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			Low Libido and Vaginal Dryness

			When she was about fifty-seven, Lydia read The Essential Oil Hormone Solution and got in touch with me to see if I had any specific recommendations for her vaginal dryness and low libido. She had already been diagnosed with vaginal atrophy and had been given a natural estradiol cream (Estrace), but she was interested in what else she could do to support her sex life with her partner. “I rarely engage in sex anymore because it’s so painful and irritating. The pain immediately turns me off and I want to just read a book, or watch a movie. No surprise that it’s having an impact on my relationship. We’ve been together a very long time, so he’s understanding, but I can see he’s frustrated and I feel so bad about that. Besides the local estrogen, I don’t know what to do. I need to know that this isn’t the end for me. I also don’t want to be on estrogen forever at my age, even if it’s applied topically.”

			Lydia presented with a classic case of low estrogen due to being in menopause for more than five years.

			My recommendations were as follow:

			
					
					Five daily supplements: a multivitamin, 200 IU vitamin E, 2 capsules Essentially Whole® Hormone Balance supplement, 400 mg magnesium glycinate, and 2,000 mg omega-3 fatty acids to support hormones, energy, vaginal health, and cellular longevity.

				

					
					Drink ginseng tea, or take 3–5 grams red ginseng daily.

				

					
					Add a green smoothie to breakfast or lunch with 6–9 grams of maca.

				

					
					Use a natural lubricant with essential oils (this page) for less friction during sex.

				

					
					Apply the Sexual Energy Rollerball Blend (this page) to boost libido and sensual emotions.

				

					
					Self-care rituals: unlimited intimacy by hugging, kissing, and bedtime conversation, a Nighttime Ritual with a relaxing bath and diffusing essential oils to help get in the mood for intimacy. Set the mood with music, diffuse the Deep Connection Diffuser Blend (this page), and participate in a couples massage.

				

			

			Within six weeks, Lydia wrote back to me with good news: “The estrogen cream is definitely working for me. I have noticed a boost in my libido overall. I think the magnesium, vitamin E, and Hormone Balance are helping with other menopausal symptoms, too, including low energy and hot flashes. All of a sudden my hot flashes and night sweats have stopped after I started taking the supplements. I’ll take my wins any way I can get them. I have really enjoyed the natural lubricant over a store-bought brand. The biggest shift for me is with the rituals. I felt so closed off, but now I am making a big effort to spend time and create intimate moments and I am really enjoying them. It doesn’t always lead to sex and I am okay with that. I love the connection and conversations. The oils smell amazing and they add an extra element that I really enjoy. I plan on continuing to use them and the supplements. I am hoping to come off of the estrogen cream soon.”

			
				What’s Going On

				Let me speak some truth: The end of reproductive function does not mean the end of sexy time. As you go through perimenopause and menopause, you probably will notice changes in your libido, or your natural sex drive. Some women experience an increase in libido and report that their libido and sex life is the best it’s ever been, while other women will experience a decrease in sex drive that impacts their relationships and emotional well-being. They may find they don’t become aroused as easily and feel pleasure as intensely; and they experience pain with penetration. But a decline in libido and sexual pleasure is not inevitable or necessarily permanent. You do not have to “give up” or throw in the towel on sexy time if you don’t want to, for any reason. You can support your body and your libido to have the sex life you deserve.

				
				You should know there are many, many reasons why you may be experiencing low libido. We’re quick to blame hormones, especially during the menopause transition, but hormones are only a small part of the full picture that is your sexual health. The fact is, women can experience low libido at any time throughout their life, not just during perimenopause and menopause. In fact, more young women are complaining of low sexual desire. According to one study, one in ten women aged eighteen to forty-four do. So, don’t go thinking you’re alone in your feelings.

				The natural decline in estrogen and testosterone you’re experiencing isn’t necessarily the reason you’re not in the mood. What’s probably going on is this: Hormone changes are causing physical changes, like vaginal dryness, that make sex less pleasurable and perhaps even painful. Forty percent of postmenopausal women report pain with intercourse, and of course uncomfortable, hurtful sex will dampen your desire. The good news is that there are several natural options, lubricants, and moisturizers to help ease these physical symptoms and make sex more enjoyable. Just doing that can help boost desire, enabling you to focus more on your partner and less on discomfort.

				Maybe you’ve become so frustrated, you think your sexual health just doesn’t matter anymore. Or, it’s a lost cause because your prime has passed. Or low libido and vaginal dryness are just how things are for you now. Sometimes it’s easier to ignore the problem or say no than try to work with your partner to have a satisfying sex life.

				
				But you should know this: Vaginal health is important no matter what. You should always feel good down there whether you are sexually active or not. And sex is good for you, with or without a partner. Orgasms are good for you, with or without a partner. Expressions of intimacy and intimate touch, whether sexual or not, lower stress, improve mood, preserve heart health, reduce blood pressure, and boost immunity. And if you are in a relationship, sex and intimate touch can deepen your connection with your partner.

				Now, in this time of transition, be empowered to revisit your attitudes about sex and focus on what satisfies you, not just what’s “good enough.” If you’re struggling with low libido and/or vaginal dryness, rest assured that you are in good company, and there are things you can do to get yourself back in the mood.

				First, let’s take a closer look at what’s happening with these two frequent complaints.

			

			
				Low Libido

				Are you ready to spice things up, but having trouble feeling connected to your partner or getting yourself to want to have sex? These are signs of a low libido, a common problem for so many women. Other signs are:

				
						
						Little to no interest in sexual activity, including masturbation

					

						
						Recurring lack of desire

					

						
						Lack of interest in your partner’s overtures for sexual activity

					

						
						Few sexual thoughts or fantasies

					

						
						Concern about your lack of sexual desire and interest

					

				

				So many women are in this boat. Despite what our seemingly sex-crazed society often leads us to believe, most women are not in sexual overdrive. Between the demands of life, career, and often motherhood, we find ourselves lacking the spark, the energy, or the drive to fulfill our intimate needs. The sad reality is that sex frequently gets pushed to the bottom of our to-do lists; and let’s face it, how often do we actually get to complete everything on our list by the end of the day? And yet I hear it all the time: It’s not just a matter of having enough time for a roll in the hay, it’s about having the desire to do it.

