to form a new habit, so this third week is especially important since your good health habits are becoming ingrained. We hope that these new ways of looking at food, nutrition and exercise will become habits that will stay with you for the rest of your life.
Now it’s time to do some scientific detective work to back up your suspicions about what’s going on with your body. This is exactly what I do in my office. After patients have filled out their questionnaires and I have taken their history, I develop a list of possible imbalances. I then order appropriate lab testing to find out if there is a basis for my suspicions.
Of course, any competent doctor knows that lab testing is no substitute for good overall medical know-how, experience and intuition. We also know that one lab result is not the whole story. These numbers can fluctuate throughout the day or week based on such factors as diet, activities, stress level and where you are in your menstrual cycle. If we get back a result that looks abnormal and doesn’t quite fit with the clinical picture, we can always repeat the test for confirmation. In good medical practice, we treat the person, not the lab test!
Do your lab tests as soon as possible because it takes time for your results to come back. It may take anywhere from a few days at a local clinic to a few weeks for mailed-in tests. While you’re waiting, you will have enough information to proceed without them, and you can incorporate changes when the results arrive. You may also want to defer testing until later and that’s fine, too. Work at your own pace and within your budget.
If you’re lucky enough to have a doctor who’s willing to join you in the quest for your health, you have won half the battle. You can ask your doctor to order some of the basic, office-based tests and maybe even have them covered by your health insurance.
However, it’s not absolutely essential to have a doctor at this point. Many of the lab tests we recommend are available without a prescription. Some are available in community clinics or even in drugstores and supermarkets. Others are available as kits you can purchase at pharmacies. There are some you can do at home—saliva, blood spot (finger prick), urine or hair samples. Others require a drawn blood sample that must be taken by a professional.
We’ll give you more information about where to get lab tests as well as about finding supportive doctors in case you need one to order further tests or write prescriptions. Check out the Resources section. You can find out how to order various lab tests online at www.drcass.com.
It’s also not necessary to do all of these tests. In my own practice, I generally order a CBC, chemistry panel, lipid panel and liver function panel. Others, such as thyroid and other hormone panels, are ordered only as needed. I frequently order more specific tests, such as organic acid testing, amino acid levels, neurotransmitter levels and stool tests. Look for them at Metametrix Labs(www.metametrix.com), or Genovations (www.gdx.net). These can be costly and are not always covered by insurance. Your test results will give you the general picture of what’s happening in your body and where there may be imbalances. Don’t forget to refer to any lab results done in the past year or so. You paid for the tests. They’re yours. Even if it’s been a while, it’s useful to have a baseline for comparison.
When You Get Your Results
Your results will be a series of numbers that may seem confusing, but the important part is that the lab will let you know the normal ranges and where you fall within them. These ranges often come in two categories: the medical norms (averages) and the norms of good health (optimal ranges). The first are average values of the general population, which include people who are not overtly ill but may not be in great health, either. Optimal ranges are where you want to be for good health. The specific meanings of millimoles, milligrams per deciliter, and other units of measure are essentially unimportant for our purposes here. What you really want to know is whether you fall within the normal and optimal ranges. You’ll then focus on the problem areas that fall outside the optimal ranges.
Here are the basic tests we suggest you get this week:
Blood Pressure
Blood pressure is the force of blood against the walls of the arteries. It’s recorded as two numbers: the systolic pressure (as the heart beats) and the diastolic pressure (as the heart relaxes between beats).
This is a very simple test. If you’re visiting your doctor, someone will likely take your blood pressure. Be sure to ask for your results. You may actually have a blood pressure gauge (called a sphygmomanometer) in your home. If not, many drugstores and even supermarkets have machines to do the testing. You may also be able to get your blood pressure taken by your office nurse, at a health fair or at another free screening.
Try not to take your blood pressure the day your period begins since many women experience harmless blood pressure increases then. Also, you may get a deceptively high reading if you’re feeling ill or if you’ve got a cold or flu. Many people also have what’s called white-coat syndrome or elevated blood pressure in a doctor’s office but at no other time. If that’s the case, it would be a good idea to get your own blood pressure monitor so you can check yourself under relaxed conditions.
You can buy good and simple-to-use monitors at most drug stores. There are also the more expensive (but simpler to use) digital devices that will inflate themselves and then gradually deflate, automatically taking your blood pressure and pulse as they go, and may even give you a printout.
Average blood pressure is not more than 120 mmHg (millimeters of mercury) systolic and 80 mmHg diastolic, and that’s what you’re looking for. That means the top number is 120 and the bottom number is 80. It’s usually expressed as “120 over 80” or “120/80.”
Anything above a systolic pressure of 120 may be a cause for concern. However, if you’ve gotten a high reading, you may want to retest in different circumstances several times to be sure there hasn’t been an error.
Conversely, a reading much lower than 120/80 may also be a cause for concern. I can’t count the number of patients who have come to me believing the myth of low blood pressure. They’ve been congratulated by a doctor or nurse for having low blood pressure, say 100/70. The truth is, they are chronically tired, and feel dizzy when they stand up quickly. Rather than meaning they are “extra healthy,” low blood pressure for them is a likely sign of low adrenal function.
Enter your blood pressure reading in your Wellness Journal.
Resting Pulse
You’ll also want to know your resting pulse rate. It’s easy to take it yourself:
Sit quietly for at least two minutes.
Firmly place the index finger and middle finger on the opposite wrist, in line with the large thumb muscle.
Find your pulse.
Count beats for 10 seconds.
Multiply by six.
This is your resting pulse rate.
Normal resting pulse ranges are generally between 65 and 80 unless you are a highly conditioned athlete, in which case your resting pulse may be lower. If your resting pulse is under 60, it could also be a sign of low adrenal function.
Cholesterol and Triglyceride Screening
Cholesterol is a waxy, fatlike substance that occurs naturally in all parts of the body and is essential for normal body function. Cholesterol is present in cell walls and membranes everywhere in your body, including the brain, nerves, muscle, skin, liver, intestines and heart. Your body needs cholesterol to produce such components as hormones, brain cells, vitamin D and the bile acids that help digest fat.
Conventional medicine says that excess cholesterol is deposited in the arteries, where it contributes to the formation of artery-clogging plaque, increasing the risk of heart attack and stroke. In fact, the cholesterol forms in response to inflammation in the vessel wall, so the focus should be more on treating the source of the inflammation than on eating less fat.
While eating foods high in saturated fat and cholesterol can raise your blood cholesterol, the rise is generally temporary and does not usually contribute to plaque formation. The real culprit is excessive intake of refined carbohydrates such as sugar and white flour which cause an inflammatory response, in the form of raised cholesterol. Fat cells themselves (adipocytes) are source of inflammation, accounting for elevated cholesterol in obese individuals.
HDL (high-density lipoprotein) or “good” cholesterol helps clear arteries of fat and cholesterol, carrying it to the liver for removal from the body. LDL (low-density lipoprotein) or “bad” cholesterol deposits cholesterol on your arterial walls and causes them to become clogged
Triglycerides are the fats in your blood, derived from fats eaten in foods or made by your body from other energy sources, such as carbohydrates. The calories you eat that are not used for immediate energy needs are converted to triglycerides and sent to fat cells for storage.
High triglycerides may be a sign of undiagnosed diabetes or low thyroid, and they may reflect an increased risk for heart disease.
Blood cholesterol and triglycerides are usually checked by a simple blood test, available through your doctor, at community screening clinics and health fairs, and through consumer labs (i.e., those not requiring a prescription from your doctor). To get accurate results, you’ll need to refrain from eating and drinking anything but water for about 10 hours before the blood is drawn. Your cholesterol measurement will be given in three numbers: total cholesterol, HDL and LDL cholesterol.
You’re aiming for total cholesterol of less than 200 mg/dL. Here are the ranges:
Normal: 200 mg/dL or less
Borderline-high cholesterol: 200–239 mg/dL
High risk for heart disease: 240 mg/dL or more
Optimal total cholesterol range: 180–200
HDL cholesterol which protects against heart disease should be between 60 and 150 mg/dL. The higher your HDL cholesterol, the better you are assimilating fats in your system. Below 40 mg/dL is inadequate.
LDL (bad) cholesterol levels: The goal is to keep these levels low.
Optimal is below 100 mg/dL
Near optimal is 100–129
High is 160–189
Very high is 190 and above
When looking at your total cholesterol levels, the ratio is more important than the numbers, with an optimal ratio of total cholesterol to HDL at 3:1 or less. Normal range is considered 5:1 or less.
Most conventional doctors have been led to believe that very low total cholesterol is the way to go. Your doctor may prescribe cholesterol-lowering medication called statins but they are not the only solution. Some standards even mandate total cholesterol levels that are impossible to achieve without the use of statin drugs. However, these drugs pose a hazard to your health and there is simply no research that proves they protect against heart attacks. The reason is simple: These so-called cholesterol-lowering drugs don’t address the causes of plaque in arteries.
Here are some statin facts that you may not know:
* A review of five big studies found that the risk of non-fatal heart attack and stroke was reduced by 1.4% in people on statin therapy—but that the rate of serious adverse effects rose 1.8% in those same people. Not a great trade-off.
* There is no relationship between blood cholesterol and heart disease risk in women over fifty or in men over seventy. Statins given to these individuals are not only wasted, but expose them to risk of side effects that isn’t outweighed by benefit to their hearts.
* A survey of South Carolina adults found no correlation of blood cholesterol levels with “bad” dietary habits, such as use of red meat, animal fats, fried foods, butter, eggs, whole milk, bacon, sausage, and cheese.
* A Medical Research Council survey showed that men eating butter ran half the risk of developing heart disease compared with those using margarine.
* Mother’s milk provides a higher proportion of cholesterol than almost any other food. It also contains over 50% of its calories as fat, much of it saturated fat. Both cholesterol and saturated fat are essential for growth in babies and children, especially for the development of the brain. Yet, the American Heart Association is now recommending that children consume a low-cholesterol, low-fat diet. That’s exactly the kind of diet that was linked, in one recent study, with failure to thrive in children. The fact is, children need good fats to provide the raw materials for healthy brain cells.
Statins have been found to help with heart attack and stroke prevention in two groups of people: Those with type 2 diabetes and those who have already had a heart attack or stroke and want to prevent another one. The catch is that the drugs probably don’t help these people because they lower cholesterol, but because they address another, more important risk factor: inflammation.
Pardon this seeming diversion, but statins are overprescribed, and often not worth the risk of their side effects.
Your triglyceride results can be evaluated as follows:
Normal: less than 150 mg/dL
Borderline high: 150–199 mg/dL
High: 200–499 mg/dL
Very high: 500 mg/dL or higher
If you are concerned about your cholesterol levels being too high and the implications for your cardiovascular health, there are two other markers for you to consider:
To test for inflammation, get a quantitative C-reactive protein level. Optimal levels should be 0.7 or less. Normal is up to 2.
Also, high levels of an amino acid called homocysteine, a harmful by-product of protein metabolism, have been associated with heart disease, stroke and Alzheimer’s disease. Optimal level is less than 9. If it’s elevated, you are probably deficient in the essential vitamins such as vitamins B12, B6 and folic acid, and you’ll need to supplement with them.
For a more detailed explanation, including interpretation of lab tests, you can go to such sites as www.webmd.com.
Comprehensive Metabolic Panel
The Comprehensive Metabolic Panel (CMP) is typically a group of 14 specific blood tests that have been approved, named, and assigned a CPT code (Current Procedural Terminology number) by Medicare, and most insurance companies. It is performed on the blood serum (the portion of blood without cells). Here is what it measures, with the normal ranges:
Glucose level is a measure of how well the body is converting carbohydrates into energy and how well the liver and other organs that help regulate blood sugar are working. Measured fasting, i.e. 9–12 hours after the last meal, elevated blood glucose levels can indicate diabetes, liver disease, hypothyroidism, or stress-related illnesses. Low levels are a sign of hypoglycemia. Normal range is 65–109 mg/dL. (Optimal is 70–100.). If blood glucose is abnormally high or low, I will order a HbA1C or glycosylated hemoglobin, which more accurately measures an average level of glucose over time. Normal range: 4.0–5.9%. Under that reflects hypoglycemia, while above that range, diabetes.
Kidney Function
Blood urea nitrogen (BUN) measures the amount of nitrogen in your blood derived from urea, which is formed in the liver as a byproduct of protein metabolism. The kidneys then eliminate urea in the urine. Elevated levels can indicate kidney disease. It can also reflect heart disease, dehydration, or excessive protein intake. Liver disease can lead to a low BUN.
Normal range is 7–20 mg/dL.
Creatinine is a breakdown product of creatine, a constituent of muscle, and measures the kidneys’ ability to excrete waste in the urine. Elevated creatinine levels can indicate kidney problems. Normal range is .8–1.4 mg/dL.
Total protein measurements can reflect nutritional status, kidney disease, liver disease, and many other conditions. Normal range is 6.5–8.0 g/100ml.
Albumin is the major protein in the blood. Low albumin is generally a sign of liver or kidney problems. Normal range is 3.4–5.4 g/dL
Electrolytes
The concentrations of sodium and potassium are tightly regulated by the body as is the balance between these four elements. Electrolyte (and acid-base) imbalances can be present in a wide variety of acute and chronic illnesses.
Serum chloride shows the amount of chloride in the blood serum and it’s often related to changes in sodium levels. Elevated serum chloride can indicate dehydration, diarrhea or conditions causing excessive urination. Low levels can indicate kidney disease, uncontrolled diabetes, congestive heart failure, cirrhosis of the liver, very high protein, triglycerides or glucose in the blood. Normal range is 101–111 mmol/L.
Serum sodium shows the amount of sodium in the serum and is linked to serum chloride. Elevated levels can be a risk factor for hypertension, while low levels often reflect low adrenal function, which is more common than most people realize. Normal range is 136–144 mEq/L.
Carbon dioxide (CO2) determines the amount of carbon dioxide in your blood, which indicates how well your kidneys and lungs are controlling the acid-base balance in your body. Excessive or depressed levels can indicate kidney problems, breathing or lung problems, poisoning or drug overdose, severe diarrhea, uncontrolled diabetes or severe dehydration. Normal range is 20–29 mmol/L.
Serum potassium measures blood levels of potassium which is essential to proper heart function. Elevated potassium can indicate kidney problems or dehydration. Low levels can be caused by severe vomiting or diarrhea, the use of diuretics or liver disease. Normal range is 3.5–5.5 mEq/L.
Calcium is one of the most important minerals in your body. Blood calcium is tested to screen for a range of conditions relating to the bones, heart, nerves, kidneys, and teeth. Normal range is 8.5 to 10.2 mg/dL
Liver Function Panel
The liver is the largest organ in the body, weighing around 3.5 pounds. It has a major role in the metabolism, digestion, detoxification, and elimination of various potentially toxic substances from the body. A liver panel will show how healthy this major organ is by measuring levels of various enzymes that it produces:
AST (aspartate aminotransferase) was formerly called SGOT (serum glutamic-oxaloacetic transaminase). Normal range is 9–72 U/L.
ALT (alanine aminotransferase) was formerly called SGPT (serum glutamic-pyruvic transaminase). Normal range is 8–50 U/L. Both enzymes are elevated in cases of liver cell damage. Both are also found in myocardial cells (heart muscle) and skeletal muscle cells. AST is also in bone, and ALT is in the kidneys. Liver damage from alcohol, various diseases, strenuous exercise, and various prescription drugs can lead to elevated results in either one.
Bilirubin is a breakdown product of hemoglobin from red blood cells. Total bilirubin and direct bilirubin are usually measured for screening and/or monitoring liver or gallbladder problems. Normal range is .2–1.3 mg/dL.
ALP (alkaline phosphatase) is an enzyme made mostly in liver and bone, and is elevated when the body tissue is diseased. Increased ALP levels can also be due to medications and healing of fractures. Normal range is 38–126 U/L.
LDH (lactate dehydrogenase) is an enzyme that helps produce energy. Found in the kidneys, liver, heart, muscle, brain, lungs and red blood cells, it is raised when there is injury; for example, 24–48 hrs after a heart attack. Normal range is. 105–330 IU/liter.
Complete Blood Count (CBC)
The complete blood count (CBC) measures five major components of blood:
White blood cell count (WBC) measures your ability to fight infections. Normal range is 3.4–9.6 K/mm.
Red blood cell count (RBC) measures the number of red blood cells that carry oxygen and remove waste products from body tissues. Normal range is 3.58–4.99 mil/mm3. (Optimal is 3.8–5.1 for women.)
Hemoglobin (HGB) value measures your body’s ability to carry oxygen to tissues and remove carbon dioxide from tissues to lungs. Hemoglobin gives the red color to blood. Normal range is 11.1–15.0 g/dL. (Optimal level is upper range of normal.)
Hematocrit (HCT) value measures the percentage of red blood cells in relation to your total blood volume. Normal range is 31.8–43.2%. (Optimal range is upper end of normal.)
Platelet count measures your ability to stop bleeding by forming clots. Normal range in a complete blood count is 140–440 K/mm3. (Optimal is 162–380.)
Among other things, your CBC will let you know if you are anemic, which is a major cause of fatigue that can be due to a deficiency in iron, folic acid, B12, or B6. A high white blood cell count is due to infection, inflammation, or, if very high, leukemia or other more serious conditions. A low WBC may indicate immune-system impairment.
White blood cells are divided further into six main types: neutrophils (elevated in bacterial infections, inflammation, etc.), bands (new neutrophils, in response to an acute bacterial infection), lymphocytes (further divided into T- and B-lymphocytes, and elevated in viral and chronic infections), basophils (decreased in acute allergic reactions), eosinophils (elevated in allergy or parasites), and monocytes (elevated in viral infection, inflammation).
These are the normal relative values of each:
* Neutrophils: 40 to 60%
* Basophils: 0.5 to 1%
* Bands: 0 to 3%
* Eosinophils: 1 to 4%
* Lymphocytes: 20 to 40%
* Monocytes: 2 to 8%
The tests are done by drawing a small test tube full of blood. This can be the same tube as the blood for your cholesterol screening, so you don’t have to have your skin punctured twice for the blood draw.
These are the basic tests. More specific testing will be found in the imbalances chapters. If you know what blood tests you want to have done, make a list and do them all at once for convenience.
Breast Self-Exam
The value of breast self-exams has recently been questioned, with some experts saying that it is difficult to teach women to do a comprehensive exam. We think women are intelligent enough to seek and find problems in their breasts. In addition, women often intuitively know when something is wrong.
The breast self-exam is a simple procedure that takes less than five minutes a month—and it could save your life. If you find a lump, check with your doctor. While only about 15 to 20% of lumps turn out to be malignant, it’s better to be safe than sorry. For more details, see www.breastcancer.org.
While conventional doctors are very focused on mammograms as preventive and diagnostic tools, there are safer alternatives. The average mammogram exposes a woman to100 times the radiation of a chest X-ray. We know that radiation causes cancer, so it makes no sense to use radiation to screen for cancer. The compression caused by the mammogram machine may also cause existing lumps to “leak” malignant cells.
Thermograms are an excellent non-invasive alternative to mammograms that can actually provide more information. Thermograms cost about the same as mammograms and can warn you years earlier than mammograms if abnormal tissues growth is beginning. That being said, it requires an expert to interpret and there have been occasional cases of false negatives, i.e. missed tumors, with thermograms.
For more information on thermograms and other means of keeping your breasts healthy, please see The Secret of Health: Breast Wisdom which Kathleen Barnes wrote with Dr. Ben Johnson. (Morgan James 2008)
Weight/Body Fat
You can use your bathroom scale or, for a little more money, get one that will assess body fat percentages as well as weight.
You will need to calculate what is called your BMI or body mass index, the ratio between your height and weight.
An excellent chart for BMI calculation can be found on the website: www.consumer.gov/weightloss/bmi.htm.
Here’s what your BMI means:
17–19: underweight
20–24: normal
25–29: overweight
30–39: obese
40 and up: extremely obese

Body fat percentages can be tested in a number of ways, but the simplest and most common involves the use of a pair of calipers that measures the thickness of skin folds. Many personal trainers at gyms have these instruments. The most high-tech way of measuring percent lean mass versus body weight is with a bioelectric impedance device, found in some gyms and clinics. For women, an acceptable range of body fat is 25% or less. The proportion of fat to lean body mass is more important than weight or even than looking thin. There are thin women with too much fat (including many anorexics!), and there are large women who have the correct proportion of fat to muscle.
Waist-to-hip ratio is another good number to know. You will learn about Metabolic Syndrome later, but suffice it to say for now, excessive abdominal fat (an apple-shaped figure as opposed to a pear-shaped figure) represents a higher risk for heart disease, diabetes, and some types of cancer. Here’s how to determine waist-hip ratio:
Measure your waist and hips, and then divide the hip measurement by the waist measurement. In women, a ratio of .8 is an indicator for obesity-related diseases.
Flexibility/Fitness
These are fairly subjective tests, but as a rule, for absolute minimum fitness you should be able to do the following:
* Touch your toes with your knees straight, without bouncing.
* Slowly lift a 10-pound weight from the floor to over your head. Repeat as many times as you can. You should be able to repeat at least 10 times without exhaustion.
* Walk a mile in 20 minutes or less with your finishing heart rate under 180. You should return to your resting pulse within 10 minutes.
Your Wellness Journal Work Sheet
As you get your test results, whether from a lab or from something you’ve done for yourself, record them in your Wellness Journal.
Note: Many laboratories use different units of measure in their testing, so don’t be surprised if you get results that are different from the ones we gave. There is also the “average” versus the “optimal” value. Your test results should come with the normal ranges your lab uses and, with those that work directly with consumers, an explanation. Many labs will not include optimal values.
