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Cortisol is an essential hormone with many important roles in the body. But if we consistently produce too much of it – usually as a response to chronic stress – our health will begin to suffer.

Feeling wired but tired and struggling to manage your weight are typical signs of cortisol overload. It’s probably symptoms such as these that made you pick up this book in the first place. Doing so was a good move, as diet is key for keeping high cortisol and associated symptoms under control.

The Cortisol Fix Recipe Book will walk you through the foods and dietary patterns that can help to reduce excess cortisol. It will also touch on the complementary lifestyle actions that help ease chronic stress. The recipes that follow are rich in nutrients that support healthy stress hormone production, and the four-week planner is designed to ease you into your cortisol-curbing journey.

The following recipes are delicious and simple to create. So, in just a few short weeks, you can start moving the needle on high cortisol levels, without adding more stress to your life.

What is cortisol?

Cortisol is a hormone produced by the two adrenal glands, one located on top of each kidney. Part of a class of steroid hormones known as glucocorticoids, cortisol plays a crucial role in regulating our stress response, metabolism and immune system activity.1

In healthy people, cortisol is released according to a circadian rhythm, tying into our sleep-wake cycle. Levels are generally highest when we wake up and then fall throughout the day (if we work nights, this pattern is reversed). In between times, our cortisol levels will have mini surges depending on the stresses we deal with on any given day.

THE HPA AXIS

Cortisol levels move up and down via a feedback loop known as the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. This starts with the hypothalamus in the brain releasing a hormone called corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH), which signals the pituitary gland to produce adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH). ACTH circulates to the adrenal glands, which in turn release cortisol. When cortisol levels peak, the hypothalamus stops releasing CRH and the feedback loop is complete.

It’s a complex and sensitive setup designed to help us stay sharp and focused but may cause health issues if overwhelmed.

CORTISOL FUNCTIONS

When the HPA axis is working as it should, cortisol is our friend, with key functions that include:

· Helping regulate blood glucose. The hormone increases blood sugar levels, ensuring the body and brain have a ready supply of energy, especially during times of stress or fasting.

· Damping down inflammation. Cortisol can suppress some aspects of immune function, which helps control inflammation, and prevents the immune system from overreacting.

· Regulating blood pressure. Cortisol influences blood pressure by affecting the action of blood vessels and the heart. It can increase blood pressure to ensure adequate blood flow during stress.

· Boosting brain function. Cortisol affects memory, mood and behaviour. It plays a role in the sleep-wake cycle (rising when we wake and dipping later in the day). It also boosts cognitive responses to stress.

Cortisol and the fight-or-flight response

Another way to think of cortisol is as the body’s built-in alarm system, alerting us to situations that require increased alertness and energy.

Cortisol is one of the main hormones in the fight-or-flight response, with adrenaline (epinephrine) being another.

When we face a physical or psychological stressor, this triggers a hormonal cascade that results in the adrenals secreting cortisol.

Cortisol then prepares the body for fight or flight by flooding it with glucose, which is an immediate energy source for muscles. Cortisol also narrows the arteries while epinephrine increases heart rate, which forces blood to pump harder and faster.

In ancient times you might have needed to deal with acute, short-term stressors like fleeing from a bear. These days though, many stressors tend to be chronic but longer term, such as long working hours or money worries. Sometimes chronically raised cortisol levels can also be due to traumatic events and abuse.2

This means we can’t quickly resolve the cause of stress, and our bodies rarely revert to a fully relaxed state. Instead, we stay in a state of heightened alert, pumping out cortisol almost constantly.

FLATLINING CORTISOL

Sometimes the result of too much stress or trauma can take the form of a flattened cortisol curve rather than a chronically raised level. This means that the normal circadian rhythm of cortisol release is blunted or disrupted; for example, there isn’t such a large morning peak, and levels don’t fall off as much during the day.

In some cases, cortisol levels can stay permanently lower than normal with very little up or down movement at all. This so-called flatlining of cortisol has been seen in Holocaust survivors and victims of sexual abuse and may be an extreme response to a highly stressful environment.

Researchers believe that in these survivors, cortisol receptors may be extra sensitive to compensate. They also think that the same dietary and lifestyle steps that work for people with chronically raised cortisol work ultimately for flatliners too.

The health effects of disrupted cortisol

Chronically high or otherwise abnormal cortisol levels are implicated in all the following health issues. (Note: Cushing’s disease is a separate medical condition involving very high cortisol levels and is not within our scope here).

CORTISOL AND DIABETES RISK

One of the ways cortisol readies us for fight or flight is by blocking the action of insulin – the hormone that pulls glucose out of our bloodstream into the muscles and liver. This raises the possibility that being over-exposed to cortisol can create insulin resistance, which often leads to type 2 diabetes.3

In people who already have type 2 diabetes, there is a clear link between increased cortisol levels and higher blood sugar levels.4

CORTISOL AND CARDIOVASCULAR CONDITIONS

Higher evening and early morning levels of cortisol have been associated with an increased risk of developing or dying from cardiovascular disease, as well as an increased risk of stroke.5,6

This might be because of the way cortisol and other stress hormones constrict our blood vessels, increasing our heart rate and blood pressure. Though this is helpful for fight-or-flight situations, over time these actions can lead to blood vessel damage and plaque buildup.