				
				This is especially the case during perimenopause and menopause. Growing priorities and hormone changes lead to fatigue, overwhelm, and low libido. Very often, it seems like finding your libido will take more effort and energy than you have to give. Then there are the other factors that play a role: the values you were brought up with, the quality and connection in your relationship, how much stress you are dealing with each day, how much deep, restful sleep you are getting, and how you are feeling emotionally. It may also take more time and foreplay for you to reach orgasm, and, once you get there, your orgasms may not be as intense. Your clitoris may seem less sensitive than it used to be. Your vagina may feel dry, itchy, and less elastic, making sex uncomfortable or painful. You may be having more frequent urinary tract infections (UTIs). Or you may be dealing with pelvic pain. All of this (and more) will influence your libido.

			

			
				Vaginal Dryness

				It’s hard to be interested in sex if it’s uncomfortable or painful, am I right? Many women around menopause experience vaginal dryness, and it is the ultimate libido crusher, squashing desire, arousal, and satisfaction. But this isn’t just about sex. Vaginal dryness with its itching, burning, irritation, even bleeding, doesn’t feel good at any time and can negatively impact your overall quality of life and emotional well-being.

				So, what’s going on? It’s actually a simple answer: Your vagina is changing. As estrogen levels fall during late perimenopause and menopause, the tissue in your vagina becomes thinner and less able to lubricate itself, making it more susceptible to inflammation and irritation. And you’re not alone in this. At least half of us will experience some degree of vaginal dryness; in fact, one study found that 75 percent of midlife and menopausal women reported that vaginal discomfort negatively affected their sex life.

				
				That said, the natural shift in estrogen levels is not the only reason you may be experiencing vaginal dryness or painful sex. You’ll want to work with a trusted healthcare provider to rule out other possibilities such as an injury or trauma, skin condition, infection, allergic reaction, sexually transmitted disease, pelvic floor dysfunction, endometriosis, and uterine fibroids.

			

			
				Why It’s Happening

				Declining hormones can cause physical symptoms that create vaginal dryness and contribute to low libido. But there are a lot of other factors at work that we have more control over. Stress, lack of sleep, poor diet, and lack of exercise not to mention the quality of our relationship, our level of self-confidence, and body image can have a tremendous impact on our libido, and we can absolutely do something about those!

			

			
				Decreasing Levels of Estrogen, Testosterone, and DHEA

				The vulva and vagina rely on estrogen, so declining levels can make the vaginal walls thinner, less elastic and lubricated, and more inflamed. The healthy bacteria in the vagina also rely on estrogen, and an imbalance in the vaginal microbiome can lead to dryness, burning, and irritation.

				Testosterone is involved as well, as levels decrease naturally over time; we have about half as much in our fifties and sixties as we did in our twenties. Estrogen is made from testosterone, so when testosterone declines, estrogen levels decline, too. Testosterone triggers the hypothalamus to prepare your erogenous zones for sexual activity, which is why achieving orgasm may take longer now. It’s thought that testosterone plays a role in female sex drive, but it’s unclear just how much of one or exactly how it works. Several studies have found no difference in testosterone levels in women who have high levels of desire and those diagnosed with a desire disorder. So low testosterone does not necessarily mean low libido.

				
				DHEA is needed to make both estrogen and testosterone, so not enough of this precursor hormone can compromise the body’s ability to produce the other two.

			

			
				Thyroid Hormone Imbalance

				Thyroid hormones impact nearly every cell, organ, and system in the body, so it should come as no surprise that an imbalance will disrupt your sexual health. Both hypothyroidism (a low-functioning thyroid) and hyperthyroidism (an overactive thyroid) are associated with low libido and painful intercourse. Other common symptoms of thyroid dysfunction, such as fatigue, can also dampen desire.

			

			
				Stress and Trauma

				Stress is the ultimate libido crusher. In survival mode, your body does not want you getting pregnant—and there goes your sex drive. If you’re stressed (or having hot flashes!), you’re probably not sleeping well, and fatigue is another serious buzzkill.

				If you have experienced trauma or think you have, I encourage you to seek a trained therapist or counselor to help you resolve it for your overall health and well-being, because it may be at the root of your low libido. Any type of trauma, not just sexual, may inhibit sexual desire.

			

			
				Lifestyle

				Poor sleep, a nutrient-deficient, high-sugar diet, lack of exercise, and not enough self-care will affect your sex drive. It’s really not about how old you are; it’s about how healthy you are. A good foundation of healthy lifestyle practices sets you up for lasting hormone and sexual health and lowers your risk for many chronic conditions. And those chronic conditions, such as obesity, high blood pressure, diabetes, heart disease, and chronic pain, tend to lower libido. Many medications used to treat these conditions do a number on your libido, too. Antihypertensive medications, sedatives, ulcer medications, antihistamines, and antidepressants are all associated with some level of sexual dysfunction. Supporting your pelvic health is important as well, since no one feels sexy worrying about a leaky or overactive bladder.

			

			
				
				Other Root Causes

				I recommend looking more closely at the other physical, emotional, and social root causes that are contributing to low sex drive. After all, only by identifying them can you work on addressing them. Other contributors include:

				
						
						past relationships

					

						
						not feeling sexy

					

						
						partners struggling with their own sex drive

					

						
						emotional struggles, depression, anxiety

					

						
						emotional needs not being met

					

						
						cultural and social attitudes and religious beliefs about sex

					

						
						antidepressants

					

				

				…and the list goes on. Dealing with these issues, admitting them to yourself (journaling helps!), and communicating them to your partner and/or a trusted healthcare provider are essential for getting in the mood.

			

			
				What You Can Do to Support Libido

				You can reclaim your sexy by incorporating some simple lifestyle changes with the aid of supplements, self-care, and aromatherapy. Essential oils and sensuality go hand in hand, and they can help get you in the mood and address known libido crushers such as stress and fatigue. Have fun selecting scents that arouse both you and your partner, experimenting with different combinations in preparation for intimacy or during foreplay. Use these blends, supplements, and herbs in concert with the Hormone Makeover Program in Part III to bring more passion and enjoyment back into this area of your life. Also turn to the chapters on stress, sleep, hot flashes and night sweats, and pelvic floor dysfunction for more help targeting those root causes.