Here’s a sample work sheet you can copy and insert in your journal. Put a mark next to any result that is outside the normal ranges.


Make notes in your journal of your general thoughts about which imbalances you are experiencing.
As we said at the beginning of this chapter, it may take longer than a week for you to order your tests, complete them, and get your results back. The time this takes also depends on which tests you decide to do. The assignment this week was to get the ball rolling, not to finish everything, so if you’ve started, you’re doing just great.
Your exercise and deep-breathing programs are probably making you feel better already. Keep it up! If you had an indulgence here and there, don’t worry, just pick up your Vibrant Health Plan where you left off. And do give yourself a pat on the back for all the good things you are doing for yourself. We are often self-critical about our failings and forget to reward ourselves for our positive actions.
Remember: You’re in charge of your health. You are making great strides toward bringing yourself back to the glowing health you deserve.
Soon you’ll have all the tools you need to make some solid decisions about where to look for the cause of your health problems.
* * * * *
Now is the time for you to take what you’ve learned about your health so far and use that information to discover the underlying imbalances that are the source of your health problems.
You know the major health complaints you will be working on.
You’ve made some basic changes to your diet, sleep, and exercise patterns and you’re probably already beginning to see some results.
The questionnaires and the testing you’ve now completed will provide some concrete information about how to figure out the underlying imbalances. You may not yet have received all of your lab results, but you can go ahead with this chapter anyway. You can always revise your plan if results come in future weeks that change your focus.
Review all your research now. It will clarify which direction you should take.
This process is going to be part science, part intuition, and a good part just common sense.
We women grow up in a world where our intuition is not necessarily respected by others, and sometimes we lose trust in our own “knowing.” As women, both of us have learned over the years to trust our own intuition and to honor it in others. It sure helps me in diagnosing and treating patients. But you don’t have to be a doctor to trust your intuition.
While she is not a trained medical professional, Kathleen, has worked with the spiritual aspects of healing for most of her adult life and is well acquainted with intuitive medicine and energetic healing.
We all have innate healing ability that we use most easily with our children and other loved ones. How about using it on yourself now?
Let’s begin with a unique and intuitive means of discovering what your innate wisdom sees as helpful for you. This will be a valuable tool for this week’s decision making.
Contacting Your Higher Intelligence
Do you ever hear a still, small voice inside? It’s the one that you may override and then later discover gave your correct information all along. We sure have! Both of us have learned to rely on the little voice, even though our professional colleagues might think that “hearing voices” is a little strange. It works!
For me, the little voice has communicated everything from such mundane messages as “Take your sweater. You’ll need it,” to “Check that patient for copper toxicity” (honestly!).
For the most part, the voice turns out to be right. At times, it may tell you to stop in at a particular place, and if you’re tuned in enough to listen, you end up running into someone you had wanted to see or had been thinking of. This same voice has higher octaves as well—messages you receive about your life path—when you allow yourself the time and quiet to listen to it.
The voice may sound like your own, so you can’t simply assume that it’s someone out there watching over you (though it might be). It’s sometimes just in the form of an idea, an urge or an inspiration.
Whatever we call it and however we imagine it, we all have a helpful inner guide that acts as a compass for us, if only we get quiet enough to listen. Use this voice to help you make your decisions, not just here for your health issues, but in life in general.
Regular meditation will help you get closer to that inner source.
The Decision Tree
Now is the time for you to choose which pathway you will follow for the next six weeks. Take some time to study the table called the “Decision Tree” and locate your most likely imbalances. Then read the information on those imbalances that follows.

The Imbalances
Once you read through these synopses of the possible imbalances, you’ll be ready to delve more deeply into the specific chapters in Part 2. As you read through these brief descriptions, you may find that more than one imbalance may be affecting your health. By reading the pertinent chapters, you may get more clarity. As we’ve said before, all our body systems are interconnected and an imbalance in one often affects other systems. Conversely, correcting an imbalance in one system will often take care of problems elsewhere.
In the chapters in Part 2, each problem listed here will have a brief summary of the conventional medical approach followed by a detailed description of more natural approaches to correcting your imbalances.
Lifestyle and Stress Imbalances
Unresolved stress in your life can lead to a downward spiral that can cause a wide range of physical problems from headaches and heart disease to gastrointestinal problems and more. You will learn to incorporate stress reduction into your life. It’s essential!
Brain Chemistry Imbalances
Unbalanced brain chemicals can cause everything from anxiety and insomnia to depression, addiction, memory loss, mood swings and even serious mental illness. You will learn natural ways to correct these imbalances at the root of the problem.
Hormone Imbalances
A hormone is a chemical messenger secreted by any one of the body’s endocrine (ductless) glands—the thyroid (thyroid hormone), parathyroid (parathormone), ovaries (estrogen, progesterone), testes (testosterone), adrenals (adrenaline, cortisol, DHEA) and pancreas (insulin).
Sex Hormone Imbalances
As women, we know the feelings associated with hormone swings, whether during our menstrual cycles or when hormone production begins to decline with age, a period known as “perimenopause.” Eventually, all of us will experience the hormonal challenges of menopause. There are ways to minimize, even eliminate, symptoms of PMS and menopause by knowing how to balance your hormones.
Thyroid and Adrenal Imbalances
The thyroid and adrenal glands control energy production and when they are out of balance, you’ll feel exhausted, possibly depressed and be subject to illness and infection. Mainstream medicine is just not up to speed when it comes to recognizing and treating these increasingly common problems, but we’ll give you ways to detect and relieve these imbalances.
Blood Sugar Imbalances and Metabolic Syndrome X
Symptoms of blood sugar imbalance may include low blood sugar (hypoglycemia) and what may seem like its opposite, diabetes, with its high blood sugar. You will learn how these conditions relate to each other and the role that high-sugar foods, insulin and blood sugar levels play in making you feel weak, light-headed or irritable. Correcting your diet is the first line of defense here.
Digestion, Dysbiosis, and Food Allergies
Dysbiosis refers to an imbalance in the normal intestinal bacteria where there is an overgrowth of harmful yeast and other pathogenic organisms or “bad bugs in your gut.” They produce toxins that cause all kinds of problems, such as depression, headaches, PMS, chronic fatigue syndrome, allergies, and even asthma.
Multiple food and chemical sensitivities are strongly linked to yeast overgrowth, possibly because the dysbiosis causes imbalances in the immune system. You will learn to detect and eliminate these, as well as the yeast, and restore your digestive and body balance.
Toxin Imbalances
In our modern world, most of us are subject to toxic overloads caused by everything from air pollution to contaminated food and to plastics in our environment to exposure to cigarette smoke. Even generally healthy foods such as fish can be a source of toxic mercury and poisoning can cause brain and nervous system damage. Learn how to avoid these toxins and to clear out those already ingested.
Musculoskeletal Imbalances (Headaches, Arthritis, and Osteoporosis)
When your body’s structure—the bones and muscles that support you—becomes imbalanced, it can show up as back pain, joint pain, carpal tunnel syndrome, pinched nerves or headaches. There are methods to detect and repair the underlying problems rather than simply treating the pain itself.
Your Next Step
Now that you’ve worked your way through your symptoms, the tests and the relationships among symptoms and imbalances in this chapter, you’re ready to make a choice.
Go to the chapter on the imbalance you consider most likely to be the underlying cause of your health problem. Then read it carefully and determine if it applies to you and to your condition. If you have identified more than one imbalance, use your intuition to pick one to work on first.
If you’re still uncertain which imbalance to address first, read through all the sections that seem to pertain to you, for clarity. Remember that very few health conditions fit neatly into little slots, so what you see there may not be an exact fit.
Here is an example of how the various conditions are connected. Despite the complexity at first glance, the solutions may be surprisingly simple.
Ginny’s Story
Twenty-eight-year-old Ginny had graduated from college a few months earlier and was one month into a demanding new job. She came to me complaining of recurring headaches and she was 20 pounds overweight. She craved sugary food and pasta, was tired especially in the late afternoon and had difficulty concentrating. She noticed gas and bloating after meals, as well.
My thoughts?
Her low energy was likely due to blood sugar imbalances.
Low thyroid was another consideration, because she was tired and overweight. Her mother was, too, and had been on thyroid medication at one point in her life. This family history of hypothyroidism was a weak spot in Ginny’s armor.
Suggestive of intestinal yeast problems, her bloating had been a long-standing problem, ever since she had taken a six-month course of antibiotics for acne in her teens. Her digestion was worse since she started her new job, too. And her eating habits? Don’t ask. No breakfast, coffee and doughnuts at the office, a sandwich at her desk. You get the picture. It was clear too that stress was likely playing a big role in her condition.
Now, is Ginny just an unlucky young woman with myriad health problems, or is she suffering from a basic imbalance that is affecting the rest of her systems?
The fact is, her problems are all interrelated and will begin to resolve once she attacks the likeliest basic cause. Ginny’s story is pretty typical for women I see and treat successfully. You can even treat yourself successfully in such a situation once you have read the book and worked with the program.
In a nutshell: In adolescence, Ginny’s acne was treated with antibiotics, which killed her gut flora (the “good bugs” that help with digestion), creating a fertile field for yeast. Her stress-driven sugar intake then allowed the yeast to thrive (yeast loves sugar!). In addition, her chronic stress weakened her adrenals and drove her blood sugar down, increasing her sweet cravings even further. The yeast also led to “leaky gut” and poor absorption of nutrients, which were needed to run every aspect of her body and brain chemistry. Now, there was a vicious cycle!
Ginny was overweight and undernourished. That’s a fairly common combination. This lack of nutrients led to a host of other problems that we haven’t even mentioned. For example, one result of her malnutrition was that it deprived her thyroid of the minerals zinc and selenium that it needed to make thyroid hormone. Her acne may have been due to a zinc deficiency in the first place! The result? She was tired and overweight and prone to infections, such as the yeast. So, get the picture? And I didn’t even mention her PMS, another by-product of poor diet, low thyroid, stress, and yeast.
Far from a hopeless case, Ginny simply needed to pay attention to exactly the same issues that you will in the course of reading this book. Did it take me hours to figure this out as she sat there? No. It took me longer to write Ginny’s story (about 30 minutes) than it did to understand her situation.
You’ll get it, too. We are dealing with a multidimensional system: All your body systems relate to each other. The larger picture can be perceived quite easily by the trained eye and the untrained eye just needs some education.
Ginny began to learn about the impact on her health of her lifestyle—food, supplements, exercise, and relaxation. She was actually excited to find out that there was a name to her condition and that she could help fix it. Her core issues? Unbalanced diet, malnutrition, hypothyroidism, intestinal yeast (candida) and unbalanced hormones. The solution? Attack on all fronts!
This is what I recommended for Ginny:
* Change diet to nutritious foods.
* Add nutrients (multivitamin and antioxidants), probiotics and antifungal herbal formula.
* Remove sugar and caffeine, which was easier once she had introduced more nourishing foods and supplements.
* Support the adrenals (stressed) with adaptogens and B vitamins.
* Nourish her thyroid with minerals, seaweed, and tyrosine.
* Exercise: To get her metabolism going, gradually, I recommended walking in nature, using the stairs at work, doing yoga or another more meditative form of exercise, getting in touch with her body in the process.
* Meditate.
See how this works? We take many factors into consideration—including the results of your lab tests—and rank them from “most likely” to “least likely.” You may already have a pretty good handle on what’s going on. Don’t worry if it takes some repetition for you to catch on; it has taken me years to integrate all this information, and I’m still learning!
* * * * *
“Let food be your medicine.”
—Hippocrates
This week you’ll be implementing the recommendations for the condition you’re addressing. Your imbalance section may include additional questionnaires to help you gain insight into your condition, recommendations for more supplements, dietary changes, increased or different exercise and various other therapies. It may even recommend that you see a doctor.
This chapter will give you an in-depth look at the food issue: You are what you eat and we don’t all eat as well as we should. So you will likely be handling your “condition” as well as learning all about food and vitamin supplements.
Please don’t add stress to your life by trying to do everything at once. You’ll be much more likely to adhere to your new program if you take things at a moderate pace. This is another place to use your intuition about what will work for you.
This week would be a good time to read through your Wellness Journal again, to remind yourself how far you’ve come in just five short weeks. Re-reading your journal may also trigger some insights that will be helpful in the weeks to come. By this time, you are probably noticing some wonderful changes in your body, mind, and spirit as a result of the basic programs you started in Week 1. Keep up those programs as you continue forward.
Food, Glorious Food
It’s time to start thinking of food as fuel. In order to function at peak efficiency, your body needs the best raw materials possible. Our standard American Diet (SAD for short!), which emphasizes high-fat, high-calorie, low-nutrient eating, is anything but nourishing. We live in a time when food is more plentiful than it has ever been in history, yet we are woefully undernourished because we fill up on all the wrong foods. Many of us eat too many processed foods that have almost no nutritional value. They are high in chemicals, salt, starch and, above all, sugar. It’s amazing that our bodies can glean the basic minimum requirements, and often, they don’t. That’s why even the medical establishment has recognized the need for all adults to take a multivitamin every day.
Depressed, tired, foggy-brained, overweight women are often told they need Prozac, when in fact all they really need is a steady supply of real food to get their brains and bodies back on track. Haven’t there been times when you found yourself feeling tired, irritable, unable to think straight, and overwhelmed with all that you had to do—when you suddenly realized that you’d skipped a meal? Within minutes of eating a carrot, a muffin or a piece of cheese, everything changes: the world becomes a better place, and those tasks are no longer insurmountable. The problem was simply low blood sugar: Your poor brain was running on empty!
The next step is to choose the highest-quality food possible to help keep your neurotransmitters in balance.
There is scientific proof that if you follow the principles of optimum nutrition, you can do all of the following:
* Improve your mood.
* Increase your mental and physical stamina and your overall health.
* Enhance your concentration, memory and overall mental ability.
* Reduce your stress level.
In this chapter, we’ll be looking at each of the various nutrients from the fuel-supplying carbohydrates to the building-block proteins and fats to the catalysts and cofactors, vitamins and minerals. We’ll finish with a list of the basics that will get you, and keep you, in vibrant health.
The Basic Three: Carbohydrate, Protein, and Fat
All foods fall into one of three categories: carbohydrate, protein, or fat. Our bodies need high-quality versions of all three for optimal health. An excellent dietary mix is to obtain about 40% of your calories from complex carbohydrates, 30% from high-quality protein, and 30% from good fats. If you’ve cleaned up your diet and you’re still experiencing cravings for sugar, caffeine, nicotine, alcohol or recreational drugs, see Chapter 6 for more ways to address these issues.
Weight management is such an important concern for many women that we’ve included a special bonus chapter, Chapter 17, full of ideas and suggestions to help you get your weight where you want it.
We’ll begin with whole foods, which grow in the ground or on trees. They are natural and have undergone little or no processing. They include beans, lentils, seeds, nuts, whole grains such as brown rice, whole wheat bread or pasta, as well as fresh fruit and vegetables. Seeds are especially rich in fiber and in essential minerals like calcium, magnesium, zinc and iron.
Running on Carbohydrates
Your body’s main fuel is glucose or blood sugar. Most carbohydrates, including bread, cereals, fruits and vegetables, break down into this simple sugar during digestion. This does not mean that you should eat more sugar to enhance your energy! Quite the opposite. The quick-release sugars found in white flour, candy, cookies, and fruit juices will lead only to the “sugar blues,” a sugar high caused by the availability of the quick energy sugars followed by a blood sugar crash. You want a steady supply of glucose for fuel based on complex carbs. Think whole grain toast instead of a Snickers bar.
The speed at which a specific food breaks down into glucose determines its glycemic index (GI). In a nutshell, the higher a food’s glycemic index, the more quickly it breaks down into simple sugars and the worse it is for you. However, it’s a little more complicated than that for a couple of reasons:
1. Glycemic index or GI tells you only how rapidly a particular carbohydrate turns into sugar. It doesn’t tell you how much of that carbohydrate is in a serving of a particular food. You need to know both things to understand a food’s effect on blood sugar. That is where glycemic load or GL comes in. The carbohydrate in watermelon, for example, has a high GI. But there isn’t a lot of it, so watermelon’s glycemic load is relatively low. A GL of 20 or more is high, a GL of 11 through 19 is medium, and a GL of 10 or less is low. Foods that have a low GL almost always have a low GI. Foods with an intermediate or high GL range from very low to very high GI.
2. Glycemic index is based on eating that food alone, something we don’t do very often. The presence of protein and fats slows the absorption of carbohydrates, so, where it might be a bad idea to eat a pile of mashed potatoes alone, it’s perfectly fine to eat modest servings in combination with a serving of meat and vegetables. For more information on this, see Nancy Appleton’s classic book Lick the Sugar Habit (Avery 1996).
Keep most of your carb consumption in the low-GL section found at the top third of the chart. This gives your body the glucose it needs for fuel without the blood sugar spikes that leave you feeling tired and cranky and contribute to food cravings.
To further slow the glucose conversion, combine your carbs with protein. For example, add a couple of slices of roasted turkey to a piece of whole grain bread or have some poached salmon with a serving of brown rice.

What about low carb diets?
Low carb diets were all the rage a few years ago, then they were debunked because some researchers showed they might increase cholesterol and place undue strain on the liver.
However, many people had great success on these diets because they made weight control simple: Eat a lot of protein and few vegetables and a tiny amount of fruit and you’ll lose weight.
Unfortunately, many people took the low carb-high protein concept as a license to chow down on bacon double cheeseburgers all day long. As long as we didn’t eat the bun, it was great!
Not really.
Recent research shows that a low carbohydrate/high protein diet does result in more weight loss in the short term. It also can actually reduce the inflammatory markers that are signs of heart disease.
We recommend moderation. As part of a healthy eating plan, we need carbohydrates, but not in the quantities included in the SAD.
A moderately low carbohydrate diet is sensible if you use your daily carb allowance of 50 to 75 grams by eating whole grain cereals and breads and other complex carbohydrates that will give you long term energy.
The problem with the gimmicky diets that proclaim that carbohydrates will bring about the downfall of humankind is that you won’t stick to them long. Above all, we prefer a healthy eating plan, not a diet.
Powered by Protein
The amount of protein you consume has a direct bearing on how you feel overall. Made up of amino acids, protein is the building block of all of the body’s components, from hair and muscles to enzymes, hormones and neurotransmitters. Adequate protein intake can also boost your metabolism by 25%.
Our bodies require 23 different amino acids for proper function, 9 of them essential—lysine, tryptophane, methionine, valine, leucine, isoleucine, histidine, threonine and phenylalanine. Because our bodies cannot make them, they must be derived from our diet. We are able to manufacture the remaining amino acids, though at the cost of diverting precious materials and energy. So it’s still better to eat as large a variety of amino acids as possible, even the so-called nonessential ones. The quality of a protein is determined by its balance of amino acids.
A complete protein is better absorbed and more efficiently utilized, so you will need a smaller amount of it to be optimally nourished. Meat, fish, chicken, poultry, cheese, milk and eggs are considered complete proteins because they contain the essential amino acids and in sufficient amounts.
We also prefer a diet that includes some meat, especially seafood and poultry because of their healthy fats and other nutrients.
However, if you choose a vegetarian diet, you can combine plant-based proteins that are missing one or two amino acids (e.g., soy is missing methionine) to create a complete protein. You can, for example, combine whole grains, nuts or seeds with a serving of beans or combine rice and beans for a complete protein.
You need about 20 grams of protein per meal. That is the equivalent of three eggs or three to four ounces of lean meat, poultry or fish or half a can (three ounces) of tuna.
Unpasteurized dairy products from a certified dairy that uses no antibiotics or hormones are also a good source of protein, provided you are not allergic to dairy. If you don’t get unpasteurized, at least buy dairy products that are organic. Three small containers (16 ounces) of unsweetened yogurt or a cup of cottage cheese provide all you need. Soy hot dogs or burgers, five ounces of tofu or a serving of soy-based protein powder are good vegetarian options.
Whey-based protein powders are preferable to soy-based because whey is a more complete protein than soy and helps your body form the powerful antioxidant glutathione. There are hundreds of whey products on the market, so look for an organic, lactose-free (if you’re lactose intolerant), sugar-free, low-carb whey protein product.
Vegetarians need to eat “seed” foods. These are foods that would grow if you planted them. These include seeds, nuts, beans, lentils, peas, corn, or the germ of grains such as wheat or oat. “Flower” foods, such as broccoli or cauliflower, are also relatively rich in protein. Lentils or beans plus brown rice provide an excellent source of complete protein.
A typical day might include a small container of yogurt and a heaping tablespoon of seeds on an oat-based cereal for breakfast and a 9.5-ounce serving of tofu and vegetable stir-fry served with either a cup of quinoa or a serving of beans with rice as part of dinner.
Other choices include eating a peanut butter sandwich or tossing almonds or walnuts into a whole grain pasta recipe.
Vegetable Protein Choices
Grains/Legumes: tofu, lentils, chickpeas, quinoa, millet, brown rice
Nuts/Seeds: pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds, almonds, cashew nuts, walnuts
Vegetables: broccoli, spinach, peas, beans
Combinations: lentils and rice, beans and rice
Fats are Essential
Most of us realize by now that fats don’t make you fat. In fact, certain fats are essential to keep your body healthy. The low-fat diet craze of the past 20 years has led to a nationwide epidemic of obesity and can cause everything from PMS and infertility to depression, anxiety and even premature aging. The strongest supporting evidence that the low-fat boom led to the current obesity trend lies in the numbers.
