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Dedication

We want to dedicate this book to our mother.

Without the journey and the lessons learned from her passing, this book would never exist.
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Introduction

On a cold winter morning in 2020, Storm Dennis was in full force, sweeping over the Netherlands. While many chose to stay cozy indoors, wrapped in warm clothes and woolen socks, we had other plans. It was barely nine a.m., and, surrounded by sheets of rain and howling wind, we took our very first dip with the newly founded Icewomen Community, a group we started to empower more women to experience the unique-to-women benefits of cold water dipping. In Dutch, we have a saying: “Weather or no weather,” which means that no matter what’s going on outside, we keep going. And that’s what we did!

Somehow, the discomfort of that day—with the storm wreaking havoc around us—allowed the cold to bring us even more serenity. Surrounded by other strong, resilient women, we became the eye of the storm. From that day on, the winter and autumn seasons became our favorite time to come together. Our gatherings are always filled with positivity, serenity, and of course, a sense of accomplishment and excitement afterward. Since that day, the Icewomen Community has grown not just in the Netherlands but across the world—from the US to Spain to Guatemala—as more women began gathering to unite in their shared love of the cold.

It’s the thousands of women entering our Wim Hof Method (WHM) workshops, travels, retreats, and Icewomen gatherings, and even becoming WHM instructors, whom we first want to thank, because all of the questions they asked over the years showed us this book was necessary. Questions like: Where do I find more information about the method and female-specific health conditions? Can I use the method to support me through menstrual cycles, pregnancy, or menopause? Do breathwork and the cold affect women and men differently?

So many great questions! We have tried to answer as many as we could over the years, sharing anecdotes and observations while we continue to push more research on the impacts of the WHM on women specifically. Now, this book gives us a chance to address all of the questions in one place, and to give the women in our community and beyond a place to start establishing a female-centered approach to the method.

This book contains information about the WHM in relation to women, and we share tips and techniques that are especially important for women. Women face an incredible burden of stress, and our hormones fluctuate each month and throughout our lives, affecting our bodies, physiology, and even brain structure. These changes influence our body temperature regulation, how warm or cold we feel, and our breathing rhythms. This makes it not just beneficial but critical to approach women’s health and wellness, and the way they practice the WHM—with an approach that addresses the mysterious and incredible variation within us.

In this book we’ll dive deep into female physiology and the three pillars of the WHM—cold, breath, and mindset—before getting into the specific benefits that the WHM offers for women, as we’ve seen through both research and our firsthand experience. Then, we’ll take you through a 30-Day Icewoman Challenge to introduce you to the WHM in a way that is digestible, manageable, and easy to implement at home. To deepen your understanding of the exact practice of the Wim Hof Method, we always recommend a WHM workshop.

Before we dive in, a word on safety. Challenging yourself is a fundamental part of the Wim Hof Method, but it’s important to know your limits and always prioritize safety. Always practice the WHM breathing exercises sitting or lying down in a safe environment. The Wim Hof Method breathing can affect motor control and, in rare cases, lead to loss of consciousness. This is why we always communicate to never practice while driving, in or near water, or in any place where loss of consciousness could lead to bodily harm. For those who have never done any form of cold exposure, always remember to gradually build up. The cold is a powerful force and can be a shock to your body if you’re not properly prepared and trained. Avoid practicing the method during pregnancy or if you have epilepsy. People with cardiovascular health issues, or any other serious health conditions, should always consult with a medical doctor before starting the Wim Hof Method. Always listen to your body and never force the practice.

Our hope is that this book lands in the hands of every woman practicing the Wim Hof Method, and that it helps them align with the deepest parts of themselves, and makes them feel whole. If you are holding this book right now, we hope it magnifies your strength and shifts your energy. We hope it helps you break through societal conditioning, external expectations, and fear. We hope it helps you create balance and peace within, so you have more peace in your life. We strongly believe that the WHM is one of the most potent natural tools you can have in your backpack to go on this human journey we call life, giving you more sovereignty over your own happiness, health, and strength. The shiver-inducing pictures of people in ice baths or frozen lakes can often alienate women, holding them back from its life-changing effects. The wall between women and the WHM is already crumbling, and our hope is that this book will kick it all the way down—officially inviting every woman in.




1

The Wim Hof Method

“The impossible is possible.”