CORTISOL AND WEIGHT GAIN

High cortisol levels lead to increased appetite, which increases the chance of weight gain.

Researchers found that people who overproduced cortisol as a stress response in an experimental setting were more likely to snack when facing microaggressions in their regular lives.7

Cortisol may also be behind why we crave fatty, sugary foods when stressed. In one study, eating sugar reduced the amount that cortisol rose following stress exposure, suggesting we are driven to comfort eating to try to alleviate the detrimental effects of stress.8

More worryingly cortisol-related weight gain tends to be around the stomach,9 which poses a greater heart disease and diabetes risk.

CORTISOL, IMMUNE ABNORMALITIES AND INFLAMMATION

Cortisol plays an important role in our immune systems, keeping inflammation under control so our immune responses aren’t too reactive.

However, chronically high cortisol levels can lead to the immune system becoming resistant to cortisol’s effects. This can cause an increase in the production of inflammatory chemicals, which stops our immune systems from working correctly.10

People with high cortisol levels are likely to suffer from more regular or more persistent infections, including common colds.11

CORTISOL AND MENTAL HEALTH

An elevated cortisol response is associated with acute and severe – but not mild – forms of clinical depression.12

In one scientific meta-analysis, adolescents with unusually high nocturnal cortisol levels were more likely to develop clinical depression in the future.13

However, it should be noted that it’s likely to be caused by a more complex relationship than just cortisol causing depression.

One scientific review found that in women it was having a variable cortisol response to stress, rather than having high baseline cortisol, that correlated with depression.

CORTISOL AND SLEEP DISORDERS

Excessive activation of the cortisol-producing HPA axis appears to disrupt sleep, and likewise, sleep disruptions can also increase cortisol levels. This suggests that abnormalities within the cortisol production control centre may play a role in both starting and prolonging chronic insomnia.

That said, the cortisol-sleep relationship is complex and not fully understood. It may be that high cortisol levels in the evening and when falling asleep are a marker for certain brain activities with the potential to disrupt sleep, rather than the direct cause of insomnia.14

How diet can help balance cortisol levels

There is no one perfect cortisol-lowering diet. But, a diet that feeds the healthy bacteria in your microbiome, helps to fight inflammation and is balanced (with a plant focus) is likely to be very helpful.

Let’s look at how these three healthy eating principles can benefit your cortisol levels, before moving on to specific nutrients that may help.

NOURISH YOUR MICROBIOME

Research suggests a link between stress and the bacteria that make up your gut microbiome. Fostering a healthy and diverse gut microbiome could help lower cortisol levels and reduce the impact of stress.

Kombucha, sauerkraut, kimchi, live yogurt, kefir and other fermented drinks are all probiotic foods (rich in friendly gut bacteria) that can boost your gut microbiome, so ideally include some of these in your diet when trying to reduce your cortisol level.

In one study, cortisol levels reduced significantly in students who drank a daily probiotic drink for 12 weeks, compared to a control group. Another study suggested a link between probiotic foods and reduced social anxiety.15

Similarly, prebiotics are essential for good gut health, which may then go on to positively impact stress and cortisol levels.

Instead of containing bacteria, prebiotics are plant fibres that feed friendly bacteria already in the gut. Garlic, onions, leeks, asparagus, Jerusalem artichokes, oats, bananas and seeds (like flax and chia) are all good sources of prebiotics that can boost levels of good bacteria such as Bifidobacteria.

EAT TO QUELL INFLAMMATION

High levels of background inflammation in the body can lead to cortisol overload as the hormone remains switched on in an attempt to damp down the excess inflammation.

Eating an anti-inflammatory diet means cortisol levels will tend to decline as there is less work for the hormone to do. An anti-inflammatory diet will usually have these hallmarks:

· Low glycemic load (less fast-releasing sugar and refined carbs, more whole food carbs like whole grains, pulses and so on)

· Low in saturated fats and trans fatty acids (such as fatty processed meats and takeaways)

· Rich in vitamins, minerals and phytochemicals (from foods like nuts, berries and vegetables)

· High in fibre

· Low in alcohol

In one study involving over 200 teenagers, researchers found that those who ate a Mediterranean diet (which is an example of an anti-inflammatory diet), had lower cortisol levels than the participants who didn’t.16

EAT BALANCED (MAINLY PLANTS)

Becoming vegan or vegetarian isn’t necessary but leaning towards more plant-based proteins like beans, lentils and tofu makes sense when watching your cortisol levels.