				
				If you’ve tried the natural approach and still need more assistance, check out the additional options for libido at the end of this chapter.

				Top 5 Essential Oils to Support Libido

				
						
						Clary Sage

					

						
						Rose

					

						
						Sandalwood

					

						
						Jasmine

					

						
						Neroli

					

				

			

			
				Essential Oil Blends

				Diffuser Blends

				Deep Connection Diffuser Blend

				
					2 drops Lavender essential oil

					2 drops Jasmine essential oil

					2 drops Clary Sage essential oil

				

				Sensual Mood Diffuser Blend

				
					2 drops Jasmine essential oil

					2 drops Sandalwood essential oil

					1 drop Ylang Ylang essential oil

				

				
				Sexy Night Diffuser Blend

				
					2 drops Sandalwood essential oil

					2 drops Rose essential oil

					2 drops Neroli essential oil

				

			

			
				Aromatic Spray

				Sensual Awakening Spritz

				
					6 drops Sandalwood essential oil

					4 drops Ylang Ylang essential oil

					2 drops Jasmine or Rose essential oil

					Distilled water or witch hazel

				

				Spritz bedclothes, pillows, and the air to promote intimacy and sensuality.

			

			
				Rollerball Blends

				Sexual Energy Rollerball Blend

				
					15 drops Clary Sage essential oil

					10 drops Ylang Ylang essential oil

					5 drops Neroli, Jasmine, or Rose essential oil

					Carrier oil of your choice

				

				Roll over pulse points and heart to awaken your sexual energy and boost your sensuality prior to intimacy.

				Enhanced Sensation Rollerball Blend

				
					3 drops Peppermint essential oil

					3 drops Jasmine essential oil

					3 drops Ylang Ylang essential oil

					3 drops Clary Sage essential oil

					Carrier oil of your choice

				

				Roll over pulse points, especially ankles and behind your ears to awaken sexual energy.

			

			
				
				Massage Blends

				Self-Love Personal Massage Blend

				
					3 drops Ylang Ylang essential oil

					2 drops Jasmine essential oil

					1 drop Rose essential oil

					2 teaspoons of jojoba, sweet almond, or fractionated coconut oil

				

				Inner Thigh High Massage Blend

				
					2 drops Clary Sage essential oil

					2 drops Neroli essential oil

					2 drops Ylang Ylang essential oil

					2 teaspoons of jojoba, sweet almond, or fractionated coconut oil

				

				Mutual Spice-It-Up Massage Blend

				
					2 drops Sandalwood essential oil

					2 drops Neroli essential oil

					1 drop Cassia or Cinnamon essential oil

					2 teaspoons of jojoba, sweet almond, or fractionated coconut oil

				

			

			
				Sensual Soak Bath Blends

				Couples Time Bath Soak

				
					1 drop Sandalwood essential oil

					1 drop Rose or Jasmine essential oil

					1 drop Neroli essential oil

					1 drop Ylang Ylang essential oil

					2 cups Epsom salts

				

				Soak for no more than 20 minutes and enjoy the intimate quiet time together, being sure to pat dry and hydrate well afterward.

				Personal Sensuality Bath Soak

				
					2 drops Clary Sage essential oil

					1 drop Ylang Ylang essential oil

					1 drop Rose or Jasmine essential oil

					2 cups Epsom salts

				

				Soak for no more than 20 minutes, allowing your body to unwind and personally prepare for intimacy. Be sure to pat dry and hydrate well afterward.

				
					Natural Lubricant with Essential Oils

					
						½ cup fractionated coconut oil (liquid coconut oil or MCT oil)

						¼ cup aloe vera

						1 teaspoon vitamin E oil

						3–5 drops essential oils (Frankincense, Lavender, Roman Chamomile, Clary Sage, Rose)

					

					In an 8-ounce glass jar, add fractionated coconut oil, aloe vera, and vitamin E. Mix ingredients together well. Add 3–5 drops of essential oil. I personally love to combine gentle floral oils like Lavender and Rose essential oils. Apply before sexual intercourse.

				

			

			
				Libido-Supporting Supplements and Herbal Remedies

				Since so many of our sexy-time struggles are based around hormone fluctuations, resetting those is going to be your best bet to restore your passion. In addition to the supplements I recommend as part of the 21-Day Makeover Plan (this page), consider adding the following to help rebalance your hormones and promote sexual health.

			

			
				
				Supplements

				TOPICAL DHEA

				Topical DHEA can counteract the symptoms of age-related skin issues that make sex painful by boosting sebum production to restore a healthy skin texture and relieve dryness.

				One of my favorites is Julva by renowned OB-GYN Dr. Anna Cabeca. Known as “The Dream Cream” for good reason, Julva naturally and safely fights aging to rejuvenate, refresh, and repair your lady parts to restore passion and intimacy. It combines DHEA with other natural herbal ingredients to offer you benefits that kick in quickly and last as a long-term solution.

			

			
				ESSENTIALLY WHOLE® HORMONE BALANCE

				Hormone Balance is my own formulation of stellar hormone-loving ingredients in one convenient package, including ingredients such as black cohosh to support vaginal lubrication and elasticity.

			

			
				Herbs

				TRIBULUS (TRIBULUS TERRESTRIS) (7.5 MG/DAY)

				A natural herbal remedy, Tribulus is a recognized aphrodisiac to improve your sexual experiences. Women who take Tribulus consistently report enhanced desire, arousal, lubrication, and satisfaction with decreased pain.

			

			
				MACA (1,500–3,000 MG/DAY)

				Maca supports healthy hormone balance and reduces your feelings of stress and anxiety in order to make you feel more energized. With stress, fatigue, and hormone dysfunction all impacting your suffering libido, this is an easy, natural addition to your daily routine.

			

			
				
				RED GINSENG (200 MG/DAY)

				Red ginseng can relax your pelvic and vaginal muscles to help increase your ability to feel arousal and pleasure. Research indicates that oral red ginseng increases libido and sexual satisfaction in menopausal women, without adverse side effects.

			

			
				Dr. Mariza’s Hormone-Loving Rituals and Protocols

				Intimate Couples Massage

				Touch can make us feel loved and safe. An intimate massage can bring you and your partner close when sex isn’t appealing, but it can also be great foreplay to get you primed and in the mood. The key is the release of oxytocin—our feel-good hormone—that comes from the simplest touch to cuddling to hugs to any form of embrace. Since your skin is your largest organ, it makes sense that our sense of touch plays such a large role in intimacy and comfort.

