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Praise for Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health


“Our body has a tremendous ability to heal—if we just give it a chance. Unfortunately, the relentless environmental, emotional and life stress sabotages this ability. Thank you Dr. Doni for such an authoritative, but easily read and applied resource for everyone.”


—Dr. Joe Pizzorno, ND, co-author of Encyclopedia of Natural Medicine and founding president of Bastyr University


“Stress is not one size fits all. It is different for every individual. And if you don’t approach it correctly, you can make it worse! Dr. Doni has identified unique Stress Types and the right support for each, so you can find your personalized stress cure and turn your stress into your advantage!”


—JJ Virgin, CNS, New York Times bestselling author of The Virgin Diet


“Dr. Doni Wilson has focused on the importance of stress reduction for years. She has recognized the central role it plays in nearly every symptom and disease and found innovative ways to help people master their stress. This book represents the culmination of years of her research and clinical experience. I’m confident that the advice in it will help anyone who has recognized that stress is their core issue.”


—Alan Christianson, NMD, FABNE, New York Times bestselling author of the Thyroid Reset Diet


“Stress affects each of us, but not in the same way. To recover from stress and burnout, we have to first understand how stress impacts us. Then we can reverse the health issues caused by stress and improve our longevity. Thanks to Dr. Doni Wilson for putting this information together so we can all benefit.”


—Dr. Trevor Cates, author of the USA Today bestseller Clean Skin From Within


“Dr. Doni Wilson has timed this book perfectly—such stressful times with new big stressors in our world at large in addition to the more common stressors that we face daily. This book will clarify the mechanisms that occur in the body to create a cascade of consequences related to stress including fatigue, anxiety, and insomnia, and then she teaches us and gives instructions on how we can recover some ground and feel better again. She offers specific, insightful, as well as practical and sound strategies for solutions with lifestyle management, botanicals, and nutraceuticals.”


—Tori Hudson, ND, author of Women’s Encyclopedia of Natural Medicine


“Outstanding! Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health is a game-changer in assessing and treating stress-related illness. The cutting-edge, personalized information in this book can help you recover your health with proven natural therapies.”


—Dr. Mark Stengler, bestselling author of Prescription for Natural Cures


“Dr. Doni Wilson is an expert in her field and one of the most dependable voices that I actively seek out, for both my family’s health and the health of my clients.”


—Dr. Debi Silber, founder of The Post Betrayal Transformation Institute (PBT)


“Stress is one of the great agers of our body, inside and out. While it’s easy to tell someone they should reduce their stress level, how can it practically be done? Nationally-recognized naturopathic physician Dr. Doni Wilson has written a wonderful book that gives practical, actionable advice that anyone can follow to reduce their stress and live longer, healthier, and happier lives.”


—Anthony Youn, MD, FACS, America’s Holistic Plastic Surgeon® and author of The Age Fix


“We all need this book! Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health by my colleague Dr. Wilson is an excellent step-by-step guide to undoing what stress does to us. I have been in medicine since the 1970’s and can unequivocally state that stress and its effects on us creates more basis for chronic health issues than any other trigger. Please use this book and share it with your friends and loved ones to start on the path to healing.”


—Dr. Paul S. Anderson, Physician and author of The Natural Physician’s Healing Therapies


“As an insightful clinician, I actively seek out to provide a blueprint for how to get our stress levels better managed and provide the solutions to get my patients’ health back on track . . . Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health is a must read!”


—Cynthia Thurlow, Nurse practitioner, TEDx speaker, and author of Intermittent Fasting Transformation: IF45 (publishes March 2022)


“After a lifetime of pushing my body on the playing field and the stage, I’ve discovered how important it is to manage my stress, and to value recovery. Dr. Doni Wilson gives the exact blueprint for champions who want to give their bodies the proper stress support, and how to de-stress in a systematic and strategic way that builds resilience.”


—Bo Eason, NFL All-Pro, in-demand speaker, and 7-time bestselling author


“Dr. Doni is truly an expert on diagnosing and treating the many impacts on health that stress causes. I recommend Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health to many of my patients. She has written about her personal and professional experience in easy to understand language, with helpful examples and metaphors.”


—Michael Traub, ND, FABNO, clinician, researcher, and author


“Stress can chip away at your quality of life and lead to a host of health issues like high blood pressure, low libido, and anxiety. In Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health you’ll be able to identify your stress type and get the solutions you need to amplify your health and happiness.”


—Dr. Jolene Brighten, NMD, FABNE, and bestselling author of Beyond the Pill


“Dr. Doni Wilson changed my life—and my son Isaiah’s life—15 years ago when she helped us using the protocol she describes in Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health. I’m so happy for everyone to now have access to her effective, transformative approach.”


—Silvana Nardone, author of the bestselling Cooking for Isaiah: Gluten-Free & Dairy-Free Recipes for Easy, Delicious Meals


“Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health is a must-read if stress and the effects of stress (e.g., high blood pressure, digestive issues, muscle tension) are taking you down. Information is clearly presented and the strategies for addressing stress are well thought out, practical, effective, and easy to implement. Using them, you’re bound to experience less stress and a greater sense of well-being. Thank you, Dr. Doni Wilson, for gifting us with so many resources and your C.A.R.E. approach!”


—Dr. Joan Rosenberg, Psychologist and Author of 90 Seconds to a Life You Love


“Master Your Stress, Reset Your Health is a wealth of knowledge and I am grateful that the public has access to it. Dr. Wilson’s writing will provide comfort and advice to all those who need it. In the book Dr. Wilson outlines the five most common Stress Types. This is extremely powerful and can help take the guesswork out of the route back to true health and balance.”


