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To my mother – brave, kind and forever in my heart




Introduction


‘I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning how to sail my ship.’

– Louisa May Alcott



If the title of this book is calling out to you, you’re likely on a personal journey towards what I call a state of optimal health: a strong body and a calm mind. A body that feels good to live in: pain-free, moving with ease, at a healthy weight and energised to allow you to enjoy an active life. And a mind that’s resilient and at peace, free from the weight of chronic anxiety, overthinking or emotional pain, allowing you to face every day with confidence and a sense of control.

This might sound too good to be true, but, deep down, I think you already sense that this state is not only possible, it’s your birthright! You sense this because within you lies an innate wisdom and a natural ability to heal and thrive. Yet, like so many of us on this journey, you probably feel overwhelmed, disheartened and unsure how to access your inner potential.

Despite all of your efforts, your symptoms persist: anxiety, chronic fatigue, chronic pain, hormonal imbalances, autoimmune issues, weight gain, brain fog, digestive problems such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), or just a sense that something is ‘off’.

You’ve likely tried almost ‘everything’ by now, from conventional methods such as doctor visits, talk therapy, medications, diets and the general advice to ‘just eat better and exercise more’, to more ‘alternative’ approaches like naturopathy, herbs and supplements, detox programmes, acupuncture, and more. While these may have provided some temporary relief, I expect they haven’t delivered the lasting healing or that optimal state of health and well-being you long for. I know exactly how you feel because I’ve been in your shoes. I’ve experienced the physical and emotional pain that can leave you desperate for relief.

My Story

When I was in my mid-twenties, after completing my law degree in Spain, I moved to London to take on an exciting corporate job. I met my partner, who I later married, built a great group of friends and spent weekends exploring the city, immersing myself in new places and experiences. From the outside, I probably projected an image of success, health, calm and happiness. However, beneath the surface, I was far from healthy or happy.

During my work breaks, I often found myself in tears in the office toilets because of the overwhelming pressure of my job. I struggled with a complicated relationship with food and exercise, fighting hard to maintain a body shape that I believed would make me liked and accepted. Emotionally, I was still suffering from the loss of my mother to a long and traumatic battle with cancer, a battle that started when I was just a kid. Mentally, I was always worrying about the future or ruminating about the past, and pushing myself to do more because, surely, I thought, I wasn’t trying hard enough to be better. Deep inside, I thought I was broken.

My high-functioning anxiety gradually worsened over time, leaving me less able to cope and leading to panic attacks in completely normal and safe situations, like on the London Underground, in the middle of a work meeting or even when trying to fall asleep at night. If you have had panic attacks, you know how scary and debilitating they can be and how they make your life smaller and smaller as you try to avoid anything that might trigger them.

You can see how far my mind was from calm! My body, on the other hand, had always been very strong and healthy … before my move to London.

My physical health had begun to deteriorate and I didn’t understand why. It started with skin rashes and acne, but then it got progressively worse with a lengthening list of symptoms: constant bloating, digestive issues, fatigue and irregular menstrual cycles, eventually leading to my periods disappearing for months at a time. Multiple doctor visits led to multiple drug prescriptions: antibiotics for my skin and gut issues, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) to manage anxiety, and birth control to regulate my cycles. My symptoms did improve, but they never fully resolved.

A couple of years later, when my husband and I decided to try for a baby, I faced a long struggle with infertility, which eventually led us to pursue fertility treatments. I was very lucky to be able to conceive and deliver a beautiful baby boy. However, without warning, I plunged into the depths of postpartum depression just days after my son’s birth.

My anxiety came back with a vengeance as I struggled with the overwhelming responsibility of caring for a newborn. At the time, we had recently relocated to New York, and my husband, who had a demanding job that required long working hours and frequent travel, often had to leave me alone in our tiny apartment during one of the hottest summers the city had seen in years.