				I recommend using a carrier oil such as sweet almond, jojoba, or fractionated coconut oil, and then adding a single essential oil that is mutually appreciated, especially one with aphrodisiacal properties.

			

			
				Self-Love Ritual

				Communication is paramount in every relationship, including the one you have with your inner self. When we feel bad about our bodies, we may find it very difficult to be connected to our partner, especially during moments of intimacy. Your body image is tied to your self-love. Repeating positive affirmations daily can strengthen your foundational self-love just as much as supplements or essential oils. Try repeating, “I accept and love my body unconditionally,” during deep breathing exercises and as you look yourself in the eye in the mirror each morning and night. It may feel strange at first, but trust me. The more you repeat it aloud and the more you hear yourself saying it, the more you will eventually believe it. I love coupling this with my favorite Superwoman Rollerball Blend (see this page) first thing in the morning as I set an intention for my day.

			

			
				
				Additional Treatment Options for Libido

				If you find that you need more support, consider these options, including several over-the-counter vaginal moisturizers and lubricants available to help make sex more pleasurable.

			

			
				Vaginal Moisturizers

				Try a vaginal moisturizer (K-Y Liquibeads, Replens, Sliquid, others) to restore some moisture to your vaginal area. You may have to apply the moisturizer every few days. The effects of a moisturizer generally last a bit longer than those of a lubricant.

			

			
				Water-Based Lubricants

				These lubricants (Astroglide, K-Y Jelly, Sliquid, others) are applied just before sexual activity and can reduce discomfort during intercourse. Choose products that don’t contain glycerin or warming properties, because women who are sensitive to these substances may experience irritation. Avoid petroleum jelly or other petroleum-based products for lubrication if you’re also using condoms, because petroleum can break down latex condoms on contact.

			

			
				Topical Bioidentical Estrogen (Estriol)

				This is not used to increase systemic estrogen levels, but is used to vascularize (increase blood flow) to the vulva, as well as to thicken it. Vaginal estrogen has the advantage of being effective at lower doses and limiting your overall exposure to estrogen because an insignificant amount reaches your bloodstream.

				
				You insert this cream directly into your vagina with an applicator, usually at bedtime. Typically women use it daily for one to three weeks and then one to three times a week thereafter, but your doctor will let you know how much cream to use and how often to insert it.
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			Pelvic Floor Dysfunction, Urinary Incontinence, and Urinary Tract Infections

			Patricia found me through a mutual friend and fellow practitioner. When we got on the phone, Patricia explained that for several months she had the urge to pee often during the day. “I can’t seem to hold it anymore. I am afraid I am going to pee my pants in public or at work. I feel too young for this. What can I do to address my urge incontinence before it gets worse and I start leaking?”

			At age fifty-five, Patricia’s issues were clear: urge incontinence, mild anxiety, and pelvic floor dysfunction.

			My recommendations were as follows:

			
					
					Six daily supplements: a multivitamin, 2,000 mg omega-3 fatty acids, 400 mg curcumin, 4 capsules Essentially Whole® Hormone Balance, 400 mg magnesium glycinate, 1–2 chewable tablets Essentially Whole® Calm & Restore to support mood, hormone levels, and decrease inflammation.

				

					
					The 21-Day Hormone Makeover Meal Plan to support a healthy gut and reduce inflammation.

				

					
					Refer to a physical therapist or Isa Herrera’s Pelvic Pain Relief Program (pelvicpainrelief.com).

				

					
					Gradually start Kegels under supervision or guidance to release pelvic discomfort and strengthen the pelvic floor muscles.

				

					
					Apply the Pelvic Soothe Relaxation Rollerball Blend (this page) before going to bed with a gentle pelvic massage.

				

					
					Avoid drinking beverages 30 minutes to one hour before bed to reduce getting up at night.

				

			

			Two months after working through Isa Herrera’s program and consulting with her physical therapist, Patricia emailed me with her progress: “Dr. Mariza, my urges are almost entirely gone. I feel less inflamed and I am rocking the Kegels. Overall improvements are improved digestion, little to no urges, and I am experiencing far less panic moments. I feel like I have my body and life back. I will be continuing with many of your recipes, my gut-loving foods, and my physical therapist. I love the Calm and Restore supplement for a quick way to relax my mind and reduce any anxious feelings.”

			
				What’s Going On

				I hear from so many women who plan their days around the availability of a bathroom or wear pads every day to prevent leakage and “just in case.” They’re worried about having an accident and embarrassed that they have to go so much or unexpectedly. No woman should stop going out or doing the activities she loves—including having sex—for fear of urinary incontinence. I want you to know it’s not a natural part of aging or inevitable because of perimenopause or menopause. Urinary incontinence and other bladder-related issues, such as urinary tract infections (UTIs), are often connected to problems associated with the pelvic floor, including weak pelvic floor muscles. The good news is, we have a lot of control over how strong those muscles are.

				Pelvic floor disorders are very common. According to a National Institutes of Health study, more than a quarter of women (27 percent) ages forty to fifty-nine are affected by a pelvic floor disorder, with that percentage increasing to 37 percent in women ages sixty to seventy-nine, and to 50 percent in women aged eighty and older. The message to take away from these numbers is not that pelvic floor issues are normal or simply a part of aging, but that far too many of us aren’t getting the help we need or accessing the variety of effective treatments available to us. Don’t suffer in silence. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about here, and you have so much to gain by addressing the situation head on rather than ignoring or “managing” it with an adult diaper. We can significantly improve or even reverse your symptoms and help you get your life back.

				
				Let’s take a closer look at what’s going on with three of the most common bladder-related issues you may be dealing with: pelvic floor dysfunction, urinary incontinence, and UTIs.

			

			
				Pelvic Floor Dysfunction

				Your pelvic floor muscles create a “sling” or “hammock” extending from your pubic bones at the front of your pelvis to your tailbones at the back. This hammock supports the organs in your pelvis, including the bladder, urethra, uterus, vagina, large bowel, and rectum. By contracting and relaxing these muscles, you control urination, bowel movements, and sexual intercourse, and you want them to be strong and flexible. Pelvic floor dysfunction occurs when these muscles have weakened and you no longer have the ability to control them.