According to the Center for Health Statistics, the American obesity epidemic started in the early 1980s. Not coincidentally at the same time, the market was flooded with low-fat products. Suddenly, the rate of overweight adults went through the roof, nearly skyrocketing from a steady 13 to 14% at the beginning of the ‘80s to a rate approaching 25% by the end of the decade and now encompassing more than one-third of all Americans.
Fats are important, too.
High quality fats are an essential part of human life. We need them for all body functions ranging from heart health and energy metabolism to brain function. The best sources of these healthy fats are cold water fish like salmon and tuna and oils made from nuts and seeds.
About 30% of the calories in your diet should come from good fats. The best fats are healthy polyunsaturated fatty acids such as fish oil, flaxseed oil, and borage oil. These are omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids that stimulate the immune system and fight inflammation that can cause heart disease and many other chronic diseases. They also support optimal brain function.
Omega-3s are found in fish, especially in fatty fish like salmon, tuna and mackerel and in flaxseeds (though in a less usable form). The omega-6 fatty acids are found in meat, milk, vegetable oils, seeds and nuts. Most of us consume too many omega-6 fatty acids, even though minimal quantities are good for us.
For an adequate omega-3 supply, you should eat fatty fish three times a week or take 1,000–2,000 mg of fish oil daily as a supplement according to label instructions. Note: Be careful of eating too much fish. Even wild caught fish have recently found to have potentially dangerous mercury levels.
You can add good fats by sprinkling a heaping tablespoon of ground flaxseed on salads, cereals or vegetables every day.
Organic cold-pressed seed oil blends like flaxseed, soybean, sesame, walnut and almond provide the right fats with omega-6 and omega-3 fatty acids in a ratio of approximately 3:1. Most of us eat about 20 times more omega-6 fatty acids than omega-3s in products like cereals, whole grain bread, baked goods, fried foods, margarine and others.
It’s important to used cold-pressed oils because the heat and chemicals used in other types of refining processes destroy the essential fatty acids (EFA). You can’t cook with most cold-pressed oils because they degrade when heated. Use them on salads, put them on baked potatoes in place of butter and drizzle them over steamed veggies for a delicious treat.
Olive oil and cold-pressed sesame oil can be used for cooking at low temperatures, but you may lose some of the healthiest ingredients if you attempt to use them to fry foods. Better yet, give up fried foods.
* Reduce your intake of beef and pork because they are high in saturated fat, a less healthy form of fat, which is also likely to contain hormones, antibiotics and pesticide residues. Organic meats and grass-fed cattle to reduce the hazards of chemicals and hormones considerably. They also give you a good source of CLA (conjugated linoleic acid), which has been shown to be helpful in weight control. Eat the leanest cuts possible.
* Skinless chicken and turkey (also organic, if possible) are better sources of proteins, without too much saturated fat. Eggs contain omega-3 fatty acids as well, with the docosahexanoic acid (DHA)–enriched eggs from organically raised chickens containing 200 mg of omega-3 fatty acids in each egg.
* Completely eliminate trans-fatty acids from your diet. Become a label reader, and avoid anything that says it contains hydrogenated or partially hydrogenated vegetable oils. Those are just benign-sounding names for artery-clogging trans fatty acids. Trans-fatty acids are found in most baked goods and many processed foods. Buyer beware: Most fast-food is drenched in trans fats and French fries are the worst culprit.
Phospholipids
We are fatheads! Our brain cells are made up of 60% fats or lipids, primarily the phospholipids phosphatidylcholine and phosphatidylserine. They form the insulating layer, or myelin sheath, that covers all nerve cells. They enhance circulation, liver function and mental performance, protecting against age-related memory decline and Alzheimer’s disease.
Although your body can make them, getting extra phospholipids from food is highly beneficial. Egg yolk is the richest source of phospholipids in the average diet. However, ever since egg phobia set in as part of the cholesterol scare, the average intake of phospholipids has dropped dramatically. The American Heart Association now states that you can eat up to seven eggs a week without negatively affecting your cholesterol.
Significantly, since we as a society became egg-phobic, cases of Alzheimer’s disease have skyrocketed.
Lecithin is an excellent source of phospholipids and is widely available in health food stores as either granules or capsules. The easiest and cheapest way to add lecithin to your diet is to sprinkle a tablespoon of lecithin granules or a heaping teaspoon of high-PC lecithin on your cereal or add it to your protein drink in the morning. Or you can take four lecithin capsules providing 1,200 mg each. By the way, lecithin doesn’t make you fat. In fact, quite the opposite occurs: It helps your body to break down fat.
Eat Your Fruits and Vegetables
Eat at least five servings a day of fruits and vegetables. The beneficial plant chemicals or phytonutrients come in a great variety of colors. Although there are 150,000 edible plant species on earth, most people limit themselves to iceberg lettuce, tomatoes, potatoes (including French fries), bananas, and oranges (mainly as juice).
Studies have shown repeatedly that fruits and veggies protect us against many diseases including cancer, stroke and degenerative diseases.
Think of a rainbow of colors, fresh and unusual! Picture a cornucopia of fruits and vegetables: crunchy orange carrots, deep purple eggplants, bright red plump tomatoes, shiny green peppers, luscious purple grapes, abundant green leaves of lettuce, kale, and spinach, yellow and green squash, and large juicy peaches. These are Nature’s gifts, filled with an incredible array of vitamins, minerals and phytonutrients that nourish and heal us. The deeper the color, the more antioxidants and other beneficial phytochemicals you’re getting. They have fiber that aids in digestion and sugars that break down slowly for steady energy, and some even have some protein.
Buy your fruits and vegetables fresh as much as you can. The highest nutritional values are found in fruits and vegetables grown close to home, vine-ripened and harvested shortly before they land on your table.
Next best is frozen.
The worst choice, in most cases, is canned foods because the heat processing has cooked most of the nutrients out of the plant. The exception to the canned rule: tomatoes and beans. The nutritional values of tomatoes and beans are actually enhanced by the canning process.
You can eat vegetables raw, steamed or lightly sauteed in olive oil. The varieties are endless. Eat all different colors for the different chemicals, each with its own special benefits. Add healthy salad dressings, ones without sugar, MSG and other chemicals. Or make your own with sesame oil, soy sauce and some spices and herbs that have their own nutritional value.
Microwaving vegetables is a poor choice since the microwaving process robs foods of most of their nutrients.
Spices and Herbs
Besides taste, herbs and seasonings provide missing elements in the diet. Here are just a few of the herbal superstars of the kitchen that have known healing effects: cinnamon, cilantro, parsley, garlic, oregano, turmeric (cumin), ginger and rosemary.
The Salt Issue
Limit your intake of normal table salt. It is processed sodium chloride and is as bad for you as any other processed food. On the other hand, sea salt in its natural form is essential for good cellular function. It contains all the minerals, including iodine, and trace minerals in the correct ratio relative to blood plasma. Salt is particularly important for pituitary, thyroid, adrenal, kidney and pancreas function. In fact, many of the people who crave salt have low thyroid and adrenal function and are seeking balance. Rather than reaching for the potato chips, though, add pure sea or other unprocessed salt to your food, in moderation.
Antioxidants
Oxygen is the ultimate “essential.” A few minutes without it and you’re dead. We use it to help burn our food to produce energy. The trouble is, whenever we make energy, we also produce toxic by-products called free radicals. One puff of a cigarette, for example, lets loose a trillion free radical molecules in the smoker. Exhaust fumes, pollution, fried and browned foods and exposure to the sun can be equally disastrous. Free radicals are the major cause of the aging process. They attack brain cells and are largely responsible for the decline in the number of brain cells as we age.
How can you keep free radicals at bay? Increase your intake of antioxidants, a family of nutrients with the power to mop them up and so reverse the aging process. Top antioxidants include prunes, raisins, pomegranates, blueberries and blackberries. Kale, spinach, strawberries, raspberries, plums, broccoli and alfalfa sprouts are nearly as powerful.
Make sure your daily supplement program contains significant quantities of antioxidants, especially if you live in a polluted city or have any other unavoidable exposure.
A comprehensive antioxidant supplement, together with a good multivitamin and mineral tablet, is the best way to go. Each works in its own way, and they work together synergistically. Most high-quality supplement companies produce combination formulas with the following nutrients: vitamin A, beta-carotene, vitamin E, vitamin C, zinc, selenium, glutathione and cysteine, plus plant-based antioxidants such as anthocyanidins from a source such as bilberry or Pycnogenol. For more on toxins and antioxidants, see Chapters 6 and 15.
Add Multivitamins
To achieve optimum health and nutrition, you need to “eat right and take a multivitamin,” as a recent headline in a New England Journal of Medicine editorial put it. “The evidence suggests that people who take such supplements and their children are healthier.”
Vitamins and minerals function as cofactors, or chemical helpers, in the chemical processes that are occurring at every moment in each and every cell of your body. For instance, B vitamins can protect you from depression, anxiety, stress, confusion, fatigue, mental dullness, and emotional fragility, and can even boost IQ.
The minerals magnesium (Mg), iron (Fe), zinc (Zn), manganese (Mn) and chromium (Cr), plus antioxidant nutrients, especially vitamin C, are also vital for brain power and overall health. Other benefits include enhanced energy, memory, blood sugar regulation and immunity.
Although the recommended daily intake (RDI) of essential nutrients is intended to be available entirely through food, in reality, it is impossible to get these levels through the food available to us today because our soil has become depleted in essential nutrients, so the fresh and wholesome foods that are being grown have lower quantities of these essential vitamins and minerals than they had 50 or 100 years ago. Add to this the loss of nutrients in transit from farm to table.
Recent analyses of nearly a dozen popular diet plans show that none of them provide 100% of the RDAs (the government’s Recommended Daily Intakes) for 13 vitamins and minerals. Finally, the RDAs are a one-size-fits-all approach to nutrition, and each of us is different. Individual physiology, lifestyle, stress, age and physical condition all weigh heavily on our nutritional needs. And the RDA really is not enough to keep us in optimal health.
Consider this research. Ninety students were assigned to one of three groups: one received a multivitamin and mineral supplement; the second received an identical-looking placebo; and the third, nothing. After seven months, the IQs of those taking the supplements had increased by a staggering nine points! A five-point increase would get half the learning-disabled children out of special schools and back to normal schooling.
My pet project, Nourish America, which supplies at-risk children around the country with daily multivitamin/mineral tablets has shown similar results: better health, less absenteeism and aggression and improved learning and behavior.
Nourish America has also supplied vitamins to seniors who are at risk of malnutrition, and we have received wonderful letters, thanking us for the difference our vitamins have made in their health and well-being. Learn more at www.nourishamerica.org.
If you’re not already taking a high-potency multivitamin, start taking one now that contains the approximate amounts of the essential vitamins and minerals shown in Optimal Supplement Program below
Doses may vary in different formulas. Food-based formulas, for example, are likely to have lower but not necessarily less-potent doses.
You will probably need to take anywhere from four to six capsules a day to provide all the necessary ingredients. Capsules are generally preferable to tablets because they have with fewer additives and fillers, and are easier to digest and absorb.
Your multi-vitamin formula should use natural ingredients, meaning they are purely natural and not synthetic and that contain no unnatural ingredients such as preservatives, sugar, tar, artificial color or flavoring
Start with one or two daily and gradually work your way up to the recommended dose. Take them with food both to aid in their digestion and to prevent side effects such as the nausea that affects some women, often due to the B vitamins.
Calcium and magnesium are quite bulky, at nearly 2,000 mg for the combination and aren’t always included in sufficient quantities in a multi vitamin, so be sure to add them in if your supplement contains less than 1,000 mg of calcium and 400 mg of magnesium.
You also need 1,000 to 2,000 mg of vitamin C daily, and more if you are coming down with a cold or have an infection of any kind.
Take at least, 1,000 mg of essential fatty acids daily, preferably in the form of fish oil rather than flax oil, because fish oil contains both of the essential fatty acids, EPA (eicosapentenoic acid) and DHA (docosahexanoic acid). Although our bodies are supposed to be able to convert EPA to DHA, not everyone can do it efficiently. In this case, the fish has already done it for us!
There is plenty of evidence for the benefits of fish oil in a variety of conditions, including cardiovascular disease, hormonal imbalance, bipolar illness, depression, alcoholism, and postpartum depression. A vegetarian alternative is to also combine flax oil with algae-based sources of DHA.
Take at least 30 mg of coenzyme Q10, more if you can. You can go up to 1 mg per pound of body weight and those quantities are not generally included in a multivitamin.
Add Probiotics
Probiotics, literally meaning “for life,” are the friendly bacteria that reside in our digestive tracts. They help us to digest our food and absorb its nutrients, manufacture vitamins B, A, and K and maintain optimal immune function. In short, they promote good health. Unfortunately, these natural intestinal flora are often destroyed by antibiotics, birth control pills, stress, alcohol, acid-blocking drugs and infections.
The easiest way to include probiotics in your diet is to add a cup of organic yogurt to your food plan every day, one that says it contains live, active cultures. However, because the probiotic content of manufactured yogurt is not always reliable, it is still better to take probiotics in capsules, tablets, beverages, and powders, which are available at health food stores everywhere.
Take a six-week course of these healthy bacteria to restore your normal gut flora, and longer if you have chronic intestinal problems (Chapter 14). Look for a product supplying five billion bacteria—including Lactobacillus acidophilus and Bifidobacterium—per day in divided doses (twice daily before meals). Enteric-coated products are preferred because they protect the bacteria from being destroyed by stomach acid en route to the intestines, where they do their work. Lactobacilli are sensitive to light, heat and moisture, so use refrigerated products in an opaque, moisture-proof container. There are products on the market that don’t need refrigeration, as well.
Clean Out Your Pantry
This week, go through the food in your house. Become a label reader. A simple rule of thumb: if you can’t pronounce it, don’t eat it! Our food supply is loaded with chemicals and we’re fortunate that some (not all) of them are listed on food labels. The purpose of most of those chemicals is to preserve food. Because you’re moving toward a diet rich in whole, fresh, and healthy foods, these nonfoods have no place in your life.
Get rid of the sugar and the nutritionally depleted white flour and white rice. Most cereal, cookies, and baked goods are packed with sugar and harmful fats. Into the trash bin they go. Ditto for zero-nutrient, sugared (or chemically sweetened), caffeinated soft drinks. This covers virtually all soft drinks, diet or not.
Canned fruits and vegetables (with the exception of tomatoes and beans) are usually so overprocessed that all vitamins are cooked right out of them. We recommend fresh or frozen fruits and vegetables.
You can keep organic, whole grain foods and cereals.
Certainly you should toss out solid shortenings like Crisco and boxed mixes like (yuck!) Hamburger Helper.
Finally, if you have decided to go on the Vibrant Health Plan, it may be difficult to drag your family kicking and screaming along with you. Be a bit flexible, especially if your family is accustomed to a diet high in sugary and processed foods. Introduce the new regimen gradually and you’ll probably have little resistance. After all, you are following basic food truths that will benefit anyone’s health.
At the market, shop the perimeter where the produce is and buy organic whenever possible.
Vibrant Health Basics
* Make sure most of your diet is made up of whole foods and fresh foods.
* Eat three servings a day of top-quality proteins like fish, organic poultry or lean meat, egg (free range), soy or combinations of beans, lentils and grains.
* Avoid hydrogenated fats, and reduce your intake of saturated fats from meat, dairy and junk food.
* Choose low-GL carbohydrates such as whole grains, vegetables, and most fruits and avoid sugar and refined foods.
* Eat fish three times a week or take fish oil supplements.
* Use cold-pressed seed oils in salad dressings.
* Drink at least two quarts of water a day, either pure or in diluted juices and herbal or fruit teas.
* Minimize your intake of tea, coffee and alcohol.
* Eat at least five servings a day of antioxidant-rich fruits and vegetables.
* Take these supplements daily: a high-potency multivitamin and mineral formula, 1–3 g of vitamin C, an antioxidant formula, and 1,000–2,000 mg of essential fatty acids.
* * * * *
Continue with your nutrition, supplement, and exercise routines, as you will do throughout your entire Vibrant Health Plan.
Now we’ll address the toxins in our bodies. Sad to say, we are living in a sea of poisons. We hear the stories on the news every day. Even the polar bears in the Arctic are loaded with mercury from eating mercury-laden fish. Inuit children have pesticides in their bloodstreams carried by air and sea and through the food they eat.
Newborn babies are shown to have high levels of chemicals in their systems. In 2004, researchers found a total of 287 industrial chemicals and pollutants in umbilical cord blood, including pesticides, consumer product ingredients and wastes from burning coal, gasoline and garbage in the blood of newborns. We know that 180 of these toxins cause cancer in humans or animals, 217 are toxic to the brain and nervous system and 208 cause birth defects or abnormal development in animal tests. These clearly pose a serious threat to the growth, development and overall health of these children.
The average American consumes about 14 pounds of chemicals a year in the form of food additives such as artificial food coloring, flavorings, emulsifiers, humectants, and preservatives. Then, beyond the known “bad stuff” that we ingest more or less voluntarily, we are also exposed to environmental toxins caused by everything from contaminated food to air pollution and secondhand cigarette smoke.
There are industrial wastes, hydrocarbons, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides in our air, water and food supplies. And don’t forget the hormones and antibiotics that pollute most of our meat and dairy products.
Even generally healthy foods like fish can be a source of toxic mercury and long-term exposure to heavy metals can cause brain and nervous system damage.
All of us are exposed to some or even many of these toxins. Most of us are not sick because of them, but it’s a fine line between “OK” and “toxin overload.” Toxins build up in our bodies, and we may not even notice their effects for years until the load becomes too great, we become imbalanced and the scales tip, causing a wide range of health problems, including headaches, fatigue, muscle weakness and more.
Because toxins are unavoidable, we’re recommending a simple detoxification process here. If toxin imbalance is a major factor in your symptoms, you’ll want to explore these issues more deeply with the recommendations in Chapter 15.
In addition to these chemical poisons, many women have food allergies or, more properly, food sensitivities, some of which they’re not even aware of. For details, see Chapter 14.
Here’s a basic detox diet:
For the next week, avoid or drastically reduce your intake of the following:
* Refined sugars
* Alcohol
* Caffeine
* Wheat and other gluten products (barley, rye, oats)
* Dairy products
* Corn and all corn products, especially high-fructose corn syrup
* Canned and processed foods
* Food additives, preservatives, and artificial flavorings
* Hydrogenated and partially hydrogenated vegetable oils, including margarine, shortening, and most commercial salad dressings and sauces
You can eat the following:
* Animal protein: Skinless organic poultry, eggs and wild game
* Wild caught cold water fish: Not more than two servings a week
* Tofu and tempeh
* Organic sheep and goat’s milk products, organic yogurt, and organic butter
* Rice, millet, quinoa
* Vegetables (all except corn), organic if possible
* All dried beans and legumes
* Fruit (organic, if possible), fresh or frozen
* Extra-virgin cold-pressed olive oil, sesame, or macadamia nut oil for cooking
* Flaxseed oil for dressings
* Bottled spring water, which contains minerals not present in filtered water
* Fruit juices (diluted 50% or more with water), vegetable juices, herbal teas, rice milk
This diet will bring you back to simplicity in your eating patterns. It is not intended as a weight-loss diet, but you are likely to lose some weight. What will happen is that you will begin to clear your system of toxins and food allergies.
You’ll likely notice an improvement in your energy levels and other symptoms as the week goes on. You will also be introduced (or reintroduced) to the taste of real, fresh, whole food, just as nature made it. Whether they are steamed, raw, braised, you will find a new delight in these simple foods.
If you experience flu-like symptoms in the first few days, don’t give up! Among your toxins may be yeasts and parasites. When they are deprived of the sugars that feed them, they begin to die, releasing their toxins into your system and causing temporary discomfort called “die-off.” If this happens, drink more water, add 1,000 to 2,000 mg more vitamin C as a supplement, and read Chapter 14, where you’ll find a more rigorous detox program to overcome intestinal yeast problems. On the other hand, there is a good chance that this detox alone will take care of your problem.
If you want to increase the power of this simple cleanse, follow the recommendations in Ann-Louise Gittleman’s book The Fat Flush Plan (McGraw-Hill, 2002). It’s an excellent book, with clear explanations and guidelines. One of Gittleman’s most helpful suggestions is to drink eight glasses of unsweetened cranberry juice diluted with water. The easiest way to do this is to put 4 ounces of cranberry juice in a 32-ounce bottle and fill the bottle with water. You’ll need two bottles of the juice cocktail a day.
To add even more power to the cleanse, take 100 mg of the herb milk thistle (also called silymarin) twice a day to help support your liver in the detoxification efforts.
An important point here is to be sure you are having regular bowel movements. Yup, we do have to cover this often-avoided topic. Many toxins are released into the bowel, so if it’s not moving, neither are these poisons.
Believe it or not, you should be having one to two bowel movements a day, each about two feet long and about the diameter of a 50 cent piece. I bet no one ever told you that one! It should float and break apart when you flush. Otherwise, you are missing essential fatty acids, friendly bacteria, or fiber.
In addition to the fiber from fruits and vegetables, you can add a teaspoon of psyllium husks to your cranberry juice, once or twice daily, first thing in the morning or in the evening, between dinner and bedtime. And continue with a minimum of eight glasses of water (or cranberry cocktail). The bottom line here is once you remove the toxic energy robbers from your life, you will have far more vitality.
Be sure to fill in your journal, especially the food-mood-supplement-activity record. You will be able to look back and track your “good” and “bad” foods.
Starting Back
The next step will be gradually introducing certain foods back into your diet one at a time to tell what effect they are having on you.