Day after day, I found myself isolated in that apartment, the air conditioning my only relief from the outdoor heat. I felt alone and unsupported, but, even worse, I felt guilty and completely inadequate. I was 100 per cent convinced that there was something very wrong with me and I didn’t deserve to be happy. Looking back, I realise this was my rock bottom.

Desperate for help, I reached out to my obstetrician, but he failed to return my call. Instead, he left a prescription for Xanax (an anxiety-reducing medication) at reception for me to pick up and told me to take it whenever I felt too overwhelmed. When I returned for my six-week check-up, he did all of the necessary physical exams, but he never asked about my state of mind, my anxiety or my mental health.

Despite all of these challenges, I consider myself lucky because hitting rock bottom proved to be the catalyst for real transformation. I wish I could tell you that I had an epiphany or went through a dark night of the soul that ‘enlightened’ me and changed everything overnight, but the reality is that it took much longer than that.

The first few months after my son was born were focused on taking care of my body and incorporating a few simple habits that I could easily follow while looking after him. These routines gave me a sense of control over my life and, little by little, I started to feel better – physically and mentally – each day.

It was the following months and years that brought real transformation, though. I left the corporate world to immerse myself in studying the mind–body connection, diving deep into nutrition, psychology, biology, neuroscience and the intricate workings of the nervous system. Understanding how the nervous system influences the stress response and overall health became key to my healing, helping me connect the dots between mental and physical well-being. I gradually adopted a new approach to both diet and lifestyle that provided results that had seemed unattainable at the beginning of my healing journey.

My menstrual cycles became regular, my persistent gut issues slowly resolved, my skin cleared up, I could fall asleep easily and stay asleep all night, and my panic attacks became less and less frequent until they eventually disappeared. I stopped obsessing about food and exercise because I was eating a nourishing diet that left me satisfied and helped me to achieve my optimal weight without really trying. I conceived my second son and, this time, I fully embraced the first few months without the weight of postpartum depression. I felt a sense of calm and confidence as a mother that I hadn’t known before.

Establishing my own practice as a Functional Diagnostic Nutrition Practitioner and Health Coach, working one-on-one with clients, and later developing and teaching online programmes allowed me to help others struggling with similar symptoms. Through years of clinical practice and personal experience, I refined a progressive, step-by-step method that serves as the foundation for the book you now hold in your hands.

My story and challenges, and those of the people I have worked with, taught me a few crucial lessons that I hope will help you in your own path towards rebuilding your health and vitality:


	You are not broken: your body wants to heal and has a natural ability to do so once you harness the powerful mind–body connection.

	You are in the driver’s seat of your health journey, which means that no one else is responsible for your well-being but you. While this may seem daunting, it’s also very liberating and empowering because YOU are the one who has the power to change. This doesn’t mean you have to do it alone; your health providers, your family and your friends are all there to guide and support you. But, ultimately, only you have the power to take charge of your healing.

	Small habits might seem insignificant, but they yield remarkable results if you stick to them over the long term.



About This Book

The Cortisol Reset Plan is your roadmap to unlocking the mind–body connection for lasting health, and to be able to meet your days with the energy you deserve to have! Packed with practical tools, it will guide you to reconnect with your body, rewire your brain and build the resilience you need to thrive.

This book is for you if you:


	struggle with persistent or recurrent symptoms such as constant fatigue, poor sleep, weight gain, brain fog, premenstrual syndrome (PMS), hormonal imbalances, chronic pain, autoimmune issues or digestive issues like IBS

	experience mood swings, anxiety or depression, or just don’t feel like yourself

	are under stress, and are beginning to suspect that the ‘stress hormone’ cortisol may be driving many of your symptoms

	have tried addressing your symptoms but haven’t found lasting relief

	want a step-by-step guide with simple, actionable tools to help you not only heal, but also achieve optimal health, a strong body and a calm mind



The book is divided into three parts.

