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To the powerful women in my life!
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My granddaughters, Angelina and Emmy

My mother, Dorie

My sisters, Chris, Jeanne, Mary, Renee, and Joanne

And my many aunts, nieces, grandnieces, and female cousins


Introduction

THE FEMALE BRAIN UNLEASHED



I have an idea that the phrase “the weaker sex” was coined by some woman to disarm the man she was preparing to overwhelm.

—OGDEN NASH

My thought exactly. I have been surrounded by powerful women my whole life.

Growing up, there were so many women in my life that when my mother brought my fifth sister, Joanne, home from the hospital in December 1962, my older brother, Jimmy, and I ran away. Jimmy was nine and I was eight, and we were only gone for forty-five minutes, but, as the only boys, we had had enough! The girls had taken over and they were everywhere. I often joke that I never saw a bathroom until I was fourteen years old and that once I actually got in, there was unusual and frightening stuff scattered everywhere.

Not only was I raised by a very powerful mother, who at eighty-one years old and five feet tall is still in charge everywhere she goes, but I have five strong-willed sisters, three incredible daughters, two grand-daughters, and fourteen nieces and grandnieces. My wife says I came housebroken when it came to dealing with women, but it was not an easy process. As we will see, the female brain is very different from the male brain.

As I came to understand the complexity and power of the female brain, I marveled at what a difference this information could make to the experience of millions of women and to the men and children in their lives.

When a woman understands the uniqueness of the female brain—how to care for it, how to make the most of its strengths, how to overcome its challenges, how to fall in love with it, and ultimately, how to unleash its full power—there is no stopping her. In her personal development, at work, and in her relationships, she can bring the best of herself to her family, her community, and her planet.

By contrast, a woman who is not caring optimally for her brain, who is not giving it the full range of nutrients, exercise, sleep, and emotional support that it needs, is squandering her most valuable resource. If you are not taking good care of your brain, you are at a significantly higher risk of brain fog, memory problems, low energy, distractibility, poor decisions, obesity, heart disease, cancer, and diabetes. You can’t have the vitality you need to get through the day with all the calm, focus, energy, and joy of which you are capable. You are most certainly going to age faster and become ill both more often and more seriously.

Those are the risks that both men and women share—but as a woman, you face some unique additional challenges. You are far more likely than a man to suffer from anxiety and depression and, in some studies, Alzheimer’s disease. You are far more susceptible to recurring negative thoughts you just can’t dismiss, to body image struggles that all too frequently morph into eating disorders, and to excessive self-criticism for not being perfect. You are also more prone to pouring yourself into the care of your loved ones and the demands of your job, your family, and your community, finding it ever more difficult to take the time you need to care for yourself.

These are the risks you face, but you don’t have to fall prey to them. Caring for your female brain and learning how to unleash its power can free you to reach your full potential to be healthy, loving, successful, and strong. It can allow you to have more satisfying intimate relationships and make you a better partner. And it can make you a more effective person at your chosen work. For women who choose to have children, it also prepares you for a successful pregnancy and equips you to help your children fully unleash the power of their brains.

Unleashing the power of your female brain is your key to finally having the life you’ve dreamed of and deserve.



THE FEMALE BRAIN CAN CHANGE THE WORLD



With the epidemic escalation of obesity, diabetes, depression, and dementia, the health of Western society is going the wrong way at an ever more rapid pace. Now more than ever, we need thoughtful, intelligent, powerful, “brain smart” women to guide and redirect our families, communities, churches, workplaces, nation, and world. And women are in a unique position to make a dramatic difference.

One of the reasons I decided to write this book now is that I know what an enormous difference women can make. Growing up, my mother was the health leader in our home, and today my wife, Tana, plays the same role. I have seen this pattern repeat over and over in the families I treat as a physician. When the adult females take better care of themselves, it tends to positively affect those around them.

As a neuroscientist, psychiatrist, and brain imaging specialist, I have known for decades that women typically take their physical and mental health more seriously than men do. That is one of the reasons, I’m convinced, that they also live longer on average than men. In 2010, U.S. women lived an average of eighty years, as opposed to only seventy-three years for U.S. men. In Russia, women live twelve years longer than men—so, men, if you’re reading this to better understand women, you might want to cut back on the vodka.

Women also worry more about their health, which, ironically, is one of the major factors associated with longevity. The “don’t worry, be happy” people—more often men drinking at bars or four-wheeling in the desert—are more likely to die earlier from accidents or preventable illnesses, such as alcoholism, diabetes, hypertension, and heart disease. Those who are appropriately concerned about their health ultimately take better care of themselves and live longer, healthier, and happier lives.

Maybe we should change the phrase from “Don’t worry, be happy” to “Be concerned, live longer, be happy!”



Women also engage in fewer behaviors that damage the “executive control center” in the front part of their brains, where decisions are made, self-control is exerted, and forward thinking takes place. Girls are less likely to engage in brain-damaging behaviors such as hitting soccer balls with their heads, or playing tackle football … at least they used to be, until the explosion of soccer among young girls.

Women may also live longer than men because they exhibit greater empathy and ability to forgive, which helps them do a better job at weathering the inevitable storms of injustice that rain down on us all.

In our own patient outcome studies at Amen Clinics, both men and women improve their health at very high rates. Yet our female patients tend to do better, because they are more compliant and take our treatment recommendations more seriously.

Empathic, concerned women aren’t just thinking of themselves. They’re also thinking about their husbands, which may very well be one reason why married men live longer than unmarried men. I often hear wives nagging their husbands to take better care of themselves. They set out their fish oil capsules and vitamins and encourage them to go to the doctor. Yet, in some studies, married women do not live longer than unmarried women, and they may even have shorter lives. I think the stress of taking care of stubbornly resistant males can wear them out. Here’s an example:

Nabil and his wife, Monica, were both physicians who worked together. One day Nabil called his wife saying he vomited and had a bad headache and was not coming to work. Alarmed, Monica told Nabil to go to the hospital. Nabil said he would be okay and that he just needed a nap and hung up the phone. Knowing the symptoms could be serious, Monica called Nabil back and pleaded with him to seek immediate help. Nabil again told his wife he would be okay and not to worry about him. Knowing how much more significant the symptoms could be for people in their early sixties, Monica’s worry skyrocketed. She raced home and took Nabil to the emergency room where it was discovered that he had a brain aneurysm. Without immediate medical help, the neurosurgeon told the couple, Nabil would have been dead within an hour.



