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This book is dedicated to:


My amazing husband and incredible family for their unwavering support and love.


Our beautiful daughter Isabella Rose: you have only just joined us yet our love for you has already taught us so much.


All of the incredible women that read this book: may it be the answer you are looking for.


My own hormones for taking me on this journey and bringing me to this point.


The amazing tribe of strong women that cheer me on.




How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.




 



Introduction


My journey into nutrition and hormonal health hasn’t been one of being super-healthy my whole life with perfectly balanced hormones. No, on the contrary, it has been one of self-sabotage, healing and discovery. Monthly cycles can be a crazy roller-coaster ride you feel you cannot escape, and my introduction to hormones at the age of ten (my first menstrual period) was no exception.


It was a troubled relationship from the outset – I was the girl who went home from school, and later from work, with period pains and debilitating headaches. The girl whose moods were mercurial and whose bloating was out of control. I suffered insomnia, turning to caffeine, sugar and diet soda to keep myself awake. My weight and self-esteem fluctuated from one month to the next; I felt like I had to tuck my top and my stomach into my trousers! I was totally disconnected from my body. We were strangers, enemies even. As my weight ballooned, I would numb my toxic moods and extreme fatigue with alcohol, junk food and sugar. My periods became so sporadic, I couldn’t identify a proper menstrual cycle any more.


In my early twenties, at my heaviest weight (and lowest mood), I was determined to take radical control of my body. I exercised obsessively and curbed my eating, which led to anorexia and bulimia. My periods stopped for six months and my hair even started falling out. I developed Hashimoto’s, an autoimmune hypothyroidism, a condition in which my thyroid attacked itself. When I started eating again, I couldn’t stop. No matter how hard I tried, the cravings won and my weight skyrocketed, though I continued exercising obsessively.


For most of my twenties, I was bloated, exhausted and continuously premenstrual, although I didn’t have periods for three months at a time. I was 20 kilos overweight and was diagnosed with polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). I felt alone, exhausted and desperate. I finally took control at the age of twenty-seven, taking small, consistent steps to change my beliefs around food, and to educate myself about nutrition and hormonal balance. I learned not only how stress and poor nutrition wreak havoc on our hormones, but also how vital gut health and proper digestion are to our overall wellbeing. I lost 18 kilos and started menstruating regularly – a massive improvement in mind and body.


My greatest learning has been that working to optimize my hormones is a journey, a series of gentle, consistent changes over time. This is my message: a lifestyle that achieves hormonal balance is about consistency, not perfection. It’s about nourishment, not deprivation. Now I honour my body by respecting its natural cycle, working with it instead of against it.


This healing journey is not over. I struggled to get pregnant and, like so many, have experienced miscarriage, unfortunately two of them, before being blessed with our beautiful daughter. But this further deepens my passion to help women understand and support their hormonal balance. I consider hormonal balance more of a lifestyle evolution: small, considered steps over time. We do not need to dread and numb our cycles; we can create balance-sustaining hormonal health over our lifetimes. We can educate ourselves, support each other, learn to celebrate our feminine cycle and feel better and more vibrant than ever. It’s never too late.


My story, if anything, attests to the body’s amazing resilience when we honour our hormonal health.
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How do You Feel?
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Sound familiar? You are not alone. These are complaints that I hear every day. Time and time again, they’re caused by the same thing – hormonal imbalance.


Many of the women who come to my clinic are struggling to feel good, and are puzzled because nothing seems to work. Almost none of them suspects that a hormonal imbalance might be the cause of their anguish. Instead, these women question their willpower, blame themselves and feel frustrated that this is their ‘normal’.




We have stopped listening to our bodies and working with their natural, cyclical rhythms





Let’s face it: we are stressed, exhausted and feel a low-grade variety of awful pretty consistently, especially during our menstrual cycle. This general malaise is not severe enough for us to see a doctor, necessarily, but it can make life less fulfilling than it could be. When we feel stressed and fatigued for so long, we forget how good we can actually feel. We have stopped listening to our bodies and working with their natural, cyclical rhythms, and instead we numb or stimulate ourselves with sugar, refined foods and caffeine. We have become disconnected from our bodies. The price we pay for this disconnection and fast living is feeling low-energy, lethargic and out of balance most, if not all, of the time.