				Signs of pelvic floor dysfunction include:

				
						
						Frequent urination

					

						
						Painful urination

					

						
						Leaking urine or stool

					

						
						Difficulty evacuating your bowels, constipation, and straining

					

						
						Ongoing pain in your lower back, pelvic region, vagina, or rectum

					

						
						Painful intercourse

					

						
						Pelvic organ prolapse, when one of the organs in your pelvis, such as your bladder, has moved down into the vagina. This can feel like dragging or pressure in your vagina or you may see a bulge at the entrance to or just outside of your vagina.

					

				

				Why might these muscles lose their tone? Childbirth can stretch and damage the pelvic floor muscles, and if you had an episiotomy, a C-section, or a hysterectomy, you have a higher chance of developing pelvic floor dysfunction. Declining estrogen is also a factor, but there are a lot of reasons related to habit and lifestyle:

				
						
						Weight gain or obesity

					

						
						A diet high in processed foods, sugars, and carbs

					

						
						Not enough exercise

					

						
						Smoking and repetitive coughing

					

						
						Constipation

					

						
						Poor posture (misaligned spine and pelvis)

					

						
						Chronic stress

					

				

			

			
				Urinary Incontinence

				If you’ve ever felt like you were going to the bathroom constantly, worried you wouldn’t make it in time, or have leaked urine when you laughed or in the middle of yoga class, you know the misery of incontinence. And then there’s sex. It’s estimated that 1 in 4 women with incontinence avoid intercourse or worry about leakage so much that they can’t relax and enjoy sex. Time to get a handle on this!

				There are a few different types of urinary incontinence and it’s important to know which one you’re dealing with:

				Stress incontinence. This is the most common type of incontinence, in which urine leaks during activities that stress your musculature, such as coughing, sneezing, laughing, lifting, and exercising. It can be caused by weak pelvic floor muscles and being overweight. Extra weight increases pressure on your bladder and surrounding muscles, weakening them and permitting urine to escape. Vaginal childbirth can also weaken the muscles needed for bladder control and promote pelvic organ prolapse, associated with incontinence. The bladder and uterus are supported by many of the same muscles and ligaments, so any surgery that involves the reproductive system, such as hysterectomy, may damage the supporting pelvic floor muscles and lead to incontinence.

				
				Urge Incontinence. This is when all of a sudden you feel the need to empty your bladder and then, due to an involuntary muscle contraction, a flood of urine is released before you have a chance to get to a toilet. It is most often caused by nerve damage due to diabetes, stroke, a spinal cord injury, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s disease, or another condition impacting your nervous system.

				Overactive bladder syndrome. If you have the urge to run to the bathroom more than six to eight times daily (and no more than once during the night), you may have an overactive bladder. Weak pelvic muscles, nerve damage, excess weight, and a UTI or other infection can all contribute to an overactive bladder.

			

			
				Urinary Tract Infections

				You know the signs: burning and pain during overly frequent urination, itching down there, and cloudy, smelly urine. At one point or another, you’ve probably had a urinary tract infection (UTI), when pathogens, usually bacteria, infects the bladder, kidneys, or other part of the urinary system. Bladder infections are the most common. About half of all women will have a UTI over the course of their lifetime, and the frequency tends to go up during perimenopause and menopause, with the risk increasing four or five years after your final period. This is due to physical changes, including weak pelvic floor muscles, pelvic organ prolapse, urinary incontinence, thinning vaginal tissue, and trouble completely emptying the bladder. Lower estrogen levels play a role in these physical changes, but strengthening those pelvic floor muscles can go a long way toward reducing the likelihood of a UTI.

			

			
				Why It’s Happening

				Bladder issues often have multiple causes, but during perimenopause and menopause we can’t overlook the role of declining estrogen and weak pelvic muscles. These are two drivers of pelvic floor dysfunction, urinary incontinence, and UTIs.

			

			
				
				Low Estrogen

				Estrogen helps keep the muscles and ligaments of your pelvic floor strong, flexible, and resilient. As estrogen levels fluctuate during perimenopause and eventually reach their menopausal low, they become less supple and supportive. This means we have to actively work these muscles to keep them functioning at their max and reduce the chance of developing a prolapse, urinary incontinence, or UTIs.

				Estrogen supports a healthy urethra, the short tube that carries urine from your bladder out of the body, and bladder, which is loaded with estrogen receptors. Declining estrogen can impair the seal between your bladder and urethra, resulting in leakage, and thin the lining of the urethra, exacerbating incontinence.

				Low estrogen increases your risk for UTIs due to an imbalance of bacteria in the vagina. Estrogen aids the “good” bacteria, helping them to thrive and produce acid, lowering the pH level of the vagina and killing off the “bad” bacteria. With insufficient estrogen, the pH of the vagina rises, becoming less acidic and allowing the “bad” bacteria to proliferate and cause UTIs.

			

			
				Weak Pelvic Floor Muscles

				If strengthening your pelvic floor muscles is not part of your regular exercise routine already, it should be. These muscles regulate urine flow, and if they are weak, you’ll likely experience incontinence. The inability to hold urine increases your likelihood of UTIs. Exercises to train and bolster your pelvic muscles, such as Kegels, can support pelvic organs, help maintain bladder support, and help control urinary incontinence. They can also improve the symptoms of pelvic organ prolapse. And stronger pelvic floor muscles may even improve sex, by increasing blood flow to the vagina—good for arousal and lubrication—and sensation through better control of your muscles.

			

			
				
				What You Can Do to Support Your Pelvic and Urinary Health

				There are many effective strategies to strengthen your pelvic floor, cure or significantly improve incontinence, and cut back on UTIs. The following essential oil blends, supplements, herbs, and self-care rituals are specifically designed to support you. Use these in concert with the Makeover Program in Part III to address the food, diet, stress, and other lifestyle issues contributing to pelvic floor dysfunction. Turn to the chapter on stress for more ways to address that root cause and the one on low libido and vaginal dryness for help targeting that sister issue.

				The lifestyle recommendations below and in the Hormone Makeover Program are designed to effectively support your pelvic health, reduce inflammation, and restore your vitality. With that said, I want to encourage you to meet with your trusted healthcare professional and do a full pelvic examination to rule out any other conditions that may be contributing to your discomfort and symptoms.