The Wim Hof Method (WHM) today involves online courses, facilities, workshops, and retreats all over the world with highly trained instructors. But all of this only became part of the picture recently. Before the WHM that you know today, our dad was known as more of an extreme outlier, a crazy stunt guy who attracted a lot of attention for his many superhuman feats—he climbed Mount Everest in shorts, ran a half marathon above the Arctic Circle barefoot, and stood in a container while covered with ice cubes for more than 112 minutes. It took him more than four decades to go from being seen as a circus act to being a respected figure in health and medicine.

This scientific interest was key to the development of the Wim Hof Method as we know it today. Science is the primary means by which we acquire knowledge about the natural world. Through systematic observation, experimentation, and analysis, the fundamental principles and laws that govern our universe are uncovered. This knowledge forms the foundation for our understanding of the things around us and helps us navigate this complex world. Without the interest of scientists, our dad, Wim Hof, might have simply remained a human anomaly who was capable of extreme feats. Thanks to science, we now know why our father was able to withstand the cold for so long, and we know that all of us can benefit from his practices, too.

FROM ICEMAN TO THE WIM HOF METHOD

Our dad’s relationship with science and healthcare started in 2007, when he flew to the United States to set a new Guinness World Record. He broke the record, sitting in an ice bucket in the middle of Times Square in New York for two hours, sixteen minutes, and thirty-four seconds. On the same trip, he also went to the Feinstein Institutes for Medical Research so they could run some medical tests on him. Dr. Kevin Tracey, the president and CEO of the Feinstein Institutes for Medical Research and famous for his study of the nervous system, was interested in Wim’s ability to endure the cold. Dr. Tracey was especially interested in observing Wim’s autonomic nervous system, which regulates involuntary processes like heart rate, blood pressure, respiration, digestion, and sexual arousal. They hooked our dad up to some machines while he did meditation and breathing exercises, and then tested his blood for 307 different biomarkers. The results showed evidence that Wim Hof could influence the behavior of his autonomic nervous system, which was thought to be impossible at that time. In a letter outlining the results of the study, Dr. Tracey suggested that Wim Hof’s meditation and breathing techniques gave him the capability to effectively stimulate the vagus nerve, which is instrumental for getting us to a state of relaxation and restoration, and that we may all have that innate potential.

In 2009, while our father was setting another world record—for sitting in a bucket of ice up to the neck wearing only shorts—another researcher was collecting data on him. Wim was asked to swallow a Vital Sense monitor capsule that would capture his core body temperature while he was in the ice bucket. This was done in partnership with Dr. Ken Kamler, a physician who has practiced medicine in some of the most extreme conditions on Earth, including Antarctica, and worked as the chief high-altitude physician for NASA. During this experiment, Dr. Kamler’s team observed our dad’s core body temperature drop all the way to 87.9°F and then increase again to 97.52°F without any external source of heat. This showed his incredible control over his own physiology. As Dr. Kamler wrote in a follow-up letter:

Standard medical dogma states that once your core temperature falls below 35°C/90°F you stop shivering . . . from that point on, if a source of external heat is not provided, your body temperature will continue to spiral downward, and you will eventually die of hypothermia. Wim has proven this wrong. . . . He has dramatically shown us that there is incredible power within the human body that modern medicine does not clearly understand.

Wim Hof defied medical theory and showed, once again, that the impossible is possible. Dr. Kamler told our dad that if he could reproduce these results, it would mean huge consequences for humankind and open a whole new era of research into the nervous system. This was the moment our father’s true mission began—to show the world not just what he could do, but that he could teach others to do it, too.

The next scientist to enter the picture was Dr. Marianne Hopman, a professor of physiology at Radboud University Medical Center who studies chronic diseases and their underlying mechanisms. She became interested in studying our father because of the early observations that he could consciously influence his autonomic nervous system. In 2010 and 2011, Dr. Hopman conducted three experiments measuring our dad’s inflammatory response while practicing the WHM. He was injected with pieces of dead E. coli bacteria, and his immune response was compared to that of 112 other people who had also been injected. All the other participants showed symptoms of immune activation, like fever and fatigue. But our father didn’t get sick after being injected. His blood showed lower inflammatory proteins, and even after a period of six days, he had a higher white blood cell count than the other participants. This study laid the foundation for studying Wim Hof’s abilities and protocols in the context of not just the nervous system but immune health, which led directly to the most famous study on Wim—the 2014 Radboud study.

