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FOREWORD


Being healthy, beautiful, and radiant is as much an inside-out process as it is an outside-in one. It is a balance between what you put inside your body, what touches your body on the outside, and your overall quality of life—achieving optimal health is a holistic process. Among many other things, your health will determine how you age and how you look as you age, which is why I love the inherent and learned wisdom of Dr. Trevor Cates in the pages that follow. Her approach goes far beyond how to get glowing skin; it helps the reader understand how this glow comes from an overall sense of balance, and provides them with the tools and knowledge to achieve this. It helps them understand their own bodies, enabling them to look and feel their best.


An incredible piece of the puzzle is certainly our nutrition plan. As a physician for over twenty-five years, I have found that women of all ages, and especially around menopause, do better when we change up our eating habits throughout the year. We do have seasons for a reason. In Natural Beauty Reset, Dr. Cates includes nutrition plans for fall, winter, spring, and summer. I appreciate this strategy. It reminds us, every season, to adjust to our environment, and incorporate seasonal healing foods and recipes to support our immune system, hormonal balance, mood, memory, and skin. Tuning our bodies to the shifting seasons in this way helps us reconnect not only with our environment, but with our own bodies. It gives us a sense of well-being and natural radiance that you just can’t achieve with skincare alone.


I love the line from the Broadway musical Annie: You’re never fully dressed without a smile. When we think about beauty, isn’t it true that a smile makes a face more beautiful? Joy and happiness bring a genuine smile. In Natural Beauty Reset, with its comprehensive deep dive into the root causes of our physical struggles—from external stress to internal hormonal imbalances—Dr. Cates acknowledges that we cannot just look beautiful and radiant; we need to feel it.


In my professional experience, I know this to be true: while interventional therapies like stem cells, peptides, and laser treatments have helped make progress in patients feeling more beautiful and healthy, these external solutions account for less than 10% of what it means to actually be healthy. True vitality comes from multiple sources: nourishing our body with the right foods at the right times and the correct proportions, incorporating regular physical activity into our lives, maintaining good relationships, and a careful consideration of what we are putting on our body are all crucial components of our health.


What we apply on our skin is absorbed into our skin and gets into our system; it is all connected. By the time a woman leaves the house in the morning, it’s estimated she has put over 180 chemicals on her body. Many of these chemicals are hormone disrupting. In fact, we are exposed to a multitude of toxic chemicals before we are even born. A study performed in 2004 looked at toxic chemicals found in newborn babies’ umbilical cord blood. Two hundred eighty-seven external chemicals were identified in the blood, 208 of which were known to cause birth defects and abnormal development in animal studies, 217 of which were found to be toxic to the brain and nervous system, and 180 of which were known to cause cancer in humans and animals. Pesticides, herbicides, toxic compounds, waste from burning garbage and gasoline, and so many other toxins that we inhale or seep into our skin daily affect our health and can be at the core of many of the hormone imbalances we struggle with. Toxic exposures and hormone disruptors are a significant and underappreciated cause of health problems, especially considering the hundreds of thousands of chemicals in circulation.


In the European Union, they’ve banned over 1,350 chemicals; however, in the US that number is less than 100. In my work as a gynecologist and hormone expert, I recognize that to heal, revitalize, and reenergize our bodies, we must get to the root cause of our issues. And that is a key component of aging gracefully and radiating beauty. It is essential we take a pause, and really take a good look at everything we are exposed to daily and how it all impacts our health. Choosing organic, safe, nourishing products and essential oils will alleviate our system from a tremendous toxic burden. This book will empower you to identify the potentially harmful substances you’re exposed to every day and make informed choices about finding safe alternatives.


As we age, we begin to truly value the importance of our health, and begin to understand how the quality of our lives, our moods, our mental state, our immune strength, our energy, and our relationships impacts that health. An old Arabian proverb says, When you have your health, you have a thousand wishes; when you don’t have your health, you have but one.


Dr. Trevor Cates’s new book, Natural Beauty Reset, guides you through this process of achieving balance, radiance, and overall health with clarity and practical, easy-to-incorporate tools to completely support you on your journey. This resource, along with a healthy diet and lifestyle, is truly the magic recipe to healthy aging and radiant beauty.


—ANNA M. CABECA, DO, FACOG, triple-board-certified OB/GYN, and bestselling author of The Hormone Fix, Keto-Green 16, and MenuPause









INTRODUCTION


When I was eleven years old, I used to spend hours on end staring at myself in a multifaceted mirror in the bathroom of my grandparents’ house. I wasn’t dwelling on every angle of my appearance out of vanity. Instead, I was lonely and wanted company. As odd as it may sound, the reflections looking back at me became friends whom I could talk to and share the secrets I often kept bottled up inside.