Women often become the health monitors in their families because they tend to realize and admit problems faster than men. They typically reach out for help and community support years or even decades before their male counterparts. At Amen Clinics, we see that when a couple is struggling in their relationship, the woman is most often the one who calls for help. Eight out of ten times, when a child is having problems, the mother is the one who calls us, even when both parents work full-time.

Everywhere I look, I see women acting as the health leaders in their families and communities. As one of the co-creators of the Daniel Plan—Pastor Rick Warren and Saddleback Church’s program to get the world healthy through religious organizations—I have seen, not surprisingly, that 85 percent of the people who signed up to get healthy in their churches were women.

As a male psychiatrist and physician, I’m increasingly troubled about the way such large numbers of men are falling behind. I remember the day I read that statistic from our research team at Saddleback Church—and had an absolute tantrum! Men have to do better, but it is often at the insistence of our mothers and wives.

In my experience, women are most often the ones who pull the lever for change. They’re typically the ones who plan the meals, and they are often the ones who coordinate household activities and oversee the children. Growing up with a powerful matriarch, I learned firsthand that when Mom gets health right, everybody else has the best opportunity to get it right too. And when Mom doesn’t get it right, that can have a truly devastating effect on both the physical and mental healths of the whole family.

During my psychiatric residency training, I studied children and grandchildren of alcoholics. One of my best friends grew up in a severely abusive alcoholic home. One of my research findings was that if your father was an alcoholic, it had a significant negative effect on your emotional development. But if your mother was the alcoholic, the devastating effects were much more profound. It is essential to keep the female brain healthy.

Most of this book is devoted to helping you unleash the power of your own female brain. Once you fall in love with your brain and learn how to take care of it, and do the steps I recommend, you’ll be able to influence your loved ones and create a brain-healthy community around you, further supporting your own efforts to be well.

In my last book, Use Your Brain to Change Your Age, I wrote about Marianne, the western regional director for Franklin Covey, the highly successful training and consulting company. At fifty-nine years old, she felt that her mind was beginning to deteriorate. Physically, she hurt all over and her head felt foggy most of the day. At first she thought that she was just getting older, that she was experiencing something that eventually happens to everyone. But as she got worse, she thought it was unfair to her co-workers that she wasn’t at the top of her game, and she considered resigning. She believed her best days were behind her. Then, fortuitously, one of her daughters gave her a copy of one of my programs, which she immediately started. To her amazement, within two months she felt much better. Her pain was gone and the brain fog had lifted. And by staying on the program, within a year she had lost 60 pounds, and her brain felt younger, sharper, and more energized than it had in decades. “I have a fast-acting brain with the wisdom of experience,” she told me. “I feel like I am at the peak of my life and my best is no longer behind me.”

Recently, Marianne and I were together at a Franklin Covey conference where I was speaking. She told me that as she had gotten healthier one of her daughters got healthier as well. Her daughter had been 140 pounds overweight. But seeing her mother’s remarkable progress, she wanted the same health benefits for herself and over the next two years lost the 140 pounds. Marianne’s remarkable change also inspired her husband to get healthy. In fact, everything at her workplace changed as well. She changed the food at work and was amazed at how much more energy her team had and how much more they accomplished during meetings. “We used to be worn out toward the end of the day. But since we started serving only brain-healthy food at work, everyone’s energy is up and we are much more productive.”

Marianne is the poster female for change in her family, in her business, and her community. My hope is that you will be like Marianne and change your world too.



YET THERE IS EVIDENCE THAT THE FEMALE BRAIN MAY BE IN TROUBLE



According to a recent study, women’s life spans in the United States are improving at a slower pace than men’s and are actually shorter in many areas than they were two decades ago! Even though women are still expected to outlive men, the study from the University of Washington is cause for concern. The study is based on mortality data by age, sex, and county from 1989 to 2009. In this study, life expectancy for men improved by an average of 4.6 years, but only by 2.7 years for women. The director of the research team expressed his concern, “A gain in life expectancy should be equal among men and women. This is a wake-up call for all of us. It’s tragic that in a country as wealthy as the United States, and with all the medical expertise we have, so many girls will live shorter lives than their mothers.”

Life expectancy stopped improving, or even shortened, since 1999 for women in 661 U.S. counties and for men in 166 counties. These declining rates also appear in 84 percent of Oklahoma counties, 58 percent of Tennessee counties, and 33 percent of Georgia counties. According to the research, a larger percentage of women than men are not adequately treating high blood pressure and high cholesterol. Researchers reported that many physicians do not treat women with heart risk factors as aggressively as they do men. Preventable causes, such as tobacco, alcohol, and obesity seem to be at the heart of the lower life expectancies for women.

Across the United States, there is nearly a twelve-year gap in women’s life spans. Women live the longest in Collier County, Florida (85.8), but have the shortest life spans in McDowell County, West Virginia (74.1). In 1989, the gap was only 8.7 years. In Australia, life expectancy improved twelve years in both men and women from 1989 to 2009. We can do better. We can improve longevity if you and your family and friends follow the program in this book.



THE FEMALE BRAIN UNLEASHED



In my family, community, and medical practice, I have seen over and over the amazing change that can result when women understand and take steps to optimize their unique strengths and response to challenges. I have also seen the negative outcomes, including depression, anxiety, and eating disorders, that can result when women do not understand their own brains or take the necessary steps to take care of them. In this book I show you, step-by-step, exactly how to unleash the power of the female brain. You’ll learn the following:



	How to fall in love with your brain, so that caring for it becomes a joy and not a burden. It becomes something you have to do and a habit you’ll love having. It is the expression of a logical mind and self-love.