—Shelley Riutta MSE, founder and president of the Global Association of Holistic Psychotherapy and Coaching


“Stress and how it affects the body is the number one topic while working with my clients. This book is a wealth of information. It delves deep into the biochemical effects of stress on our body—making it easy to understand—while providing solutions that don’t feel overwhelming. I love it and plan on recommending it!”


—Kiley Holmes, PT, DPT, OCS, SCS, FAAOMPT
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To my patients, my daughter, and my parents for all you have taught me about being a human, in connection with others, exposed to stress, and being committed to living an inspired life. I dedicate this book to you.









INTRODUCTION


Healing the Burned-Out Body


Are you feeling uncomfortable in your body and overwhelmed in your life? You are in the right place. Likely you know what it’s like to get caught up in “stress mode.” The constant and pervasive sense of low-grade panic. The irritability. The fatigue. The frustration. The endless loops of self-criticism that tell us we always need to earn more, be more, do more, and succeed more.


Many of us have acknowledged with a certain amount of resignation that we are burned-out. We accept the physical signs—headaches, tension, brain fog, anxiety, and indigestion—as inevitable side effects of being a high achiever. We publicly wear “being so busy” as a badge of honor, while suffering silently and privately, afraid to look like the weak link who can’t handle the demands of their job or life.


But what if I told you it’s not that simple? My research and experience with patients have shown me that everyone has a unique stress type and a unique way to master their stress.


Do you have a compulsive need to be always on the go? Perhaps you’ve described yourself as having “high-functioning anxiety” because you feel pushed to work harder and longer. Do you feel persistent nervousness and also have frequent digestion issues? All of this means you might be what I call a Stress Magnet, a person plagued by consistently high cortisol throughout the day.


Or do you find that you’re most productive late at night? Do you feel suddenly motivated to catch up on chores after 10 PM, pull all-nighters to finish projects you were too tired to work on during the day, or fall victim to late-night snacking and Netflix binges? You might be a Night Owl, a person whose adrenal imbalances peak in the evening, making them unable to “turn off.”


Alternatively, you might not relate to either of those types because you never feel like you have much energy at all, regardless of the time of day. If you pretty much always feel tired, depressed, or generally unmotivated, you might be the Blah and Blue type, a person who wakes up with cortisol levels that start low and stay low, leaving them wanting to pull the blankets back over their head and disappear.


You may already feel like you recognize your stress type from these short descriptions, but once you do the self-assessment quiz included in this book, you’ll be better able to identify your stress type. The types are important because treatment and management look different for every person. Think of it this way: your body is built to deal with stress—not just work stress, but also physical stress from your diet and from environmental toxins—and that means it’s also built to recover. Just as a common cold won’t kill you if your immune system is functioning optimally, stress won’t turn into debilitating burnout if your recovery systems are functioning optimally.


By fine-tuning our built-in response to stress, we can learn to live with greater resiliency.


How Stress Taught Me


I came to this understanding of stress through lived experience. For more than two decades, I lived with severe, debilitating migraines. Once or twice a month, I’d wake up with excruciating pain that quickly led to nausea and vomiting for hours on end. It took me days to recover. When this happened in naturopathic medical school, I still had to keep up, no matter how bad I felt. Later, as a mom and practicing naturopathic doctor, I found myself needing to reschedule patients and activities with my daughter so that I could lie in bed or on the bathroom floor for days at a time. I knew I had to find a better way.


I tried all sorts of diet changes and various systems of medicine—from acupuncture to massage therapy to detoxification to hormone balancing—and I found that solving my migraines came down to three steps.


First, I needed to accept my body for what it was. My genes and stress exposure set me up for migraines. I couldn’t go get another body, but I could do something different with the one I had. Instead of rejecting my body and being mad at myself for something I couldn’t change, I decided to embrace it.


Second, I needed to gather information. I looked at my genes and figured out how to support my body based on my genetics. I also looked at my stress exposure—including stress created by eating the wrong foods, being exposed to toxins, and shouldering expectations that I put on myself—and noticed where negative side effects occurred. I measured my cortisol and adrenaline levels and did a test to learn which bacteria were living in my gut so that I could correct what was out of balance.


Third, I had to choose differently. I discovered that I have a gene called MTHFR and that I require a certain quantity of the right B vitamins each day. Then, when I realized that I have a gene that causes my joints to be hypermobile, which means sitting in the same position for long periods of time is the worst possible thing for me, I ordered a standing desk and made sure to never sit for more than an hour at a time. When I tested my toxin levels and found that my body was filled with flame retardants from the mattress I slept on, I threw out that mattress and took nutrients to get rid of the toxins. After exploring the patterns on a deep emotional level, I realized that the migraines were my body’s way of taking a break from my overly busy schedule. Once I made sure to plan more stress recovery in my schedule, my body didn’t have to create a migraine in order for me to take time for myself.


Instead of giving up and giving in to a life of pain meds, I knew I had to do something to figure this out, and I did. As I made these gradual changes, my last headache soon went away. Then my anxiety about the next episode disappeared for good.


Migraines aren’t the only signs of burnout that are now in my past. I don’t have autoimmunity, even though my parents and grandparents did. I used to have allergies, sensitivities to many foods, fatigue, menstrual cramps, and depression. Now those issues are all gone, too.