				This is especially important if you are experiencing recurrent UTIs. Make sure that your urethra is evaluated for any evidence of thinning along the outer urethra. If thinning is noticed, consider a topical estrogen to strengthen and thicken the urethra.

			

			
				How to Support Your Pelvic Floor and Urinary Health with Essential Oils

				Essential oils can help support your pelvic and urinary health overall. I recommend using some of the remedies below for sustained support if this is an issue for you, while others are only for temporary usage for more immediate needs.

				Try the oils individually to find what works for you, and to discover if you prefer warmth or cooling sensations to relieve pelvic discomfort, or a combination of both. Applying essential oils, massaging them in, and then finishing with a warm or cool compress seems to be the ticket for many women, while others prefer super warm followed by cold.

				
				Top 5 Essential Oils for Pelvic Floor and Urinary Health

				
						
						Clary Sage

					

						
						Cypress

					

						
						Juniper Berry

					

						
						Lavender

					

						
						Marjoram

					

				

			

			
				Essential Oil Blends

				Pelvic Soothe Relaxation Rollerball Blend

				
					7 drops Lavender essential oil

					7 drops Frankincense essential oil

					7 drops Clary Sage essential oil

					Carrier oil of your choice

				

				Massage into the abdomen.

				Bladder Support Rollerball Blend

				
					10 drops Cypress essential oil

					10 drops Juniper Berry essential oil

					Carrier oil of your choice

				

				Roll over bladder 2–3 times a day while problems persist.

				Pelvic Pain Massage Blend

				
					2 drops Lavender essential oil

					1 drop Clary Sage essential oil

					1 drop Marjoram essential oil

					1 teaspoon carrier oil

				

				Gently smooth over your abdomen and follow with a hot or cool compress, or both.

				
				Inner Thigh Muscle Massage Blend

				
					2 drops Peppermint or Wintergreen essential oil

					2 drops Copaiba essential oil

					2 drops Lavender essential oil

					1 teaspoon carrier oil of choice

				

				Rub up and down your inner thighs. Use as needed while pain persists.

				Pelvic Support Bath Soak

				
					2 drops Lavender essential oil

					1 drop Eucalyptus essential oil

					1 drop Peppermint essential oil

					1 drop Rosemary essential oil

					2 cups Epsom salts

				

				Soak for no more than 20 minutes while allowing your body to relax and breathe. Be sure to hydrate well after your soak!

			

			
				Supplements and Herbal Remedies to Support Pelvic and Urinary Health

				In addition to the supplements I recommend for everyone in my Foundational Daily Hormone Support Protocol as part of the 21-Day Makeover Plan (this page), consider adding the following.

			

			
				Supplements

				VITAMIN D (4,000–5,000 IU/DAY)

				Up to 80 percent of us are deficient in vitamin D, thanks to being inside most of the time and wearing sunscreen whenever we do venture out. Research indicates a strong link between vitamin D levels in the body and pelvic health, as well as with overall skeletal and muscular function. When vitamin D levels decrease, there is a much higher chance of developing pelvic dysfunction, prolapse, or incontinence.

			

			
				
				ESSENTIALLY WHOLE® HORMONE BALANCE

				Hormone Balance is my own formulation of stellar hormone-loving ingredients in one convenient package. It contains powerful ingredients like black cohosh, chaste tree, DIM, calcium, magnesium, B-complex vitamins, and more to promote hormone balance, healthy muscles, and your overall well-being.

			

			
				Herbs

				There are several herbs with powerful antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties that can help ease your pelvic pain by cutting down the inflammation that is elevating your symptoms. They include:

				
					Curcumin: 200–500 mg, twice/day

					Calendula: Steep 5–10 ml of the herb in 1 cup of boiling water

					Quercetin: 1,000–2,200 mg/day

					Roman Chamomile: Steep 3 teaspoons in 1 cup boiling water

				

				Each of these is a safe, effective measure you can employ to cut the inflammation that is leading to your pelvic dysfunction, pain, and urinary incontinence.

			

			
				Dr. Mariza’s Hormone-Loving Rituals and Protocols

				Daily Kegels

				Kegel (pronounced “KAY-gull”) exercises, a series of pelvic floor exercises to strengthen and sustain healthy bladder and bowel function, can be done anytime, anywhere, and without anyone else realizing what you are doing. My favorite place to Kegel is in the car at a stoplight! It is important to discuss Kegels with your trusted healthcare provider, as they aren’t recommended for everyone, such as women whose overly tight pelvic muscles are causing their issues. For how to do Kegels correctly, check out pelvic pain relief expert Isa Herrera at her website.

			

			
				
				Castor Oil Pack

				Derived from the castor oil plant Ricinus communis, castor oil has been used for centuries to promote healing, specifically in the reproductive and digestive systems. Castor oil itself is widely known for its ability to break up stagnation, inflammation, and toxins. Castor oil packs can help with overall circulation, pain caused by endometriosis, and softening scar tissues from C-sections, surgery, cysts, adhesions, and dysplasia. It also promotes ovarian, uterine, and fallopian tube health by stimulating the lymphatic and circulatory system and removing waste and toxins from the pelvic area.

				I recommend using a castor oil pack when you are experiencing pelvic pain and discomfort, amping up the power of your pack by adding essential oils. Check out the Resources section for where to buy my favorite one.

			

			
				How to Prevent and Relieve Urinary Tract Infections with Essential Oils

				While the key to preventing horrible UTIs is proper urinary hygiene (wiping front to back once), sometimes you find yourself dealing with the horrible pain and burning due to a bacterial infection. The most common culprits are Escherichia coli (E. coli) and Klebsiella pneumoniae, though other bacteria and yeasts such as Candida albicans and Candida famata can be playing a negative role as well.

				While many essential oils have been found to play a promising role in eradicating these specific bacteria, the top five that I recommend are my favorites to boost and support both your immune system and your urinary tract and bladder. While Oregano and Melaleuca are great for temporary issues, Clove supports your body year-round. In addition, Grapefruit is a perfect addition to your water infusions. And finally Juniper Berry is excellent for supporting your urinary health in times of need or for an everyday extra boost to kidney function. Try them individually or go for my tested rollerball remedies to find one that works for you and your needs!