	How to harness the unique strengths of the female brain, such as empathy, intuition, collaboration, self-control, and a little worry, and how to overcome some of its special vulnerabilities, such as depression, perfectionism, and an inability to let go of negative thoughts


	How to naturally balance the hormones that govern energy, mood, relaxation, power, trust, and lust, and how to make your hormones work for you, instead of against you. You will also learn how to successfully navigate such hormone-related issues as thyroid imbalance, premenstrual syndrome (PMS), polycystic ovary syndrome, perimenopause, and menopause.


	About the different brain types, find out which brain type is yours, and how to use the Amen Clinics Method to optimize your brain


	How to soothe your brain with natural treatments in order to successfully tackle anxiety, worry, depression, perfectionism, and eating disorders. You’ll also learn how to turn your brain off, so you’re not always bombarded by thoughts of what you have to do next, what might go wrong, or what you fear might be wrong with you.


	How to feed your female brain so that you can flatten your tummy, permanently lose unwanted pounds, get healthy and fit, and stop feeding irritable bowel syndrome, depression, Alzheimer’s, and even cancer


	How to get your cravings under control, and boost your decision-making skills to improve your health and weight


	About attention-deficit disorder (ADD) in women, and how, if you have it, it can be sabotaging your success


	About the connection between brain health and beauty, and how taking care of your brain can help you look more vital and younger


	How to optimize your brain for love, sex, and intimacy in relationships. All of these are better when your brain is better!


	How to get your brain ready for babies, raise them in a brain-healthy way, and unleash the power of your daughters’ brains


	How to create a brain-healthy community and how doing so can change your world







As a psychiatrist, brain imaging researcher, husband, father of three girls, and brother to five sisters, I know that women have a unique capability to optimize the potential of their brain, and I will share the stories of many women, some just like you, who have. Once you unleash the power of your female brain, you can be healthier, live longer, and slow or even reverse the aging process. You can also discover unsuspected reserves of serenity, power, vitality, and love.



DO YOU HAVE TWELVE HOURS TO CHANGE YOUR LIFE?



Everywhere I go people tell me how my work on revitalizing brain health has changed their lives. I know the extraordinary power that can be unleashed when you fall in love with your brain and start loving it and treating it right. I want that success for you, and I know you can have it if you do the right things. To facilitate your success, I will give you twelve simple one-hour exercises to put these brain-healthy principles into your life. These exercises will radically change your life if you do them just as they are outlined. You will see the difference and feel it in your mood, energy, weight, appearance, and mental abilities. Rather than continuing to make decisions that undermine your health, you will know the joy of making great decisions that support your brain and your life. You will experience the benefit of thinking clearly and acting powerfully in a way that follows from healthy, disciplined thought patterns. You will feel the freedom from cravings, worry, depression, and perfectionism, opening up whole new possibilities for every aspect of your life.

Can you get all of this in twelve hours? Yes, you absolutely can.

And then … it’s up to you. Do you want to keep going in this new, positive direction, falling a little bit more in love with your brain each day? Do you want to keep losing weight, looking great, feeling energized, thinking clearly, acting powerfully? Do you want your life to keep getting better? You are on your way. Just keep implementing these twelve simple principles … over and over and over. The program will keep getting easier, your life will keep getting better, and you will finally be unleashing the full power of your extraordinary female brain.


1

FALL IN LOVE WITH YOUR FEMALE BRAIN



CARE ABOUT YOUR BRAIN MORE THAN ANY OTHER BODY PART

____________

Brain envy is the first step to unleashing the power of the female brain.

____________

My best men are women.

—WILLIAM BOOTH, THE POUNDER OF THE SALVATION ARMY(OVERHEARD COMMENT)

Susan was a forty-five-year-old mother of four and the CEO of a nonprofit company that created educational materials for learning-disabled children. She loved her husband and her family, and she had a strong sense of mission for her work. She was active in her local church and was a respected member of her community. Viewed from the outside, Susan seemed to “have it all.”

But when Susan came into my office, she told a very different story. “I’m just not feeling good,” she said. “I’m tired all the time, whether I sleep in on the weekends or not! I can’t remember the simplest things, and it seems like I can’t keep my mind on anything for more than a minute before something distracts me. I am feeling very overwhelmed.” She sighed. “And it’s getting worse. Stuff I used to be able to do easily I now really have to struggle through. I know people say they slow down as they get older, but I never thought it would happen to me at this age! I wonder if I have early symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease. I picked up one of your books and you had such a positive message, that even when we get older, we don’t have to feel old. That’s what I want! But all sorts of things in my body seem to be breaking down. I’m gaining weight. My skin is breaking out—that never used to happen! And my cycles feel more jagged and intense. But the worst of it is how crabby and short-tempered I am. My husband keeps telling me I’m always snapping at the children, and at him, and sometimes I don’t even realize it!”



THE STRENGTHS AND CHALLENGES OF THE FEMALE BRAIN



Susan is like so many women I see. She thought she ate a healthy diet but started most days with coffee and a bagel and had a terrible sweet tooth throughout the day. She wanted to work out but could not find the time and consistently drank two glasses of wine at night to relax. There was one major part of her body that she never gave any thought to—her brain. This is ironic, because Susan’s brain governs every aspect of her life. Her brain decides what she eats and how much she sleeps. Her brain decides whether to snap at her children or to take a deep breath and try a different approach. And her brain decides whether Susan is going to live a long and vital life looking and feeling her best or whether she is going to age rapidly, look years older than she is, and perhaps even face a serious disorder like cancer, diabetes, heart disease, or Alzheimer’s.

Of course, none of these decisions was necessarily conscious. But they were made by Susan’s brain nonetheless. And if Susan knew how to take care of her brain, how to give it the biological, psychological, social, and spiritual care it required, then she would be more likely to have a healthy, beautiful brain, which, in turn, would help Susan feel terrific and have the energy she needed to enjoy and be effective in her life.

Brain health is crucial for all my patients: men, women, and children alike. But I have noticed, over many years of practice, that my female patients face special challenges. As we will see in chapter 2, women’s brains have five special strengths: intuition, empathy, collaboration, self-control, and a little worry. Empathy allows women to be loving and nurturing. Intuition enables them to quickly grasp information that may not be obvious or easy to justify through logic. Self-control gives them better control over their impulses. Their collaborative gifts help them to work with others. And their tendency to worry, when it’s in the right proportions, keeps them focused on possible problems and alert to potential solutions.