It’s been exciting to share this knowledge with my patients and watch them reap the benefits of equally impressive results. I’ve helped patients who previously had recurrent miscarriages finally achieve healthy pregnancies and healthy babies. I’ve helped women with abnormal pap smears rebalance their hormones and get back to healthy pap smears without procedures that could damage their cervix. I’ve helped men and women who no longer knew how they can get through another day due to fatigue, anxiety, insomnia, and/or pain live their passions and feel good doing it. I’ve helped adults and children who’ve been told that their immune systems are attacking their own bodies to reverse autoimmunity without the risks of immunosuppressive medications.


Stress, anxiety, and burnout manifest differently for everyone. So, how does your body signal burnout? Is it pain, fatigue, bloating, weight gain, anxiety, sleeplessness, infertility, infections, lack of muscle, low sex drive, or autoimmunity? Instead of brushing it under the rug or giving up, I’m going to teach you about a hidden factor that is causing you to feel awful. Perhaps you feel like you’ve tried everything, and nothing worked. That’s because you haven’t addressed adrenal distress. This book will show you that you have the power to give your body the support it needs to feel better, no matter how busy or stressed-out you are, and no matter how your distress manifests.


Understanding Adrenal Distress


The problem for many of us today is chronic stress and subsequent adrenal distress, a condition marked by imbalances of the stress hormones adrenaline and cortisol, which hinder the body’s natural ability to bounce back and recover after a stressful event; this results in burnout, anxiety, pain, and fatigue.


Healing from adrenal distress is as “simple” as correcting the imbalance. But since every person is different, what helps balance someone with overly high cortisol may be very detrimental for someone whose cortisol is chronically low. This is why making diet and lifestyle adjustments and taking supplements according to what I call your “stress type” are key.


It’s also essential to implement stress recovery in a step-by-step fashion. If you were to skip step one, you could land yourself right back in stress mode again. It’s through the process of helping patients recover from adrenal distress that I’ve developed my Stress Recovery Protocol. I’ll be sharing it with you in this book, so you can have the information you need to recover most efficiently. It’s well known that stressing about stress just makes things worse. Instead, I want you to de-stress in a systematic and strategic way that helps you achieve resilience to stress.


To do this successfully, you need to fully understand your built-in stress response system. I’ll explain this system to you and guide you in mastering your ability to maintain health even while exposed to stress. A key aspect of achieving this is to realize that your body does not exist merely from the neck down. Throughout this book, when I use the term body, I’m referring to everything from the top of your head to the bottom of your feet, including your mind and your spirit.


Sound Familiar?


During the last twenty-two years, I have treated thousands of men, women, and children who have come to me with a wide variety of symptoms—from fatigue, anxiety, depression, and pain to stomach ulcers, irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), heartburn, bloating, constipation, frequent or chronic infections, allergies, skin rashes, autoimmunity, thyroid conditions, menstrual-related symptoms, fertility issues, insomnia, and nervous system issues such as headaches or neuropathy. The most severe cases have involved conditions that can even develop into diabetes, cancer, and/or dementia. Patients come to me because they feel they’ve tried everything, without adequate results. Often, I’ve been told that, up until they met me, no health care provider mentioned that adrenal distress could be the true root of their illness.


These symptoms may sound wide-ranging, but they often come back to the same root cause: stress. My proven C.A.R.E. method of clean eating, adequate sleep, recovery, and exercise is effective in treating all these symptoms because it’s designed to target that root cause. While I recommend that all my patients follow the C.A.R.E. method, each step of that program will mean something slightly different depending on their stress type.


Most of all, I can see that these recommendations are desperately needed. Our environments are becoming increasingly stressful due to a cultural trend toward chronic lack of sleep and excessive sugar consumption; the increased toxins in our air, water, and food; and the general prevalence of mold and pesticides. And that’s before we even get to the psychological effects of a pandemic, social media, the expectation of 24/7 availability, and other adverse effects from demanding work and social environments influenced by mobile devices. All these triggers have negative effects on our bodies. They disrupt naturally robust biorhythms designed to regulate stress, making it harder for our bodies to function.


How to Use This Book


In the first part of this book, you’ll learn all about adrenal distress, including our built-in stress response system involving cortisol and adrenaline. You’ll get a clear sense of how and why stress affects us, the types of stress we’re potentially exposed to in our lifetimes, and how stress turns on our genetic susceptibilities. You’ll also discover and reflect on the personal and cultural reasons why it’s so hard to stay ahead of stress. And you’ll see why mastering stress recovery is possible and life changing. By understanding stress and how it affects you, you’ll be better able to make the necessary changes to recover from burnout and prevent it from happening again.


I’ll guide you through a quiz to discover your stress type. You’ll also consider other tests to help you see how stress has disrupted your health, not to mention what needs to be addressed to reset and recover from stress exposure. What’s more, I’ll teach you how to integrate C.A.R.E.—clean eating, adequate sleep, recovery, and exercise—into your unique schedule. Finally, I’ll introduce you to the phases of the Stress Recovery Protocol, which will help you know where to start and which supplements (herbs and nutrients) best fit your stress type.


By the time you reach the final chapters, you’ll be ready to maintain the stress recovery you have worked hard to achieve. Resilience to stress is ultimately the name of the game. I want you to have the knowledge and tools to bounce back from any stress that comes your way. And the ability to choose which challenges and stresses you’d like to invite into your life.