Challenge. You may be feeling much better after the elimination phase of your eating plan. You’ll start experimenting by eating a portion of a suspect food. For example, if you think you have a problem with dairy products, drink a glass or two of milk and record your state at intervals over the next couple of days. Only challenge with one food at a time and space your challenges by at least 24 hours, preferably more so there is no confusion about which food you are tracking. This takes into account the “delayed sensitivity” that characterizes many food allergies. This will probably take several weeks, but you’ll be developing a list of your hidden food allergies that will serve you well.
Reassessment. If you’re still having symptoms, you’ll need to dig deeper into the sources of your food sensitivities. Progressively eliminate some of the basic foods that were allowed during the elimination phase and see if you get results.
Maintenance. Now that you’ve discovered your triggers, you can lighten up a bit on the program. You can fine-tune your personal program because you know what works. If you challenged yourself on a food and passed the test, add moderate amounts back into your diet, but probably not more than three or four times per week. Called rotation, this spacing of potential allergens makes them less likely to become problematic in the future.
Again, your journal should be stuck to you: record all your reactions. Don’t waste a minute of this precious opportunity to learn about your food reactions.
Breaking Your Addictions
If you cringe at the thought of stopping sugar, alcohol, and caffeine or if you’re a smoker, turn to this section before doing the detox. It will help you to understand the issues of addiction and its relationship to brain chemistry. You can then modify the detox to accommodate your imbalanced brain chemistry. You can still do the diet, but add in the suggested supplements to help with the cravings.
Do you crave that first morning cup of coffee or really look forward to your coffee break?
* Do you find you can’t wait to get home for your after-work drink and can’t relax without it?
* Do you prefer dessert to dinner?
* Are you secretive about how much you smoke?
You’re not alone. Here’s a story that may seem familiar, if not to you, then to someone you know.
Margo, a 35-year-old flight attendant, came to see me for a “tune-up.” She noticed she was more tired and less able to adapt to time zone changes than in the past. When asked to describe her diet, she was quick to warn, “Don’t make me give up my drink before dinner!”
It was Margo’s attachment to her drink that was the clue to how dependent she was on it. If alcohol held no charge for Margo, she wouldn’t have even thought of mentioning it. We’re not talking about the one drink a day. We’re talking about the attitude. Substitute any other addiction and you’ll see what we mean: the late-afternoon candy bar, the eagerly anticipated cigarette break or the morning coffee.
When women like Margo have problems with a substance, it’s usually not that they are weak-willed or have an “addictive personality.” They simply have an underlying chemical imbalance that is depleting their energy and peace of mind and they don’t even know it. For details, see Chapter 10 on how your brain chemistry “makes you do it,” as well as Chapters 12 and 13.
Whether it’s sugar, caffeine, alcohol, soft drinks or tobacco, your dependence on them undermines your health. I seldom tell my patients that they “have to” stop or even reduce these addictive substances. The secret is that once you are on a well-balanced and nutritious diet and taking the right supplements, the cravings disappear! That’s because they are symptoms of an imbalance that, once corrected, frees you of the compulsion. You are then able to choose a drink with dinner or a cookie for dessert (and not a whole box of them, a sign of sugar addiction). Or not. There is no inner conflict involved here.
When diet alone doesn’t work, research shows we can successfully treat addiction and cravings with the use of specific amino acids. These include the precursors (building blocks) of the neurotransmitters serotonin, dopamine, glutamine, and GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid, which is both a neurotransmitter and an amino acid) (see Chapter 10).
When neurotransmitter precursors were given to alcoholic subjects, the individuals experienced fewer cravings for alcohol, less stress, increased likelihood of recovery, and fewer relapses.
You’ll notice no mention of the word willpower. It is clear that most addictions are the result of chemical imbalances based on your genes, your diet and your lifestyle and are not that hard to correct if approached in this manner.
If you have cravings for fast food, doughnuts and high-sugar foods, coffee, tea, soft drinks, chocolate, alcohol or any other substance, we have a simple answer for you—see the “Quick Tip to Stop Cravings.”
Quick Tip to Stop Cravings
Keep a bottle of 500 mg capsules of L-glutamine on hand. This amino acid can cut a craving almost on the spot. When a craving strikes, take a 500 mg capsule, open it up, and pour the contents directly under your tongue. It’s absorbed quickly and will give you an almost instant pick-me-up similar to your longed-for stimulant, alcohol included. You can also take glutamine several times a day, between meals, to prevent cravings. Add 500 mg of D,L-phenylalanine or tyrosine two to three times a day, and your energy will be high and stay that way, with no more cravings!
Reduce Sugar
Refined sugar adds calories and has no food value. What’s more, high-sugar foods like soft drinks, doughnuts and candy lead to a mood roller coaster called the “sugar blues.” First these foods cause a rapid rise in blood sugar (glucose), requiring your body to secrete more insulin to cope with it. The insulin then removes this excess sugar from the blood and stores it as fat and glycogen. This causes your blood sugar levels to drop and making you feel weak, light-headed, and even cranky. See more details on this in Chapter 13.
What about sugar substitutes? Diet drinks contain the artificial sweetener aspartame (brand names NutraSweet, Equal), which can be toxically overstimulating to the brain. I’ve seen patients who thought they were going crazy with jitters, insomnia and disordered thinking, who magically recovered when they stopped drinking diet sodas! Ironically, although touted as a diet product, these drinks can actually cause weight gain. When consumed with carbohydrates, aspartame inhibits the production of a brain chemical that signals fullness. See www.dorway.com/blayenn.html for scientific information on aspartame.
To get over an aspartame addiction, try the amino acid D,L-phenylalanine.
The jury is still out on Splenda, which is produced by chlorinating sugar (sucrose). There have been no long-term human studies on its use and no independent monitoring of health effects.
Since we don’t really know how safe Splenda is, it’s best to err on the side of caution. A little once in a while probably isn’t a big problem, but keep your consumption to a minimum.
Eliminating sugar- and caffeine-containing soft drinks will move you strongly in the right direction.
To take care of those other cravings, you can substitute a 2-ounce pack of raw (and preferably unsalted) nuts for your afternoon candy bar and you won’t get sugar withdrawal. In fact, you’ll probably experience quite the opposite. You’ll notice the difference in your energy levels right away. Most kinds of nuts are excellent sources of healthy fats. Almonds, cashews, and walnuts are particularly good sources of protein as well.
If you really like your sweets, try xylitol, an excellent sugar substitute that has health benefits as well: it helps to prevent tooth decay by preventing the growth of bacteria in the mouth. Another good choice is stevia, a supersweet herbal extract that may even help lower blood sugar. Stevia is easily found at health food stores in both liquid and powdered form. It works best in drinks. It doesn’t work as well in baking because heating changes the flavor.
The addition of complex carbohydrates, including more high-fiber foods, will go a long way toward allaying your sugar cravings. Add some protein and a dose of chromium (200 mcg), and you are far less likely to go on a sugar binge.
For alcohol cravings, balance your sugar and add 500 mg of glutamine daily. This little step has miraculously turned around a number of my heavy-drinking patients relatively painlessly.
An excellent book that discusses emotional reasons as well as physiological reasons for food cravings is Nan Fuchs’ Overcoming the Legacy of Overeating: How to Change Your Negative Eating Patterns (McGraw-Hill, 1999) for which I wrote the foreword.
Reduce Caffeine
If you’re a coffee or soft drink junkie, now is the time to start gradually cutting back. If you’re heavily into caffeine, stopping cold turkey might give you withdrawal headaches. This happens because your blood vessels have been accustomed to being constricted from the caffeine. As they dilate to a normal level, the increased circulation is experienced as a headache. You’ll be fine with a gradual reduction; the goal is to eliminate caffeine entirely, because it creates a stress response and can give you the jitters. Even that one cup in the morning can disrupt sleep patterns, as well. Caffeine may also raise blood pressure, blood sugar, and cholesterol and contributes to breast lumps called fibrocystic breasts. Reduce your caffeine input by one-third this week, reduce it by another one-third next week, and cut it out completely by the third week.
Shifting to green tea is an option. While containing caffeine, it also contains healthy substances that can lower cholesterol and blood pressure, enhance immune function and speed up metabolism and weight loss. One or two cups daily, not close to bedtime, should not be a problem.
Yerba mate is another low-caffeine substitute with many health benefits, and it is available at health food stores (see www.guayaki.com for lots of good information on this South American herb). Another option is Teeccino, a delicious, herbal, caffeine-free substitute that is prepared just like coffee and is available in health food stores (www.teecino.com).
D,L-phenylalanine and tyrosine, 500 mg can help you deal with caffeine cravings. You can preempt the need for both your wake-up coffee and your midmorning cup with a capsule or two of one of these stimulating amino acids without the negative effects of coffee. Once you are over your cravings, you may be able to drop these amino acids, using them only as needed.
Stop Smoking
We realize that smoking is an extremely difficult habit to overcome. Yet it is the single most hazardous thing you can do to your health.
In 2005, more than 79,000 women in the United States died from lung cancer. That is more than the number of women died from breast, ovarian, and uterine cancers combined. Cigarette smoking is the primary cause of lung cancer, and approximately 22 million women in the United States smoke. Between 1930 and 1997, the number of lung cancer deaths in women in the United States has increased by 600%. Most of the deaths can be attributed to an increase in cigarette smoking by women.
Smoking can relax you, curb your appetite and give you a lift. All of this is due to nicotine’s action on brain chemistry, blood sugar and adrenal hormones. Your purified diet and supplementation program may actually reduce your cravings.
Start paying attention to your smoking habits. These habits, or any habits, can be triggered by a specific situation, like Pavlov’s dog trained to salivate at the sound of the bell right before he was fed. Make a list of those triggers and then change the habit. If you habitually smoke after meals, get up and do something else the moment you’re finished eating. If you smoke when you’re upset, try listening to your favorite music or taking a walk instead. If you usually smoke after sex, either stop having sex (just kidding!) or find a healthier alternative to its aftermath. After you’ve eliminated the habitual “smoking times,” you’ll find your urges to smoke have been vastly reduced.
Nicotine affects adrenal hormones, blood sugar, and brain chemicals, so stabilizing adrenal function (Chapter 12), blood sugar (Chapter 13), hormone levels (Chapter 11) and your brain chemistry (Chapter 10) will help diminish your tobacco cravings as well.
Tips to Quitting Smoking
1. Resist the urges to substitute sugar, fatty food, alcohol or other stimulants for nicotine. In fact, your efforts to cut out sugar and other stimulants from your diet will pay off big time in getting the nicotine monkey off your back because the craving cycle has already been interrupted.
2. Eat small, frequent meals with lots of slow-releasing complex carbohydrates combined with protein-rich foods.
3. Reduce your nicotine load by gradually switching to brands with less nicotine until the brand you smoke has no more than 2 mg of nicotine per cigarette.
4. Be sure you’re getting the following supplements every day, in addition to your multivitamin:
* Vitamin C: at least 1,000 mg to cut cravings and help flush nicotine out of your system
* Chromium: 100 mcg to balance blood sugars and eliminate cravings
* Niacin: 50 mg to neutralize the nicotine’s effects (Note: you may experience a hot, prickly rash spreading from your face down about 15 to 30 minutes after you take niacin. This will disappear after about 15 minutes. Taking it with food reduces this effect. It also diminishes with subsequent doses. If the flush is too uncomfortable (some women like it), you could substitute nonflush niacin inositol hexanicotinate.
* Calcium-magnesium, 1:1 ratio: 500 mg each, above what you are already taking. Both calcium and magnesium are alkaline minerals that will help to neutralize the acidity that leads to cravings.
* Lecithin: 2 tablespoons of granules dissolved in juice or water to reduce cravings
* 5-HTP (5-hydroxytryptophan): 100 mg twice a day or 200 mg an hour before bed to help raise serotonin levels, banishing depression and irritability caused by nicotine withdrawal
* DLPA or tyrosine: 500–1,000 mg, one to two times daily to replace the pickup that you’re used to getting from nicotine
Margo did the detox plan and learned a great deal about herself. When she had been off sugar for a week and then added some to her herbal tea, she became wired. About an hour later, she felt very sleepy. She was still quite burned out at that stage and her adrenals had little reserve, giving her that exaggerated response. These reactions had been occurring all along but had been “masked” by her long-term sugar habit. That’s why it’s a good idea to stop potential problem foods and then watch your response when they are reintroduced, one at a time.
Margo didn’t even want to test herself on alcohol. Had she not been taking supplements, I would also have been concerned about her going off the wagon. No problem here. In fact, her obligatory daily wine craving ended quite easily. As her nutritional status improved with a good diet, multivitamins and amino acids, she forgot her habit. The last opened bottle of wine actually sat in the refrigerator until her roommate finally used it for cooking!
NAET Desensitization
Many practitioners use a simple desensitization technique called Nambudripad’s Allergy Elimination Technique (NAET), named for the southern California doctor who developed it. It uses a diagnostic technique in which an indicator muscle is used to determine if a particular substance causes a weakness in the person’s energy field, as reflected by the muscle strength.
Acupuncture or acupressure is then used to treat the weakness. The patient can often resume eating the offending food or be exposed to the chemical without further problems. While this sounds unlikely, the results are compelling. It helps to remember that Westerners were very skeptical of acupuncture itself when they first heard of it. If you are interested in NAET, look for a practitioner at www.naet.com. I have applied it to help stop sugar and alcohol cravings, as well. While it’s not 100% effective, it continues to be helpful in dealing with food allergies and cravings.
* * * * *
You’ve identified the most likely underlying causes of your health problems, read the pertinent chapters, and made some positive changes. This week’s focus is on external factors that can help bring you back to vibrant health. We want you to look and feel your best, and this week’s Vibrant Health Plan is going to give you some exciting tools to help you get there.
A healthy woman exudes an aura of vibrancy and well-being. Just think about a woman you know who has that special something that makes her attractive far beyond her physical beauty. Chances are she’s in the peak of physical condition, regardless of her chronological age. That kind of health expresses itself in clear skin and eyes, healthy hair, good posture and a relaxed and easy grace that’s difficult to describe.
The secret to this kind of glowing health lies in exercise, stress management and skin and hair care. Think of this week as your spa week, the week your body and spirit begin to take on that glow.
Exercise
Let’s face it: Most of us don’t get enough exercise. We all have dozens of reasons, and we all have busy schedules. The truth is that it is difficult for many of us to find time to fit exercise into our lives.
Setting aside your personal time every day, especially your exercise time, will actually give you more time for the rest of your activities. Exercise energizes, focuses and tones every cell in your body, not just your muscles.
That means your daily workout will give you more energy, more mental clarity and less stress, making your day run more smoothly. You’ll actually find you get more done if you spend that half hour working out in the morning, take a brisk walk at lunchtime or attend a Pilates class after work.
What works? There are hundreds of exercise methods, so the best one is what works for you. The key to a successful program is to choose an approach to exercise that you truly enjoy.
A failed exerciser is invariably the one who joined a hard-body workout class just because a neighbor invited her or went for a yoga class when she really wanted to run a couple of miles on the beach. What’s right for you won’t necessarily be right for your neighbor or even your best friend.
You make the choice. It’s not important what form of exercise you choose, but that you stay with a program. And you’ll stay with a program you love. It’s as simple as that. We promise you’ll be happier and healthier in the long run.
Give some thought to these questions:
* Are you very social and love to be around lots of people? If so, joining a gym, a hiking club or an aerobics class may be the answer for you.
* Or do you love individual challenges and think the best competition is against your own personal best? Think about speed walking, running or mountain biking.
* Or are you the quiet type who loves solitude and sees exercise time as a time of reflection and quiet contemplation? Your answer might lie in hiking, yoga, swimming or working out in a home gym.
Once you’ve decided what type of exerciser you’re likely to be, we’re going to shake up your world a little by telling you that the best exercise is varied. Don’t do the same thing every day. It’s bound to become boring! Studies also show that variety pushes your body to work harder: As your body becomes accustomed to an exercise, it actually becomes more efficient at it and thus burns fewer calories.
If you hike to your favorite waterfall as Kathleen does on Mondays, do some yoga on Tuesdays to soothe sore muscles and perhaps take a run or walk in the park with a friend on Wednesdays.
If you really love your Pilates class, do some basic Pilates for 15 minutes a day and then vary your routine with a brisk walk, some tai chi, free weight training or aerobics for the remainder of your exercise session.
I hike in the hills near my home several times a week and do yoga and weight training the other days.
We’ve both discovered that having a standing date for a walk or exercise class with a friend (or group of friends) every week is something we anticipate eagerly, plus it’s an excellent source of inspiration and support. What a great way to visit—and you’ll have no lunch calories to deal with!
So many of us women love to multitask and what better multitasking is there than combining your exercise session with a meditative state? We’ve discovered a series of tapes and CDs by Kelly Howell’s BrainSync (www.brainsync.com) that does just that with a combination of great music, an energizing beat and sounds specifically designed to take you to a deeply meditative state so you can do exercise and soothe your mind at the same time.
How much exercise do you need? You’ve been faithfully doing your 20 minutes a day since Week 1, right? That’s really the minimum.
The answer: Do as much as you can without overdoing. The more exercise you get, the healthier you will be. Harvard research shows that women who walk briskly at least half an hour three times a week reduce their risk of heart attacks by 40%. Increasing your brisk walking or aerobic time to four hours a week (that’s only 35 minutes every day) provides a 50% reduction in heart attacks and a 50% protection against several types of cancer. Minimal exercise, at the rate of three 45-minute walks a week, proved to be enough to increase mental processing abilities by 20%, say University of Illinois researchers.
Ideally, go for 30 minutes a day four days a week of vigorous aerobic exercise, working hard enough to break into a light sweat. Schedule your workout for any time of day, as long as it’s not within three hours of bedtime.
Then there is strength training. You can do it at a gym, with free weights at home, with Dynabands or even with Pilates and yoga. Muscle burns more calories than fat, so as you build muscle, you become more efficient at burning fat.
There are also dozens of ways you can get in a few minutes of exercise several times a day, and here are a few suggestions:
Jump. If you don’t already have one, get a mini-trampoline. They’re cheap, they’re no impact, they don’t take up much space, they’re easy and fun to use, and they’ll shake you up like nobody’s business! In her book The Fat Flush Plan (McGraw-Hill, 2002), weight-loss expert Ann-Louise Gittleman recommends using a mini-trampoline to increase cardiovascular fitness, tone your body, fire up your cellular metabolism, energize your cells and best of all, get rid of toxins and cellulite by cleansing your lymphatic system.
Bike. Take a turn around the neighborhood before dinner. If that’s not practical for you, buy an inexpensive exercise bike (thrift stores often sell them for less than $20) and ride every time you chat on the phone or watch the news on TV.
Watch TV. This means just the opposite of being a couch potato. Every time a commercial comes on (or even during a show, why not?), do a few lunges or ab crunches or squats. You’ll get in at least 15 minutes of exercise an hour this way!
Go shopping. Of course, you know that parking farther away from the mall entrance will give you more walking time in the parking lot. Try walking all the way around the inside of the mall before you go into your first store. After you finish at one store, deliberately choose a store that’s at the other end for your next stop. You may not be quite as efficient this way, but you’ll get in lots of walking time. Use the stairs instead of the elevator.
Have moving meetings. If your business schedule is hectic, think about having walking meetings outside. You’ll get a great deal done and get some exercise at the same time. Use the stairs at work instead of the elevator.
Change your social life. Does your social life involve spending a lot of time sitting in coffee shops or restaurants or movies with friends? Arrange to meet 20 minutes before your coffee date and take a brisk walk around the neighborhood before you sit down to sip java. Join an aerobics class with friends instead of going out for high-calorie meals. Instead of talking on the phone for hours, get together for a bike ride a couple of times a week. I have regular hiking dates with friends. We meet early in the morning before work and have a hike in the gorgeous nearby Santa Monica Mountains, complete with ocean views. It’s a time to catch up, work out (there are some steep inclines), enjoy nature and even get some sunshine (not to be overdone, of course, but we need a certain amount to both produce vitamin D in our skin, and to stimulate our brains and hormonal systems).
Kathleen equally enjoys horseback riding with a friend or two in the forest a few minutes from her mountain home in North Carolina. Horseback riding has its particular challenges and sitting a horse correctly engages all the same core muscles as a Pilates workout.
Get creative! With this little boost, you’ll be able to come up with your own ways to add a little exercise to your day. Think minute by minute. Flex your butt muscles while you brush your teeth (two minutes). Do arm circles while you talk on the phone. Do hip circles while you stir the soup. Your family might think you’re off your rocker, but you’ll be toning up beautifully! You’ll find it’s easy to get in an hour of exercise a day with all these mini-exercise sessions.
* Tense and release your thigh muscles when you’re at a stoplight. Even better, do Kegel exercises. These repetitive contractions of your pelvic muscles keep that area in shape. Contract the muscles around your anus and vagina for a count of five, then release. Repeat five more times. Then repeat with shorter contractions to a count of one, and relax. Then repeat these short contractions five more times. This will prevent your uterus from dropping down with age (sorry, it does happen due to hormones and gravity), prevent urinary incontinence and is guaranteed to improve your sex life.
Here are some of our favorite exercise systems:
Pilates
We’re big fans of this method of conditioning your body without punishing it. The Pilates method involves a series of exercises that place emphasis on building “core” strength through abdominal muscles and particularly the deepest muscles in your abdomen. This will help improve your balance and coordination and make other types of exercise easier.
In addition to building core strength, Pilates will help you get the strong, long, lean body of a dancer. Pilates combines movement with mental concentration and breath work, helping you feel physically, mentally and emotionally balanced. It’s important to start with a qualified teacher, and we recommend a class taught by a certified Pilates instructor. Many teachers will invite you to sit in on a demonstration class. There are some excellent Pilates videos on the market such as those produced by Denise Austin and Elizabeth Larkam.