Part I – The Mind–Body Connection explores the ‘why’s and ‘how’s. It leans more scientific, but I’ve made sure to present the useful and necessary information in a way that’s accessible and easy to follow. Understanding what is happening, and why your body and mind are doing what they are doing, will allow you to have a lot more compassion towards yourself, and your new-found knowledge will make applying the five steps of the Cortisol Reset Plan much more effective. This part will help you connect the dots, and I promise you’ll have plenty of ‘aha’ moments!

In this section, you’ll also find two questionnaires designed to help you assess where you are right now and give you a baseline for tracking your progress throughout the plan.

Part II – The Cortisol Reset Plan – introduces a five-step framework to building stress resilience, reversing your symptoms and achieving a state of optimal health: that strong body and calm mind we’ve been talking about. The five steps are:


	Eat a Nutrient-Dense Diet

	Balance Your Blood Sugar

	Regulate Your Circadian Rhythm

	Exercise for Mind and Body Health

	Build Psychological Resilience and Well-Being



The ultimate goal of these steps is to expand your ‘stress bucket’ capacity – your ability to tolerate and recover from stress. We’ll achieve this by:


	reducing physical stressors that often go unnoticed but overwhelm your system, such as blood sugar imbalances or chronic inflammation

	reducing ‘faulty’ perceived stressors by improving how your brain interprets signals from the environment and from what is going on inside your body

	improving the mind–body connection through the nervous system using somatic (body-based) practices (like body awareness, mindful movement and breathwork) to help regulate emotional and physical responses

	rewiring your brain’s responses, creating more adaptive reactions to stress

	building your metabolic reserves and energy, which enhances your body’s ability to cope with stressors and improves resilience over time



Part III – The Cortisol Reset Recipes provides a variety of meal ideas for breakfast, lunch, snacks and dinner, as well as some gut-healing recipes, all designed to help you easily put into practice everything you will learn in Steps One (Eat a Nutrient-Dense Diet) and Two (Balance Your Blood Sugar). I’ve created these recipes by applying the guidelines from both steps, transforming them into simple, easy-to-make meals.

At the back of the book are some appendices which offer additional resources to support your healing journey, including at-home testing options, simple ways to reduce your exposure to toxins and information on adaptogens and other nutritional compounds that can enhance your resilience to stress.

While grounded in scientific research, this book is definitely not an academic paper. It’s designed to be an accessible read that offers practical tips that you can start implementing straight away. My general recommendation is for you to read through Part I so you understand the mind–body connection, then focus on each step in Part II for one or two weeks before moving on to the next. You might find that the habits in some steps are easier to implement than others or that you’re already familiar with some of the practices and habits of a particular step, allowing you to move through that step more quickly. On the other hand, you might need extra time in a particular step – life can get busy, slowing your pace, and that is absolutely fine too. Feel free to adapt the timeline to suit you and your learning style. This is your own healing journey.

Gradually integrating the habits from each step, and practising them consistently, will yield more long-term benefits than overwhelming yourself with too many changes at once. To help you track your progress, at the end of each step, I’ve included a checklist with the most important habits to integrate. Once these habits feel natural and almost automatic to you, you can confidently move on to the next step.

I also recommend re-doing the questionnaires from Part I at the end of each step. It’s a helpful way to reflect on your progress and notice any changes in how you’re feeling – physically, mentally and emotionally.

My hope is that this book becomes your go-to guide, a resource you can revisit time and time again for support on your personal journey to lasting health and well-being.

Let’s begin!




Part I



THE MIND–BODY CONNECTION




CHAPTER 1

Understanding the Nervous System


‘We suffer more often in imagination than in reality.’

– Seneca



Firstly, thank you for turning to this first chapter. I know it’s tempting to skip straight to the plan in Part II, but, as I already mentioned, learning about the mind–body connection will make integrating the five steps much more effective. After all, long-term healing begins with understanding your nervous system because that connects your mind (your thoughts, emotions and cognition) with your body (which includes key physiological processes such as hormone regulation, digestion, immune response, heart rate, metabolism, breathing, muscle movement, and more). Through this connection, the nervous system plays a key role in shaping both your mental and physical health. It’s the cornerstone of the mind–body connection.