I don’t want you to feel limited by stress or as if waves of stress are crashing over you and continually knocking you down throughout your day. Instead, I want you to be like a rock on the shoreline. You’ll let the waves hit you, but you’ll stand strong. Stress (wind, rain, waves) may erode a rock over thousands of years and shape it into something amazing—have you seen the Devil’s Punch Bowl on the Oregon coast or the arch formations in Cabo San Lucas and Aruba? Rock formations exist around the world, demonstrating how nature responds to stress. Just as an irritant inside an oyster shell turns into a pearl, I want you to respond to stress, recover, and create the beautiful life of your dreams.









Part I


Stress 101









1


What Happens When We’re Stressed?


Nature versus nurture is a well-known, age-old debate about whether our personality, intelligence, and other traits are inherited (based on our genetics) or we acquire them through experiences and interactions. The phrase “nature versus nurture” was first documented by Sir Francis Galton, an English anthropologist, explorer, and founder of eugenics (now disproven) in the 1800s. The question essentially is whether genetics or environment has a more dominant influence over health. The answer, according to Galton, who looked to twins for the answer, was that genetics plays the stronger role in determining how our well-being unfolds. In fact, subsequent twin studies went on to demonstrate that genetics even plays a role in factors previously thought to be wholly determined by environment, like personality and mental illness.1 (That said, it’s important and also interesting to keep in mind that up until 1990 the studied twins all experienced a major stress in being ethically or unethically separated from each other and their parents at birth.)


Believing that genetics played an influential role in who we are and how our health evolved, doctors and scientists made a significant effort to map the human genes in our bodies with the hope of solving illness. Yet, when the thirteen-year-long international Human Genome Project was completed in 2003, they discovered that our health actually has less to do with our genes than previously thought! It blew everyone’s mind to find out that genetics accounted for only up to 20 percent of the illnesses we experience. The major player, they found, in determining health issues is—drum roll, please—stress exposure.


At the same time, avoiding stress isn’t the solution to our health problems. In fact, attempting to avoid stress actually causes more stress. Our stress response system is what helps us survive dangers and accomplish our goals. The solution is understanding and supporting the careful balance of stress and anti-stress.


Understanding Epigenetics


When doctors realized that stress is a major player in health outcomes, swapping out a few genes to change one’s fate was no longer a solution. While genetics plays a role in the tendency toward many health issues, stress is the factor that most influences whether a gene expresses itself in a way that affects our health.


The study of the influence of stress on genetic expression is called epigenetics. With epigenetic changes, stress (of various types) overrides the genetic message, turning genes on or off. Think of it this way: we are conceived and born with genetic tendencies that are dormant in quiet genes, and, depending on our stress exposure, may or may not be expressed. Depending on our various stress exposures, inherited tendencies can be more or less likely to present themselves.2


Epigenetics actually gives us the power to control our health more consciously than we ever realized. However, we need to learn how to manage stress exposure in a way that doesn’t turn on our genetic tendencies, and to implement stress recovery that allows us to turn off our inherited health issues.


Isn’t it amazing and empowering to know your health isn’t set in stone? You have the ability to change your health every day of your life by understanding your genetic predispositions and by choosing to give your body what it needs to recover from stress.


Our internal and external environment (our stress exposure) can overpower our genetics. When our bodies think they are in a healthy environment (internal in particular), it shifts how genes are expressed.


How do we create a healthy internal environment, despite stress on the outside or in the past?


We do things and take supplements that shift cortisol and adrenaline in the direction they need to go in our bodies to get back to optimal, healthy levels. We heal the damage caused by stress. We heal leaky gut; balance our hormones, neurotransmitters, and gut bacteria; and get our immune systems back on track.


We essentially need to get out of stress mode and turn off our stress type, behaviors we’ll learn later in the book with the C.A.R.E. method and my Stress Recovery Protocol.


What’s Stress Got to Do with It?


Despite the stress you’re under, it’s possible to take a deep breath, stand back, look around, and realize that we are the ones who choose to be the hamster on the hamster wheel.


As much as it may seem that you’re destined to experience burnout based on the relationships, jobs, commitments, deadlines, and beliefs you hold in a modern, busy world, your current situation isn’t your only option.


As you gain awareness, you’ll see that you’re repeating patterns that lead to an unhealthy body, mind, and spirit—and that, in fact, you can make decisions to change these. After all, you can change jobs, relationships, homes, food, routines, and even your sleep schedule. Heck, you can even change your religion or the country you live in if that makes a difference. It may seem impossible and improbable to do so, and usually such major changes are not necessary, but change in order to shift the patterns of stress in our lives isn’t just possible—it’s doable.


Inertia, on the other hand, is the tendency to remain unchanged. Unless forced to shift, we remain set on the path we are on. By understanding what has us stuck, we can figure out how to break free and make the changes that move us toward a healthier body and life.


When it comes down to it, most everything we do is a potential stress. Going to school, being a parent, running a business, having a job, being in a relationship, owning assets, and traveling are all examples of activities that are part of life and involve some amount of stress. In fact, we need stress hormones to signal our bodies to accomplish tasks. The type of stress we require to get things done is called eustress, and it is considered normal and even beneficial.


At times in human history, our lives have depended on our ability to respond under stress, and under sustained stress in particular. Think of how our ancestors navigated great migrations, crossing the ocean on a ship or riding on a covered wagon across the United States (which was the case for my ancestors). They didn’t know what was coming next—whether they would have food and water, let alone a warm shelter and clothing. Their built-in stress responses helped them prepare for dangers and kept them focused on their goals. They kept them alive.