Symptoms You Might Recognize


Surprisingly, hormonal imbalances might appear as:


—   insomnia


—   constipation


—   flatulence


—   skin breakouts


—   acne


—   exhaustion


—   thinning hair


—   weight gain


—   anxiety


—   headaches


—   migraines


—   PMS


—   heavy, painful or irrregular periods


—   low (or no) sex drive


—   forgetfulness


—   depression


—   tearfulness


—   irritability


—   poor tolerance to stress


—   low mood


—   mood swings


—   food cravings


—   oily hair


—   brain fog


—   tender breasts


—   lumpy breasts


—   lack of motivation


—   cold hands and feet


—   bloating and loose stools





The problem is made worse when we consume foods that are high in convenience but low in nutrients. Add to this that we are sleeping less and stressing more, often without any consistent relaxation. Our delicate hormonal balance is disrupted when we are constantly ‘on’.


Hormones seem mysterious things, filling many women with dread around ‘that time of the month’. Periods have become notorious times of rampant mood swings and insatiable cravings, times when many women feel they are not their usual selves. So many women just succumb to feeling this way because they don’t know how to change it longer-term. Their strategy is to fight it, short-term, with pain killers, sugar or caffeine. Part of the problem is that most of us know almost nothing about how our hormones work, so we don’t work with them. Our hormones affect everything from our menstrual cycle (and all the challenges that may come with it, like heavy bleeding, cravings and irritability) to health issues including fibroids, miscarriages, infertility, polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS) and endometriosis.



How the Balance Plan Can Help



The aim of this book is to change the conversation that we are having about hormones, to look at it from a different angle – addressing the underlying cause, creating balance and not just covering it with a plaster and hoping it goes away. I will help you understand why you are feeling exhausted, irritable and overweight, and I’ll tell you what you can do about it. Together, we will bring balance and vibrancy back into your life, and reclaim your body.


I will take you through my six-step method for creating optimal hormonal balance. You will learn about the medicinal power of food, with delicious new recipes to try in my 28-day programme. You will also learn lifestyle tweaks – small, consistent changes done over time that will ‘evolution-ize’ your hormonal health. This is not a fad diet or a quick fix. It’s not about rigid rules or perfection. This is a sustainable, long-term solution that has worked for me, and for many others.




Whatever your motivation, when your hormones are in check you’ll be more excited about yourself, your life and your possibilities





I want to support you too! Whatever your motivation, when your hormones are in check you’ll be more excited about yourself, your life and your possibilities. Whether you are looking to feel more balanced and energized throughout the month, have a healthy pregnancy, get through menopause relatively symptom-free, or simply optimize your hormonal health at any age, this book is for you.




Ready to Transform Your Life?


Get ready to tune in to your hormones and make the changes necessary to bring them into balance. Take the six steps, follow the 28-day plan, transform your life and:


—   sleep better


—   reduce stress


—   enhance digestion


—   elevate energy levels


—   lose weight


—   feel happier









Welcome to the Hormone Balance Plan


Finally stepping off my own hormone roller-coaster in my 20s is what led me to create the Hormone Balance Plan. I wanted to help other people realize what complex beings us women are, and how easily our hormonal balance can be disrupted – but also how easily the right diet and lifestyle choice can make a positive difference. I tested the plan out on myself and my family first, and saw such profound results that I had to share the method with everyone who needed it. I couldn’t keep it to myself, and my clinic was a good place to start. My goal as a nutritionist was to get people to a place where they didn’t need me any longer, where they had seen the results and learnt the tools to unleash their healing potential and continue to live this new lifestyle of hormonal evolution as they easily glided through the different phases of life.


The method, which is grounded in nutrition and functional medicine, has shown phenomenal results in women with conditions like cystitis, endometriosis, PCOS, irregular, painful and heavy periods, painful sex, low libido, painful ovarian cysts, fibroids, bone loss, postpartum and perimenopausal mood issues, insomnia, stubborn weight gain, menopause, chronic fatigue and the dreaded PMS. As it’s flexible, I can adapt it to the unique biochemical individuality of each woman.