So far, so good. But like all gifts, these have their dark sides. Empathy can morph into an overwhelming sense of the world riding on your shoulders, the feeling that you have to take care of everyone before your own needs ever get met. Intuition can awaken anxiety-provoking fears as you “know” something is not right without making sure to check it out or get more information. The brain frequently can misperceive things. Self-control can turn into trying to overcontrol others. Being collaborative can all too easily turn into the feeling that you aren’t allowed to do anything until you’ve gotten agreement from everyone else, such as your co-workers, family, or spouse. And the worry that is so useful in small doses can stress you to the point where it hurts your brain and your body and won’t allow you to rest.

Susan too struggled with both the strengths and the challenges of the female brain. Like many women, she felt guilty no matter what she did. If she was home, she was thinking about work; if she was at work, she was thinking about home. A deeply empathetic and caring person, Susan took on everybody’s problems as if they were her own. She worried about her personal assistant, who was caring for an elderly mother; her husband, who had come back from the doctor with news of his high blood sugar; and her children, one of whom had just started to date. Susan worried about the learning-disabled students for whom her company produced educational materials. And she worried about her own parents; her mother seemed more forgetful and her father less engaged. Wherever she looked, Susan felt as though there was another demand she should be meeting, another problem she should be solving, another person to whom she could be giving just a little bit more. She just felt as though whatever she did, she could never win. So of course when her husband approached her for sex or even for an affectionate night of cuddling in front of the TV, Susan couldn’t stay in the moment and enjoy their time together. She just couldn’t turn off her busy brain.

“Susan,” I said to her after hearing about her concerns, “it sounds like you are taking care of everyone in your life. But it is time to start taking much better care of yourself. Everyone you care about will be better if you are at your best.”

Susan looked at me and asked, “How do I start?”



WHY YOUR BRAIN MATTERS!

Your Brain Is Involved in Everything You Do

It makes the healthy choices or the unhealthy choices that make you feel good or bad.

When Your Brain Works Right, You Work Right

Your healthy reactions and decisions benefit you.

When Your Brain Is Troubled, You Have Trouble in Your Life

Your bad choices complicate everything.

You Can Change Your Brain and Enhance Your Life!

Following brain-healthy guidelines can give you a fresh start.








THE FOUR CIRCLES APPROACH TO YOUR FEMALE BRAIN



At Amen Clinics, we have developed our Four Circles Approach, which is a “brain smart” comprehensive approach to evaluating and treating our patients. You are always more than your symptoms, and to be well, it is critical to take into account all aspects of your biology, psychology, social connections, and spiritual health. Our success rates with patients are very high because we take an integrated approach to understanding and healing the brain. If any one of these areas is not optimized, your brain will suffer, and so will your health, well-being, appearance, mood, and relationships.

With Susan, I went to the whiteboard in my office and drew four big circles. In the first circle I wrote Biology and began with a set of questions to look at the biological factors influencing her brain. I discovered that no one in her extended family had a history of Alzheimer’s disease or other dementia-like processes, but there was a family history of depression. Susan wasn’t on any medications. Her diet was not great, which, as we’ll see in chapter 5, is a terrible thing to do to your brain. She also tended to eat a lot on the run, because she was so busy—also not good for the brain.

Another big biological problem in Susan’s profile was the five or fewer hours of sleep she got each night. I understood her dilemma. With four children and a high-powered job, it was hard to get everything done in a day. But not getting enough sleep is one of the worst things you can do for your brain, so this was a big concern.

As you’ll learn in chapter 4, hormones play a huge role in your brain’s health, and Susan’s hormones were not in the best shape. Her lab results showed that her thyroid levels were low, as were the hormones produced by her adrenal glands (cortisol and DHEA, or dehydroepiandrosterone), likely from chronic stress. Susan basically relied on coffee to get herself going during the day. Then she had a couple of glasses of wine each night to help her relax, which didn’t help her hormones, blood sugar, weight, sleep, or brain. Restoring and balancing Susan’s hormones was going to be a key aspect of improving her brain’s biological health. I was eager to look at her brain scans (I’ll tell you more about this soon) to see what was going on.

First, though, I wanted to see what was happening in the other three circles. In the second circle I wrote the word Psychology. Psychologically, Susan was thinking in undisciplined and negative ways; her busy brain kept returning to the same worries, anxieties, and self-criticisms: I should have done that differently. She probably doesn’t like me. I’m not doing enough for him. What is wrong with me, anyway? Like many female brains, Susan’s was prone to a kind of perfectionism in which she magnified her flaws and minimized her good points. In Susan’s mind, the few extra pounds she had put on felt like the ultimate proof that she was old and ugly. Her children’s normal childhood crises were clear evidence of Susan’s not being a good enough mother. And her husband’s frustration with Susan’s short temper seemed like a sign (completely incorrectly, as it turned out) that their marriage was in trouble.

These psychological issues were both the result of Susan’s poor brain health and a contributing factor to it. Thinking in undisciplined, negative ways is just not good for the health of your brain, which is why, in chapter 6, I teach you how not to believe every stupid thought you have. I refer to these “automatic negative thoughts” as ANTs, and I’ll show you several simple, effective ways of ridding yourself of them.

In the third circle I wrote Social Connections. There too Susan’s brain was facing a number of challenges. Susan felt separated from the most important people in her life, distant from her husband and irritable with her kids. At work, she felt overwhelmed. The support she might have gotten from friends or from her community at church seemed out of reach, because Susan felt too exhausted to reach out.

In the last circle I wrote Spiritual Health. As it happened, Susan’s brain was in good shape in this circle. She had a deep sense of meaning and purpose in her life that sustained her, even in this challenging time. She felt her work mattered to others, and she knew that her presence at home was crucial for her husband and children. She had a deep sense of connection to God, the planet, and the future. Susan’s brain definitely benefited from her sense of meaning and purpose.