Despite feeling isolated, I had what many people would consider an idyllic childhood. My parents, sisters, and I lived on an organic farm with plenty of nourishing food and love to go around. But neither of those advantages changed the fact that I felt I didn’t belong.


You see, my family was—and is—full of what society considers beautiful people. My eldest sister was a model in New York City. My other sister was on the home-coming court and the one that every girl at school, including me, wanted to be. My mother also was stunning and dabbled in modeling, and my father captured women’s eyes and hearts with his smile and charm. In my eyes, they were perfect—and I was the ugly duckling of the family.


When I looked in the mirror at myself, I thought I was an impostor. So I tried my best to disappear, tending to spend my time quietly while self-quarantining in my room or getting lost in nature. I watched my family excel in life and was truly proud of them all. I didn’t get praise for my looks the way my sisters did, but one day when I came home with a report card showing all A’s at school, to my surprise, I got extra attention. So, that’s when I decided I wasn’t “beautiful,” but I was smart. So, I focused my efforts on my studies.


What I didn’t realize then but now know is that I, too, was (and am) beautiful. We all are. And we will always be beautiful. We just are looking in the wrong place for confirmation: mirrors. But mirrors show what we alone are perceiving of ourselves on the outside and don’t reflect our true beauty inside.


As I approach my fiftieth birthday, I see myself clearly. This realization wasn’t instant. Pain and heartache encouraged me to change my perspective gradually. As the poet Rumi so eloquently put it, “The wound is the place the light enters you.” And when I learned to heal my internal wounds on my healing journey, the light flooded in.


Being beautiful is not about being perfect, but it does involve restoring balance. It starts with harmonizing our health, including our hormones, and adjusting our mindset. This was the answer to the secret I had been searching for all of those years while studying my face in the mirror.


I know that I’m not alone in my history of insecurity and self-doubt—and I hope other women who relate can muster the courage to follow suit and find harmony and balance in their lives. When we address our vulnerability with kindness and honesty, we can quiet our inner monsters and overcome society’s warped messages around beauty.


Over the years, I’ve heard from thousands of women in my clinics and programs, as well as hundreds of women experts I have interviewed for my podcast and docuseries. The personal stories these women relayed have revealed that regardless of age, income, physical characteristics, or talent, every woman questions her lovability and beauty at some point. We are not alone in our struggles! But what we also share is that when balance has been restored in our bodies—including harmonious levels of hormones and neurotransmitters—our perceptions of ourselves shift, and ultimately our true beauty shines.


Through these conversations, I’ve also learned that women face challenges unique from men, and that these challenges have the potential to affect our self-worth and self-perception. For instance, many women tend to work around the clock—at work and at home—often caring for our loved ones. We get up early and stay up late, and, sadly, we give ourselves little time to rest. We try to squeeze in time to eat and work out but are frustrated when we gain rather than lose weight. We often feel isolated, though we’re rarely really alone.


We’re trying to do everything but still feel like we’re failing because we stretch ourselves thin and put everyone else first. We often feel that we are not smart enough, not pretty enough, not thin enough, not [fill in your word here] enough. And with all of the chronic stress that results from these habits, we feel burned out and overwhelmed. Many of us also develop physical issues that impact the way we look and feel—from acne breakouts, period problems, and unhealthy weight gain to exhaustion, fogginess, and pain.


To find the answers to our struggles, we often turn to male-centered research (because that’s the majority of what’s being funded) and media that uses filters and airbrushes to enhance the appearance of already beautiful models and make us feel even more ashamed and misunderstood. But the answers are actually within us and closely connected to our body’s innate wisdom. We must first stop living out of sync with our rhythms because it weakens our hormonal function, immunity, digestion, and detoxification capabilities. When we pay attention to our female biochemistry, address the root causes of whatever is ailing us, and tailor our self- and healthcare to our feminine needs, we can tap into our bodies’ full potential. Then we realize how truly powerful we are.


According to Merriam-Webster, beauty is “the quality or aggregate of qualities in a person or thing that gives pleasure to the senses or pleasurably exalts the mind or spirit.”1 Put differently, beauty, by definition, is all about an individual’s external attributes from someone else’s perspective. Over time, factors like magazines and social media, plus the beauty industry, have led us to form attitudes around what that perspective should be.