To understand your nervous system, you need to always remember what its main motivation is for doing what it does, and that is to keep you safe.

How the Nervous System Works

Your nervous system is made up of both the central nervous system (the brain and spinal cord) and the peripheral nervous system (the network of nerves outside the brain and spinal cord). You can think of it as your body’s surveillance system, constantly sending, receiving and interpreting information to answer the question, ‘Is this safe?’

The central nervous system (CNS) is the processing and command center, while the peripheral nervous system (PNS) connects the CNS to the rest of your body, relaying messages in both directions.

The PNS is divided into two main divisions based on the direction information flows:

1.Sensory (afferent) division

This division carries information from your body to your brain – helping your brain understand what’s happening both outside and inside you. It gathers information through:


	exteroception, or using your five senses – sight, hearing, taste, smell, and touch – to detect the external world

	interoception, which monitors signals from inside your body, such as hunger, thirst, body temperature, pain, inflammation, blood sugar levels or the need to use the loo

	proprioception and vestibular input, which together provide information about your body’s position, movement and balance, helping your brain know where you are in space and how you’re moving



2.Motor (efferent) division

This division carries commands from your brain to your body, telling your muscles, organs and glands what to do. It has two main branches:


	Somatic motor system: controls voluntary movements, like picking something up, walking or smiling.

	Autonomic nervous system (ANS): controls involuntary functions you don’t consciously think about, such as your heart beating, digestion, breathing and blood pressure. The ANS itself splits into two parts:

	The sympathetic nervous system: activates the ‘fight-or-flight’, which is a key part of the body’s overall stress response, preparing you to react quickly to perceived threats.

	The parasympathetic nervous system: promotes ‘rest and digest’ functions, helping the body relax and recover after stress.








So, your brain receives sensory information from both outside and inside your body. If it interprets any of that information as a threat, it activates the motor divisions to respond. Some responses are voluntary – like moving away from danger – but many are involuntary, automatically controlled by the autonomic nervous system (ANS), such as the stress response (which we will discuss shortly).

These responses are the outputs, which are the changes that help the body adapt to the perceived threat, ultimately aiming to keep you safe.


Inputs (environment and internal signals) → brain interpretation of the signals → outputs (responses to allow adaptation)



It sounds like the nervous system should be your best ally, then – and, in many ways, it truly is. After all, its primary goal is to keep you alive! However, it can sometimes become a liability when it becomes overactive or hypervigilant, or when the messages sent to the brain get fussy or are misinterpreted – leading it to see threats everywhere and triggering the stress response again and again. This dysregulation is taxing on both the mind and body, leading to ‘the wear and tear on the body’ that accumulates when exposed to repeated or chronic stress – a concept called allostatic load, which we will discuss in detail shortly.1

So, why does the nervous system become dysregulated? Our nervous system is fundamentally the same now as it was in our ancestors, hundreds of thousands of years ago. However, the number and type of threats we face today are different from those our ancestors encountered. Back then, our bodies were designed to respond to occasional dangers, like predators or environmental dangers. But today, we’re bombarded hourly with an overwhelming amount of modern stressors, from work pressure, mortgages, traffic and information overload (overwhelming news, angry people on social media) to environmental toxins, ultra-processed foods, lack of sleep, and more. The nervous system was built for a different and simpler world, one that no longer exists for most modern humans, and it struggles to distinguish these modern stressors from true life-or-death threats.


Your nervous system was wired for a different world, one without the constant hustle of modern stressors.



What are stressors?

When you think of stress, you probably think about the usual culprits such as work pressures, losing a loved one, relationship challenges or financial struggles. But stress is a much broader concept than that, and much of it is ‘hidden’; it’s below your conscious awareness.