Having evaluated each of Susan’s four circles, I moved on to look at Susan’s brain SPECT scans. One of the unique aspects of our work that differentiates us from most psychiatrists is our belief that we should actually look at and evaluate the organ we treat. We do a brain imaging study called SPECT (single photon emission computed tomography) that evaluates brain blood flow and activity patterns. It looks at how the brain works. At Amen Clinics we have been performing SPECT scans for twenty-two years and have a database of over 78,000 scans, giving us a significant edge on how to use them. SPECT scans basically show us three things: areas of the brain that work well and display good activity, areas of the brain that are low in activity, and areas of the brain that are high in activity.

Susan’s SPECT scans helped me get an even clearer picture of what was going on with her. I could see that she had low activity in her temporal lobes, the memory areas of her brain, which explained her forgetfulness. She also had low activity in an area of her prefrontal cortex (PFC)—the “executive control” center in the front third of her brain, associated with focus, concentration, and impulse control. The low activity in her temporal lobes and PFC are common in low thyroid states. I suspected that these problems would improve significantly as soon as Susan started taking better care of her brain: balancing her hormones, getting the food, supplements, sleep, exercise, and psychological help she needed, as well as getting more social support from her loved ones and her community.

Susan was also experiencing problems in her limbic system, her “emotional brain.” There was increased activity there, probably from the chronic stress that she felt at work, at home, and every place else. Driving out the ANTs would help calm this part of Susan’s brain, as would meditation, self-hypnosis, and other relaxation techniques. Healthy food, sleep, a multiple vitamin, fish oil, optimizing her vitamin D level, other targeted supplements, and exercise would help too.

I showed Susan her scan and a healthy one for comparison and pointed out each one of the areas that could use help. As soon as Susan saw her scan and understood what it meant, she asked if it could be made better. This is a question I love answering. The last twenty-two years of my life have been focused on changing my patients’ brains and changing their lives. “Yes,” I said. “If you follow the program I give you, your brain can become much healthier and you will feel much better.” That got her excited.

“You’re telling me if I do a better job of taking care of my brain, that this isn’t permanent, right?” she said to me. “If I do the right things, I could have a better brain.”

“That’s right,” I assured her. “You have to start thinking and caring about your brain.”

“Starting now,” she said, “I want a better brain and a better life.” Her face broke out into a smile. “This is just the best news I’ve heard in a long time,” she added. “What do I do?”

Susan had just developed brain envy.

Healthy Brain SPECT Scans
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Susan’s SPECT Scans
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FALLING IN LOVE WITH YOUR BRAIN



What happened to Susan happens for many of our patients who see their brain SPECT scans: They fall in love with their brains. Seeing the images gives them hope and helps them resolve to do things differently. They develop brain envy and want to have a better brain.

Susan began to make changes right away. She told me she would clean up her diet, start getting exercise, make sure to sleep more, and work with me on her thyroid and adrenal gland issues. She learned how to kill the ANTs and set better boundaries with her loved ones so that she wasn’t immediately taking everyone else’s problems onto her own shoulders.

At the same time, Susan resolved to spend more quality time with her kids—not more time but better time. As we’ll see in chapter 11, mothers often feel so racked with guilt that they end up doing too much. Then they wear themselves out. I told Susan that good parenting doesn’t take an inordinate amount of time; it just takes consistent time. I suggested a powerful exercise you will learn in chapter 11. She agreed, and found that she and her children all got along better as a result.

Susan started playing “Chloe’s Game” with herself and her children. This is an exercise I have done with my daughter Chloe since she was two years old. In the game you ask yourself, “Is this good for my brain or bad for it?” I suggested that throughout the day, whatever actions she took, she should ask herself this simple question. The answers helped keep Susan and her children making brain-healthy decisions. I have a close friend in Hong Kong who plays the game with his four-year-old daughter, Kaitlyn. She likes to call it Kaitlyn’s Game.

I saw Susan again about a month later, and she was already improving. She had lost 8 pounds and laughed about the time at the gym when her pants were so loose they fell down. “Thank goodness,” she said, “it was an all-girls’ class.” Her skin looked younger, and she was more optimistic. Her energy, mood, and outlook were better too.

I love success stories! What is truly wonderful about Susan’s story is that it can be yours too. But the first step is falling in love with your brain, a radical new concept.



THE NEED FOR BRAIN ENVY



Your brain is involved in everything you do. It is your brain that decides when you get married and when you get divorced. It is your brain that manages your money and helps you be successful at work. And it is your brain that determines how healthy you are and whether or not your cravings are under control. When your brain works right, you work right. When your brain is troubled, you are much more likely to have trouble in your life. Yet most women never really think about their brains, which is a huge mistake, because success in everything you do starts with a healthy brain.


You don’t think about your brain because you cannot see it.




You worry about the wrinkles in your skin because you can see them. You fret about your waistline because zipping up your jeans is taking more and more effort. And you become concerned about the gray in your hair and make an appointment with the hairdresser because your roots stare back at you in the mirror. Your body gives you feedback when it is not doing well. Your brain, on the other hand, only gives you an indirect glimpse that something is not right when your mood is off, you can’t sleep, or you start dropping words that used to roll off your tongue.

I never really cared much about my own brain until I started my brain imaging clinical work. I had no problem doing jumps on my bicycle and falling on my head when I was ten. That’s what tough boys did. I just got back up. I had no problems playing tackle football and using my helmet to make tackles. The helmet made me feel invincible. I never gave one thought to the first bout of viral meningitis (a brain infection) I had in basic training when I was in the U.S. Army or to the second bout I had during my medical internship. I didn’t see any problem with drinking a half gallon of soda a day, carrying around extra weight, or being constantly stressed in medical school and beyond. I was tough! Even as I progressed through my psychiatric training and starting a private practice, I never really thought about my brain. If a physician who specializes in diseases of the brain doesn’t really think about his brain, why would you?