It’s no wonder many women use makeup to cover “flaws” or fork over hundreds or thousands of dollars to a plastic surgeon to alter our appearances. Nor is it a surprise that we are compelled to slap on a skin-perfecting filter on social media photos. And neither is it a wonder that many of us buy the same old “superfoods” year-round, thinking they’re a silver bullet for glowing skin. (Hint: looking and feeling great is more complex than that!)


You might be thinking: But I want to be the woman who turns heads when I set foot into a room! For this book, I ask that you first look within because seeking external validation is not where you’ll find solace and success. Embracing natural beauty takes a 360-degree approach—one that starts from within.


But before we go any further, let’s get one thing straight: this is not an anti-beauty book! As a woman, I realize the notion of giving up beauty routines altogether is unrealistic. Not only are self-care and pampering considered routine in so many of our daily lives, but at their core, these rituals are integral to our well-being. With my Natural Beauty Reset, you don’t have to give up your beauty routine—I’m simply encouraging you to rethink it.


In this book, you will learn how hormonal imbalances and common self-care practices are a barrier to achieving physical and emotional beauty and how to restore your health and harmony naturally. This solution includes food but goes further. We are hungry for something that can’t simply be found in kale or mac and cheese. It also goes beyond simply believing we are beautiful. Mindset is key, but without internal balance, it is hard to realize our full potential. Ultimately, after reading this book you will have the inspiration and tools necessary to rekindle your innate beauty now and for years to come.


My clients and I are living proof that this approach works. Today, I feel more vibrant and confident than ever, knowing that restoring balance in a new way helps me see and feel what my eleven-year-old self did not. I want that harmony and confidence for you, too.


Although I’ve been practicing holistic medicine for over twenty years, the light bulb moment that inspired this program happened after I published my last book, Clean Skin from Within, a USA Today and Amazon bestselling book. The book focuses on taking a natural inside-out approach to treating skin conditions such as acne, rosacea, and eczema with personalized skincare and dietary advice. After the book was published, I heard from women who still had questions about the connection among their hormones, skin, health, and aging. I’ve always known beauty is beyond skin deep, but I realized then that many women weren’t attaining their goal of clean, glowing skin because they hadn’t set the proper foundation first. That is, they weren’t looking inward, nor were they cognizant of the natural rhythms and cycles around them that beg for connection.


(Side Note: She/Her—While I use the words woman, women, she, her throughout Natural Beauty Reset, this book is really about empowering you to make healthier choices and can be enjoyed by everyone regardless of gender and sexual identity. When I discuss female sex hormones, those sections will be most relevant to anyone who has a uterus and ovaries. However, if you do not have your uterus and ovaries or are no longer cycling, it is still important to understand the hormones discussed within this section because they do impact your health. Some people who identify as women may not have the biophysical makeup being explored in this book. If you identify as trans or nonbinary, or are taking estrogen or testosterone as you undergo gender transition, you may have unique health and well-being needs. However you identify yourself, or wherever you are in your gender journey, understand that much of this book will apply to you. If you are undergoing gender transition, follow the recommendations of your healthcare provider about your individualized hormonal needs.)
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Making Adjustments with the Seasons


Tried and true healthy habits are important for our general health. However, living a healthy life from a holistic perspective must involve more than simply grabbing to-go meals from the health food aisle at the grocery store, attending a quick yoga class at the gym, and using skincare with the word natural on the label. We want to be more discerning and avoid the marketing traps that can trick us with false promises of being healthy, natural, or stress-free. It’s time to dive deeper and understand how and why we need to make these health choices so we can set more meaningful intentions.


Our skin, stress levels, nutritional needs, and hormones cycle through significant changes throughout the year, so why are we following the same diet, skincare routine, and exercises every day? Our needs change each season and so should our approach. That’s why in the 7-Day Natural Beauty Reset program, you’ll find a set of distinct changes with each season that support optimal nutrition and gut health. This approach allows our bodies to reconnect with the way we were designed, with the dynamic shifts of nature. The result? Authentic beauty with optimized health and radiance.


You will receive year-round foundational guidelines and learn how to effectively adjust them with each season. You’ll learn my seven-day plan for fall, winter, spring, and summer, with seasonal modifications for:
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All four aspects are crucial for lasting beauty that glows from the inside out.


The discussion of natural rhythms has been explored since the dawn of woman-kind, but it’s time to marry traditional wisdom from credible scientific research with a truly holistic and restorative program for the modern woman.


We still want our self-care practices and pampering, so I will share how you can maintain your routine while also restoring internal balance and hormonal harmony.