Think about it: stress will be present in the sleep-deprived new parent, the office worker facing an important deadline, the couple about to get married, the health-conscious person doing cold plunges, the person eating an ultra-processed food diet, the person on a very restrictive diet, the student preparing for exams, the teenager going on their first date, the marathon runner, the commuter navigating daily traffic or the person dealing with an infection.

Stress shows up in multiple ways and it’s an intrinsic part of the human experience. It’s not something that we can avoid and, in fact, certain stressors are beneficial because they help us grow, adapt, build resilience and even boost health (think exercise, cold exposure, fasting, or mentally challenging activities like learning new skills). However, it is also true that certain stressors create physiological, behavioural, emotional and cognitive changes that can lead to physical and mental health issues.

A stressor can be ‘good’ or ‘toxic’ depending on how much control we have over it, and the resources (energy) and capacity (resilience) we have in place for coping with it.2 You are going to see the words ‘energy’ and ‘resilience’ a lot in this book, because they both hold the key to your healing.

While all of the people I described above who are experiencing stress are facing different events or stressors, they respond with the same set of physiological changes – this is called the stress response. From the perspective of the stressor, it doesn’t even matter whether the event is ‘good’ (marriage, date, promotion) or ‘toxic’ (illness, argument, deadline). However, the degree of threat will determine the magnitude of the response.

Stress isn’t exclusive to humans either. It’s a universal experience shared by animals and plants alike. After all, the demands of survival affect all living beings. An animal may experience stress when facing a predator, and a plant can face stress due to factors such as extreme weather conditions or nutrient deficiencies. What sets humans apart from animals and plants, though, is our unique ability to perceive and anticipate stressors that may not even exist in reality but are imagined, residing ‘in our heads’. This subjective nature of stress adds a layer of complexity to the human experience.

Sound familiar? Think about when you ask your partner or kids to call when they reach their destination, but hours pass without a word. As time goes on, your brain starts anticipating, ruminating and preparing itself for the worst-case scenario. Your brain does that because it hates uncertainty, but, by doing so, it’s unnecessarily preparing your body to face a threat that exists only in your imagination. Later, when your loved one finally calls, you learn that their phone ran out of battery and you feel relieved and also a bit silly for worrying unnecessarily. The narrative you created was imagined and yet your body reacted as if it were 100 per cent real. The human mind is arguably the most potent trigger of unnecessary stress responses.

We’ll look at stressors in more detail in the next chapter, but these can be broadly categorised into two groups:


	Perceived (psychological) stressors: these can be real, but, as we’ve seen, they can also be imagined – and each person views them differently depending on their past experiences, genetic make-up and current levels of stress. Perceived stressors are psychological and emotional, and arguably the most damaging for our long-term health. Examples include relationship problems, financial strain, work pressures, unresolved childhood trauma and job insecurity. Sociopolitical stressors, such as discrimination or inequality, play a significant role as well.

	Physical stressors: these are an actual threat to our survival; they are not ‘imagined’. Examples include lack of sleep, chronic inflammation, nutrient deficiencies, physical injuries, prolonged exposure to environmental toxins, chronic illness, ongoing physical overwork, blood sugar imbalances and more.




The way each of us reacts to stimuli is influenced by our genes, past experiences, childhood trauma and our current physical and mental health.



Once your brain identifies a threat (real or imagined), it triggers the stress response to adapt, cope or face the threat.

The Stress Response

To thrive, humans, and all living things, must maintain a stable internal environment in which the cells of the body live and survive.3 This means keeping things like temperature, pH, oxygen, carbon dioxide, glucose and hormone levels within a tight range. This stable environment is known as homeostasis, a state that is constantly challenged by internal and external threats or stressors.

When this balance is threatened, the body activates a set of adaptive responses to restore homeostasis. These responses are allostatic responses, and allostasis features in more detail shortly. For now, let’s focus on a key allostatic response – the stress response.