Yoga
We love yoga just as much as we enjoy Pilates, and Kathleen is a particular fan. She was a Kripalu yoga teacher for more than 30 years. Yoga is an ancient discipline that most often in Western practice involves stretching, flexibility, strength-building movements called “asanas,” breathing exercises called “pranayama” and various forms of meditation and relaxation.
There are dozens of forms of yoga taught widely in the United States today, and each has its place. If you like a physical challenge and really want to feel the stretch and burn, you’d probably love power yoga, Iyengar, Bikram (hot) yoga or any of the vigorous varieties. If you’d prefer a gentle, rhythmic, meditative workout, you’ll probably be happier with Kripalu yoga, white lotus yoga, gentle yoga, Vinyasa or flow yoga or any of the other gentle variations.
When you begin to practice yoga, be sure to move slowly and gently into the poses, stretching but not straining. Regardless of which method you choose (you might want to try two or three before actually signing up for a class), be sure you have a well-qualified teacher. As with Pilates, there are many yoga teachers with varying degrees of qualifications. Don’t be afraid to ask questions.
There are also excellent yoga videos on the market today. We like these videos: Tracey Rich and Ganga White’s Total Yoga series; Double Yoga by Ganga White; Kripalu Yoga—Gentle, Dynamic, and Partner series; and Lilias or Rodney Yee’s numerous tapes. Yoga for Round Bodies is an excellent beginning tape for larger women.
Dealing with Stress
We’ll go much more deeply into the stress/lifestyle imbalance in Chapter 9, but because it is such a pervasive force in almost everyone’s life, we want to give you some basics of stress management.
Most of us connect stress with the “not enough time” syndrome. We hurry to avoid being late to work, we hurry to meet deadlines, we hurry to meet friends so we can “relax and have fun,” and most absurdly, we hurry to bed so we can get sufficient rest to do it all over again the next day.
We both confess we don’t always take the time to de-stress, which leads to distress! When we do take the time, it makes a huge difference in our mental attitudes, physical strength, and productivity.
Do you have a lot of stress?
Imagine that you have an entire day alone, to do whatever you like. Here are the rules: No one else can be involved, and you can’t do anything for anyone else. This is all about you.
What would you do?
Would you stay in your jammies all day and lounge on the couch drinking tea and reading a favorite book?
Would you walk through snowy woods or dig your toes into the sand of a peaceful beach?
Would you go for a long, solitary drive through the countryside?
Would you go to your favorite museum or browse in the library?
Would you paint a picture of the red maple in your backyard or write a poem about the first buds of spring?
If you’re having difficulty imagining what you’d do on a day all to yourself, you’re stressed. You’ll benefit from the suggestions in this brief section and the more detailed discussion of stress management in Chapter 9.
For now, see if you can find a day to do exactly what you want to do this week. If a whole day isn’t practical, see if you can set aside at least a couple of hours just for you.
Here are some other ways to get the stress monster under control.
Time Management
You might be surprised how quickly you can bring an end to time pressure and the stress that goes with it by keeping a “to-do” list. A simple pocket diary, a small desktop diary or even an electronic version will do the trick. First thing every morning, review what you must do that day. This includes appointments, deadlines, and so on. Make a list of them on a separate piece of paper that you can slip inside your schedule book or use the calendar function in your computer. Next, look at the things you would like to accomplish in the next few days. Choose one or two of those “want-to-do” things and add them to the “must-do” list. Finally, add one or two items from a “wish list” you’ve been keeping in a separate part of your schedule book.
It helps if you estimate how long each item will take so you don’t overextend yourself. Give yourself the satisfaction of checking off each item as you accomplish it.
By organizing your schedule, you’ll accomplish more, you’ll do the things that are the most urgent, and you’ll immediately know whether you can say yes to additional requests for your time. Most of all, you’ll abolish the stress of trying to hold all of these things in your head.
Breathing
We talked about deep breathing in Chapter 1. If that’s something that’s slipped away from your daily practice, consider going back to it now. Your breathing and your emotions are intertwined. When your breathing is slow and deep, your emotions will be calm and cool and your stress will evaporate.
Exercise
Exercise is an excellent way of relieving stress, so you’re already well on your way with your exercise program. If you’re practicing yoga, you have made an especially good choice for stress relief.
Meditation
There are many excellent forms of meditation. Periods of quiet mind emptying are practiced by virtually every major religion as a means of contacting the creative forces of the universe. Meditation is a great stress reliever. Research from the Massachusetts Medical Center shows that meditators have lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol, plus meditation lowers your blood pressure, lowers your cholesterol, boosts your immune system and a host of other benefits.
Probably the simplest form of meditation is this:
* Close your eyes. Sit quietly and allow your breath to flow in and out.
* Focus all your attention on the breath.
* When thoughts come or your mind wanders, simply become aware of the shift and gently bring your focus back to your breath.
* Continue for 10 minutes or more.
Practicing this form of meditation (or any other form you like) first thing in the morning will bring you focus, balance, and calm. Any time you feel stressed, take five minutes to sit quietly in meditation to calm yourself.
Kathleen says when she worked in a hectic environment for a television network, she would go into the toilet stall, lock the door and just sit quietly for a few minutes to regain that feeling of calm.
Bonus tip: If you’re feeling stressed, scattered, or unfocused during your day, try this simple grounding exercise:
Sitting in a chair or standing comfortably, imagine you have roots growing through the bottoms of your feet deep into the earth. Stretch your arms over your head and imagine you can reach all the way to the sky. Take three deep, slow breaths and visualize your body as perfectly balanced between earth and sky.
Aromatherapy
Smell affects us deeply and emotionally. Think of the smell of baking bread, the pine scents many of us associate with Christmas, the delicate scent of a rose or the salt tang of sea air.
Smells are carried directly to the part of the brain called the limbic system, a primitive part that acts as a kind of emotional switchboard that evaluates smells and directs corresponding emotional and physiological responses.
We remember smell longer than any other sensual input, so a particular scent can unlock and help us retrieve memories and in that way become a direct pathway to memory and emotion.
Fragrances can reduce stress and depression, relax or invigorate you, stimulate your sensory awareness and provide pain relief.
For aromatherapy or massage oils, it’s important to buy good-quality natural essential oils labeled “100% pure” for maximum therapeutic value. You’ll need to blend essential oils into carrier oils: refined, cold-pressed vegetable oils such as almond oil.
Here are a few favorites:
* For physical and emotional relaxation: lavender, chamomile, sandalwood, marjoram
* For mental clarity: eucalyptus, lemon
* For mood elevation: rose, geranium, bergamot
* For energy: eucalyptus, cinnamon, peppermint, clove, patchouli
You can use these oils individually or make your own blends to use in a bath, for a massage, for scenting a room, or even to apply as a perfume.
For more information on aromatherapy, go to www.aromaweb.com.
Massage
There’s nothing quite like the pampered feeling your body, mind, and spirit get when you have a massage. A good massage therapist can drain the stress right out of you and leave you feeling relaxed yet alert and energized.
If a professional massage is out of your price range, ask your spouse or a friend to trade massages with you or buy one of the inexpensive massagers that are on the market now. It’s even better if you use some of the aromatherapy oils mentioned in this chapter.
Acupressure
The ancient Chinese practice of acupressure can relieve stress and pain in a couple of minutes. It’s a simple technique that involves applying fairly strong pressure to specific body points with your fingers.
Tension-Relieving Acupressure Points
Neck: Place your hands behind your head, thumbs pointing downward, cradling the back of your head in the basket of your hands. Feel the thick cords of muscle that run up each side of your spine just under your skull. Use your thumbs to apply firm pressure to the two spots. Gently drop your head back into the pressure. When you feel a pulse on both sides, slowly release the pressure. This usually takes about a minute.
Shoulders: To release tension in your shoulders, press a point located in the highest point of your shoulder muscle. You’ll find one or more very tender spots along the top of your shoulder, the trapezius muscle, and that’s the right place. Sit in a comfortable chair and allow your body to relax. Let your head drop forward, breathe deeply, and, curving your fingers, apply firm pressure to the point for one minute. (Caution: Pregnant women should not use this point.)
Creative Therapy
Drawing, scribbling, doodling, writing a poem or dancing to African drumbeats all link you to the right side of your brain, the creative aspect of your being. Working on the right side of your brain eases stress and allows you to become more flexible in your viewpoint of whatever triggered the stress.
Journaling
You may have already found that you love your Wellness Journal. Many people tell us they continue their journals even after they’ve finished their Vibrant Health Plan. Journaling is a great way to unwind at the end of the day or to focus at the beginning of the day. You don’t have to write the great American novel. It doesn’t have to be in proper English and you don’t have to stress about your spelling. Just let your feelings flow onto the paper. Some days you may feel like writing pages and pages. Other days a sentence or two will be all you need. Think of your journal as a place to confide your innermost thoughts, feelings and questions. Research shows that we can release emotions and resolve issues much better simply by writing them down in a journal and it can even enhance our immune systems and overall health.
For a More Beautiful You
If skin, hair, and beauty issues are a concern for you, what you’re already doing will go a long way toward restoring glowing, toned skin, silky hair and a sparkle in your eyes. Exercise, a better diet, more water, and stress management are your best friends. But there are some more specific things you can do to feel and look better.
Skin
Of course you know that wearing sunscreen is essential for preventing sun damage, so you’re wearing a moisturizer or makeup that includes sunscreen every time you go out of the house, right? Right.
A great moisturizer—one that is the right moisturizer for your skin—will go a long way toward preventing wrinkles and plumping up your skin to erase those fine lines. We love creams that include bovine colostrum, alpha lipoic acid, and/or ester-C and coenzyme Q10 among other skin-healing supplements.
I live in a very dry part of the country and need a good cream to stave off the wrinkles. My favorite night cream contains the antioxidants vitamin C, alpha lipoic acid, vitamin E and coenzyme Q10. It’s rejuvenating, stays moist in a dewy way and makes my skin feel and look great. It also does not contain any harmful chemical additives. Many people don’ t realize that these additives are absorbed through the skin.
Wrinkling, acne and dry skin are caused by inflammation, which causes all kinds of problems throughout your system ranging from the breakdown of collagen that makes skin plump and smooth to arthritis and even heart disease. Limiting your intake of inflammation-causing foods such as red meat, refined sugars, and processed foods will contribute to lovely skin as well as vibrant health.
Beyond these basic beauty tips, adding essential fatty acids and antioxidants to your diet will be great for your skin. Essential fatty acids are healthy oils like flaxseed, fish, soy, canola, and olive oils.
Antioxidants are the “good guys” that neutralize a process called oxidation in your system. Think of a sliced apple: when you leave it on the counter for a few minutes, it will begin to turn brown because of oxidation.
When this takes place in your body, as it does every day because of exposure to pollutants in your environment, poor nutritional choices and the natural aging process, cells don’t reproduce perfectly and you get wrinkles, heart disease and even cancer. Antioxidants, which are present in all fruits and vegetables and in dozens of great supplements, stop that oxidation process and keep you healthy.
In addition to the 64 ounces of water you’re drinking, be sure you eat at least three modest-sized meals a day and two snacks, one at mid-morning and the other at mid-afternoon, eating protein first. Each snack must contain protein, carbohydrate and fat in the form of essential omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids. For example: a slice of turkey, half a dozen nuts and half an apple or two ounces of feta cheese mixed with half a dozen Greek olives packed in olive oil and half a pear or two ounces of tuna, two small whole grain crackers and four grape tomatoes.
This simple dietary change will help plump up your skin and improve your resistance to skin-damaging environmental pollutants. They’ll also help control the cravings that lead to unhealthy eating and weight gain.
Hair
All of the previous recommendations will improve hair texture and moisture as well. Probably the most effective will be the addition of healthy fats into your diet.
As we age, hair often thins in response to waning estrogen levels, so consider reading Chapters 11 and 12 on hormone and thyroid imbalances and perhaps adding some natural phytoestrogens to your supplement arsenal, even if thinning hair isn’t your major concern.
Finally
Break out of your routine; try something you’ve never done before. Get a massage or a facial. Discover a beautiful natural area nearby that you haven’t explored before. Share the fun with a friend. You may find something that becomes a passion for you.
This is your time to explore and have fun while you do it!
* * * * *
Where You Are and Where You’re Going
Evaluate Your Progress
Congratulations! You’re in the final week of your Vibrant Health Plan. We hope you know much more about yourself and your health than you did just eight short weeks ago and that you have the tools at your fingertips to find any other information you need.
Undoubtedly your Wellness Journal is filled with useful information: Websites you’ve found in your own research, links and articles you’ve run across that helped you so far on this journey. This information will come in handy again, whether you’re reassessing your own health or helping a friend find her way back to health.
Now is the time to evaluate your progress. Even if you were already practicing a healthy lifestyle, we hope we’ve been able to offer you new ideas. And we hope that you’ve made substantial progress toward understanding and addressing the underlying imbalances that were causing your symptoms.
You’ve no doubt discovered that unraveling the mysteries of the human body and the imbalances that cause health problems is a painstaking and complex process. There may be blind alleys and false starts. There is no one-size-fits-all prescription for systemic imbalances, and many problems take time to treat.
This week we’ll give you some tools to help you determine if you’ve chosen the right path and if you’re heading in the right direction—toward health.
Do the Questionnaire Again
Fill in your current answers to items on the original questionnaire.
Now compare your answers to when you first did the questionnaire during Week 2.
What’s different? Take a red pen and mark the answers that are different in the two versions. A pattern should begin to emerge.
Perhaps you’ve discovered that your major symptoms have changed and that your imbalances are beginning to be corrected. Perhaps some have disappeared. Perhaps some imbalances have shifted to other areas.
Think of these two versions of your questionnaire as a road map. Look backward and you can see where you’ve been; look forward and you’ll begin to get an idea of where you need to go.


If your answer is “yes,” start working the Vibrant Health Plan again with this new imbalance.
If your answer is “no,” try this:
Spend at least 15 minutes doing your breathing exercises and meditation. Now start over with rereading Chapter 4 and working the “Decision Tree” again. Getting into a meditative state will actually help you clear your mind, focus better, and tap into your natural intuition.
You might also try tuning in to your inner voice (see Chapter 4) and ask questions that will lead you toward better balance.
You will eventually hit on the exact mix for you. It takes perseverance, courage, intuition, and a positive attitude, but you’ll find it! Have faith in yourself, and vibrant health will be your reward.
Feeling Stuck?
You may be progressing more slowly than you would like. We’d all prefer instant gratification! We have grown up in a world of quick fixes. Some of the brain chemistry imbalances we have mentioned can be corrected in days. Blood sugar and hormonal imbalances can often be corrected fairly quickly. But other imbalances may take time to correct, so please be patient.
Many supplements take time to act because they’re working throughout your system to restore balance rather than simply addressing symptoms. If you’ve suffered from headaches, an aspirin or a Tylenol may make the pain go away temporarily. But the pain will keep on returning until you address the cause of your headaches. You’ve done a lot of work to discover the cause of your health problem, so take the time to refine and restructure your plan.
Each chapter in Part 2 offers numerous ways of addressing particular imbalances. We certainly don’t expect you’ll do them all and likely you’ve done some picking and choosing along the way.
If you extend this program for another few weeks and you still feel stuck, try something different. Try some of the other suggestions in your imbalances section. For example, if you were working through the sex hormone imbalances section and you used black cohosh and other herbs for perimenopausal symptoms without the results you were hoping for, you might want to consider prescription natural hormone replacement. You’ll need to enlist your doctor’s support for this.
You might want to look at a different area of imbalance altogether and work through the Vibrant Health Plan again, this time focusing on it. For example, Nina thought her allergies and chemical sensitivities might be related to dysbiosis and candida overgrowth, but after working through this plan and the information in Chapter 14, she still had some symptoms. One problem was fatigue that became worse when she was around certain odorous chemicals, such as new fabrics or gasoline. She took a closer look at Chapter 15 and decided to do a hair analysis. It came back with high mercury levels and was confirmed by a urine “heavy metal provocation test.” Mercury can create havoc in many parts of the body, including fostering hard- to treat yeast (candida) infections.
If you choose to go to another imbalance chapter, work through the weekly assignments again just as you did the first time. Consider different testing to cast more light on your condition.
It’s important that you persevere. Eventually, you’ll find the combination that works for you. Remember, there is not one solution that works for every individual. You and your body are unique, so your detective work with the Vibrant Health Plan is a key to finding your own personal solution. Eventually, you’ll have success.
It’s your choice. It’s your health. And you can do it!
Now is the time to integrate what’s worked best for you and to translate this short-term plan into a longer-term approach for a long and healthy life.
Your Long-Term Vibrant Health Plan
Even though this is the last week of your Vibrant Health Plan, it’s not in any way the end of your quest for better health. In fact, you’ve just begun.
We hope these eight weeks of exploring your health have helped you take the first steps toward a new life and a new lifestyle. We also hope you have addressed the major symptoms that led you to seek better balance in the first place and that you’ve had success in uncovering the underlying imbalances that caused the symptoms.
If you’ve carefully followed the Vibrant Health Plan, we know you’re feeling more energized and less stressed. We’d love to hear about your experiences. Please write us at www.drcass.com and at www.kathleenbarnes.com. We’ve been honored to share this journey with you!
* * * * *
* * * * *
It is almost impossible to exist in today’s world without stress. We all feel it: The pressures of job, home, kids, health, finances. It goes on and on. And now we’re lucky enough to have cell phones, so your office, your kids, your spouse, your best friend in crisis, your child’s teacher . . . You name it, stress can reach you any time, any place.
Every day, our personal time shrinks. We consider it an indulgence if we can squeeze in the time to simply sit and enjoy a cup of tea, read a book for the sheer pleasure of it or take a long, leisurely bubble bath. Never before in history have humans had so much to do and so many varieties of ways to do it. Even sitting around the television set at night with your family can be stress producing with so many channels from which to choose (and deciding who gets to choose them!) and then watching shows with so much fast-paced and violent action.
We rarely get a chance to catch our breath. And it’s taking a huge toll on our health.
The American Psychological Association estimates that 75% of all visits to primary care physicians are for stress-related problems, and surveys show 75% of us have reported we feel “great stress” at least one day a week. A 2007 study by the American Psychological Association shows that more than one-third of Americans suffer extreme stress on a daily basis.
Even our kids feel the pressure to participate in half a dozen after-school activities, and, as young as the age of nine, they’re already feeling pressure to work harder and do more in order to get into the “right” college.
Unfortunately, unresolved stress in your life can lead to a downward spiral of depression and anxiety and cause a wide range of physical problems from headaches and heart disease to weight gain, gastrointestinal problems, and more.
If this is all ringing true with you, you’re not alone. Here’s a story that may seem familiar.
Ashley, a 35-year-old real estate agent, single parent, and self-styled “soccer mom,” was the first to acknowledge her life was filled with stress. “I know I’m stressed, and I know my headaches are related, but I just don’t know how to break this vicious cycle,” she told me. I could see she was already paying the price of her stress with weight gain, frequent colds and chronic tiredness.
The Causes of Stress
First of all, as I told Ashley, stress isn’t always bad. It can be a motivator. It’s what gets you out of bed in the morning and sends you to the office or for your semiannual dental checkup. But when stress takes over your life and when you’re unable to release it, it sets up a toxic cycle that can make you sick.
You may have taken some of those stress-indicator questionnaires that run from time to time in women’s magazines or get sent around on the Internet. They vary in their methods and questions, but it’s true that the emotional stress of generally happy life events such as having a baby, getting married, buying a new house or getting a promotion can have the same physiological effects as dealing with the major illness of a close member of your family, losing a job or having a family member in jail.
The stress itself is not the issue. Stress is in our lives whether we like it or not. The real question is this: How do you deal with stress? We have included the well-researched Homes-Rahe scale here, to help you evaluate the recent stressful events in your life and the toll they might take on your health.


Your total score measures the amount of stress to which you have been subjected. A score of 150 or less is just about the normal level most of us deal with on an ongoing basis. Continue reading this chapter for some suggestions on handling your stress even better. With a score of 150 to 250, you’re seriously stressed and most likely are experiencing the effects of toxic stress. You’ll certainly benefit from the Vibrant Health Plan in this chapter. If you scored 250 to 300, you’re clearly in a stress-overload situation, and the information in this chapter will help you regain your ability to cope. Above a score of 350, you are seriously stressed and need to take action with all the resources this chapter offers—now. If your score is over 350, you might consider seeking professional help through this difficult time in your life.
The Cost of Stress
Until you find a way to resolve and release your stress, you’re creating a vicious cycle that can cause serious damage to your health in the long run.
Unresolved stress, the kind of stress you haven’t dealt with and eliminated from your body and mind, is sometimes called chronic or toxic stress. This sustained stress overrides your body’s natural abilities to bounce back. Stress keeps piling upon stress, leaves stress hormones at high levels and suppresses your immune system, leaving you vulnerable to colds, flu, and all kinds of illnesses.
We don’t want to scare you, but this fact has been scientifically validated: People who are diagnosed with various types of cancer have frequently undergone a recent major life stress, such as the breakup of a marriage, a bankruptcy or the illness or death of a close family member.
Our responses to stress are ancient and instinctive. When we think we are in danger in some way, our adrenal glands release adrenaline. This increases breathing and heart rates and sends extra blood sugar to the muscles in preparation to fight or flee from the threat of physical danger. This “fight-or-flight” response worked just fine when our ancestors were fleeing from saber-toothed tigers.