This book is designed to help you regain your power mentally, emotionally, and physically. Ultimately, your body is your home—you are the one in charge. My goal is to help you restore your body to the happiest and healthiest haven, so you’ll have the ability to radiate natural beauty. Your glow has always been there. I’m simply guiding you toward a fresh reveal.









PART I


The Root Causes


“When did you realize you are beautiful?” I asked her.


At the question, Amy’s eyes widened with her mouth agape. Then she smiled, her gaze gleaming with certainty. She wasn’t used to being called beautiful, but when she heard those words, something deep within her stirred, and she knew the statement was true.


The aforementioned anecdote comes from a ten-part docuseries in which I interviewed over fifty experts of various ages on women’s health and hormones. When I witnessed this particular interviewee’s reaction, my gut wrenched in empathy. So often, as women, we doubt our beauty. But when we dig deep, we can surface our truth. Specifically, I have learned that when we are attuned to natural rhythms and our hormones become balanced, our beauty is unveiled, sparkling bright for the world to see.


Attaining a healthy mindset is an important step in this mission. After all, how we perceive ourselves tends to reflect what may be happening inside. But we can’t simply force our minds to embrace the notion that we’re beautiful. Sometimes, the root cause is physiological. Put differently, we can’t simply change our mindset when our bodies are out of sync.


Also instrumental is how we choose to nourish our bodies, whether and how we move, what we’re applying to our skin, whether we’re in touch with our breathing, and taking time to unwind. These are the tenets that provide a foundation so many women are lacking in order to look—and feel—beautiful.


Modern-day beauty tools, technology, and even takeout can be convenient and easy, but they tend to distract us from the keys to feeling and appearing truly beautiful. In particular, these habits have caused us to lose connection with the innate wisdom found in seasons, cycles, and rhythms. As a result, issues with mental health, digestion, and nutrition can result. These afflictions tend to show up on our skin and impede the ability for us to see our true beauty.


Modern technology also affects hormonal balance. The smartphone, for instance, has a glowing blue light that interferes with production of melatonin, a hormone that is critical for quality sleep. Hormones rule our skin, mood, and health more than most women realize. We need our hormones working well to truly feel uncaged and beautiful.
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I do not know a woman in the Western world over the age of thirty who has not faced skin issues, hormonal imbalances, and emotional ups and downs during her lifetime. The connection between these goes deep, and yet most doctors treat them separately.


Rates of depression and anxiety were higher during the pandemic,2 and depression is more common in women than men.3 Yet doctors typically prescribe antidepressants without addressing the hormonal root causes that contribute to so many women feeling emotional and out of sync.


For acne and other skin issues, doctors often treat these superficially with topical steroids. Women commonly receive prescription birth control pills for acne and other hormonal issues, like irregular menstrual cycles, even when they’re not sexually active, but these conventional treatments come with side effects and do not address the true underlying cause.


These are the women who have come to me: women who are confused, emotional, and out of sync. While their symptoms may have improved temporarily with conventional interventions, their symptoms return and sometimes worsen. And many develop side effects such as gut issues, nutritional deficiencies, and hormonal and neurochemical imbalances.


The solution to realizing our authentic beauty is right in front of us—found in the rhythms, wisdom, and healing of nature. I will share my Natural Beauty Reset solution, including meal plans, recipes, and other lifestyle advice in part II. But first, it’s important to understand how root causes may prevent us from seeing and feeling our innate beauty.
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CHAPTER 1


HORMONES, CYCLES, AND RHYTHMS


Think of hormones as musical instruments and your body as a symphony. Each instrument must play its part perfectly—including being at the right volume, rhythm, pitch, melody, and tone—to create a balanced and beautiful-sounding song. If even one instrument is playing too loudly or too softly or is out of key, for example, your body’s hormonal system will be thrown off-balance. And that imbalance will show up in and on your body. Put simply, hormones, skin, mood, and health are intertwined.


Externally, possible signs of hormonal imbalance include dryness, acne, rosacea, and premature fine lines and wrinkles. Internally, they include impaired metabolism, mental focus, memory, cognition, mood, sleep, energy, fertility, and sex drive. Hormones also play a role in cardiovascular health, bone growth, and blood sugar regulation. Overall, hormones help us be more resilient, both mentally and physically, and have more time and energy to do epic things.


One challenge is that our hormones change as we age. The delicate balance that our bodies are so adept at also starts to evolve. There are a variety of hormones at play here, and some may surprise you.


If you’ve seen symptoms of hormonal imbalance in yourself, don’t worry—I’m here to help you learn how to address these issues naturally. I will cover how to restore balance in part II, but first I will explain the problem so that the solution will be crystal clear.