THE 2014 RADBOUD STUDY

In science, an experiment on one person is called a “case study.” And while it can reveal incredible information, like the 2012 study on our father did, it only holds so much weight. It may show amazing results, but it does not prove that the results are directly applicable to others. Scientists had observed that Wim Hof was capable of incredible things, but was he the only one? Or could others be trained in our dad’s techniques and see the same results for themselves? Radboud University was eager to find out. They partnered with our father to conduct a now-famous 2014 study called “Voluntary Activation of the Sympathetic Nervous System and Attenuation of the Innate Immune Response in Humans.” For this study, Wim Hof trained eighteen men, from whom twelve were randomly selected to participate in the experiment, and then compared them to a control group undergoing various immune and nervous system tests.




Isabelle: I remember when I first heard about the Radboud study. My dad and I were in the Netherlands driving around, and he was telling me that he was in conversation with Radboud about the number of days he would have to train the eighteen people. I wondered if he would say years, months, or weeks, so I was surprised when my dad said confidently that ten days would be enough! Shocked, I looked at him with blank eyes and said: “But you are so experienced and well trained, do you really think you can do this in ten days? What if that’s not enough time to train them?” I was thinking to myself that it can take years for the body to adapt, and he wants to teach this group of participants in just ten days to do something that has never been done by anyone but Wim himself? It could jeopardize the whole effort to show the capabilities of the method. But my dad was steadfast, adamant that ten days would do. Needless to say, I was biting my nails. Looking back, I now realize that a big part of our dad’s method is to have belief!




Surrounded by researchers, Wim Hof took the eighteen men on a four-day training in Poland. They practiced Wim’s breathing and mindset exercises and immersed themselves in ice water. He even took them on a snowy climb in the Karkonoska mountain pass on the Polish-Czech border in their shorts. He knew the group of men were ready when they did the Harlem Shake, dancing on top of the mountain! Back in the Netherlands, they trained independently for six more days, priming their mindset and practicing cold exposure and daily breathing exercises. Immediately after the training, twelve out of the eighteen participants were injected with E. coli in the hospital and observed.

The results were remarkable. The participants who were not trained by Wim Hof fell sick with nausea, headaches, shivers, and fevers just as expected. In contrast, 100 percent of the participants in the WHM group felt completely fine and had no or minor symptoms. The contrast was striking. The results showed that, like our father, they were also able to influence their autonomic nervous system and immune system. The trained group’s anti-inflammatory mediators were a whopping 200 percent higher, their pro-inflammatory mediators were 50 percent lower, and they had significantly more white blood cells, which had important implications for people suffering from conditions involving inflammation and the immune system.




WHAT IS INFLAMMATION? Inflammation is a normal, healthy response of the body that occurs when we have an infection or injury. All of us will experience inflammation in our lives; for example, when our ankle swells and gets red after an injury, or when we develop mucus and a fever when we’re fighting an infection. Our bodies sense a threat, and they respond by releasing chemicals in the body that cause inflammation to protect us. So, when does the problem with inflammation occur? It happens when our inflammation becomes constant—known as chronic inflammation—and our body doesn’t have a chance to recover and clean up after inflammation is triggered. Having long-term low-grade inflammation in the body eventually seems to deregulate the immune system and can lead to a wide range of diseases.




The results of this study were published in 2014 in the renowned journal PNAS (Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America), which established more credibility for Wim’s techniques and further piqued the interest of scientists. This study is what really kicked off mainstream interest in the method and gave it a scientific backbone.




WHERE’S ALL THE RESEARCH ON WOMEN? You may have noticed that the first few studies on the WHM were on men only. This is a symptom of a much larger problem. Overall, women are studied in medical research far less often, with only 28 percent of studies including women in 2009. Instead, women were just considered “smaller men” and excluded from clinical trials because of concerns that their monthly hormone fluctuations would disrupt results. The consequences of this have been dire for women. For example, researchers from the University of Chicago analyzed studies in which women were given the same drug dosage as men and found that in 90 percent of cases, women experienced stronger side effects than men and experienced adverse drug reactions at nearly twice the rate of men. This has changed some in recent years, as the number of studies that included females grew to 49 percent in 2019. But in eight of the nine fields studied, the proportion that analyzed results by sex did not improve. In pharmacology, the trend of women being included in studies spiraled downward, from 33 percent to 29 percent. This is one of the reasons why Dr. Elissa Epel, professor of psychiatry at the University of California San Francisco (UCSF), was interested in studying the effect of WHM on stress, mood, and depression in women specifically. This study is in the process of being published but preliminary results showed that the WHM improved stress in women, leading to significantly more daily positive emotions, with long-term benefits.