However, that protection mechanism doesn’t serve us very well today when the threats are far more often mental and emotional. After all, you can’t run away from your desk, your ringing telephone, your sick child or your boss’ insistence that you work overtime. You may grumble, growl or grit your teeth, but the stress response remains unreleased and the next phase sets in. Your adrenals now release cortisol, the hormone of chronic stress, in an attempt to shore you up. For more information on the adrenal glands, see Chapter 12.
In his book Waking the Tiger (North Atlantic Books, 1997), psychologist Peter Levine describes the coping mechanisms of wild animals. When they’ve been stressed, animals instinctively go through a series of movements to disperse the energy and complete the stress cycle. Modern-day humans seem to have forgotten how to do this. Thus, this toxic stress stays inside us, exacting a high price.
Toxic stress diminishes your body’s ability to produce cortisol and another adrenal hormone, DHEA (dehydroepiandrosterone), when you need them. You become even less able to respond in an appropriate way to stressors and to end the stress cycle.
Here are some of the prices you pay for toxic stress in the short term:
* Suppressed immune system, increasing risk of infections
* Reduced rate of body’s ability to repair itself
* Slower metabolism
* Reduced ability to absorb vital nutrients
You may experience the following symptoms:
* Recurring headaches
* Vague aches and pains
* Dizziness
* Heartburn
* Muscle tension
* Dry mouth
* Excessive perspiration
* Pounding heart
* Insomnia
* Fatigue
The long-term price you pay is even heavier:
* Acceleration of the aging process
* Weight gain
* Increased risk of digestive problems (ulcers, colitis), osteoporosis, high blood pressure, heart disease, and even cancer
Emotionally, when your brain runs out of the feel-good brain chemicals, you experience the following:
* Anxiety, fear, restlessness
* Irritability, anger
* Depression
* Insecurity
* Loss of sex drive
* Excessive eating, smoking, drinking, or drug use
There’s another important mechanism that takes place when you are chronically stressed: your blood sugar levels rise and then abruptly fall. That’s because adrenaline and cortisol dump sugar into your bloodstream, and in an hour or two your blood sugar crashes. This is a serious problem because 20% of your body’s entire intake of glucose fuels your brain, so when your sugars crash, you start feeling foggy, nervous, tired, and irritable. Your instinct, like Ashley’s, is to reach for a doughnut, Coke, or cup of coffee, so you feel “up” for an hour or so before the cycle begins again. Ashley began to recognize that the toxic downward spiral was causing her headaches, colds and flu and even weight gain.
We’re All Adrenaline Junkies
Have you ever heard of adrenaline junkies—the kind of folks who love extreme sports, who are always looking for the next “rush”? The sad truth is, almost all of us are adrenaline junkies in one way or another.
Even if you’re not a bungee jumper or extreme skier, you might recognize yourself in Ashley’s experience. She decided to take a week off and go to the beach, hang out, read books, eat seafood and just relax. What happened?
“After two days, I was jumping out of my skin,” she told me. “I couldn’t sit still, I couldn’t focus on the novel I was reading and I just wanted to get up and do something.”
Does this sound familiar? Ashley was experiencing adrenaline withdrawal. She had become so addicted to the constant flow of adrenaline, she didn’t know what to do when it stopped. She was willing to do anything, even go back to the city and the sources of all her stressors, to get it to start up again.
Beyond our present day stresses, we actually store mental images of traumatic events for many years. They can pop up again in response to a trigger of a similar situation or just out of the blue. When they do, our bodies respond exactly as they did to the initial stressor.
To make matters worse, we 21st-century humans stress and worry about things that haven’t happened yet or things that might happen someday or might never happen at all. How many times have you stayed awake at night worrying about paying a bill? How many times have you fretted and stewed over a job interview or your child’s recital or a presentation at work?
As Mark Twain once said, “I have lived a long life and had many troubles . . . most of which never happened.”
Recognizing Stress in Your Life
There are dozens of ways to get your stress monster under control. The key to managing stress is recognizing when you’re experiencing it, taking action to break the stress cycle, and using long-term methods to keep it from spiraling out of control.
How can you recognize stress? It’s become such a pervasive part of our lives that most of us think this is a normal way of living. Here are some signs of immediate stress that you can recognize:
* Muscle tension
* Irregular breathing
* Pounding heart
* Butterflies in stomach
* Agitation
* Irritability
* Sudden flush
Tests
See Chapter 12 for information on testing the adrenal glands.
Dealing with Stress
We all need to learn how to stop the stress cycle and rest, recover, and rebuild ourselves—every day, if necessary.
The solution for many has been to find relief by turning to drink, downers, or dope, all of which have their own destructive effects. These substances promote the release of the feel-good neurotransmitter dopamine plus endorphins, which make you feel high, and GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid), the relaxing neurotransmitter. Yet booze, pills and pot can throw your neurotransmitter and blood sugar levels out of balance, causing all kinds of trouble ranging from emotional and mental imbalance to addiction and withdrawal.
Happily, there are natural choices that will help you break the cycle safely and without side effects.
Our lives cannot be completely free of stress, but we can control how we respond to it. by following these steps, we can break the toxic stress cycle and restore our natural ability to release stress:
* Balance blood sugar
* Promote the release of GABA
* Support the release of dopamine and endorphins
* Supply the appropriate nutrients to produce them
Conventional Medical Treatment
Although at least 75% of visits to doctors’ offices are due to stress-related illness, conventional medicine has nothing to offer besides symptomatic care. And that is only once you have actually developed a “real” illness, whether it’s high blood pressure, ulcers, migraine headaches, back pain, or diabetes. The best way to handle stress-related illness is prevention.
Lifestyle
Take some time to reflect on your diet and lifestyle.
Are you getting enough sleep? Lack of quality sleep can make you cranky and irritable. It can even raise your blood pressure and cause physiological stress.
Is your diet optimal for good health? As we mentioned in earlier chapters, you should eliminate processed foods, especially refined sugar, from your diet. Consider withdrawing (gradually if necessary) from caffeine to eliminate a big-time dietary stressor. Eat high-quality protein from seafood, poultry, lean meats, soy, beans and whole grains to keep your blood sugar stable.
To change her lifestyle, Ashley first decided to begin saying “no” to requests for more volunteer work at her son’s school and she asked that her business partner share the workload more evenly. They worked out a better schedule so that she had more time off. She then stopped eating on the run. She began to eat three meals a day, starting with a protein shake to which she added some fruit and a tablespoon of flax oil and a midmorning and afternoon snack of fruit, cheese, or veggies. Her overall energy immediately began to improve, without the daily dips.
She added high-quality omega-3 “good” fats from sources like salmon and tuna and omega-6 from vegetable oils. These essential fatty acids (EFAs) are especially important for stress and related disorders because they support the activity of neurotransmitters, particularly serotonin. Fats make up 60% of the brain’s weight and these essential fats promote healthy brain cell communication, powerfully affecting your mind and mood.
Natural Stress Relief
Here are some herbs and supplements that are effective stress busters and energy rebuilders.
Kava (piper methysticum): Long in use in the South Pacific as a relaxing social beverage, kava has a role to play in today’s stressful world.
Research shows the kava works as well as the benzodiazepines (Valium, Ativan, Halcion, Klonopin, Xanax etc.) without the potential for addiction and the serious side effects associated with the prescription drugs. These include drowsiness, nausea, depression, sleep disturbances, memory loss and increased potential for having accidents.
Unlike prescription drugs that require ever-increasing doses to get the same effect, there are no withdrawal symptoms if you decide to quit taking kava. A low daytime dose will relax you without making you sleepy. In larger doses, kava will help you sleep without a morning hangover. In fact, kava has long been known to enhance concentration while helping you stay relaxed.
Kava acts on the limbic system, the emotional center of the brain, and directly on the muscles. In addition to relieving stress, the muscle-relaxing effect makes it helpful for headaches, backaches and other tension-related pain.
Kava’s precise effect on neurotransmitters is not fully understood, but it appears to enhance the receptivity of the brain’s calming GABA receptors.
You can get kava in tablets, capsules or tinctures. Read the label to determine the amount of kavalactones, the active ingredient, are in the product you are purchasing.
Cautions: Despite its excellent safety record, in 2002, kava came under question by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration based on European reports it may cause liver damage. However, a large number of published safety and toxicity studies clearly indicate that kava is far safer, and less liver toxic, than conventional anti-anxiety and antidepressant prescription drugs. In fact, the leading single cause of liver failure in Western countries is overdose of the common pain medication, acetaminophen (Tylenol).
In conclusion, we all need to be aware that all herbs are potent medicines and should be treated with appropriate respect.
If you decide to take kava, please follow these guidelines:
Don’t use it if you have liver disease or if you are a heavy alcohol user.
Don’t exceed a maximum of 250 mg of kavalactones per day.
Taken at these levels, kava has only mild side effects, including occasional skin rashes, headache or mild stomach upset.
Dosage: 60–75 mg of kavalactones, the usual capsule dosage size, taken two to three times daily.
With a 30% standardized extract, you’ll need 200–300 mg per dose.
If you’re using kava to aid sleep, take your daily dosage all at once, 45 minutes before bedtime.
Valerian: Sometimes referred to as “Nature’s Valium,” valerian is very effective for treating stress. It’s a natural relaxant that combats nervousness, insomnia, restlessness and depression. Like kava, it acts on the GABA receptors to produce a calming effect similar to that of valium without the side effects.
Be forewarned : The smell of valerian has been likened to old socks or worse, so you’ll probably prefer taking it in capsule or tablet form.
Cautions: Valerian increases the effects of other sedative drugs, including muscle relaxants and antihistamines. It can interact negatively with alcohol, narcotics and other psychotropic drugs.
Dosage: To promote relaxation, 50–100 mg two or three times a day. To help you sleep, take 150–400 mg 45 minutes before bedtime. Look for standardized product with 0.8% valeric acid.
Theanine: This amino acid has sometimes been called “Zen in a bottle” for its unique ability to chill you out in a hurry, giving you that sense of alert calmness. Theanine, (chemically referred to as L-theanine) is a major ingredient in green tea, taken for centuries by Asian monks to keep them calm but awake during their meditations. Theanine increases the relaxed, yet focused “alpha” state of the brain, measurable by an electroencephalograph (EEG). Theanine works by increasing your body’s levels of the calming neurotransmitter GABA (gamma amino butyric acid).
Cautions: None at the recommended dosage.
Dosage: Take 100–200 mg twice daily. Can be taken with GABA for enhanced effect.
GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid): Known as the “cool” neurotransmitter, GABA has a dampening effect on the central nervous system and controls the release of the stimulating dopamine in the reward center of the brain. Anxiety, tension and insomnia, are associated with low GABA levels, while adequate levels help you to feel tranquil. Valium is a GABA-enhancing drug, but you can take GABA in supplement form without the side effects (and high cost!) of the prescription drug.
Cautions: Can cause nausea at high doses.
Dosage: 100–500 mg one to three times daily between meals.
Magnesium: The mineral, magnesium is involved in more than 300 body processes, including helping your body assimilate calcium and vitamin D, essential for healthy bones and a variety of other critical body processes. Often deficient in diabetics, magnesium also improves insulin’s ability to transport glucose into cells. Magnesium has a direct effect on serotonin balance and helps keep us calm and relaxed. It provides relief for both migraine and tension headaches.
Cautions: Excessive magnesium acts as a laxative and may cause diarrhea at high doses. Use chelated forms such as magnesium aspartate, glycinate or citrate, which are absorbed and utilized more efficiently than the more common (and less expensive) magnesium oxide. Magnesium has (rarely) been associated with drops in blood sugar.
Dosage: Take 200–400 mg up to three times daily. Take the last dose at bedtime. To increase absorption, be sure to get 30–50 mg of Vitamin B6. For migraines, take 500–1,000 mg daily as prevention.
Glutamine (also called L-glutamine): As a precursor to GABA, this amino acid has a calming effect in the brain. It’s absorbed quickly and will give you an almost instant pick-me-up similar to a longed-for stimulant, including food or alcohol. In fact, as mentioned on page 77, a capful under your tongue will stop cravings for sugar and alcohol, as well as other substances. The most common amino acid found in muscle tissues, glutamine improves mental energy and relaxation, reduces addiction, stabilizes blood sugar and promotes memory. Glutamine naturally elevates levels of growth hormone in your body, making your cells multiply faster and slowing aging. Additional amounts of growth hormone help mobilize fat from storage, and make it available for energy.
Cautions: Do not use if you have kidney or liver disease.
Dosage: Take up to four 500 mg capsules daily with your regular supplements or add glutamine powder to a protein drink (without added sugar). It’s best taken about 30 minutes before a meal for fat management or at bedtime to enhance growth hormone production.
Taurine: A non-essential amino acid, taurine enhances the activity of GABA and reduces irritability, insomnia, migraines and depression. Taurine helps move potassium, sodium, calcium and magnesium in and out of cells, helping generate nerve impulses, stabilize nerve cell membranes and prevent erratic firing of nerve cells. Taurine is very concentrated in the brain and it has been used to control epilepsy and other excitable brain states, including stress and anxiety, since it functions as a mild sedative. I have also prescribed it for bipolar patients to help prevent manic episodes.
Cautions: May lower blood pressure.
Dosage: Take 250–500 mg twice daily, between meals.
B-vitamins: Stress, exhaustion and anxiety actually deplete your supply of B-vitamins, since they are used in making the stress hormones and neurotransmitters. B-vitamins play a critical role in helping energy levels on an even keel and replenishing energy when it is depleted. These essential vitamins work in close combination to influence a wide variety of body processes. They are vital for delivering oxygen to the brain and protecting it from harmful oxidants. They also help turn glucose into energy within brain cells and help to keep neurotransmitters in circulation. They also support correct nerve function and stop the over-reactive neuron firing that results from emotional stress. There are 17 B vitamins and you need them all, every day. While there is no one food that contains all 17, fish, nuts, dairy products, soy, enriched whole grains and pork are good sources of B vitamins.
Cautions: None at the recommended dosages. It’s best to take a complete B-complex for the optimal balance. If you take extra B6, make sure you also take equivalent doses of the other B vitamins to prevent (reversible) neurological problems.
Dosage: Look for B-complex than contains at least 20 mg of niacin (vitamin B3), 20 mg of vitamin B6, 100 mcg. of folic acid, 100 mcg. of vitamin B12 and 50 mg of pantothenic acid (vitamin B5). For best absorption, you’ll also need at least 50 mg of magnesium, which is often deficient in our diets and helps to keep you calm.
In addition to her regular supplement program, I suggested that Ashley take my CALM Natural Mind Formula, a combination of theanine, GABA, glutamine, taurine, hops, passionflower and lemon balm, with B vitamins and magnesium. Within a week, she felt calmer, more focused, and no longer jittery. She also reported that her headaches were infrequent and far milder, and she was sleeping better. She was actually looking forward to a trip to Disneyland with her son, when a few short weeks earlier she would have dreaded it.
More Ways to Approach Stress
Yoga
We talked about yoga and its universal benefits in Chapter 7. We believe yoga is one of the best long-term ways of addressing the stresses of modern life.
If you’re looking specifically for stress relief, choose hatha yoga, the practice of specific movements, breathing exercises and meditation. The slower, calmer varieties of yoga, like Kripalu yoga, emphasize deliberate and meditative movement. Don’t be fooled by the slow, contemplative pace. You’ll get a great workout, while your stressed-out mind will get a break, You will leave class feeling both energized and relaxed.
Exercise
We already talked about exercise in Chapter 7. We’d now like to reinforce the idea that exercise is a great safety valve. A good run on the beach or a game of tennis or a bun-burning aerobic workout with your favorite video or in a gym helps let off the excess pressure. It actually helps your body break the acute stress cycle and allows your body and your hormonal system to reset and return to balance.
Stress responds to exercise better than does nearly any other condition. Exercise actually reduces the amount of adrenal hormones your body releases in response to stress and helps raise the level of mood-elevating endorphins in your brain.
30-Second Stress Buster
Breathe! Whenever you feel any of the symptoms of stress, stop and take three full, deep, slow breaths. This is an instant short-term fix. It will give you time to think, to rebalance, and to slow down and respond rather than unthinkingly react to the stressor.
You can find the best technique for deep breathing in Chapter 1.
It’s important that your breathing is slow and relaxed. In just a minute or two, you’ll feel your racing mind beginning to slow down, your mental clarity returning and the physical symptoms beginning to fade. Your brain has been oxygenated, producing a natural oxygen high and, most importantly, you’ve taken a big step toward breaking the toxic stress cycle.
Meditation
You cannot control the world around you, but regular meditation can help you control your reactions to it. Meditation isn’t some esoteric Eastern practice; it’s actually an integral part of virtually every world religion. It differs from prayer, however, in the sense that meditation is not “asking,” it’s “listening.” It helps you find a way above the turbulence of daily life and it just might help awaken you to the “big picture” in which everything in life falls into place.
By slowing your mind’s chatter, you automatically become calmer and more focused. Meditation has scientifically researched benefits to your body, not the least of which is better responsiveness to stressful events and quicker recovery from the physiological aspects of stress. In fact, researchers at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center found that meditators have lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol.
Considering what we now know about the “fight-or-flight” response and our out-of-whack stress reactions, meditation can help bring you back into balance and keep you from reacting to every tiny little stressor as though that saber-toothed tiger was hot on your tail.
Most meditation techniques involve physical relaxation combined with focusing on one thing, such as your breath, a lighted candle, or a mantra, such as “Om,” or “One.”
In time, and with practice, most meditators find themselves experiencing an expanded state of awareness in which the mind becomes still, the body relaxes, and emotions settle. This is not an imagined state. It’s induced by changes in brain waves that take you from high-activity beta waves to a slower, calmer, focused alpha rhythm and eventually to a theta state, almost a trancelike state of deep relaxation from which arise many creative thoughts and ideas.
We’re including one simple meditation technique here for you to try.
Basic Meditation
Find a quiet place. Turn off your phone. Wear loose, comfortable clothing, or loosen your clothing so you are completely comfortable. You may want a shawl or blanket over your shoulders because body temperatures tend to drop as you relax.
Find a comfortable seated posture with your spine straight. It’s fine to sit in a chair, but if you do, be sure your feet are flat on the floor. If you’re sitting on the floor, tuck a firm cushion under your pelvis to help you keep your spine comfortably straight.
Consciously relax tension in your body. Pay particular attention to relaxing your shoulders, belly, and jaw.
Begin to take deep, slow breaths through your nose, relaxing your belly as you inhale and gently contracting the abdominal muscles as you exhale. Do this for at least nine breaths.
Now let your breath find its own rhythm. Keep your awareness on the simple inhalation and exhalation.
If your mind wanders, bring it back to the breath without mental comment. If you realize you’ve been distracted for some time, repeat the nine deep belly breaths and begin again.
Continue this for at least 10 minutes every day. If you like, you can set a timer on your watch so you don’t have to distract yourself with time concerns. Meditation early in the morning gives you a good and focused start to your day, but you can certainly repeat it any time you feel the need.
Acupressure
As we mentioned in Chapter 7, acupressure is a wonderful do-it-yourself part of traditional Chinese medicine. It works on energy meridians in the body in much the same way acupuncture works, but without the needles! By simply pressing key points on the surface of your skin, you’ll be stimulating your body’s natural self-healing abilities. Applying firm but gentle pressure to specific points, you can release muscle tension and promote the circulation of blood and the body’s life force energy to aid healing. The healing touch of acupressure reduces tension, increases circulation, and enables deep physical relaxation. Best of all, you can stimulate most acupressure points yourself by applying pressure with your fingers, knuckles, a pencil eraser, or similar item for a length of time ranging from 20 seconds to a couple of minutes.
Acupressure points can be very generalized, like the one called “Shen men,” located at the crease of your wrist on the side opposite the thumb. Find the tender point and gently apply pressure for about a minute. Repeat on the other hand. It is known in traditional Chinese medicine to calm the spirit and regulate and tone the heart.
If acupressure piques your interest, re-read the acupressure section of Chapter 7.
Others
There are many other stress-relieving modalities, including massage, chi gong, tai chi, drumming, singing and chanting, to name just a few. Explore them, and find what works for you.
Two months after she started to address her toxic stress Ashley’s yoga class had become her passion. Not only had she effortlessly lost the 10 excess pounds that were plaguing her, she had been headache free for a month and was sleeping peacefully through the night.
You may protest that you don’t have time to do these exercises or techniques. However, you don’t have time not to do them! You will be far more productive and far happier when you include them in your daily schedule.
* * * * *
10: BALANCING YOUR BRAIN CHEMISTRY
Brain chemistry is the link between mind and body. In this chapter, you’ll get some tools to help you better understand your brain chemistry, the mind-body connection and the relationship between mental health and physical well-being.
Depression, anxiety, panic, obsessions, addictions and memory loss are too often considered to be a matter of “mind over matter.” Friends, family, and sadly, even therapists will tell you that self-discipline or extensive psychotherapy are the ways to kick these mind-states. Or they may urge you to take a prescription medication.
The news is this: Rather that being crazy, neurotic or hopelessly psychologically damaged, you may simply be deficient in certain nutrients!
Most mainstream medical practitioners overlook the fact that mood, behavior, and mental performance all depend on your balance of neurotransmitters, the chemical messengers of the brain. It’s not simply mind over matter, but can also be matter over mind!
The keys to your brain function are the chemical messengers of mind and mood called neurotransmitters. As they travel around your brain and nervous system, neurotransmitters help determine how you feel.
Here’s the important part: We can influence our brain function by supplying the right nutrients to make our brain cells and neurotransmitters work at their peak.