It all changed in the spring of 1991. At the time I was the director of a dual diagnosis unit in a Northern California hospital, taking care of substance abusers who also had psychiatric issues, and running a very busy practice. Every week, the hospital physicians met for “grand rounds,” our weekly educational conference. One day, Dr. Jack Paldi, the chief of medicine at a local general hospital, gave a talk on the practical application of a new brain imaging technology called SPECT, which is a nuclear medicine study that looks at blood flow and activity patterns in the brain. CAT scans and MRIs look at the brain’s anatomy; SPECT looks at how the brain functions. Dr. Paldi said that SPECT and studies like it would revolutionize psychiatry. Instead of using educated guesswork to help patients, we would finally have more useful information on the organ we were actually treating, the brain. He showed us SPECT scans of normal people and compared them to the scans of people with Alzheimer’s disease, strokes, brain trauma, and seizures.

I was riveted. I had waited a long time for this day in psychiatry. We were the only medical specialty that never looked at the organ we treated, and so I often felt in the dark with my patients. I felt that I needed more information to help me understand their brains so I could better target what I did for them. That lecture changed the trajectory of my personal and professional life.

Over the course of the next few months, I ordered many SPECT scans on my patients and found them extremely useful. They were so valuable that I also started scanning people in my own family: my aunt who had a panic disorder, a cousin who was suicidal and depressed, my children, and then myself. Like many men, I had the belief that I was 100 percent normal, maybe even a little better than normal. Despite my history of playing football and meningitis, I expected to see a very healthy brain. After all, I had never done any illegal drugs, didn’t smoke, and rarely drank alcohol.

And yet my brain did not look healthy. In fact, it looked older than I was. It actually had a toxic look.

“Yuck,” I thought. “I need to do better.”

That same week I also scanned my sixty-year-old mother, Dorie, who had an unbelievably beautiful brain. In fact, she later became our poster example of a healthy brain. Her brain was full, even, symmetrical, and showed healthy activity throughout. Her great brain function was reflected in the myriad healthy activities and relationships she had. She has always been the best friend to her seven kids, twenty-two grand-kids, and ten great-grandkids. I had brain envy. I wanted my brain to be like hers.

From that moment on, I have thought about ways to optimize my brain and the brains of my patients, readers, family, and friends. Working to improve my own brain function eventually led me to have a better body. With better function in the front part of my brain that houses judgment and impulse control, my decisions were better, as were my forward-thinking skills.

Brain envy made my life better, and I want the same for you.
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It is clear that our society is going the wrong way in terms of female brain health.




Most people just don’t care about their brains. We let our little girls hit soccer balls with their heads, do dangerous gymnastic routines, and be flyers in cheerleading, where they are much more vulnerable to brain injuries. There is little brain envy because most people never look at or think about their brains. Since most people never get their brains scanned or tested, they have no idea when it starts to look troubled.

When our patients see their own brain scans, they often develop brain envy and want their brain to be better. I once treated a nineteen-year-old woman who was a frequent cocaine abuser. But when she saw on the scan what the cocaine was doing to her brain, she immediately stopped! She was a very smart young lady, and as she looked at the scan, she said, “Uh-oh, my brain runs my life and it’s not doing a good job because I am hurting it!” And when I told her that her brain would not finish developing until she was twenty-five and that her drug abuse might permanently delay her development, she said, “Oh, I don’t want that!” and just stopped using altogether. I was so proud of her, and I was even prouder when years later she became a health care provider.

I also treated an amazing woman whose mother and grandmother both had died with Alzheimer’s. In her family, the women had a higher incidence of Alzheimer’s, and this woman wanted to know her own vulnerability. When she got scanned, she saw the developing tendency and realized she was in trouble. As a result, she totally shifted everything in her life—diet, exercise, sleep, and stress—to take better care of herself. Today, she is in her late seventies and is still mentally alert, sharp, and clear-headed. I am very proud of her too.

Women face some special challenges, but they also enjoy unique strengths, one of which is admitting the need for help and seeking it when needed. If you are not taking good care of your brain, you are probably going to face some big problems, either coming up soon or looming down the road. But the good news is that if you develop brain envy, fall in love with your brain, and take better care of it, you can turn everything around.



BOOSTING YOUR BRAIN’S RESERVE IS CRITICAL



One of the most important discoveries I have made through our brain imaging work is a concept I call brain reserve, which is the extra cushion of healthy brain function you have to deal with when stresses come your way. The more brain reserve you have, the better you can cope with the ups and downs of your life. The less brain reserve you have, the harder it is for you to handle stress, hormonal swings, aging, and injuries. Without sufficient brain reserve, you are far more likely to gobble up a bag of Oreo cookies or down multiple glasses of wine as a coping mechanism. So developing as much brain reserve as possible is essential, and the program in this book will help you do just that.

Brain reserve is not a static resource but one that changes constantly, depending on the challenges we face and the care we take of ourselves. From the moment we are conceived, if the environment is healthy, our brain develops with a great deal of reserve to handle the regular stresses of life. If your mother was healthy when she was pregnant with you, took her vitamins, lived in a clean environment, and was not under inordinate stress, you likely were born with a great deal of reserve. If, however, she didn’t want you, was chronically stressed, didn’t sleep, drank alcohol, smoked, used drugs, had poor nutrition, or was exposed to environmental toxins, such as mercury, lead, mold, or synthetic chemicals, then you were born with less reserve and resilience.

In the same way, the rest of your life either enhances or depletes your reserve. If as a child you were nurtured, mentally stimulated, nourished, and kept safe in a clean environment, your brain had the chance to build and strengthen its reserve. But if you were abused, neglected, or fed junk food, or if you played contact sports, had mono, or were chronically stressed, then your brain reserve was diminished.

Again, as a teen and young adult, being well nourished and living in a stimulating, healthy, socially connected environment continues to build your reserve. But if you smoked pot, drank alcohol, ate poorly, were sleep-deprived, had a concussion, and/or suffered from mood swings or isolation, your reserve was continually being eroded.

Throughout our lives, we are either building or stealing from our brain’s reserve. When women or men become symptomatic, such as when you struggle with your mood, memory, or brain fog, it means your brain’s reserve has been depleted. Many people erroneously believe that as we age, memory problems, depression, and brain fog are normal. They are not. They are a sign your brain’s reserve has been depleted.