				
				Top 5 Essential Oils For UTI Support

				
						
						Clove

					

						
						Grapefruit

					

						
						Juniper Berry

					

						
						Oregano

					

						
						Melaleuca

					

				

			

			
				Essential Oil Blends

				Urinary Issues Rollerball Blend

				
					6 drops Oregano essential oil

					6 drops Clove essential oil

					6 drops Frankincense essential oil

					6 drops Lavender essential oil

					Carrier oil of your choice

				

				Roll over bladder 2–3 times a day while problems persist. Use for only 2–3 days.

				Urinary Health Rollerball Blend

				
					10 drops Juniper Berry essential oil

					10 drops Grapefruit essential oil

					Carrier oil of your choice

				

				Roll over bladder 2–3 times a day to support your bladder and urinary tract health.

				
				Urinary Soothing Massage Blend

				
					2 drops Melaleuca essential oil

					2 drops Lavender essential oil

					1 drop Clove essential oil

					1 drop Oregano essential oil

					1 teaspoon carrier oil of your choice

				

				Carefully massage into your lower abdomen over your bladder or above your kidneys on your back and inner thighs. Lie back and relax your muscles, breathing deeply and allowing the warmth to soothe. Be careful to wash hands well afterward, as Oregano and Clove are both warming oils.

				Urinary Soothing Bath Soak

				
					3 drops Melaleuca essential oil

					3 drops Juniper Berry essential oil

					2 cups Epsom salts

				

				Lie back, allowing your legs to open, and gently clean your urethral opening. Soak no more than 20 minutes, being sure to hydrate well after.

			

			
				UTI-Supporting Supplements and Herbs

				In addition to the supplements I recommend as part of the 21-Day Makeover Plan (this page), try some of these natural products to treat a UTI head-on and prevent its return instead of jumping straight to antibiotics.

				Cranberry extract capsules (or unsweetened cranberry juice). Cranberries contain compounds that prevent bacteria from attaching to your bladder and urethra. If UTIs are a common problem for you, taking cranberry capsules daily can help prevent them from occurring in the first place. They are highly anti-inflammatory, so cranberry is an easy, natural way to relieve your discomfort quickly.

				D-mannose (1,000 mg/day). D-mannose is a way to both prevent and treat UTIs. A natural type of sugar found in cranberries, apples, oranges, green beans, broccoli, and more, d-mannose has been found to be as effective as antibiotics at preventing UTIs in women who suffer them frequently. It also can alleviate symptoms to bring you relief faster.

				
				Vitamin C (1,000 mg). Vitamin C, a powerful antioxidant, can create an environment in which the harmful bacteria cannot survive, enabling your body to get rid of them more efficiently.

				Uva-ursi tea. A safe and well-recognized UTI remedy, uva-ursi tea can help prevent and treat your symptoms. It calms inflammation and eliminates harmful bacteria that cause UTIs in the first place.

			

			
				Dr. Mariza’s Hormone-Loving Rituals and Protocols

				Good Hygiene Protocols

				Research indicates that proper urinary hygiene can reduce the incidence of UTIs and other issues. Make sure to follow these best practices for keeping your urinary tract healthy:

				
						
						Hydrate frequently in order to void your bladder regularly, every three to four hours.

					

						
						Don’t hold urine. Go when you feel the urge.

					

						
						Wipe once front to back after evacuation.

					

						
						Clean genitals daily and after sex, wiping the vulva with a warm washcloth from front to back.
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			Day 22 and Beyond: Looking Back and to the Future

			Congratulations! You did it. You’ve completed the 21-Day Hormone Makeover Program.

			I know you are feeling more energized. Your skin is glowing, you’ve dropped a few pounds, you are hydrating daily and moving your body—and you are taking care of yourself. This is your new normal!

			
				Day 22 Reflection Exercise

				Now that your 21-Day Makeover is over, let’s take a moment to evaluate what you’ve learned and how you want to go forward from here. What worked for you? Why? What do you want to continue doing in the days and months to come? Consider the following.

				Go back to your Vision for Success exercise. Where did you see yourself ending up after our 21 days together? Did you achieve those goals? Where did you come up short? What exceeded your expectations? Evaluate your successes and stumbling blocks, and figure out where you want to dedicate more time to continue to see lasting change. You already know you can do it! Challenge yourself to continue your journey tomorrow. This is not the end; it’s just the beginning.

				
				Food Journal and Self-Care Journal. This is where you’ll see tangible ways you have grown and changed over the last three weeks. In your food journal, look at what foods aided your body with energy, and acknowledge any that didn’t serve your highest healing potential. In your Self-Care Journal, examine how your mood, stress, and relationships to self-care and food have changed. Look for patterns indicating the power of certain foods to empower your mood and vitality, as well as examples where it took away from your energy or focus. Reflecting on how far you have come can be your North Star in creating lasting success moving forward.

				Check in with your body. Take a few minutes to just sit quietly. Close your eyes and listen to your body. Start with your head: Are you feeling like you can think more clearly? Are your brain fog or headaches gone? How about emotionally? Are you feeling more stable, optimistic, and empowered? Gradually move down your body and acknowledge the changes you’ve experienced over the last 21 days. Where have you seen the most change? What changes would you like to continue to foster in your life?

				Identify three self-care rituals you want to continue. Whether it was the first time you spent dedicated time caring for yourself each day or if you’ve been in and out of a self-care routine, now is the time to identify the things that made your soul sing over the last three weeks and congratulate yourself for a job well done. Whether it’s a new essential oil blend or nighttime wind-down ritual, allow yourself to prioritize these self-care rituals today and always.

				What did you love about the program? What would you change? Taking time to evaluate the experience you just committed the last three weeks of your life to will ensure you can look back with appreciation and optimism regarding how far you have come. Be honest with yourself. If it didn’t work for you, that’s okay. I invite you to try the Hormone Makeover again, knowing what you know now to make it work better for you this time.

			

			
				
				What’s Next?

				After you complete this exercise, it’s time to create a plan for your future. This is what we call reentry. Now that you know you can have an established routine of amazing healing habits, maintaining them and continuing to move forward with your success is your goal. But it’s also important to create a plan so you don’t fall back into old habits that sabotage all the gains you’ve made.