There are hundreds of neurotransmitters. These are the main players:
GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid) is the “cool” neurotransmitter, relaxing you and calming you down during periods of stress.
Adrenaline (also called epinephrine), made in the adrenal glands, is the “motivator,” stimulating you and helping you respond to stress.
Dopamine and noradrenaline (also called norepinephrine) are the “feel-good” neurotransmitters, making you feel energized and in control.
Endorphins promote that blissful feeling, giving you a sense of euphoria.
Acetylcholine works on memory and concentration.
Serotonin is the “happy” and calming neurotransmitter, improving your mood and helping you to sleep well.
Melatonin helps to keep you in tune with the cycles of nature by responding to seasonal shifts and regulating your inner clock for day and night. It affects your ability to sleep soundly and to dream.
When these neurotransmitters are out of balance, you may feel depressed, anxious, stressed and unmotivated—or any other mental problem that you can imagine. On the other hand, with balanced neurotransmitters you are calm and happy and can think clearly. You are able to handle all the challenges that life throws at you, and enjoy all the wonders as well.
The Food Connection
“You are what you eat.”
—R. J. Crumbe
The protein we eat is broken down by digestive processes into its component amino acids. For brain function, the most important amino acids are tryptophan, tyrosine, GABA, glutamine and taurine. They are turned into neurotransmitters with the help of cofactors, or chemical helpers: vitamins B3, B6, B12, C, and folic acid (folate), and the minerals zinc and magnesium. In addition, you need the essential fatty acids that make up about 60% of each brain cell.
Then there’s glucose (blood sugar) required for fuel. Amazingly, that little three-pound organ, your brain, can use up to half of the body’s glucose at any one time. That’s why we feel so good when we have a sugar high—it goes right to our brain, where it’s burned for fuel! The same is true of processed foods, alcohol, and caffeine. You’ll get a quick high, but in a short time, it’s used up and your body wants more. Stay on that sugar roller coaster and eventually you’ll start suffering blood sugar dips and increasing mood swings. (See Chapter 13 for more information on blood sugar imbalances.)
In addition to foods, certain medications, including antihistamines, tranquilizers, sleeping pills, narcotics and recreational drugs can affect your brain chemistry.
Depression and Anxiety
We need sufficient amounts of the key neurotransmitters to stay centered, calm, and happy. In depression, there is a lack of mood-stabilizing serotonin and noradrenaline as well as dopamine, the brain chemicals associated with motivation and pleasure and derived from tyrosine.
To make serotonin, your brain needs enough of the essential amino acid tryptophan, found in protein-containing foods like turkey, chicken, cottage cheese, avocados, bananas, and wheat germ. Supplementation with the amino acid 5-hydroxytryptophan can also help your brain manufacture more serotonin.
Noradrenaline deficiency often results in cravings for stimulation from sugar, coffee, stress, and alcohol. Supplementation with the amino acids tyrosine and phenylalanine can convert to dopamine, which helps your brain manufacture more noradrenaline.
With anxiety, there is a deficiency in the neurotransmitter GABA, the brain’s “anti-stimulant.” Formed from the amino acids glutamine, GABA, and taurine, low GABA means high anxiety.
Besides your food intake, there are dozens of reasons why your neurotransmitters may become depleted; among them are diabetes, liver disease, autoimmune disease, heart disease, high blood pressure, cancer, blood pressure– lowering medications, birth control pills, tranquilizers, antidepressants and stimulants. Depression and anxiety can also be caused by blood sugar imbalances, sex hormone imbalances, food and chemical sensitivities, toxins and candida, so it might be helpful for you to read those sections of this book as well.
We all get the blues from time to time in response to life events. Occasional bouts of sadness help us appreciate the good times. Most of us bounce back within a day or two or maybe even a week or two. But sometimes we get “stuck” in that feeling of being unable to cope, and that leads to depression.
Here are examples of both types of responses:
My patient Stacey told me she was “a wreck” after her boyfriend of three years announced that he wanted his freedom. However, with the help of some brief counseling and the support of her friends, she soon got through her feelings of loss and began dating again.
Her friend Janet, on the other hand, found herself in similar circumstances, with very different results. When Janet’s relationship ended, she was in tears for months. She withdrew from friends and family, was unable to sleep, began to perform poorly at work, and felt like a total failure. Her response seemed somewhat extreme, and she was on a downward spiral, heading toward a severe clinical depression.
Why were their responses so different? First check out the “Symptoms of Depression.” If you or anyone you know have more than three of these, please seek professional help. There is no shame in having this condition, and the help you get can be life-saving.
Severe, clinically recognizable depression affects one in five people at some time in their lives. Some of the symptoms of depression applied to Janet. They may occur one at a time or in combination. They generally come upon you gradually, but can be brought on by a crisis as in Janet’s case. She also felt nervous and worried, verging on panic. These are all signs of anxiety, which occurs when your brain begins sending messages to your body to prepare for the “fight-or-flight” response, as you can see on the “Symptoms of Anxiety” list.
Most of us are able to take adversity in stride, yet clearly some people are more resilient than others, depending on genetics, personal history, and lifestyle. Are there ways to handle the difficult times?
In a word, “yes.”
Let’s look at the ways depression and anxiety can be handled, with the pros and cons of each approach. Most importantly: If you or someone you know is severely depressed, please contact a health professional for help.
Symptoms of Depression
* Profound, persistent sadness
* Profound, persistent irritability
* Unexplained crying
* Loss of self-esteem
* Feelings of hopelessness, helplessness, pessimism, worthlessness, guilt, and emptiness
* Dwelling on the past, particularly on errors you think you’ve made
* Changes in sleeping patterns
* Changes in eating habits
* Unexplained weight gain or loss
* Restlessness
* Fatigue
* A slowdown in physical movements
* Inability to concentrate
* Memory difficulties
* Difficulty making decisions
* Loss of interest in usually pleasurable activities
* Loss of interest in sex
* Social withdrawal
* Unexplained headaches, stomach upset, or other physical problems that are not helped with a standard treatment
* Thoughts of suicide or death
Symptoms of Anxiety
* Abdominal discomfort
* Diarrhea
* Dry mouth
* Rapid heartbeat or palpitations
* Tightness or pain in chest
* Shortness of breath
* Frequent urination
* Difficulty swallowing
* Insomnia
* Irritability or anger
* Inability to concentrate
* Fear you’re losing control of your actions
Traditional Medical Treatment
Millions of people are taking prescription drugs for depression and anxiety. If you think they’re safe and effective, I have news for you: They’re not. These drugs are effective in only about 50% of the cases, and the majority of people taking them suffer a variety of side effects as well, some fairly serious. Here are a few of the most commonly used prescription drugs and their side effects:
Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, also called SSRIs (Prozac, Paxil, Zoloft, Luvox, Celexa): These enormously popular drugs block the re-absorption of “feel-good” serotonin, thereby making more serotonin available and elevating mood. Unfortunately, they also compromise libido and sexual performance in men and women, cause “flat” moods or a lack of emotional highs and lows and can bring on other side effects including nausea, nervousness, insomnia, headache, tremors, anxiety, drowsiness, dry mouth, excessive sweating and diarrhea. SSRIs can also have serious long-term withdrawal effects.
Tricyclic antidepressants (Elavil, Endep, Tofranil, Pertofane, Norpramin, Sinequan): These popular drugs work in various ways to affect the actions of noradrenaline and serotonin. They can cause dizziness, drowsiness, heart palpitations, dry mouth, blurred vision, confusion, weight gain, sweating, rashes, nausea, constipation or diarrhea, difficulty urinating, sexual dysfunction, nightmares and anxiety.
Monoamine oxidase inhibitors, also called MAOIs (Nardil, Parnate, Manerix): These work by inhibiting or reducing the levels of monoamine oxidase, or MAO. This in turn increases the levels of “feel-good” brain chemicals such as serotonin, norepinephrine, and dopamine by preventing their breakdown in the brain. They can cause dangerously high blood pressure if taken with decongestants, antihistamines or foods containing tyramine, such as cheese or red wine.
Benzodiazepines (Valium, Xanax, Klonopin, Restoril, Ativan): These tranquilizers slow down the central nervous system to reduce anxiety. They can cause drowsiness, irregular heartbeat, memory loss, disorientation, low blood pressure and muscle weakness. Benzodiazepines are almost certainly addictive when taken for a long period of time and cause withdrawal symptoms if stopped suddenly.
There are a few other types of antidepressant and anti-anxiety medications that don’t fit into the categories we mentioned, including Wellbutrin, Effexor, and Cymbalta.
As bad as the side effects of these medications might seem, there is a place for them, particularly in lower doses than are generally prescribed. In his groundbreaking book Over Dose (Tarcher, 2004), Dr. Jay Cohen explains how the drug companies recommend far higher doses than are generally necessary. For example, the optimal dose for Prozac was found to be one-half to one-fourth the usual recommended dose. Moreover, women require lower doses than men do, though that is seldom taken into consideration. In any case, synthetic pharmaceutical medications should be reserved for those times when their benefits clearly outweigh their downsides.
When you want to combine natural products with prescription medication, do so under a doctor’s supervision to ensure that there are no negative interactions.
Talk Therapy
There are various types of psychotherapy or “talk” therapy, which can be very helpful in dealing with depression. In my practice, I prefer to use the more rapid therapies such as EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing), guided imagery or Voice Dialogue (developed by Drs. Hal and Sidra Stone, www.delos-inc.com). I have found that therapy works much better once brain chemistry is balanced.
Changes in Diet
Often, successful treatment of depression and anxiety can be as simple as treating blood sugar imbalances (see Chapter 13). Low blood sugar can cause mood swings and anxiety, so we recommend that you eat small, frequent meals to prevent blood sugar swings. In addition: Avoid alcohol, which is a depressant. It’s the last thing you need when you’re feeling low. And ditch the caffeine because it can leave you feeling drained and jittery.
Increase your intake of essential fatty acids in the form of fatty fish like salmon and tuna or in flaxseed oil to give your body the building material for optimal neurotransmitter production. Eat sufficient protein in the form of fish, poultry, meat or soy (tofu) to provide the raw materials to make neurotransmitters.
Natural Approaches to Depression and Anxiety
Although prescription drugs can sometimes be useful, over my years of practice, I’ve learned that natural supplements should be the first line of treatment. They are gentle and safe. Rather than simply dealing with the symptoms, they actually correct the underlying imbalances.
Here is a list of supplements that I have successfully used in my own practice, all backed by research. Also remember to have a look at the de-stress supplements listed on pages 114–117.
St. John’s wort (hypericum perforatum): Dozens of studies have proven St. John’s wort’s ability to relieve, and even eliminate, mild to moderate depression. It is shown to be effective in 60 to 80% of people who take it. It compares well with to the prescription antidepressants, without their side effects. It may even boost sex drive! There are more advantages to taking St. John’s wort: It’s not addictive, it doesn’t interact negatively with alcohol, it doesn’t cause withdrawal symptoms if you stop taking it, it doesn’t make you sleepy in the daytime, but it does help you sleep at night. While I’ve had several patients that needed 2–3 weeks to have it work fully, St. John’s wort often begins working within days, unlike the SSRIs that take weeks to be fully effective.
Animal studies show St. John’s wort, like the SSRI antidepressants, enhances serotonin, and likely, dopamine and noradrenaline as well.
Cautions: May cause allergic reactions, rashes, gastrointestinal upset or sun sensitivity in some people. Can cause anxiety or insomnia if taken too close to bedtime. It can reduce the potency of protease inhibitors (taken as a treatment for AIDS) or cyclosporine (an immunosuppressant taken by organ transplant patients), digoxin (heart medication) or even birth control pills. If combined with an SSRI or 5-HTP, there’s a very slight possibility of serotonin syndrome consisting of nausea, sweating, headache and a rise in temperature and blood pressure. If that occurs, stop the St. John’s wort and seek medical help.
Dosage: Start with one or two capsules of a 300 mg of an extract with 0.3% hypericin, three times daily, for a total of 900 mg a day. You can also take your entire dose in the morning, since the herb is quite long-acting.
5-HTP (5-hydroxytryptophan): Derived from tryptophan, the “happy” and calming neurotransmitter, 5-HTP is converted into serotonin, causing you to feel relaxed, in a good mood and able to fall asleep and stay asleep. Another great benefit of 5-HTP: It suppresses appetite. It may be preferable to tryptophan because 5-HTP enters the brain more easily and it can be taken with food and other supplements, including amino acids, with no problem. 5-HTP also suppresses appetite and helps in migraine prevention.
Cautions: In rare cases at very high doses, 5-HTP can cause nausea, anxiety and agitation. For some sensitive individuals it can cause anxiety at normal levels as well. Do not take 5-HTP with SSRIs except under medical guidance. While generally safe to combine, there is a risk of serotonin syndrome—nausea, sweating, headache and a rise in blood pressure. If that occurs, stop the 5-HTP.
Dosage: Take 50–100 mg two to three times daily for daytime usage. To promote sleep, 50–200 mg one hour before bedtime. Be sure to take 25 mg of vitamin B6 to help convert the 5-HTP to serotonin. It can be part of your daily multivitamin formula. To prevent migraines, take 100–300 mg daily.
SAM-e (s-adenosyl-methionine) or TMG (trimethylglycine): Both act as natural mood enhancers by enhancing neurotransmitter activity. TMG, which is much less expensive, provides the raw material from which your body manufactures SAM-e.
Cautions: High doses may lead to irritability, anxiety, insomnia, nausea or vomiting. In people with bipolar disorder, SAM-e (like any antidepressant) may trigger a manic episode, so such individuals should be monitored carefully. Do not take SAM-e and TMG if you are taking prescription antidepressants, unless you’re under a doctor’s supervision.
Dosage: SAM-e: take 200 mg once or twice daily, between meals, increasing gradually to a maximum of 1,600 mg a day, if needed. Generally, 400–800 mg a day will do. TMG: take 500–1,000 mg once or twice daily.
DL-phenylalanine and L- tyrosine, simply called phenylalanine and tyrosine: These are the supplements to help you get a real energy boost, lift your mood, relieve pain and control appetite. DL-phenylalanine (DLPA) converts to tyrosine, which help your body make dopamine, noradrenaline and finally, adrenaline.
Cautions: You could get too much stimulation, causing anxiety, high blood pressure or insomnia. These shouldn’t be taken by people with phenylketonuria or melanoma, or by pregnant or nursing women. Use caution with a history of bipolar illness, since they act as antidepressants and can (rarely) induce mania.
Dosage: Take 500–1,000 mg of DLPA and 100–1,000 mg of tyrosine twice daily on an empty stomach. Do not take close to bedtime. Avoid proteins for two hours before or after, if possible, to prevent interference with absorption.
Rhodiola (rhodiola rosea): Rhodiola is an adaptogenic herb, meaning that it helps to regulate your system in response to stress. Russian research shows that rhodiola can enhance your body’s production of serotonin, dopamine and norepinephrine, enabling it to both lift your mood and calm your nerves. It helps to increase both energy and mental performance, and even has been shown to encourage weight loss.
Cautions: There are no known side effects.
Dosage: Use 100–300 mg of a standardized product.
For the anxiety that often accompanies depression, see the remedies for stress
Now, back to Janet. She responded well to high doses of B vitamins and 3 grams daily of essential fatty acids, plus a high-potency multivitamin and a “beat-the-blues” cocktail of St. John’s wort, 5-HTP, and tyrosine. Three months later, she bounced into my office, eager to share confidences about the new love in her life—and her renewed interest in sex and romance!
Once her equilibrium was established, over the next three months she gradually decreased the tyrosine and B vitamins, then dropped the 5-HTP, and finally went down to one dose of St. John’s wort daily. She remained on the multi vitamin and fish oil. She had also discovered marathon running, and that did a lot to boost her mood, as research confirms. Of course, the new boyfriend was also a great mood lifter.
Coming Off Prescription Medications
If you are taking anti-anxiety drugs or antidepressants, you have a lot of company. There are certainly withdrawal effects from benzodiazepines and there may be similar effects from SSRIs. If you choose to stop taking these medications, you must do so under medical supervision. Abrupt withdrawal from benzodiazepines can cause seizures or even death.
It takes months to get off these drugs successfully. The program should be tailored to the individual’s needs and carefully monitored by a medical professional. Natural remedies such as kava and valerian can shorten the gradual program of withdrawal from benzodiazepines.
If you want to end dependency on these drugs, read the chapter on addiction in my book, Natural Highs, and share it with your doctor. In most situations, you can combine natural products with medication. Do so under a doctor’s supervision to ensure that there are no negative interactions.
Memory Loss and Lack of Concentration
It’s happened to all of us: fuzzy thinking, daydreaming, inability to concentrate, a slow mind and the struggle to connect names with faces or recall schedules and phone numbers.
We often will turn to stimulants like sugar and coffee in a vain effort to jump-start our minds.
Declining mental function, which often starts when we reach our forties, is not inevitable. We’ve got good news for you: You can get your mind in gear again and make it work better than ever.
Some simple interventions can go a long way. Mira brought her 75-year-old mother, Dora, to see me. Her memory had become so bad that Mira was afraid to leave her alone in her nearby apartment. Dora was forgetful, getting lost in the neighborhood and appeared depressed. Her doctor wanted to prescribe antidepressants, but Mira wasn’t convinced. She knew how much help she herself had found through natural means.
Test Your Memory
Here’s a questionnaire to help you determine how good (or bad) your memory is. Answer “yes” or “no” to each question.
1. Is your memory deteriorating? ____
2. Do you find it hard to concentrate? ____
3. Do you often get confused? ____
4. Do you sometimes forget the name of someone you know quite well? ____
5. Do you often find you can remember things from the past but forget what you did yesterday? ____
6. Do you ever forget what day of the week it is? ____
7. Do your friends and family think you’re more forgetful than you once were? ____
8. Do you find it hard to add numbers without writing them down? ____
9. Do you often misplace your keys? ____
10. Do you frequently repeat yourself? ____
11. Do you sometimes forget the point you were trying to make? ____
12. Does it take you longer to learn things than it once did? ____
If you answered “yes” to fewer than four questions, you may not have a major problem with your memory, but you’ll find that natural mind and memory boosters will sharpen your memory even more. If you answered “yes” to five to eight questions, your memory definitely needs a boost. Read on. If you answered “yes” to nine questions or more, you are experiencing significant memory decline. In addition to following the Vibrant Health Plan diet and supplement recommendations, see a natural health practitioner who can help you identify other causes of memory decline, such as a hormone imbalance or stress, especially if you scored high on the life stress questionnaire in Chapter 9.
Mental decline can be due to disease of the blood vessels (vascular disease; hypertension) or to neurotoxins. The circulatory problems are addressed with a multi-pronged approach, beginning with the Vibrant Health Plan. Circulatory problems will likely respond to chelation therapy, given intravenously or orally, which uses a chelating or “grabbing” agent to clear the calcium deposits from the arterial walls. You can find details on chelation therapy at www.acam.org. For dealing with toxins, see Chapter 15.
Here’s what you can do for prevention. First of all, it’s a “use it or lose it” situation. The more you “exercise” your brain, the better it will work. Whether you’re 20 or 60, the time to act is now. You must maintain a proper diet, exercise, reduce stress levels, get rid of toxins in the brain, and take nutrients that boost mental function.
One quick way to get a handle on memory loss is to reduce stress. Researchers at Stanford University have found that the communication system among brain cells begins to shrivel up after just two weeks of exposure to stress-induced high cortisol levels. (See Chapter 9 on stress imbalances.) The great news is that managing stress can reverse the effect.
Be sure you’re getting plenty of antioxidants in your diet, including foods containing large amounts of vitamins A, C, and E, selenium and zinc. These are needed to neutralize free radicals, which are toxic molecules formed by our normal metabolism as well as toxins we take into our bodies from our environment.
Our trillions of brain cells are made of 60 to 70% fats or lipids, and we need essential fatty acids (EFAs) to provide the appropriate raw materials. So include plenty of “brain food” in the form of fatty fish (salmon, mackerel, tuna), flaxseeds and oils made from seeds and nuts. Avoid the bad fats: trans-fatty acids and saturated fats.
Standard Medical Treatment
Aricept (donepezil) has been shown to slow the progression of Alzheimer’s disease only minimally if at all. Side effects include loss of appetite, vomiting, muscle cramps, fatigue and diarrhea.
Natural Approaches
Natural treatments provide the materials needed to make brain cells and enhance neurotransmitter production and activity. Find more details, including recommended doses and cautions, in the Appendix.
Acetyl-L-Carnitine: This amino acid improves mood and mental performance. It is fuel for the brain and helps make the memory neurotransmitter acetylcholine. It also acts as an antioxidant for the brain and nervous system.
Cautions: Not recommended for people with diabetes, liver or kidney disease.
Dosage: Take 250–1,500 mg daily, between meals.
Choline: This is part of the structure of neuronal membranes and one of the building blocks of acetylcholine, neurotransmitter that is key to improving memory and mental alertness, and declines with age. Choline and its derivatives will help you feel more alert, clear-headed and improves memory and concentration. It’s even recommended to help improve the brain development of your baby while you’re pregnant.
Cautions: Choline has no cautions, except it can make you smell fishy (sorry). However, there are variations that don’t do that.
Dosage: (Daily) 5–10 g (approximately 1 tablespoon) of lecithin, or 2.5–5 g (a heaping tablespoon) of hi-phosphatidylcholine lecithin, or 1–2 g of phosphatidyl choline, 500–1,000 mg of citicholine and 500–1,500 mg of alpha-GPC (my preference).