Things We Do That Disrupt Hormones


Believe it or not, many of your everyday habits—including those related to eating, sleep, stress management, and exercise—can disrupt hormones. Certain medications such as birth control pills can throw hormones for a spin, too, and lead to nutritional deficiencies and gut issues that further worsen the problem. Chronic stress, such as from a draining job or relationship troubles, has the potential to disturb hormones, decrease quality of life, and may eventually contribute to mood disorders.


Another major factor in hormone disruption can be found in the ingredient list of some personal-care products. Many of these items contain endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs), which are absorbed through the skin into the bloodstream and can potentially wreak havoc on our endocrine system. According to the Endocrine Society,4 EDCs are associated with fertility issues, early breast development, breast cancer, prostate cancer, thyroid disease,5 neuroendocrine problems, obesity, and cardiovascular disease.


A critical step in reducing exposure to EDCs is to be picky about what we put on our skin. For example, avoid using oxybenzone (found in popular chemical sunscreens), parabens, and synthetic fragrances because they have been linked to hormone-disrupting effects. I will share a full list of ingredients to avoid in chapter 6, but for now, know that you’re better off avoiding EDCs.


Key Hormones and How They Impact Our Health


Hormones impact us much more than most people realize, affecting mood, sleep, sex drive, energy, weight, metabolism, skin, bones, cardiovascular system, joints, and digestion. As a doctor who helps people understand their hormones’ behavior—and then helps people get back on track—it’s hard for me not to geek out here! I invite you to do the same. It’s fascinating stuff!


Before we get into Hormones 101, grab a notebook. The following information will be more helpful when you start observing your own hormonal shifts and patterns. As you read through this chapter, you may be able to pinpoint the specific hormones influencing your health (details that will come in handy in part II). Also, notice which hormones tend to change on a daily, monthly, and seasonal basis, as these will be important at that point, too.


Here are some of the main hormones that impact the way we look and feel:
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ESTROGEN


Estrogen is the hormone that gives us curves and fertility, but it also plays a role in protecting the brain, bones, skin, and heart. We make estrogen in our ovaries, adrenals, fat cells, and other tissues.


Estrogen levels decline as we age, especially after forty and as we approach menopause. There are other times in a woman’s life, such as before puberty and just after pregnancy, when estrogen levels decline. Also, women who have had their ovaries removed go through what’s called surgical menopause. Even throughout a cycling woman’s month, estrogen levels dip at certain times, which can impact mood. Women’s estrogen levels may also be higher in summer months compared to winter.6


Low estrogen makes the skin drier, less elastic, and more fragile. It can also cause bone loss, hot flashes, insomnia, mood changes, night sweats, infertility, and vaginal dryness. On the other hand, high estrogen comes with its own set of problems. Women who are pregnant or on birth control pills generally have higher estrogen levels and are more prone to melasma (hyperpigmentation). There are also many women who experience what is often called estrogen dominance, where estrogen is not metabolized properly or when progesterone starts to decline starting around age thirty-five, or both, leading to excess estrogen compared to progesterone.


The key with estrogen, as with all hormones, is balance, which changes at different times of a woman’s life and monthly cycle. But keep in mind that while symptoms of estrogen imbalance are common, they’re not optimal. And there are ways we can restore balance naturally. When we are free of symptoms like hot flashes, irregular cycles, and vaginal dryness, as well as signs on our skin of melasma to premature aging, we can feel more beautiful inside and out. Beauty is our natural state—and we deserve to feel vibrant and healthy at every stage of our lives.
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PROGESTERONE


Progesterone is mostly produced in the ovaries and plays an important role in an array of bodily functions, including fertility, appetite, fat storage, and mood. Not to mention, it provides protective effects for our skin, bones, breasts, and uterus. When balanced, progesterone helps us feel calm, but when it’s low, we can feel irritable and experience sleep trouble.


Progesterone helps counterbalance estrogen, aiding a healthy menstrual cycle. So when our progesterone levels are low, unpleasant period symptoms such as irregular and/or heavy bleeding, hot flashes, and night sweats can also happen.


TESTOSTERONE


Testosterone is not only a hormone for men. Women make and need it, too, just in a different way. In women, testosterone is made in our ovaries and adrenal glands. This hormone helps keep our bones strong, protects our brain, aids energy maintenance, and regulates mood. When testosterone is low, we may lack drive and confidence.