The study revealed for the first time in history that we all can influence our autonomic nervous system and our immune system at will—something that was previously thought of as impossible. Before this study, every textbook stated we cannot influence our autonomic nervous system, and every doctor was taught the same in school. The gravity of this scientific breakthrough meant that we needed to rethink what humans are capable of. It was a real paradigm shift.

As Peter Pickkers, professor of experimental intensive care at Radboud Medical University, said: “That a human being can willfully influence their autonomic nervous system, has now been proven scientifically without a doubt. This was the first time in history. It has never been done before.” In his hospital bed, surrounded by doctors, professors, and researchers, our father was asked by an interviewer from a Dutch news outlet if the experiment was hard to go through, and his answer revealed a lot about his inner world throughout his journey:

For me it was easy. You know what was hard? The road leading up to this, to show that this is possible. The mockery, the assaults, the unbelief. . . . When this is all over . . . I will cry.

We remember when these results were published, and how the news of this paradigm shift didn’t spread right away. In fact, it might have been entirely off the radar if it wasn’t for the endless devotion and enthusiasm of our dad. It took some time for local newspapers and TV to cover it, and eventually it spread internationally. Our dad’s voice finally grew louder through international podcasts like those of Tim Ferriss and Joe Rogan and a beautiful documentary on VICE. On any given day, he would work hard and push this message forward, spreading his techniques to anybody who was interested (and sometimes even to those who were not that interested). Our dad is always extremely passionate and enthusiastic during podcasts and documentaries for large audiences; he is equally passionate talking with taxi drivers, nurses, and anyone else who he thinks could benefit from the method. He was always sure that his ability to influence the autonomic nervous system was something everybody could do with some training, and now it was backed by science. He managed to reach and connect with audiences big and small. Like all his other accomplishments, he was relentless in his pursuit to spread awareness of the method.

The 2014 Radboud study was groundbreaking, and more research quickly followed. A number of studies into the WHM pertaining to the autonomic nervous system, immune system, stress levels, and even specific ailments and diseases were published in the coming years, shedding more light on the “magic” behind Wim Hof’s abilities. The results of these studies deepened our understanding of the method and its possible applications in mainstream healthcare, and we outline many of them in this very book when we dive into the benefits of the Wim Hof Method. This early research also led to our father developing the Wim Hof Method, which defined the three pillars behind the practice he’d developed over decades and allowed others to learn.

THE 3 PILLARS OF THE WHM

The Wim Hof Method is divided into three pillars: cold, breath, and mindset. By combining cold exposure, breathing techniques, and the power of the mind we reignite the full potential of our physiology. As a result, we gain much more control over not just our health but our happiness. With the Wim Hof Method, we rebalance our nervous system, boost our immune system, and create mental resilience.

Pillar 1: Cold Exposure

The first pillar of the Wim Hof Method is cold exposure. The cold is an extreme force that activates the most primal parts of our brain. When we go into the cold, we stop thinking about anything else and break the stream of continuous thought in our heads, anchoring us in the “here and now.” Our 30-plus trillion cells respond to this short-term intense stressor by activating our adaptive mechanisms. They reshape the internal landscape of our bodies to prepare for the next bout of stress, making us more resilient on a cellular level.

When we get into the cold, we:


	Train our cardiovascular system and lymphatic system

	Learn to deal with stress

	Increase focus and mental capacity

	Activate “feel-good” hormones

	Produce cold shock proteins with longevity benefits

	Activate stem cells

	Improve sleep

	Optimize our metabolism

	Activate our brown fat and increase cell metabolic activity

	Detox our bodies

	Lower inflammation

	Increase the production of white blood cells

	Increase production of growth hormone in the brain



This pillar also makes us more physically, emotionally, and mentally resilient. When we do something uncomfortable, we learn to take back the reins over our stress response. After all, the stress response telling us to get out of the ice is the same one that’s at play when our boss calls, when we’re arguing with our spouse, when we’re stuck in traffic, when we’re worried about money, or when our children are screaming and kicking. If we complete the practice, our bodies reward us by flooding us with happy hormones. We feel happier, stronger, and healthier, and benefit from a sharper mind and increased confidence.