Bouts of stress like the ones I just described are what the body is equipped to experience. Long-term, recurrent stress, however, takes a negative toll on the body. In earlier times, our ancestors were likely to die from an infection, injury, or malnutrition before the age of sixty. Now, we are better able to prevent or treat those causes of death. However, we are exposed to much longer periods of stress, which can lead to heart disease, cancer, dementia, and other diseases and health conditions. With this awareness, researchers have studied centenarians (people who live to at least 100 years of age) in various cultures with hopes of discovering their secret to a long life. Over and over, these studies show that it comes down to both living in a way that allows for the most stress recovery and choosing to adapt to challenging life experiences.3 Ruminating on a problem and having a closed or fixed mindset is associated with being less healthy. And yet, stress itself triggers ruminating thoughts, creating a cycle of more and more stress. We become stuck in the stress pattern, in what I call “stress mode,” and even addicted to it.


What we need to change, then, is not only how we react to stress but our awareness of it and our willingness and ability to recover from it.


Stress without stress recovery has the potential to cause negative effects in our bodies, disrupting our ability to function in the most basic sense. For this reason, the best way to influence our health and risk for health issues is to understand the various types of stresses we are exposed to. That way, we can avoid excess stress whenever possible and provide ourselves with recovery practices. Instead of judging the stresses you experience or becoming fearful of possible future stresses, the way to break the pattern of stress is to come from a place of self-acceptance and acceptance of your life experiences. From there, consider how you could make choices to process and recover from those stress exposures.


So, why is it that in our modern society we allow ourselves to race through each day as though everything must be completed before we hit the pillow, when we know the health risks of stress? After all, feeling stressed has been shown to increase the risk of a heart attack by 27 percent, which is the same increase that occurs from smoking five cigarettes a day. And studies show that when people know about the effects of stress, they tend to stress about stress, compounding the situation!4


What’s just as bad is to ignore stress and power through. Acting invincible gets us nowhere. Even if we don’t think we’re stressed, we do still have a stress response and stress hormones. After all, we are not living in robot bodies. We are living in human bodies. By understanding the stress response and human need for stress recovery, we can stop being run by old patterns and change the effect that stress has on us.


The goal is to stop stressing about your stress responses, all while giving your body the support it needs to recover from the various stresses it faces. So many of us live in physical and emotional pain. We search long and hard for a magic pill or quick fix, when, really, the solution lies in understanding our stress response and recognizing how we can keep our bodies healthy while under stress.


At the heart of extreme stress and burnout is a term I’ve coined, “adrenal distress,” which is ultimately the topic of this book. To really understand the stress and adrenal gland connection, you must understand our very human stress response, including how it helps us deal with stress. With understanding, which is a form of acceptance, you can begin to change the way that you think about stress and become curious about how your body in particular responds to it. In fact, what I’ll be teaching you is that just as both genetics and stress exposure influence our health in general, they also both create our unique, individualized stress response.5


Let’s look closer at stress responses and their unique patterns. Then we’ll move into a deeper exploration of how chronic stress affects our bodies and how it’s possible to support that system during both high and low periods of stress to avoid long-term ramifications.


All About the Stress Response


Our human bodies are constantly perceiving potential stresses. Our eyes are looking for changes in our environment that could be dangerous and require a stress response. Our ears are listening for stress. Our noses are even smelling for potential stress. Ultimately, it’s an almond-shaped part of the brain on each side of our head called the amygdala that receives a stress signal from our senses, recognizes the signals as a cause for fear, and alerts the rest of our body to danger.


First, the amygdala signals the part of our nervous system that responds without us thinking about it, called the autonomic nervous system (ANS). Day in and day out, the ANS sends messages within our bodies to make sure that we keep breathing and that our hearts keep beating, even while we sleep. It determines how much blood and oxygen to send to our muscles versus our digestive and reproductive organs, at any given time. There are two parts to the autonomic nervous system:




1.the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which is responsible for the fight, flight, or freeze response


2.the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which is all about “rest and digest” and recovering from stress





When the amygdala picks up on stress, it tells the SNS to respond with adrenaline to help protect us from whatever perceived danger is at hand.


Next, the amygdala sends a message to the hypothalamus in the brain, which makes a hormone called corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH). This hormone signals the pituitary gland (also in the brain) to make a hormone called adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). Blood transports ACTH to the adrenal glands, which are above the kidneys, prompting them to release two stress hormones, adrenaline (more of it) and cortisol, into the blood. This stress response pathway from the brain to the adrenals is referred to as the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA axis). As the cortisol level in the blood increases, the hypothalamus picks up on the rising level and turns off the stress message.6 Essentially, the adrenal stress response signals back to the brain that the stress has been managed and the CRH and ACTH should be turned off, or turned down.


This ability of our bodies to come back to balance is referred to as homeostasis. Actually, our bodies thrive on homeostasis. It allows us to have a little “wiggle room” in our state of being. We can exercise, increase our activity, or essentially challenge ourselves a bit, increasing our stress level somewhat, without totally throwing our bodies off track, because our bodies have a corrective response that will bring us back in balance. I think of it like a carriage return on an old-style typewriter (yes, that’s how I learned to type). We can stray away, to some degree, from our set point, which is slightly different for each person, and then our internal systems know how to bring us back to that set point. Let’s look more closely at how that process works.
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Sending Out an SOS


When stress comes along, whether emotional or physical, it kicks off an adrenaline rush that happens so quickly, you might not even realize that there’s stress happening to even respond to. Meanwhile, your body will already have its fight-or-flight response in high gear. That’s why you’ll hear about people responding or acting at the scene of a car accident before even thinking about what’s happening. When you think about it, every part of the stress response system has a specific purpose that helps us respond to stresses and survive. Even the “freeze” response is important for helping us prepare to protect ourselves. Let’s look at the stress response system in a bit more detail and understand how each of the signals and hormones along the way plays a role in helping us respond to stress.