You always want to protect your brain’s reserve. You do this by first developing brain envy: by caring about your brain. Then you need to avoid anything that hurts it while you engage in regular brain-healthy habits. By the end of this book, it will be crystal clear how to take good care of your brain. But first, you have to care. This is why I want you to develop brain envy. It will keep you motivated to protect your brain’s reserve.
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PROTECT YOUR BRAIN’S RESERVE



Think about your family, friends, and co-workers. When there’s a crisis, do some of them completely fall apart—racing for the candy bowl, reaching for a pack of cigarettes, or searching for solace in drugs and alcohol—while others manage to maintain their lives in a healthy way? Have you ever wondered why that is? I have. In my work, I have noticed that stressful events, such as the loss of a loved one, being laid off from work, or going through a divorce, can lead to depression, changes in weight, a lack of motivation to exercise, and bad daily habits in some people but not in others. Part of this difference is caused by the level of brain reserve each person has developed over the years.

Boosting brain reserve may even be more important for the female brain, because according to some studies, women are more prone than men to dementia illnesses, such as Alzheimer’s.

I remember my patient Kimiko, a lovely young Japanese woman who struggled with learning problems. As a result, she had always felt stupid, especially because in her culture, education was considered critical and there was a lot of pressure to perform. Under the circumstances, Kimiko had come to really hate herself.

Her brain SPECT scan showed overall low activity. I discovered that her APGAR scores, measurements of the health of a newborn in terms of appearance, pulse, grimace, activity, and respiration, were very low, indicating that she likely had oxygen deprivation at birth. When I shared that information with Kimiko, she was so overcome that she couldn’t speak for a while. Then she said, so quietly I could barely hear her, “The problem is not me. It is something that happened to me.” The scans had actually helped wash away her shame!

A moment later, Kimiko asked me, “Can we make it better?” And as I explained to her the brain-healing steps she could take, the approach that you will learn throughout this book, I could see her excitement begin to grow. Her anxiety turned into enthusiasm and her self-loathing gave way to an open spirit. You can see her before and after scans below.

Kimiko’s Scans Before and After Treatment
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HOW BRAIN HEALTH CHANGES EVERYTHING FOR YOU AND THOSE YOU LOVE



Falling in love with your brain won’t just change your life. It can completely transform the lives of everyone you love. Just consider the story of Fatima, who worked with me on an important project to bring my work into corporations around the world.

At the time, she was repeatedly encouraging her husband to get healthy, but like many husbands, Rob was not paying attention. He was forty-four and had back problems, arthritis in his knees, insomnia, and a sluggish memory. After knee surgery, his doctor told him that he would never run again. His father had his first heart attack at age forty and died at fifty-eight. Fatima was concerned. In addition, their boys, aged ten and thirteen, were both struggling in school. As Fatima watched the DVDs of my program, Rob and the boys decided to join her. As they watched the shows, brain envy started to take over in their household and everything in their family has changed, from their diet, to their activity level, to making smarter choices.

From Fatima:


After watching your program, we all fell in love with our brains, especially Rob. He began following your brain-healthy nutrition plan and has lost 39 pounds in just a few short months. He feels great! He gave up virtually all refined sugar, all juices and sweet drinks, drastically cut dairy and gluten, and has dramatically increased his vegetable intake. He also began taking fish oil, vitamin D, a high-quality multivitamin every day and supplements for his brain and says his memory, brain function in general, creativity, and mood have all been boosted. He is also sleeping much better and doesn’t get restless leg syndrome anymore. Rob says that he really resonates with the way you explain brain health. He says you are very logical and easy to understand, and because of you he has become much more “thoughtful” in his diet choices, seeing each choice of a “best value” for spending his calories. Rob’s pain is gone and he has just finished his second triathlon this year, both times coming in first for his age group. At work, in a meeting recently he was able to come up with the name of a client they had seen twelve years earlier.

Kaden, age thirteen, was struggling in school, mostly C’s, a couple of D’s which is alarming because he is really bright. All his teachers said although he was a polite kid, he was having trouble focusing and staying on task, and frequently “spaced” homework assignments. At home, Kaden was argumentative, complained about not being able to focus on homework, and had begun looking for disagreements with his little brother which was out of character for Kaden.

Sage, age ten, was a little crankier than usual and grades were A’s and B’s, although he is capable of straight-A work. His teachers said he was rushing through school assignments and not checking his work.

We followed your recommendations for each and limited TV and video games to no more than a combined total of a half hour per day. We upped their exercise opportunities and put them on fish oil, a high-quality multi, and L-tyrosine, with a high-protein breakfast and regular protein snacks throughout the day.

When we went to parent–teacher conferences one month later, all seven of Kaden’s teachers commented that he had made “dramatic improvement,” and some of them said, “Whatever you’re doing different, please keep it up.” Kaden now has straight A’s in all of his classes, is listening really well at home and is getting along much better with his brother.

Sage has straight A’s and has been able to slow down and focus more on checking his work. He is much more amiable at home when he doesn’t play video games.

Now that Rob had such great improvement, his mom and siblings also got on the program.

Because of the changes in the household, I am less stressed and happier as well. Thanks so much for your life changing insights! Our family has really benefited from your programs!




I share this message because I want you to see the power that women can have to change not only their own brains but also the brains and bodies of those they love. The contrary is also true: If your brain habits are not healthy, it is less likely that your family’s will be.

I don’t write this to make anyone feel guilty; so many women just don’t know the right things to do. I share these stories to motivate you to change and help me change the world now that you have new information. It is common for women to come up to me and say that they have been doing all the wrong things at home and they are concerned about children who are overweight or struggle with behavioral problems. They feel tremendous guilt and sadness. The bad feelings are not helpful for you unless you use the new information to make a significant change for yourself and those you love.

When you get the message in this book, you, like Fatima, can transform everything in your life, and in the lives of those you love. Mari is another example.

Mari

Mari, forty-four, is an award-winning CEO of a fast-growing sheet metal company. She is a rare woman in a macho, man’s business world. Yet her road to the top was not easy and had many horrifying turns along the way.