Dimethylaminoethanol (DMAE): DMAE increases alertness, improves concentration, reduces anxiety, improves learning and attention span and normalizes brain-wave patterns. DMAE is the building block for acetylcholine that crosses easily into the brain.
Cautions: Too much DMAE can be over stimulating, so if you experience insomnia, lower the dose.
Dosage: Take 100–300 mg daily in the morning or at midday. Do not take in the evening.
Ginkgo Biloba: This herbal extract from the leaf of the ancient ginkgo tree increases circulation to the brain and has been shown to increase serotonin levels in the elderly. Research shows that it not only prevents the progression of Alzheimer’s disease, but can enhance mood, memory, concentration, mental performance and energy in younger people as well.
Cautions: Because ginkgo has a mild blood-thinning effect, do not combine it with anticoagulant drugs like Coumadin, heparin or aspirin.
Dosage: 120 mg a day of extract standardized to 24 to 28% ginkgo flavonglycosides.
Experiment with various combinations of these remedies, adding in one at a time and seeing how you respond. They can be safely combined as I do in my practice. For more details see Natural Highs.
Back to Dora, who sat listless and withdrawn next to her daughter Mira. With Dora’s permission, I gave her an injection of B vitamins, predominantly B12 and folic acid. This had an almost immediate effect on her demeanor and energy. She perked up and began recounting times in the past when her family doctor had given her “energy shots” of B12. After giving her a prescription for some lab work, I drew up a list of supplements for her to take in addition to the usual program (you know what it is by now!): vitamin B12 to take under her tongue daily (for better absorption), ginkgo, phosphatidylcholine and phosphatidylserine and a few other supplements in a combined formula for ease of use.
Within eight weeks, Dora had regained many of her faculties. A miracle? Yes and no. Her vitamin B12 deficiency, common in the elderly who often absorb it poorly, was interfering with her neurotransmitter production. The ginkgo helped restore brain blood flow, getting more oxygen to her brain. Her newfound alertness and energy inspired her to take daily walks in the park which helped even further. Fresh air, sunlight, exercise, and nature all have healing effects on the brain and body.
Brain chemistry imbalances can be devastating, but the recovery can be quick and sustained.
Natural Approaches for Migraines
Coenzyme Q10: CoQ10 has been show to prevent migraines in a large number of patients. It has many benefits, including enhancing energy and well-being. CoQ10 is the body’s energy catalyst, the beginning point of a chain of chemical reactions that create the energy or ATP your cells need to function at an optimal level. It works within the mitochondria, the energy generators in every cell of the body. It’s also a powerful antioxidant that gobbles up disease-causing free radicals and enhances blood glucose, heart, kidney and liver function. Adding quercetin to CoQ10 can make it even more effective as a migraine treatment.
Cautions: CoQ10 may cause mild gastrointestinal upset. Taking it late in the day can cause insomnia.
Dosage: The usual dosage of CoQ10 is 1 mg per pound of body weight, so if you weigh 150 pounds, you’ll need 150 mg of CoQ10. If you take the more absorbable softgels, you’ll need only about two-thirds of that dosage, which can save you money, since CoQ10 is a little pricey.
Feverfew: One of the most effective herbs for migraine prevention is feverfew. It regulates serotonin secretion, although it may take up three months to be fully effective.
Cautions: May decrease blood clotting ability, so it should not be taken with anticoagulant drugs. Should not be used by pregnant women because it can cause uterine contractions.
Dosage: 250 mg taken every morning. Look for a preparation standardized to contain 4% parthenolide.
Magnesium: Half of all migraine sufferers are low in magnesium, which has a direct effect on serotonin balance. Intravenous magnesium administered in a doctor’s office can stop a migraine in progress.
Cautions: May cause diarrhea and has been rarely associated with blood sugar drops.
Dosage: 500–1,000 mg daily of chelated form (aspartate, glycinate, citrate) for prevention.
Riboflavin: Vitamin B-2 or riboflavin has been shown to improve cell communication in the brain. With long term use, B-2 helped relieve frequency of attacks in 68% of those who took it. There are excellent combination supplements that, based on clinical research, provide the amounts of feverfew, magnesium and riboflavin that are effective in preventing migraines,.
Cautions: None.
Dosage: 200–400 mg daily.
5-HTP: See depression.
Acupuncture
The ancient Chinese therapy is an effective way of balancing serotonin production and has been shown in studies to reduce migraine severity by nearly 40%.
Experiment with various combinations of these remedies, adding in one at a time and seeing how you respond. They can be safely combined as I do in my practice.
Brain chemistry imbalances can be devastating, but the recovery can be exciting and fast with the right combination of supplements, diet and mind-body approaches.
Conclusion
The brain is a remarkable organ. Weighing in at a mere three pounds, it can be the abode of fear, anxiety, deep depression and severe physical pain. It also has the capacity to hold countless memories and allows us to experience the beauty of music, the ecstasy of love, the thrills of sex and the bliss of inner peace. Your new understanding of how the brain works will help you to decrease the negative experiences and enhance the positive ones.
* * * * *
Jamie, a 27-year-old eighth-grade teacher, complained that her hormonal swings and those of her pubescent students were a match made in hell. “A week before my period, I become a different person. I eat everything in sight, and I pick on my kids mercilessly. Then I stress because I am acting like such a terror. I hate this Jekyll and Hyde thing that I’m doing, or, in fact, it’s doing me!”
Then there’s Alicia. At 51, she was clearly in the throes of menopause. I could see the sheen of sweat on her forehead as she sat in my air-conditioned office, and I recognized the discomfort of the extra pounds she was carrying. “My husband must be a saint, coping with my cranky moods, my tears and the sweat-soaked bedsheets,” she said, shaking her head in resignation.
As women, we all know the feelings associated with hormone swings, whether during menstrual cycles or when hormone production begins to decline with age, a period known as “perimenopause,” en route to menopause.
Women’s hormonal structure, indeed our very DNA structure, makes us the more complex sex. There’s no question: Throughout our lives we labor harder in the physical, mental, and emotional sense. Our reward is that we are susceptible to far fewer genetic diseases and we live an average of seven years longer than men do.
Our mothers once called them “women’s problems.” Now we know that these mood swings and physical changes, from PMS to menopause, are all part of a delicate balance among our various hormones.
So, what are hormones, anyway? They are chemical messengers secreted by any one of the body’s endocrine (ductless) glands: the thyroid (thyroid hormone), parathyroid (parathormone), ovaries (estrogen, progesterone), testes (testosterone), adrenals (adrenaline, cortisol, DHEA) and pancreas (insulin). They travel through the bloodstream, telling various systems what to do. Besides reproductive functions, hormones affect virtually every body system from digestion to metabolism to hair growth.
In this chapter, we’ll be dealing with the main female sex hormones estrogen and progesterone, and we’ll see what happens when they get out of balance at various stages of life.
The Hormonal Symphony
Each woman is an individual. Your hormonal profile is as unique as your fingerprint. The only way you can know your true hormone status is by testing levels of the major hormones.
Estrogen. We’ve all heard of estrogen, but most of us may not realize that there are three forms of estrogen: estrone, estradiol and estriol. Proper estrogen balances enhance sleep, mood, mental sharpness and memory, digestion, sex drive, skin tone, and brain chemicals such as the “feel-good” hormones serotonin and endorphins. European research indicates that estriol may also protect against cancer. Estrogen may also protect you against osteoporosis, heart disease, Alzheimer’s disease, colon cancer, urinary incontinence and tooth decay. We are referring here to natural estrogens, either those made by your body or manufactured bioidentical hormones that are the same in structure.
Progesterone. This hormone is produced by your ovaries after ovulation, during the second half of your menstrual cycle. It is necessary for fertility, for maintaining pregnancy, and to address a host of perimenopausal and menopausal symptoms. Progesterone is a mood enhancer. It has a calming effect, regulates fluid balance in your body to prevent bloating, increases energy and sex drive, decreases the risk of cancer of the endometrium (the lining of the uterus), stabilizes blood sugar, thyroid function, and mineral balance, and may help protect against breast cancer, fibrocystic breasts, and osteoporosis.
Testosterone. We can hear you now: That’s a male hormone! True, and women have it, too. It is the hormone of desire in both sexes. Natural testosterone levels diminish after menopause, although your ovaries and adrenal glands continue to produce small amounts. Testosterone helps with tissue growth and stimulates blood flow. It can help relieve menopausal symptoms like depression, bone loss, and diminished sex drive. It’s important not to overdo the testosterone, because an overdose can cause acne, oily skin, facial hair growth and aggressive behavior. In fact, you might notice yourself being uncharacteristically impatient in traffic or easy to anger when someone cuts you off. One of my patients, a normally sweet, well-mannered teacher, realized that her testosterone dose was too high when the following happened: while trying to enter a dance club one evening with her girlfriends, she got into an argument with the doorman, and was nearly arrested for disorderly conduct!
DHEA. The tongue-twister hormone dehydroepiandrosterone has been called the “fountain of youth” hormone. Manufactured by the adrenal glands rather than the ovaries, its levels decline as we age. Having enough DHEA enhances your immune function, possibly lowers cholesterol, enhances sex drive and mood, and improves insulin function. It helps to lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Too much DHEA can have the same effect as too much testosterone, plus irritability and insomnia. It may also contribute to breast cancer if your body converts it to the “bad” estrogen. More on that later.
Pregneninolone. The hormone produced by the adrenal glands is the “mother” or source of all hormones. It is the building block from which all hormones in your body are created. At the age of 50, your pregneninolone levels are half what they were when you were 25. An anti-aging supplement, it helps improve memory and hormone levels, connective tissue and degenerative disorders; nerve cell damage; and the ravages of stress. It also enhances the benefits of DHEA.
SHBG (sex hormone binding globulin). Sometimes called the “chaperone” of estrogen, SHBG accompanies estrogen as it moves through your bloodstream. When the estrogen levels in your bloodstream are too high, your liver recognizes the imbalance and pumps out extra SHBG to keep the estrogen levels under control, releasing more as needed.
This complex interplay of hormones becomes problematic for women as we age because SHBG binds to all types of hormones, including thyroid, human growth hormone and testosterone, making them unavailable for use. Oral contraceptives also increase the level of SHBG, interfering with hormone availability throughout the body. This would explain the lack of libido in many women on birth control pills: Testosterone, the ‘sexy” hormones, is bound and thus less available where it’s needed.
Premenstrual Syndrome (PMS)
Let’s get back to Jamie, our schoolteacher, who describes herself as a “terror” before her period, picking on her students, overeating, and feeling quite out of control.
To begin with, it’s important to understand the basic phases of the menstrual cycle.
Most of us have a cycle of 24 to 35 days. The average cycle is about 28 days, but our exposure to environmental and plant estrogens may be shortening our cycles, laying the groundwork for hormonal and fertility problems.
Day 1 is the day bleeding begins. Most women’s periods last two to seven days, and they lose about four tablespoons of blood. This is called the menstrual phase.
The time between the end of your period and ovulation is a time of increasing estrogen production. It’s called the follicular phase, when the egg is maturing and preparing to be fertilized.
Ovulation, the release of the egg from the ovaries, takes place about mid-cycle, and your ovaries begin to produce progesterone at that time. If the egg is fertilized, you are pregnant and the cycle won’t resume until after the baby is born.
About two weeks after ovulation, if the egg is not fertilized, your uterus will shed its lining along with the unfertilized egg. This is when estrogen and progesterone drop to their lowest point, which may trigger PMS symptoms. Probably most of us have experienced PMS like Jamie’s from time to time. The cramps, headaches, backaches and general crankiness just before your period begins are not only an annoyance, these symptoms can become so severe that they interfere with your relationships and your work.
PMS Symptoms
* Psychological: tension, irritability, fatigue, panic, phobia
* Breasts: tender, swollen
* Nervous system: migraine, headaches, fainting, dizziness, seizures
* Skin: acne, herpes, hives, boils
* Muscles and joints: backache, joint pain, bloating
* Gastrointestinal system: food cravings, bloating, gas
* Urinary: bladder infections
* Water retention: increased weight, tight-fitting rings
Conventional Medical Treatment
There are few medical ways of treating PMS. Many doctors believe it is strictly an emotional disorder. They will often prescribe antidepressants called SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors such as Prozac, Zoloft, Paxil, Celexa or Lexapro) for premenstrual depression or anxiety. Some doctors will recommend over-the-counter nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) like ibuprofen or non-NSAIDs such as acetaminophen.
Check your hormones, including thyroid and progesterone levels. This can be done with a saliva test, best taken at intervals throughout the month in order to track the pattern.
Diet and Lifestyle
Eat fewer animal products and add raw broccoli and other cruciferous veggies to your salads. Reduce or eliminate caffeine, alcohol, nicotine and sugar. Reduce or eliminate high-fat dairy products. Eliminate as much processed food as possible. Reduce salt intake. Eat small regular meals.
Yoga and meditation are helpful for PMS sufferers because they work on the nervous system and help balance hormones.
Natural Supplements
Here are supplements that I find most useful. Find more details, including recommended doses and cautions, in the Appendix.
Magnesium: This essential mineral is involved in more than 300 body processes, including countering the fluid retention that so many women experience before their periods. It’s also responsible for helping your body assimilate calcium and vitamin D (see next paragraph). Magnesium is also an important for migraine prevention and relief. If you crave chocolate just before your period, you may actually be craving the magnesium in chocolate.
Cautions: Excessive magnesium acts as a laxative so take it to “bowel tolerance”. Use chelated forms such as magnesium aspartate, glycinate or citrate which is absorbed and utilized more efficiently than the more common (and less expensive) magnesium oxide
Dosage: Take 200–400 mg up to three times daily. Take the last dose at bedtime. To increase absorption, be sure to get 30–50 mg of vitamin B6, best in a B-complex supplement.
Calcium and vitamin D: We all know how important these minerals are for strong bones and teeth, but most of us aren’t aware how important calcium is for hormone regulation. Estrogen also regulates calcium metabolism and through a complex series of events, it triggers fluctuations all the way through the menstrual cycle. Research also suggests that calcium and vitamin D therapy is helpful in treating hormonally related migraines.
Cautions: None at this dosage.
Dosage: Be sure you’re getting at least 1,200–1,500 mg of calcium a day and a minimum of 1,000 IU of vitamin D, which is essential for the absorption of calcium. You’ll also need 3 mg of boron daily. Balance it with magnesium for optimum utilization by the body. You’ll find many combination products that contain the precise mixture you need. Take the last dose at bedtime.
Gamma-Linoleic Acid: GLA, an essential omega-6 fatty acid, is found in evening primrose, borage seed and black currant oils that, among many other benefits, help relieve depression and irritability, breast tenderness and fluid retention linked with PMS.
Cautions: None at this dosage.
Dosage: Take 900 mg twice daily.
Chasteberry (vitex agnus castus): Also known as Vitex, this herb effects the production of luteinizing hormones, influencing progesterone levels in the last phase of the menstrual cycle, just before your period. This reduces mood swings, headaches and breast tenderness.
Cautions: Do not use chasteberry if you might become pregnant or if you are taking hormone therapies of any kind (including thyroid medication) or antidepressants.
Dosage: 20–120 mg per day in capsule form or 40 drops of liquid extract.
Consider taking these supplements in addition to your high-potency multivitamin: vitamin B complex (50 mg a day), zinc (up to 50 mg daily), and chromium (up to 400 mcg daily).
You may also consider adding mixed bioflavonoids (500 mg twice a day) and melatonin (1 mg at bedtime for several days mid-cycle and several days before your period).
For depression, add these one at a time and see what works best for you:
* Extra chromium (200 mcg twice a day)
* 5-HTP (50–100 mg twice a day, or take the whole dose at bedtime if it makes you drowsy).
* St. John’s wort (300 mg three times a day standardized to 0.3% hypericin. You can take the whole dose at once with breakfast, too).
* Tyrosine (500–1,000 mg once or twice daily (but not after 3 PM or so since it’s stimulating, the week before your period and during your period if needed).
For breast tenderness, take indole-3-carbinol (200 mg twice a day). It helps metabolize excess estrogen and restore hormonal balance (see details below).
For natural hormone therapy, take natural progesterone cream (up to 30 mg daily) for one week prior to your period. This is not yam cream. While it may have some positive effects, to raise progesterone you need the bio-identical product. Prescription doses are higher. I generally prescribe a 10% cream or 100 mg per gram, which can be used in tiny dabs of up to one gram daily to ease symptoms. Since progesterone tends to be calming, it is best taken at bedtime. However, you can choose your preferred time, based on your body’s response.
Jamie watched her diet, eliminated the sweet and salty foods she had been craving and added my PMS Balance formula that contains vitamin B6, borage oil and chasteberry among other herbal ingredients (available at www.drcass.com). In addition, she took magnesium and her multi. Within two months she was a changed woman. “Voilà! The world is so much better, and I’m so much nicer to be around. I even like myself more,” she joked.
Estrogen Dominance
We are currently seeing an increase in many female-hormone-related conditions, from premature puberty (as young as two years of age!), to increased incidence of PMS, infertility, endometriosis, severe menopausal symptoms and breast and other female cancers. Environmental toxins such as dioxin (from pesticides and plastics) are fake estrogens, or “xenoestrogens,” attaching to the estrogen receptors and creating a perceived estrogen excess in the body. This affects the estrogen to progesterone ratio, which is the basis for good hormonal regulation. A relative deficiency of progesterone then occurs and hormonal havoc ensues. D. Lindsey Berkson’s excellent book Hormone Deception (McGraw-Hill, 2001) goes into depth about this growing problem and some of its solutions. You will find more on toxins in Chapter 15.
Estrogen dominance also occurs during perimenopause, during “anovulatory” cycles, when an egg fails to be released. Because there is no signal from the egg to the ovary to release progesterone, there remains only unopposed estrogen, which causes the problems we’re describing.
A related issue is the creation of too much “bad” (2-hydroxy-estrogen) versus “good” estrogen (16-hydroxy-estrogen), as metabolites of estradiol and estrone. There is a urine test you can take to diagnose this condition that measures the ratio of the two. If it’s low, you are at risk for cancer. To restore balance in all these cases, you can take 200 mg of indole-3-carbinol (I3C) twice daily, which is derived from the brassica family of vegetables: broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage and brussels sprouts. Or take its metabolite, DIM (diindolemethane), which helps to break down estrogen in the liver. Another good nutrient for breaking down estrogen is calcium-d-glucarate (500 mg twice a day). Natural progesterone is also useful to counteract the hyperestrogen state and restore hormonal balance.
Menstrual Cramps
As many as 50% of women suffer from menstrual cramps caused by uterine contractions. Some cases are so severe that they send women to bed for a day or more. Cramps are often accompanied by bloating, dizziness and diarrhea.
Medical Treatment
* Birth control pills
* Anti-inflammatory medications (NSAIDs)
Natural Approaches
Essential fatty acids, especially GLA, can ease the contraction of smooth muscles. Herbs have been used for centuries to treat menstrual problems of all kinds, including cramps. The supplements for PMS will also help. In addition, try these:
Chasteberry: 40 drops of liquid in a glass of water every morning for four to six months.
False unicorn root tincture: 2–5 ml three times a day for up to two months.
Ginger: Place a warm tea pack over your lower abdomen.
Bromelain: 500–1,000 mg daily combined with 250 mg magnesium several times a day on an empty stomach .
Menstrual Irregularity
The complete lack of periods and spotting between periods are usually caused by an imbalance of estrogen or progesterone, although thyroid or even pituitary problems could also be contributing to the problem. Another type of menstrual irregularity is excessive bleeding, which is often caused by low progesterone levels relative to estrogen.
Medical Treatment
* Birth control pills
* A complete hormone evaluation and an essential fatty acid blood test done by a doctor
Natural Approaches
* Dietary modification to include more essential fatty acids
* Natural progesterone (up to 30 mg daily in cream)
* Chasteberry: 40 drops of concentrate in a glass of water every morning
* Addition of quality fats like flaxseed oil to your diet
* Avoidance of all hydrogenated fats
Polycystic Ovary Syndrome (PCOS)
PCOS is directly caused by a hormonal imbalance. With an excess of androgens or “male” hormones, the ovary’s normal production of eggs is interrupted and small cysts are formed. Symptoms include irregular menstrual cycles or lack of periods entirely, infertility, facial hair growth, hair loss, acne and sometimes weight gain. If you have been told you have this condition, read Chapter 13 on blood sugar imbalances, especially the section on Syndrome X, because many women who have PCOS have glucose intolerance. Others may have low thyroid function, as well.
Medical Treatment
* Birth control pills
* Synthetic progestin (not the same as progesterone)
* Drugs that stop the androgenic (masculinizing) effects but don’t get to the root of the problem
Natural Approaches
* Natural progesterone, to address this problem without the side effects of synthetic progestin
* Vitamin D therapy (up to 50,000 IU of ergocalciferol-type) and 1,500 mg of calcium daily, to help normalize menstrual cycles and stop excessive bleeding
* D-chiro-inositol (1,200 mg per day), to help you resume ovulation
In addition to these natural treatments, address the thyroid and insulin imbalances (see Chapters 12 and 13).
Endometriosis
Endometriosis is a painful condition that occurs when tissue from the endometrium or lining of the uterus escapes from the uterus, settling in the pelvic area or even farther away. Because the tissue is controlled by the normal hormonal fluctuations of your cycle, it grows and sometimes attaches itself to intestines, the outside of the uterus or other organs, causing pain, menstrual dysfunction, bowel pain and even infertility. The cause of endometriosis is unknown, although it is often associated with candida or yeast overgrowth (see Chapter 14). There is some evidence that estrogen dominance has a role here, as it does in so many female disorders.
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