Now I can share it with you all. Together we will create a healthy tribe of supportive women who are free of hormonal turmoil, and I am honoured to be here with you.


The Plan – an Overview


In this book, we will explore how your hormones work, focussing on those that I call the Sassy Six (see Part 1). We will also expose seven Showstoppers (see Part 2) – the most common disruptors of hormonal balance. The key to the Balance Plan, and what we will delve into next, consists of the following Six Pillars of hormonal balance (explored in more detail in Part 3):


Pillar One: Nourish


Functioning hormones need a steady stream of nutrients in order to work efficiently, and current diets fall short in a big way. My aim is to change the way we think about food. The good news is that a few easy tweaks to our diet can make a huge difference to our hormonal balance, virtually straight away. What we eat really is that powerful.


Pillar Two: Balance


Creating and maintaining blood-sugar balance helps to stabilize our hormones. This leads to better moods, easier sleep, reduced PMS and less tummy fat. This Pillar is also about balancing the digestive system. About 80 per cent of the women who come to see me have a digestive issue, or a gut condition. There is a strong correlation between gut health and hormonal health.


Pillar Three: Nurture


The message of stress overrides any other message in the body. Too much cortisol, the stress hormone, unbalances our hormones. For example, it affects thyroid function, which can lead to fatigue, weight gain and hair loss. So this Pillar is about giving our stress and master metabolism glands (the adrenal and thyroid glands) some TLC.


Pillar Four: Cleanse


Extensive research has shown many links between environmental toxins and our hormones, especially as the liver is responsible for the packaging and removal of spent hormones. Pillar Four is about cleansing the body – and our environment – of its toxic burden.


Pillar Five: Move


Exercise is essential for hormonal health; sitting is ‘the new smoking’. A study published in the British Journal of Medicine found that our telomeres (the caps on our DNA) shorten through inactivity, which accelerates the rate of cellular ageing. It is the quality and amount of movement that are important. This Pillar helps you find that sweet spot.


Pillar Six: Restore


This is all about creating the inner peace that is so important for stress reduction, improved mood and good digestion, all of which contribute to hormonal balance. We work on getting better sleep, for repair and healing, as well as ‘me time’, meditation and gratitude.


Once I’ve taken you through the Six Pillars and how to create and maintain them, we’ll look at the nutrition foundations that underpin my plan. In Part 4, we take measurements, make sure you’re fully prepared and start a food diary. I’ll give you all the knowledge you need to follow my four-week menu, along with advice on what to eat when you’re out and about – and, crucially, how to continue once the four weeks are over.


I absolutely love my work and the privilege of meeting so many inspiring women, and I am excited to accompany you on this journey, to meet and live in harmony with your hormones. So, let’s get started…
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     PART 1     



how hormones work

























Hormones 101


If your menstrual cycle is the dance, then where does the music come from? Consider your hormones like a symphony, conducted by the endocrine system, which is made up of a number of glands and organs. These include the hypothalamus, pituitary gland, thyroid, pancreas, adrenal glands and ovaries (in females), and the testes (in males). They may seem unrelated, but they communicate and work together, the way different instruments make up an orchestra.


Your glands control important physiological functions by releasing powerful chemical messengers (hormones) into the blood. The word ‘hormone’ comes from a Greek word hormon, meaning ‘set in motion’, and that’s precisely what your hormones do: they trigger activity in different organs and body parts.


A Delicate Balance


It’s an intricate three-tier system that works like an efficiently run company – the hypothalamus in the brain is the MD and will release a stimulating or inhibitory hormone message to the pituitary (the manager), telling it what needs to be done, and the pituitary then communicates through hormone messages with the other endocrine organs (the workforce), and instructs them what to do. Once this chain reaction is complete, there is what’s called a feedback loop, where the end organ hormones feed back to the hypothalamus. This message is just as important, as it reports back the current hormone levels so that the hypothalamus can give the next command – and so the cycle continues.