Pillar 2: Breathing

The Wim Hof Method involves various breathing techniques that play with the chemistry of our bodies, leading to a cascade of health benefits. We have different techniques for different purposes, but in our workshops and classes, we teach you the WHM Basic Breathing exercise, which was the exercise used in most scientific research. With the basic WHM breathing exercise, we alternate between phases of deep active breathing and moments where we pause our breathing mindfully (called breath holds or breath retention).

These breathing exercises act as a full respiratory system workout. In return, the body sets up a cascade of protective mechanisms that change and strengthen our physiology. We use our breath to:


	Energize the body and increase metabolism

	Train the cardiovascular system and the lungs

	Massage the tissues and muscles around the lungs and the diaphragm

	Increase blood circulation

	Reduce inflammation and improve the immune response system

	Lower stress and reset the nervous system

	Increase pain tolerance

	Become more resilient toward the cold

	Tap into our emotions and deal with trauma

	Become more oxygen-efficient and CO2 tolerant

	Enter a meditative state of being

	Regulate our mental and emotional state



When we tell people who have never experimented with the breath what it can do, they often respond with disbelief. We literally “get high on our own supply.” People report kaleidoscopic visuals, out-of-body experiences, seeing other dimensions, healing from past trauma by witnessing past experiences from a different lens, and even talking to their ancestors or family members (both deceased and alive!). These altered states of consciousness are accessible within a fifteen-to-twenty-minute breathing session. We’ll talk more about these amazing benefits in Chapter 5, but this is a glimpse of how powerful the breathing exercises can be.

With the WHM breathing exercise, we acquire the abilities of advanced yogis or monks. We go to realms that you only read about in books, but without training for decades or giving up our worldly possessions. We can take advantage of these benefits as real people with ups and downs, busy schedules and families, jobs, and kids.

Pillar 3: Mindset

The final pillar is all about the mind. This third piece of the puzzle is often overlooked, since both breathwork and cold immersion are tangible things you can see, hear, and touch. Mindset is often more difficult to understand before you experience it, but it’s truly the cornerstone of the Wim Hof Method. As you’ve read, in many of the studies on Wim, he was able to influence his autonomic nervous system through sheer force of will. Wim showed that by rehearsing and visualizing a situation using his mind, he could have his body react as though it were real.

At its core, the WHM is about cultivating a powerful mindset, and we do this by strengthening the mind-body connection. Like training a muscle in the gym, we build the muscle that connects the body and the mind. Just like focus can be trained, through meditation, we can also learn to use the mind. Belief is a powerful tool, and if we exercise it, we can make new neural connections and see real, tangible benefits. Learn to use your mind, and it will become your best friend, enabling you to make the impossible possible.

With the Wim Hof Method, you learn how to use the power of your mind. As our father likes to say: “The sky is not the limit; the limit is the mind.”

The pillars separately are already extremely powerful, but scientific research shows that the combination of the pillars is the strongest. All three pillars conspire to create the benefits behind the WHM. It’s not always easy to turn the shower to cold or hop into an ice bath, but with each attempt, we fortify our mental muscles and learn to deal with discomfort, gaining confidence that guides us in the next round of cold exposure or through the next challenge in life.

FROM ICEMAN TO ICEWOMEN

When we talk about the history behind the Wim Hof Method, we can’t ignore the elephant in the room: since its inception, the WHM was dominated by men. When we first started teaching workshops and trainings, at least 80 percent of the participants were men. In fact, it was a special treat for a woman to be in one of our workshops or activities, and we used to joke that if you were a straight single lady, it would be the best place to find a date!

We suspect there were more men than women at first because Wim was the face of the method. After all, he really does look like a wintry caveman. The ice baths can seem harsh or overly extreme for many women. But slowly, this has started to change. First, it was just a woman every few sessions, but then that woman would invite her friend or sister, who would then invite her coworker, mom, or childhood friend until our trainings started looking a lot different. These days our trainings are about 35 to 40 percent women, and we hold women-only retreats. Women have become the backbone of our community.

As we have observed more and more women try the WHM, what has really struck us is just how profound the benefits for women seem to be. Increasingly, women were not just trying the WHM, they were completely transforming their lives with it. We believe this has everything to do with the WHM’s ability to counteract the effects of chronic stress so many women are under. It’s no surprise to us that there was a drastic increase in female WHM practitioners during the COVID pandemic, as many women were burdened by even more stress than usual—struggling to manage parenting, work, life, and relationships. In the next chapter, we’ll dive into the intricate physiology of the nervous system, the epidemic of chronic stress among women, and how the WHM may be the solution so many women desperately need.
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