When we discuss stress hormones, we often talk about two main players, cortisol and adrenaline. (We’ll get to cortisol in a minute.) Actually, what we call “adrenaline” is itself two different but related substances: epinephrine (adrenaline) and norepinephrine (noradrenaline); together, they’re known as catecholamines. Norepinephrine is released by the sympathetic nervous system, and both norepinephrine and epinephrine are released into the bloodstream by the adrenal glands, specifically from a part of the gland called the adrenal medulla. Norepinephrine and epinephrine increase heart contractions and heart rate, while simultaneously increasing blood pressure; this makes it possible to pump more blood through your body faster, so that you can respond to the stress at hand. These two chemicals also increase the amount of glucose, or blood sugar, available in your blood, which you’ll need when responding to stress, and they increase both your breathing rate and ability to get more oxygen to your muscles and brain, increasing mental alertness.7


Cortisol is made in the outer layer of the adrenal glands, called the cortex. Cortisol joins adrenaline in an effort to increase glucose in the bloodstream, enhancing the brain’s ability to use glucose; this gives you the energy and focus to respond.


Meanwhile, cortisol decreases other, less essential systems during an immediate stress response. Digestion decreases, since digesting food is less of a priority when your body is responding to stress. Hormone production also decreases, including hormones made by the ovaries, testes, and thyroid glands. Immune system function generally decreases during the stress response, although for some people the immune system shifts into an overactive pattern. The nervous system pumps out stimulating neurotransmitters and uses up calming neurotransmitters all at the same time.


Our stress response system includes a shut-off mechanism as well, referred to as negative feedback. Receptors in the hypothalamus notice the cortisol level increasing and subsequently turn off the stress signal to the HPA axis. As soon as the stress response turns off, things go back to usual. Adrenaline and cortisol shift to optimal levels (not zero) for daily functioning. The autonomic nervous system shifts from sympathetic to parasympathetic. Breathing slows, as does the heart. Digestive function and hormone production return to optimal. The immune system goes back to protecting you from foreign invaders, and the nervous system calms down.
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Understanding Cortisol and Neurotransmitters


Mastering stress is about having an optimal amount of cortisol and adrenaline. Let’s take a minute to learn more about the fascinating hormone called cortisol.


Cortisol levels vary with our circadian rhythm. Circadian rhythm is how our bodily functions align with the wake and sleep cycle (day and night) that comes with living on planet Earth. Cortisol levels rise in the early morning, coinciding with when you wake and giving you energy to start your day. There’s an additional increase in cortisol within thirty to forty-five minutes after you wake called the cortisol awakening response (CAR), resulting in a 50 percent increase in cortisol levels. From there, the cortisol level gradually decreases throughout the day until it reaches its lowest at night, while you are sleeping.
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Interestingly, your daily cortisol levels follow a pattern unique to you. We now know there are genes related to cortisol and the CAR that influence how your body responds to waking up and to stress exposure throughout your life. Your body’s response is as unique as your fingerprints. Even when you are exposed to an immediate stress, your body will come back to its daily cortisol levels. And those levels will influence how you feel each day and the quality of your health over time.


Let’s consider this in a bit more detail. Cortisol signals to all other areas of the body, all the time. In this way, it acts like a central manager for our bodies. Cortisol communicates with the immune system, the digestive system, the nervous system, and the endocrine system—including all hormones, such as thyroid and insulin. These communications are essential for an effective stress response, but also for orchestrating all our daily functions and activities.


Cortisol is stimulating, so when it increases in the morning and wakes you up, it also signals to your nervous system to make neurotransmitters, which are messengers in the nervous system that help you focus, think, and solve problems—these neurotransmitters include serotonin, dopamine, norepinephrine, and epinephrine. These brilliant messengers set the speed of your brain and thinking. If your stress exposure is a bit high, this may cause dopamine to be higher, which can create rapid-fire thoughts and be helpful when you’re dealing with an urgent challenge, but not so helpful if you need to focus on a single task.


Neurotransmitters also influence our mood, energy, and sleep. Ultimately, it’s best to have a balance of stimulating and calming neurotransmitters. While dopamine and adrenaline are stimulating, serotonin and gamma aminobutyric acid (GABA) are calming. I think of GABA as our “stress buffer,” because it can literally act like a shock absorber as we travel along the bumpy, stress-laden road of our lives.


For a long time, it was thought that the nervous system and neurotransmitters were untouchable due to a cellular wall called the blood-brain barrier (BBB), which was said to separate our nervous system from the rest of the body. We now know, however, that the brain and neurotransmitters are in full communication with the rest of our bodies and they are influenced by what we eat, by stress exposure, and by the bacteria (and other microbes) living in our intestines. In fact, all our neurotransmitters are made from amino acids, which come from the protein in our diet. At least 90 percent of serotonin is produced in the intestines, not our brain. This means we can influence our neurotransmitter levels, as well as mood, energy, focus, and sleep, through diet, nutrients, digestive health, and stress recovery.8 The internal communication and interrelationship within our bodies is referred to as the gut-brain axis or gut-brain-microbiota axis, and it’s the reason why I think of the mind and body not as separate entities but rather as a fully integrated system. Our bodies include our minds and spirits. By thinking of ourselves as separate parts functioning independently, we create more stress and block our ability to understand ourselves deeply as whole beings.