Meet the Sassy Six


Now there are many hormones at work in your body, but there are six key players that I want you to be familiar with. I call them the Sassy Six, because they each play key roles in making you feel like your sassy self. They are: progesterone, testosterone, oestrogen, cortisol, thyroid and insulin. No hormone works in isolation; they work in synergy and, ideally, in balance.
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The first four of our Sassy Six are classified as steroid (or steroidal) hormones. Steroid hormones are derived from lipids, which are fats, cholesterol and circulating LDL (what’s referred to as ‘bad’ cholesterol) in the bloodstream. In the liver, this cholesterol is used to make a precursor steroid hormone called pregnenolone. From pregnenolone we synthesize our other steroid hormones. So it’s important for hormone production that we have the right fats in our diet and that our liver is functioning optimally. Converting cholesterol to pregnenolone is an energy-intensive process, and cellular energy comes from a nutrient-dense diet. Already you can see the importance of food when it comes to hormone health.




No Fat? No Thanks


Forget low-fat or no-fat diets. Why? Because your sex hormones are made from lipids, aka fats. If you don’t get enough essential fats from the food you eat, your body cannot make adequate levels of oestrogen, progesterone and testosterone. These sex hormones are essential to life and to feeling confident, vibrant and energetic.





So what happens if your hormones are not in balance? All sorts of symptoms can result, but here are just a few examples:


—   high cortisol causes that tired, but wired feeling, and contributes to belly fat


—   low cortisol makes you feel exhausted and drained, taking you from superhero to super cranky


—   low progesterone can lead to infertility, night sweats, insomnia and irregular menstrual cycles


—   high oestrogen can cause breast tenderness, cysts, fibroids, endometriosis and even breast cancer


—   low oestrogen affects motivation, focus, flexibility, mood and libido, and can cause vaginal dryness


—   high androgens (male hormones), such as testosterone and DHEA, are top causes of infertility, facial hair and acne


—   a low thyroid can cause brain fog, fatigue, weight gain, constipation, cold hands and feet, and thinning hair


—   elevated insulin, the fat-storage hormone, causes the dreaded muffin top. It can also contribute to excess androgens, elevated cortisol, insulin resistance and Type 2 diabetes


Before we explore each of the Sassy Six, their roles and what can happen if they’re not in balance, let’s take a look at the monthly hormonal dance that is the female cycle…




Our Monthly Hormonal Dance


When balanced, our hormones can create a beautiful, synchronized dance, like a graceful Viennese waltz. But for many of us, that monthly dance is more like doing the hokey cokey, on the wrong feet! The purpose of this dance is for our body to prepare itself for a possible pregnancy each and every cycle. This is pretty incredible; it’s the true essence of our feminine power and I believe it should be embraced. By understanding our cycle and helping to bring it into balance, the dance becomes more graceful. Menstruation (the bleed) is just one part of the cycle, which runs for anything from 21 to 35 days (although I would like to see you closer to 25 to 35 days). Let’s take a look at each of the three phases.


1. The Follicular Phase


I like to divide the follicular phase (also known as the proliferation phase) into two parts: menstruation and the pre-ovulatory phase. It all starts with menstruation, from the first day of our bleed as we start to shed the previous month’s lining (if there’s no pregnancy), and this part lasts anything from three to seven days.


Hormone Activity


Our main menstruation hormones are low at this point. The brain’s hypothalamus releases gonadotropin-releasing hormone (GnRH), which tells the pituitary gland to produce follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH), and this is the start of the pre-ovulatory phase, which lasts seven to ten days. FSH hormone races through the blood to reach the ovaries, and once there it stimulates the development of the eggs in the follicles of the ovaries. Each follicle contains a single egg, and each month several follicles start to develop their eggs, but only one egg will reign supreme. The maturing follicles have also started producing oestrogen, which stimulates the thickening of the womb lining (the endometrium) in preparation for the possible implantation of a fertilized egg.


Noticeable Changes


You may notice a feeling of relief as menstruation begins, possibly followed by restlessness, especially if you experience a lot of cramps, and a slight dip in your energy. You may notice a surge in energy around days two and three, when oestrogen starts to increase again. Nearing the end of this phase, your cervical fluid (discharge) will take on a wetter, more milky consistency that looks and feels creamy.