Skin-wise, testosterone stimulates the sebum-producing glands, which are important for protecting skin with natural oils, but overproduction can lead to acne. Age-related hormonal changes, such as those experienced during puberty and menopause, may affect testosterone and metabolism, leading to oily or breakout-prone skin. Unfortunately, even adults without a history of teenage acne may develop blemishes as a result.


The active metabolite dihydrotestosterone (DHT) is the main culprit for androgenic side effects in women such as unwanted facial hair growth, hair loss on the scalp, and acne. These are some of the potential symptoms of polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), an underdiagnosed endocrine disorder in women. PCOS is characterized by higher than normal levels of androgens, including testosterone.


Yet too little testosterone isn’t ideal. Symptoms of low testosterone may include reduced sex drive, brain fog, mood changes, fatigue, thinning and dry skin, muscle loss, and a reduction in bone mineral density, which can increase the risk for fractures.7 Groups of women at risk for insufficient testosterone include those who are on the pill and those approaching or experiencing menopause. To support healthy testosterone levels, exercise and eat a healthy diet with plenty of protein. Find more ways to support testosterone levels in chapter 12.


THYROID HORMONES THYROXINE (T4) AND TRIIODOTHYRONINE (T3)


Thyroxine (T4) and triiodothyronine (T3) are the two main thyroid hormones released from the thyroid gland. T3 is the active form, which comes from T4. Our thyroid hormones support metabolism, energy, and mood.


With low levels (clinically diagnosed as hypothyroidism), you may have fatigue, constipation, hair loss, and weight gain. Low thyroid in women is also associated with irregular menses, infertility, and miscarriage. An underactive thyroid can lead to a dry, coarse complexion and a reduced ability to perspire.


On the other side of thyroid imbalance, an overactive thyroid, or hyperthyroidism, can cause symptoms such as weight loss, rapid heartbeat, increased appetite, and irritability, as well as warm, sweaty, and flushed skin.


If you’re having symptoms or think your thyroid hormones are out of whack, talk with your doctor about thyroid testing. The tests to ask for are thyroid stimulating hormone (TSH), Free T3, Free T4, reverse T3, and thyroid antibodies. Testing can also reveal if you have thyroid antibodies, which indicates an autoimmune thyroid condition such as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis.


In the wintertime, levels of active thyroid hormone T3 tend to be higher than in the summer, suggesting a seasonal difference.8 This makes sense because thyroid hormones help with thermoregulation, keeping us warm during the winter. Keep this in mind if you have a thyroid condition.


DEHYDROEPIANDROSTERONE (DHEA)


Produced in the adrenal glands, DHEA plays a role in energy, memory, body fat, skin aging, and sex drive, and levels decline with age. DHEA converts to estrogen and testosterone, which means it’s our primary source of these hormones when our ovaries stop producing them after menopause. Keep this in mind around perimenopause because if your adrenal glands are taxed by producing too much cortisol, they will have a harder time making adequate levels of DHEA.


CORTISOL


When you’re stressed, your adrenal glands release the hormone cortisol. Too much cortisol can lead to symptoms such as sleeplessness and excess belly fat. But too little cortisol is not good, either, as it helps support our immune system, regulate inflammation, and balance blood sugar and blood pressure. Cortisol also helps us wake up in the morning!


Surges of this hormone due to a highly stressful situation may cause increased sebum production, triggering acne and amping up inflammation, thereby making almost any skin condition worse. Chronically high cortisol levels can worsen skin conditions, including acne, eczema, rosacea, and vitiligo. A high level can also lead to sugar cravings—and eating excess sugar increases inflammatory skin issues.9 So you may get caught in a vicious cycle.


Experiencing chronically imbalanced cortisol levels can leave you feeling “tired but wired.” If you’ve noticed weight gain around your middle section or you’re experiencing fatigue, insomnia, or sugar cravings, you may need extra support to balance your cortisol levels.


Even when balanced, cortisol levels tend to change throughout the day, which is important to remember because your energy and mood will fluctuate accordingly. Some simple adjustments can help you feel your best, such as breaking a sweat in the morning (when cortisol levels are supposed to be at their highest) and going for a short walk, taking a power nap, journaling, or meditating at around 4 PM.


Cortisol levels can change seasonally, as well, with studies showing higher concentrations in winter and early spring, and lower levels in summer.10 The great news is there are many practical and straight-forward steps you can take to ease the effects of stress on your body all throughout the year on your journey to natural beauty.