				Can you continue the 21-Day Program for another 7, 14, or even 21 days? Absolutely you can! I have personally stayed on this program for 90 days at a time. It will continue to provide you with amazing results, even more than the first 21 days. These recipes, supplement protocols, and self-care guides have been created to integrate easily into your everyday life so much so that you can continue this plan indefinitely if you choose to do so. Even more amazing is the power you have found in implementing the program in your life, knowing that the longer you continue, the more habitual it will become. Soon you will find that you don’t even have to think about the particulars, but that you have effectively transformed your life. But even better yet, now that you have the basics of this healing program under your belt, you can customize it even more to continue your individual long-term success.

			

			
				How to Measure Your Continued Progress

				Take your numbers and measurements again to assess any changes. More important, take a good look at yourself in the mirror. Note any changes to your skin tone, hair texture, the way you look and feel in your clothes, the smile you give yourself when you see your success in such a physical way, or just your overall sense of self. Appreciating and loving what you see in the mirror matters. This is more important than a number any day of the week.

			

			
				
				Reentry Planning

				Each of the tenets we’ve covered in the 21-Day Makeover has the potential to easily integrate into your “normal life” routines. Before we get into some specifics, answer this question: What do you want your new normal to be? Now is the perfect time to set your ambitions higher than you ever believed possible. You don’t have to go back to the hot flashes, fatigue, poor digestion, lagging libido, or extra weight. This can be your normal!

				Here are some simple tips in each of the categories we’ve focused on to help you get back to your normal life while still sustaining the progress you’ve made.

			

			
				Leverage Your Food Journal

				Analyze your Food Journal to determine what foods you loved to eat and what you could do without. More important, figure out what foods affect your body and your mood after each meal. In the future, use it to track your whole foods and individualized meal plan. Your shopping lists should still be whole foods that you can cook and prepare on your own as much as possible. Stick to the Yes/No foods list in the future, which are essential to create and maintain success. You can begin to reintroduce foods (see below), but be mindful and proceed with caution. There is nothing wrong with sticking to the meal plan and adding your own recipes with the knowledge you’ve gained. If you move away from the meal plan, be mindful of portion control and continue to support your body with foods that heal your body, especially green smoothies with quality protein powder, fiber, and superfoods!

			

			
				Use the 1-2-3 Rule to Reintroduce Foods

				If you decide you do want to reintroduce some foods you had removed, you need to be patient and start slowly. Don’t add them all back at the same time, even if it is just a little bit. Choose one food and then eat it once, waiting one day afterward while recording how your body responds. Then eat it twice in one day, waiting another two days and recording the results. Then eat it three times in one day and wait three days. Jot down in your Food Journal what you notice, from mood, to digestion, to bowel movements. Continue to pay attention for the first couple of weeks, as you may not have a symptom until the food builds back up in your system. After those three days are over and

				
				
			

			
				Keep Hydrating Daily

				
			

			
				Continue with Green Smoothies

				
			

			
				
				Stick with Supplements

				
			

			
				Practice Self-Care Routines and Rituals with Essential Oils

				
			

			
				Continue Your Daily Movement

				
			

			
				Reduce Your Toxic Load

				
			

			
				
				Set Boundaries

				
			

			
				Most Important, Give Yourself the Credit That You Deserve

				
				
				
				
				
				
			

		

	
		
		
			
			Resources

			The following is a list of key resources to support your journey toward hormone balance and becoming the CEO of your health with self-care rituals, supplementation, and essential oils. For more inspiration, I have created an amazing midlife toolkit for you that includes delicious recipes, quick how-to videos, cheat sheets, and expert interviews. You can find your toolkit at www.drmariza.com/toolkit.

			
				Quiz: What Is Causing Perimenopause and Menopause Hormonal Imbalances?

				www.drmariza.com/hormonequiz

				Essentially Whole® Supplements for Perimenopause and Menopause

				www.drmariza.com/store

				Dr. Mariza’s Daily Self-Care Journal

				www.drmariza.com/journal

				Hormone Testing and Trusted Laboratories

				www.drmariza.com/labtests

				https://dutchtest.com

				Recommended High-Quality Essential Oils

				www.drmariza.com/essentialoils

				Getting Started with Essential Oils Checklist

				www.drmariza.com/checklist

				
				Essential Oil Accessories (Diffusers, Cases, Containers, Carrier Oils)

				www.oillife.com

				www.aromatools.com

				Integrative and Functional Practitioners

				https://www.ifm.org/find-a-practitioner/

				Dr. Mariza’s Go-To Experts

				You can find many of these experts on the Essentially You podcast on iTunes.

				Menopause and Hormone Support

				Christiane Northrup, MD (https://www.drnorthrup.com)

				Anna Cabeca, DO OBGYN (https://drannacabeca.com)

				Dr. Taz, MD (https://doctortaz.com)

				Bridgit Danner, LAC (http://www.bridgitdanner.com)

				Sara Gottfried, MD (http://www.saragottfriedmd.com)

				Alan Christianson, NMD (https://drchristianson.com)

				Lara Briden, ND (https://www.larabriden.com)

				Thyroid Support

				Izabella Wentz, PharmaD, FASCP (www.thyroidpharmacist.com)

				Magdalena Wszelaki (www.hormonesbalance.com)

				Autoimmune Support

				Amy Myers, MD (https://www.amymyersmd.com)

				Tom O’Bryan, DC, CCN, DACBN (http://thedr.com)

				Terry Wahls, MD (https://terrywahls.com)

				Gut Support

				Vincent Pedre, MD (http://pedremd.com)

				Summer Bock, CNS (https://summerbock.com)

				Nutrition Support

				JJ Virgin, CNS, CHFS (https://jjvirgin.com)

				Kellyann Petrucci, MS, ND (https://www.drkellyann.com)

				Dave Asprey (https://www.bulletproof.com)

				Stephanie Estima, DC (https://www.drstephanieestima.com)

				Mindset and Emotional Support

				Jennifer Hudye (https://www.visionvortex.com)

				Trudy Scott, CN (http://www.antianxietyfoodsolution.com)

				Kelly Brogan, MD (http://kellybroganmd.com)

				Emily Fletcher (https://zivameditation.com)
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