Mari grew up as a latchkey kid with an unreliable, single mother in an unpredictable, chaotic environment that often left her anxious, stressed, and alone. As a way to show love, her mother fed Mari fast food, candy, or cookies. Perhaps as a way to gain some semblance of control over her life, as a teenager she developed bulimia (a common eating disorder that often includes bingeing on high-carbohydrate foods and purging with self-induced vomiting, laxatives, and excessive exercise). And she smoked marijuana and drank alcohol as a way to soothe herself. Given her upbringing, it was not surprising that her first husband, Joe, a sheet metal contractor, had his own struggles with alcohol and drugs.

After they started having children, Mari’s maternal instincts told her that the drugs and alcohol had to stop. “The party’s over,” she told Joe. But for him it was not that easy. The tension and distance in their marriage escalated and a few years later she asked for a divorce. They tried to patch things up, but it wasn’t working, and to her regret Mari found herself involved in an affair.

When Joe found out, his world crashed down around him. He told all of their friends and neighbors that Mari was a whore, including the psychiatrist they saw. She was racked with guilt and shame. A year later, Joe was taking an antianxiety medication that lowers brain function and an antidepressant that also lowers brain function; all the while, he was still drinking (which also lowers brain function), and he kept getting worse and worse. Mari’s intuition was that Joe would either hurt himself or someone else. She told her fear to the psychiatrist at their last appointment. “She didn’t listen to me because I was the whore who caused all the misery.” A day later, Joe called Mari and pleaded with her to come to his office. But her intuition told her it was dangerous and she didn’t go. Later that evening, Joe shot and killed himself. The police later said if she had gone to the office, Joe would have likely killed her too.

Mari’s life was a blur for the next few years. Before his death, Joe had stopped paying taxes, and the business was upside down. She had to deal with devastated children, probate, a business that was in trouble, the IRS, and her own guilt. But through the help of her faith and friends, she was able to forgive herself and she started to rebuild the business. She found that she had a knack for it and within three years the business turned a profit. Now her business is thriving and she has more than one hundred employees. In 2011, Mari was given the Orange County Business Journal’s Excellence in Entrepreneurship Award and the National Association of Women Business Owners Innovator Award.

Still, however, Mari struggled with bulimia and the feelings of anxiety and insecurity. She learned about my work through her church and then saw my programs on public television. She wanted to be better. One day I got a call from my sister Mary, who was one of Mari’s best friends. Mari left Mary a voice mail saying she wanted a better brain. “I totally have ‘brain envy’ and want to do everything I can to get truly healthy, physically and emotionally, for myself, my children, and my business.”

Mari then attended one of the groups at Amen Clinics taught by my wife, Tana, who showed her how to eat right, exercise, take some simple supplements, and do all the things it would take to have a better brain and a better body. The program also included information on controlling negative thought patterns and behavioral issues. Within a few weeks, Mari said her brain was much sharper and that she was better at work. In fact, during the class her business closed a million-dollar deal, which Mari said was due in part to her better brain function. “If I had not gotten clear-headed, I might have missed the window of making this deal.” Since being on our brain-healthy program Mari reports that she is more focused, stays on task better, holds people more accountable at work, is less distracted, and less reactive to her day.

Mari’s habits have rubbed off on her children, and she has started to implement changes at work. Mari wants her employees to benefit from the program and has started to take steps to create a brain-healthy company.

Women like Mari can change their brains … change their lives … change their worlds.

Hour 1 Exercise—Boost Brain Envy

Unleashing the power of the female brain starts with brain envy. You have to want to have a better brain. When I say this in lectures, people laugh. It is such a foreign, funny concept, but since your brain controls everything you do, getting it to function at its best will improve everything in your life from your relationships to work, finances, and physical health.

For you to consistently make the right decisions regarding your brain, you must have a burning desire to get it healthy. Why do you care about your brain? Write it down and look at it every day.

Write down at least five important reasons to get healthy, such as these:



	Living longer


	Looking younger


	Feeling happier


	Feeling calmer and more relaxed


	Making better decisions


	Having better energy


	Increasing mental clarity


	Being a better role model for my children


	Having greater self-esteem


	Looking better in jeans or a bathing suit


	Being able to participate in sports and other activities I used to enjoy


	Having a better relationship with my spouse


	Reversing diabetes, heart disease, or other health risks


	Decreasing my risk for Alzheimer’s disease and other diseases of aging


	Having the confidence to apply for the job I really want







1.   ______________________________________

2.   ______________________________________

3.   ______________________________________

4.   ______________________________________

5.   ______________________________________

Once you write these down, post them where you can see them every day. Knowing your motivation is essential to wanting to do the right things for your brain.

ANCHOR IMAGES

Fifty percent of the brain is dedicated to vision. Having visual cues and reminders about brain envy is a very effective tool to help you stay on track. For me, I have pictures that remind me why I need and want a great brain. I have pictures of my wife, four children, and five grandchildren everywhere. Plus I have special “anchor” images that remind me in an instant why I want a better brain.

As I write this, one of my grandchildren is sick. Emmy has a very rare genetic deletion syndrome, which causes bad seizures and developmental delay. In the first month of her seizures, in one day, she had 160 seizures. I need to be here and be healthy to help Emmy and my daughter Breanne for as long as I can. If I am not healthy, I will never be my best for the people who need me. I never want to be a burden to my children. I want to be the leader of my family, but the only way that is possible is if I have a good brain. I post my anchor images where I can see them every day, to remind me why I need to stay healthy. I suggest you do the same.

My Anchor Images of Emmy
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THE FORK-IN-THE-ROAD EXERCISE

One of my favorite exercises with my patients is one I call the Fork in the Road. Here I want you to vividly imagine a fork in the road with two paths.

To the left, imagine a future of pain. If you don’t care about your brain and just keep doing what you’ve always done, what will your life be like in a year? In five years? In ten years? I want you to imagine your brain continuing to get old and all that goes with that: brain fog, tiredness, depression, memory loss, and physical illness.

To the right, imagine a future of health. If you care about your brain and do the exercises I recommend, what will your life be like in a few days, in a year? In five years? In ten years? I want you to imagine your brain getting healthier and younger and all that goes with that: mental clarity, better energy, a brighter mood, great memory, a trimmer, healthier body, healthier skin, and a younger brain.
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