One study measured cortisol levels in the adult offspring of 1970s mothers who had been advised to eat lots of red meat and avoid carbohydrates during pregnancy. It noted a 5 per cent increase in cortisol concentration for each portion of maternal animal protein eaten daily – in short, a large intake of red meat resulted in higher cortisol levels in the next generation.

Cutting carbs is also not helpful for managing high cortisol. Research in overweight and obese women showed that eating more wholegrain carbohydrates as part of a healthy diet helped lower cortisol levels.17 Low-fat dairy may also help keep cortisol in check,18 while fasting increases levels.19

The takeaway point is that balanced eating (in line with current dietary guidelines) is better than any kind of fad when managing your cortisol levels.

3 top cortisol-lowering nutrients

While it’s our diet as a whole that counts most, some specific nutrients are worth seeking out when we’re looking to balance our cortisol levels.

OMEGA-3S

Anti-inflammatory omega-3 fats found naturally in oily fish can help reduce raised cortisol levels. One study linked high cortisol levels in the evening with low blood levels of omega-3s.20

In another study, when nurses received omega-3 supplements, cortisol levels decreased, and feelings of burnout, including emotional exhaustion, also lessened.21 We can get a meaningful amount of omega-3s from consuming about two portions of oily fish (salmon, trout, sardines, mackerel) weekly.

FLAVANOLS

Many fruits, vegetables and pulses provide flavanols, which are phytochemicals that may help to optimize cortisol function in the face of stress.22 However green tea and cocoa beans are the best sources.

We only need to drink two-and-a-half cups of green tea daily to provide the full 500 milligrams of flavanols deemed beneficial, whereas we’d need to eat four apples or six cups of blueberries to get the same amount.

Natural, non-alkalized cocoa powder is also a great source of flavanols (check for acidity regulators, such as potassium carbonate, in the ingredients, as this is a sign that the cocoa has been alkalized so won’t be such a potent flavanol source). Dark chocolate contains some flavanols but can’t be relied on as a good source, as flavanols can be destroyed during bean-to-bar processing.

MAGNESIUM

Several studies suggest that the mineral magnesium – which many of us don’t get enough of – plays a role in preventing high cortisol levels.23

Magnesium may also help people feel less anxious, but properly designed and controlled trials are still lacking on this topic.24 The best magnesium sources are almonds, Brazils and other nuts, along with pulses, green leafy vegetables, wholemeal bread and other wholegrains.

Caffeine and cortisol levels

Tea, coffee and chocolate are all sources of caffeine which has been shown to increase cortisol levels.25

However, caffeine also enhances brain processing speeds and seems to protect against depression,26 so there are pros and cons to consider before giving up a coffee habit.

The deciding factor will usually be how many cups of caffeinated drink you have currently and whether you feel dependent on your daily brew.

A practical guide could be to stick to no more than two cups a day and have these in the morning to coincide with when you would expect your cortisol level to be higher anyway. If you currently consume a lot of caffeine, cut down slowly.

Cutting caffeine out altogether isn’t generally necessary though. Coffee and tea (both green and black) can protect against cardiovascular conditions and some cancers,27,28 so can be good for your longer-term health.

Curbing your cortisol with lifestyle changes

Changing your diet and using the recipes and eating plans in this book can be really helpful in controlling cortisol levels. But dietary measures work best when they go hand-in-hand with lifestyle changes that reduce stress.

Which practices you find most successful in managing stress will depend on your preferences and time demands. But here are a few lifestyle tweaks to try.

PRACTICE MEDITATION-MINDFULNESS

Incorporating these relaxation practices into your daily routine can help you develop greater resilience to stress. Effective meditation-mindfulness practice can be as simple as focusing on your in-out breathing for a few minutes as you sit somewhere quiet and comfortable. Apps like Headspace can be helpful to guide you.

ENLIST HERBAL HELP

One small study found that taking ashwagandha, a traditional Indian herb available in health foods shops, significantly reduced levels of cortisol and improved sleep.29

Another small study had similar findings, with ashwagandha reportedly decreasing stress levels, improving memory and focus, and boosting psychological well-being.30

BE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE

The best exercise to beat stress is the one you like doing best, as this will help you stick to it.

Vigorous exercise results in a short-term spike of cortisol but improves your cortisol response to later stressful events. Try not to do intense cardio exercise like running or a spin class late in the evening though – this might be a better time for something more calming like restorative yoga.

ENGAGE IN YOUR FAVOURITE HOBBIES

Spending time on activities that bring you joy can offer a welcome break from stress and worry.

HEAD OUT INTO NATURE

Even short exposure to green spaces can help. In one study, scientists showed that when people spent just twenty minutes in ‘urban nature’ – leafy streets or a park for example – levels of salivary cortisol dropped. It didn’t matter what sort of activity they were doing at the time.31

IMPROVE YOUR SLEEP HYGIENE

Eating healthily, exercising and engaging in relaxation practices are fundamental to improving
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