INSULIN


Insulin is released from the pancreas and helps the body regulate blood sugar, which is crucial for our metabolism as well as our overall health. It allows glucose (sugar) in our bloodstream (from the foods we eat) to be taken up and used as fuel. If we have too much sugar and our blood sugar is high, insulin signals the body to store the excess in the liver. Insulin levels appear to change with seasons, with lower levels in the winter and higher levels in the summer.11


When blood sugar swings after we eat excess sugar, such as candy and pastries, and refined carbohydrates, such as potato chips and white bread, the risk for insulin resistance (where cells cannot sense insulin, and blood sugar stays elevated) increases.


Diabetes is one disease that occurs when the body doesn’t make enough insulin or doesn’t use insulin properly. It’s been estimated that over 470 million people will have prediabetes (where blood sugar levels are elevated but not high enough to be considered diabetes) by the year 2030.12 The American Diabetes Association states that up to 70 percent of people with insulin resistance will develop type 2 diabetes. Yet many of these cases can be prevented by making lifestyle changes.


Improper insulin function in the body can get in the way of your natural beauty. When sugar stays in the bloodstream, rather than being ferried to cells the way it’s supposed to for energy, glucose (blood sugar) binds to proteins, which is called glycation, in the body. Two of those proteins are essential for healthy, naturally youthful skin: collagen and elastin. Glycation can accelerate the formation of wrinkles and sagging skin.


When insulin isn’t working properly, your energy levels and weight may also fluctuate. And if you develop type 2 diabetes, you may face increased thirst and appetite, tingling sensations in your hands and feet, fatigue, irritability, headaches, frequent urination, and increased infections.


Getting your insulin, fasting glucose, and hemoglobin A1c tests can help determine if you have insulin resistance. I recommend aiming for your fasting blood sugar to be in the 85 to 90 mg/dL range. Even though the normal range is below 100 mg/dL, it’s better to be proactive and start making changes in your lifestyle before your levels creep up above 100 mg/dL. You also don’t want your blood sugar to be too low, so if your blood work shows fasting blood glucose below 70 mg/dL, talk with your healthcare provider about whether you need to be monitored for hypoglycemia, or low blood sugar, because that may cause dips in your energy level and other health concerns.


MELATONIN


When was the last time you got a good night’s sleep and woke up to a glowing, refreshed face? Send your thanks in part to melatonin, the so-called sleep hormone.


When it’s dark, the pineal gland in the brain releases melatonin. On the other hand, when it’s light (whether artificial or natural), the pineal gland inhibits melatonin. It stands to reason that this hormone is designed to help us feel sleepy when the sun sets, and it peaks around 2 AM to 4 AM to help us stay asleep. Melatonin gradually decreases after 4 AM, and when the sun rises, our levels drop and the sleepiness wears off, triggering wakefulness.


Seasonal changes in light—such as longer summer days and shorter winter days—affect melatonin production. Mammals, including humans, have higher melatonin levels in winter compared to summer. In addition to light, exposure to cold temperatures appears to increase our production of melatonin.13


Besides sleep, melatonin14 provides other benefits, including protection against neurodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s, certain types of cancer, mood disorders, and PCOS.15 Interestingly, melatonin potentially has the ability to reach every cell in the body, creating a wide array of protective benefits and relaying communication about the circadian rhythm throughout the body.


There are even melatonin receptors found in the uterus, and some scientists believe the hormone may help with the management of labor.16 There is also evidence that melatonin changes with our cycles.17 Melatonin appears to be at its highest level right before menstruation, and levels decline as we age and get closer to menopause.


LEPTIN AND GHRELIN


If you’ve ever struggled to control your eating habits or modify your weight, leptin and ghrelin were involved.


Fat cells make leptin, which helps curb appetite—that is, it increases a feeling of fullness after eating. Some people have leptin resistance, which can make weight maintenance challenging. Ghrelin is a hormone primarily released in the stomach and increases appetite. Simply put, ghrelin helps encourage eating to avoid starvation, and leptin tells us to stop when our bodies are satisfied. But this harmonious relationship between these hunger and satiety hormones isn’t easy for some people, such as those with obesity, genetic predispositions for food cravings,18 poor lifestyle choices, and mood and metabolic issues.
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Interestingly, research has shown higher sensitivity to leptin in the winter compared to the summer, when ghrelin levels tend to dip, which may explain why our hunger changes seasonally.19 Specifically, the data suggests that we may have less of an appetite in the winter than the summer. Knowing about leptin and ghrelin helps us be more mindful of our hunger and modify our eating habits with the seasons.


OXYTOCIN


There’s even a hormone associated with cuddling.