CORTISOL EFFECTS




Cortisol signals to hormones throughout our bodies, including insulin. If cortisol and glucose remain high, our cells can become less responsive to insulin; this then leads to high blood sugar levels and what is referred to as metabolic syndrome or prediabetes, and eventually diabetes. Metabolism is how our bodies turn our food into energy. Our metabolic rate—how much energy we use on a daily basis—is affected by cortisol and adrenaline and influences our body weight.


Cortisol also affects the thyroid gland. The thyroid makes thyroid hormone, T4, which is converted to the active thyroid hormone, T3. T3 is stimulating, as it gives us energy to move around and get things done. It increases metabolism of nutrients into calories, which our muscles can burn as fuel. T3 signals throughout the body, affecting everything from mood and digestion to skin and energy. When cortisol levels shift higher or lower, the production of T4 and its conversion to T3 slow down. This can result in symptoms of low thyroid activity, such as fatigue, weight gain, hair loss, dry skin, and constipation.


What’s more, the ovaries in women and testes in men are also influenced by cortisol, and their function decreases when cortisol is either too high or too low. This can affect estrogen, progesterone, and testosterone production, and increase or decrease fertility by influencing ovulation and sperm production. The body knows that times of stress aren’t optimal for reproduction. In addition to affecting fertility in both sexes, high or low cortisol levels can cause women to experience missed periods, low libido, irregular menstrual cycles, premenstrual symptoms, cramping, and even early menopause. For men, they can result in low libido and fatigue.


Cortisol communicates with the digestion system, as well. Think of this interplay as a balancing act or tightrope walk. When just the right amount of cortisol is present, your digestive system is ready to receive food, digest it, and allow nutrients to be absorbed into your body through the cells lining the intestinal walls. At the same time, the liver is processing toxins and making bile, which enters the intestines via the gallbladder. Fiber and waste exit your body in feces, and every part of this process requires consistent signaling from cortisol. At any point along the way, if a stress signal turns off the digestion, you won’t digest your food or absorb the nutrients from your food as well as you should. The intestinal cells become less healthy, leading to intestinal permeability (also known as leaky gut), and allow undigested food to leak through the intestinal walls where it triggers an inflammatory response. The healthy bacteria living in your intestines are disrupted, and your bowels may not move as consistently as when you are calm.9


It’s also possible that the originating stress signal came from your digestion, perhaps from a food triggering an inflammatory response or undesirable bacteria releasing a toxin. A signal is sent from the intestines to the brain, via cortisol and the vagus nerve, telling it to shut down normal digestive function in order to address the stress. This pathway is referred to as the gut-brain axis, and it can lead to a vicious cycle of stress and digestive issues. It is so important that we’ll cover it in more detail later.


Essentially, any slight variation in cortisol levels from minute to minute, hour to hour, or day to day can shift the signaling to your digestion and your ability to get nutrients from your food. It also shifts the function of your immune system. You see, the immune system works on a continuum and involves many different types of cells and signaling molecules/substances. When completely in balance and on track, your immune system is ready to protect you from anything it deems as foreign, such as viruses, bacteria, and parasites. When it is askew due to stress exposure and cortisol levels that are higher or lower than your “usual,” your immune system becomes less able to fend off infections. At the same time, you are more likely to experience allergies or even autoimmunity, which occurs when the immune system attacks your own healthy cells. This is because stress dysregulates the immune system, making you vulnerable to viruses that can trigger autoimmunity, and it turns on your genetic predispositions to autoimmunity.


While cortisol is essential for functioning each day and we need it as part of our life-preserving response to stress at a second’s notice, keeping ourselves in a constant stress response leads to cortisol levels that are not optimal in the long term. Digestive issues begin to develop, along with imbalanced hormones, depleted neurotransmitters, and less optimal immune function. It is well established that stress and cortisol levels outside the optimal range are responsible for triggering various health issues, including anxiety; depression; insomnia; fatigue; brain fog; weight gain; fertility issues; low thyroid function; diabetes; digestive disturbances such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), ulcers, and bloating; and immune-related issues like frequent infections, allergies, acne and eczema, autoimmunity, and cancer.





Mind and Body Are One


Let’s stop for a second. I want to further dissolve the concept that your mind and body are two separate entities. They aren’t! They are one interconnected system. We always hear about our “mental health” and “physical health” or “mind and body,” but I want to encourage you to shift that thinking.


Additionally, we tend to think of top-down communication as that which occurs from the brain down throughout the body. And, in fact, the major parts of the stress response we’ve been discussing, the HPA axis and autonomic nervous system, do function in that manner. However, it’s important to recognize that communication also occurs in the opposite direction, from the bottom up, so to speak. Stress and anti-stress signals from within the body travel up to the brain, as well.


The gut-brain axis is a perfect example of how the mind and body are completely interconnected and how communication travels in both directions. The vagus nerve is the main part of the parasympathetic nervous system and is known as the longest nerve in the body, stretching from the brain down to the digestion system.10 It is essentially a superhighway, containing over one hundred thousand nerve fibers, with signals going back and forth with vital information. It is a key element of the gut-brain connection and is special because the brain sends information to the gut and, in return, the gut can send information back to the brain. That is why the gut is considered the second brain and is a regulator of so many functions in the body.