2. The Ovulatory Phase


This is the big event of the cycle – what it has all been leading up to! For many, this part of the cycle starts in the second week and is the shortest phase, lasting only two to four days. As our follicles produce more oestrogen, further thickening and preparing the womb lining, it reaches a peak which is detected by the pituitary gland. In response, the pituitary gland releases a burst of luteinizing hormone (LH), known as an ‘LH surge’. This surge is the trigger for the dominant egg to fully mature and be released from the follicle, to be swept away into a fallopian tube where it will survive for 12 to 24 hours. If fertilization doesn’t occur, the egg is reabsorbed by the body or excreted with our next menstrual flow.


Hormone Activity


There is a sharp rise in testosterone as we head for ovulation, but this is short-lived. If fertilization occurs, we start producing human chorionic gonadotropin (hCG), which is the hormone most pregnancy tests detect. The hCG hormone initially produced by the embryo signals to the corpus luteum to keep making progesterone and oestrogen in order to maintain the pregnancy.


Noticeable Changes


Energy levels are distinctly higher, and the rise in testosterone enhances sex drive and zest for life – you may feel more confident and find yourself initiating sex more. Cervical fluid will feel wetter – it’s clear at this point, with the texture of raw egg white, and can be pulled between the fingers. This signals that ovulation is pending, and you may notice a slight bloody discharge, which is referred to as ovulatory spotting. You may feel a dull or sharp pain in your lower abdomen, known as ovulatory pain. Your temperature increases slightly with ovulation.


3. The Luteal Phase


The luteal phase (or the post-ovulatory or secretory phase) is usually the longest and lasts 10 to 16 days. The dominant follicle from which the egg bursts has another important function and collapses to become a transient endocrine gland, the corpus luteum (meaning ‘yellow body’). It remains on the wall of the ovary.


Hormone Activity


The corpus luteum starts to produce progesterone. Progesterone prevents the release of another egg for the rest of that cycle, signalling to the pituitary to stop producing FSH so that only one egg is released; it also causes the endometrium to thicken and to fill with fluids and nutrients in order to nourish a potential embryo. Levels of progesterone and oestrogen are still high at this stage (progesterone is about 200 times higher), and testosterone will surge again shortly, but if the egg is not fertilized the corpus luteum will collapse and be reabsorbed. At this stage, there is a drop in both oestrogen and progesterone, and we start to shed our lining, taking us to the start of a new cycle.


Noticeable Changes


Progesterone causes our body temperature to remain slightly elevated. Cervical mucus becomes stickier, drier and cloudy. In the second half of this phase you may notice a drop in energy, due to the calming effects of progesterone. Unfortunately, this phase often also comes with PMS symptoms such as bloating, sore breasts, insomnia and cravings.







THE SASSY SIX     
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– the Zen master


Derived from our mother hormone, pregnenolone, progesterone helps prepare our body for conception and pregnancy, while regulating the menstrual cycle. It is produced in large amounts in the ovaries during the luteal phase of our monthly waltz, in the placenta if we are pregnant, and in the adrenal glands in small amounts throughout life.


Progesterone has positive effects on:


—   building bones


—   balancing oestrogen (another of the Sassy Six)


—   breast health


—   cardiovascular health


—   nervous system health


—   brain function


—   preventing anxiety, irritability, PMS and mood swings


—   sleep


—   the GABA receptors in our brain


It’s also a precursor hormone: there are receptor sites for progesterone throughout our body, waiting for it to come floating by, and three of our other Sassy Six can be made from it – testosterone, oestrogen and cortisol.


Causes of Imbalance


The body is constantly deciding whether to make more sex hormones like progesterone, testosterone and oestrogen, or more stress hormones like cortisol. We are genetically programmed to allow stress to override any other message in the body, because it might signal an acute life or death situation. Yet we are not living the life that we are genetically programmed to live. Instead, we are living in a state of chronic stress, which equates to a signal of ‘SOS, skip progesterone to make the cortisol, I need to live, this woman is constantly under attack!’ This action is often referred to as the ‘pregnenolone steal’ (or the progesterone or cortisol steal): in very basic terms, if a woman is stressed, whether emotionally or physically, her body favours the production of cortisol, which can lead to sub-optimal progesterone levels and in turn not enough raw material to make the other sex hormones.