Oxytocin is sometimes called the love or cuddle hormone because of the sense of bond we feel after its release. Childbirth, breastfeeding, and sex trigger oxytocin production, but so does simple, everyday touch such as with hugging. Women typically have higher levels than men, and it has both physical and emotional effects, impacting our social behavior, connection with others, and feelings of trust.


Even with technology at our fingertips, it’s important to connect with others for hugs, hand-holding, massages, and other forms of touch to help keep cortisol in check and stave off stress.20 This balance is key to looking and feeling your best.


These are just a sample of the numerous hormones that impact our health as women, and are important to understand in order to achieve natural beauty. Too often, women are given antidepressants and sleep aids instead of addressing hormonal imbalances. Or they’re put on birth control pills for acne. Hormonal imbalances are often overlooked at a typical doctor’s appointment for women.


Ideally, when our hormones are balanced, we wake up feeling rested before our alarm goes off (thanks to a healthy elevation in cortisol). We don’t need coffee or naps because we have energy throughout the day (hello, balanced blood sugar, and thank you, insulin). We don’t need acne treatments or concealers (because our androgen levels are balanced). At the end of the day, we start to feel sleepy (drop in cortisol), and when the lights go out (melatonin rises), we fall asleep without night sweats or hot flashes (thank you, progesterone and estrogen).


We are free of migraines and moodiness before our periods (as estrogen and progesterone are balanced), and our periods are Goldilocks just right (not too heavy, and not spotty or absent). When we snuggle up with our partner and feel connected (boost in oxytocin), we have a great sex drive and ability to orgasm without being obsessed about it (due to balanced testosterone) and plenty of vaginal lubrication (thanks to adequate estrogen).


All of the above happens in a perfectly balanced hormonal state. But most of us do not have this every day, and some women have never experienced this balance. But that’s okay. Our hormone levels evolve, which is 100 percent normal. The key is to become balanced and resilient so on the days we are not feeling harmonious, our bodies are able to bounce back. In part II, you’ll learn about the Natural Beauty Reset that will help you achieve both balance and resilience.


For now, I want you to know how these hormones play a role in your health and mood so you don’t think it’s all in your head, that you should suppress symptoms, or that there’s no hope. There are solutions, which you’ll find in part II in the seasonal plans. And you will know how to specifically hone in on any remaining hormonal imbalances by answering the questions in chapter 12.


Start thinking about which of your hormones may be out of balance and how that might be impacting your health. Just because a woman has insomnia, for example, doesn’t just mean she needs melatonin.


Case Studies


To provide an example of how a single symptom can be caused by a variety of hormonal imbalances and the importance in finding the specific hormone out of balance, here are three patients who came to see me with insomnia. I will explain more about treatment options in chapter 12.


JULIE AND THYROID


Julie was a thirty-two-year-old woman who was experiencing fatigue, weight gain, and dry skin. With insomnia being her primary symptom, it would be easy to assume her melatonin levels were off and that fatigue and weight gain were natural consequences of sleep deprivation. And we could have credited her dry skin to living in the dry climate of Park City, Utah. Testing revealed the truth. In fact, melatonin hadn’t been the problem at all. Rather, feeling too cold at night (a result of underactive thyroid) had been keeping her awake. After I gave her thyroid support, balancing her thyroid hormones, and prescribed lifestyle and dietary changes, her temperature normalized, and she began to snooze soundly. Problem solved!


SARA AND PROGESTERONE


Sara was a forty-six-year-old woman who mentioned she was feeling sad and anxious before her periods and had occasional night sweats. When I ran a hormone panel, it revealed her progesterone levels were low. With a treatment plan that included progesterone support with diet changes, herbal supplements, and bioidentical hormones, her insomnia and night sweats disappeared, and her mood was much more even throughout the month.


TERESA AND CORTISOL


Teresa was a fifty-three-year-old woman who struggled to wake in the morning and began noticing weight gain around her midsection despite being athletic. At night, she struggled to unwind and fall asleep. With testing, we discovered her evening cortisol levels were high. With supportive care to manage her stress and balance her cortisol, her insomnia disappeared.


ONE RESULT, MULTIPLE CAUSES


As you can see from these examples, one symptom such as insomnia can have a variety of hormonal causes. All of these women reported that their doctors prescribed sleep medication. However, if they had resorted to taking a sleep aid, they would have missed out on addressing the root causes of their sleep trouble, and their other symptoms would have continued. Down the road, these hormonal balances could have created additional health challenges. That’s why identifying the problem hormone through testing is so critical.


While correcting hormonal imbalances can feel overwhelming, rest assured that the adjustments and reset program in part II will put your body’s hormones in sync and your mind at ease.
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