The more your brain perceives stress, the more it affects your gut. The more your gut is stressed, the fewer enzymes it produces, the less able it is to digest your food, the fewer nutrients you absorb, the more the gut bacteria become imbalanced, the more severe leaky gut, and the more stress is communicated back to your nervous system. It’s all related! There is no way to determine what came first, the brain or the body, so to speak. It’s like the “chicken and the egg” debate. Patients sometimes ask me, “Is it possible that my gut is related to health in other areas of my body?” when they have increasing health issues that they just can’t figure out. My response is always “Yes! It’s all happening in your one human body, so it is most definitely all related. It’s not a long list of issues, but one issue that is showing up in many ways.”


The same is true for the heart-brain connection. From an anatomical and physiological perspective, we think of our hearts as pumping blood throughout our bodies and returning it to our lungs to get more oxygen. At the same time, when we think of a heart shape, or send a heart emoji, we are thinking of the emotion of love. But it turns out that our anatomical hearts are involved in communicating emotions and stress to our brains and vice versa, also via the vagus nerve. Think of how your heart races when you feel excited or stressed. Knowing this, you can choose activities that purposely send calming signals along these pathways. These same activities can increase the hormone oxytocin, the love hormone, which slows the heart rate and protects your heart from stress. As your heart rate decreases, so does your stress response. You can actually measure your heart rate to monitor this effect, too (more on that in chapter eight).


By understanding the autonomic nervous system and the vagus nerve, we begin to see how interconnected our bodies are. Not only that, but we can also see how they correlate to the ancient system from India of understanding the human energy centers, known as chakras. The seven main chakras are the root, sacral, solar plexus, heart, throat, third eye, and crown, corresponding with the major nerve networks and glands producing hormones in our bodies. We need them to be in sync and flowing in order to feel well.


Understanding Adrenaline


Now, let’s take a good look at adrenaline. Adrenaline doesn’t fluctuate with the circadian rhythm the way cortisol does. It is pretty steady throughout the day and night, unless, of course, your stress response is triggered, in which case it spikes and then returns to a baseline level.


Adrenaline is active in the nervous system, acting as a neurotransmitter that stimulates activity, thoughts, and actions. Adrenaline, as we’ve discussed, also acts throughout the body on the blood vessels, heart, and muscles to get you moving and responding. You need it for daily activities, exercise, thinking, moving, and even breathing. You wouldn’t want to live without adrenaline, yet when there is too much or too little at any given time, it can make you feel like you are completely out of sync.


The neurotransmitter dopamine converts to norepinephrine and then epinephrine. Next, norepinephrine and epinephrine are processed further to small molecules called metabolites, which can be eliminated in your urine. The process is essentially a cascade within your cells, converting one substance to the next. This cascade requires certain nutrients, including magnesium and B vitamins, and is genetically unique. Some of us process adrenaline more quickly and are more likely to become depleted. Others process adrenaline slowly, and while they can still become depleted, more often their adrenaline levels will remain higher than optimal way after the stress has cleared.


Knowing your adrenaline level and how your body handles it is critical for stress recovery. In fact, later in the book, I’ll guide you to address high adrenaline first, before addressing low cortisol. High adrenaline tells you that you’re in stress mode. If it continues, it won’t matter what else you do, because stress mode will be working against you. It’s essential to help your body get out of stress mode and get adrenaline back to a healthy level to give yourself the best chance of creating resilience to stress.


Stress Resilience


Scientists use the term hormesis to describe a situation in which a small amount of a substance or change (a stress) is beneficial, but a large amount has a negative effect.11 In small doses (which are slightly different for each person), these stressors shift you away from homeostasis just enough to induce an adaptive positive effect.


With hormesis, pathways within the body signal cellular repair, a process called autophagy, where cells clean out dysfunctional proteins and unnecessary debris.12 A burst of oxidative stress—caused by free radicals disrupting healthy molecules—turns on the production of glutathione, a major antioxidant produced in our bodies, allowing for the repair of DNA. Plus there is an increase in the number of new mitochondria (the energy-producing organelles inside our cells), improved elimination of toxins, reduced inflammation, and enhanced resiliency to other stresses.


It is now believed that exposure to hormetic stressors can prevent health issues, including cancer and dementia, and improves longevity.13 Examples of activities that trigger hormesis (which I’ll discuss in more detail later in the book) are exercise, intermittent fasting, and cold exposure. It’s tempting to think that more is better; however, I want to warn you that hormesis is dose dependent and unique to each individual based on your current state of stress.


You Are Human


Developing awareness of and resilience to stress is one thing. But it’s another thing to believe that you’re a superhuman performer who can withstand stress at all costs. I warn patients that this way of thinking simply delays the inevitable point at which their body will collapse under the pressure of too much stress. This may present as a heart attack out of nowhere, or intractable insomnia after years of pushing through unrelenting stress, or exhaustion and light-headedness that make it hard to get through the day.


It’s true that, based on studies, stressing about stress doesn’t help any situation.14 But ignoring the fact that you are living in a human body that responds to stress is also just as harmful. Only by accepting the ways your body responds to stress as real and natural, and then understanding that the symptoms you experience are actually signals from within to make changes, can you realize that your stress response has become dramatically out of balance. Only then, after gaining the clarity of sight needed to heal, can you learn how to harness stress to empower yourself.


Getting out of stress mode, adjusting your choices and priorities, and feeling great start with understanding how you got into stress mode in the first place. Let’s look at the physical signs that can alert you that your stress response system has gotten out of balance. After all, you can’t start supporting your body better until you know how to see and hear your body’s cry for help, right?
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