Although stress is a major player, it is not the only cause of our progesterone level being sub-optimal. Others include:


—   genetic factors


—   luteal phase defect


—   ageing


—   perimenopause


—   menopause


—   low thyroid (another of our Sassy Six)


—   PCOS


—   deficiencies in vitamins and minerals such as magnesium, vitamins A, B6 and C, and zinc


—   high prolactin


—   low LH hormone


—   eating disorders


—   a nutrient-poor diet


—   high sugar consumption (that’s right, biscuits, I am looking at you!)


Results of Progesterone Imbalance


—   imbalances in the monthly cycle


—   heavy flow during menstruation


—   spotting between periods


—   miscarriage


—   osteoporosis


—   PMS


—   irritability


—   mood swings




When we produce the right amount of progesterone we function better, our cycle is easier and we feel more even-tempered, relaxed, and calm





Remedies


It’s important to evaluate and see what lifestyle changes we can make to bring progesterone back into balance. Taking a pill or slathering on cream (as in oral contraceptives, hormone replacement therapy, or HRT) is not the first step. That’s the replacement model, but we want to approach things from the functional model – making lasting lifestyle changes to correct the underlying causes of the imbalance. The Six Pillars of Balance, are your starting point.




Progesterone and Osteoporosis


Progesterone (and oestrogen) deficiency can seriously affect bone health and is of great concern in the development of osteoporosis. When I was at the height of the anorexia, I stopped menstruating for over six months – a condition referred to as amenorrhea. When I discussed this with a doctor, he explained that because my body weight was so low, I did not have the raw materials to make the hormones and nutrients needed to support my bone health. This was causing a decrease in new bone formation (osteoblast activity), and without sorting this out I was on a slippery path to brittle and fragile bones.
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– the king of va-va-voom


Most women I speak to don’t even think of testosterone as being part of the female hormonal soup. Let’s blow the lid on that one – yes, testosterone is commonly referred to as a ‘male hormone’, but it falls into a class of hormones called androgens, and women have androgens, too. When in balance, these androgens have a positive effect on:


—   vigour


—   mood


—   memory


—   strengthening ligaments


—   building muscle and bone


—   brain function


—   assertive behaviour


—   sense of wellbeing


—   self-confidence


—   libido




Calling testosterone a ‘male hormone’ is a misnomer – sorry, boys, you don’t have the monopoly





The best-known androgen is testosterone. It’s made in the adrenal glands and ovaries (although at a much lower level than is made in the testes and adrenals in men), and has an important role in our menstrual cycle. Testosterone is converted into oestrogen, making it extremely important for female hormone balance. This happens via an enzyme called aromatase, which is found in many tissues, such as the adrenal glands, ovaries, placenta, adipose (fat) tissue and brain.


Testosterone is kept in check by a clever protein made in the liver called sex hormone binding globulin (SHBG), which binds up free testosterone so that it doesn’t charge around the bloodstream and cause havoc.


Causes of Imbalance


Too Much Testosterone


High insulin causes the ovaries to create more testosterone, to speed up aromatase activity and to decrease SHBG. And high insulin levels are caused by an over-consumption of sugary, refined foods and stimulants. So we get more free testosterone whizzing around the body and more oestrogen being made, which can also lead to weight gain and excess oestrogen/oestrogen dominance.


The more fat cells you have, the more aromatase is stimulated and the greater the decrease in SHBG – and so the vicious cycle continues.


Over-exercising is another cause of elevated androgens and testosterone, as is a poor diet high in refined carbohydrates, sugar and low in fats, vegetables and protein.


Too Little Testosterone


Stress diverts pregnenolone into that cortisol pathway, and it takes away the raw material to make androgens and testosterone.


Other factors that can lower testosterone levels in women include low-fat diets, depression, endometriosis, menopause, environmental toxins, lack of exercise and psychological trauma.




The Pill and Low Libido


The contraceptive pill increases SHBG, and even though this might sound like a positive, elevated SHBG will bind too much free testosterone, making it inactive. Therefore, when SHBG goes up in the body, it lowers the amount of free testosterone – not good for your libido and energy. We need an optimal amount of SHBG so that we don’t have either too much or too little free testosterone. I know, I know, it’s complicated.
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