The stress response involves the ANS (remember that this system controls involuntary bodily functions such as heart rate, blood pressure and the digestive system) and the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. This axis is the system that connects the brain and the adrenal glands (which sit above the kidneys) and controls the release of the ‘stress hormone’ cortisol.

As we mentioned earlier, the ANS has two branches: the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which activates the ‘fight-or-flight’ response, and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which helps the body ‘rest and digest’ once the threat has passed – that is, they ‘turn on’ and ‘turn off’ your reaction to a stressor.

Let’s walk through a scenario that shows the body and the stress response in action. Imagine you’re hiking through the woods when, suddenly, you think you spot a bear through the trees. In a split second, upon perceiving a threat of a predator, the first phase of the stress response (which we also call the short-term stress response) kicks in, with the release of adrenaline and noradrenaline (in the US these are called epinephrine and norepinephrine) from the adrenal glands. These are hormone-neurotransmitters that flood your brain and peripheral tissues, triggering the fight-or-flight response and preparing you for immediate action. Your heart rate, blood pressure and breathing increase to deliver more oxygen to your muscles and brain to help you run or think of a way to escape from the bear. Additionally, glucose is released into the bloodstream to provide energy to support a possible response to the stressor.

If the threat is not resolved (you look more closely and it is definitely a bear) and the stressor persists, the second phase of the stress response kicks in and activates the HPA axis, which ramps up within minutes to sustain the body’s alert state after the immediate ‘fight-or-flight’ response. This is called the long-term stress response, and it involves the release of cortisol, which helps your body prolong the stress response. Cortisol has many overlapping effects with adrenaline and noradrenaline, especially in having the same goal to increase energy by mobilising glucose, fats and amino acids, but the difference is that cortisol effects last a lot longer (adrenaline might just last for seconds, but cortisol lasts for minutes or even hours).

Throughout all of this, you would be noticing several things happening in your body. You might feel your heart racing and note that your breathing is fast and shallow. Your muscles might feel tense and your hands clammy. Your stomach might feel queasy, and your mouth dry.

Now notice how all those sensations are familiar to you – even though you’ve probably never been chased by a bear! That’s because the stress response is a generic reaction to any threat identified by your brain, whether it’s a wild animal, your toddler having a meltdown in the supermarket, or preparing for a public speech.

Once the bear leaves or you get to safety, your PNS takes over, calming things down and slowly bringing your body back to its normal state. Your heart rate slows, your blood pressure drops and your body returns to a more balanced state, hence why it is also known as ‘rest and digest’.

While the stress response is critical for adapting to internal and external challenges, the body’s ability to recover and return to homeostasis after the threat has passed is just as important. Without recovery, recurrent or chronic activation of the stress response can change it from being adaptive to maladaptive, resulting in negative health consequences over time. (We’ll dive into these negative effects in just a moment.)

This is the paradox of the stress response: the response itself might become more damaging than the stressors it is trying to protect you from.


Remember: the effectiveness of the stress response isn’t just about how well the body adapts to challenges, but also how quickly it can reset and restore balance. Balancing these two processes is essential for long-term resilience and health.



Allostatic load

To understand how long-term exposure to stress can lead to negative effects on our physical and mental health, we are going to use the allostatic load model introduced by Bruce McEwen and Eliot Stellar in the early 1990s.4

Allostasis refers to the body’s ability to adjust and change its systems to operate above or below the normal homeostatic range to adapt to stressors. For instance, remember how, as part of the stress response, cortisol temporarily rises above normal levels to help the body cope with a stressor – that’s allostasis in action.

In the short term, allostasis is adaptive. However, when threats are too frequent or when the stress response remains turned on when it’s no longer needed, the key players involved in allostasis, such as cortisol, adrenaline, noradrenaline, metabolic hormones and cytokines (proteins that help control the immune system), can produce a ‘wear and tear’ on the body that has been termed ‘allostatic load’.5

Allostatic load refers to the cumulative burden that chronic and acute stress places on the body and has been linked to negative physical and psychological health problems. Exactly how stress can lead to poor health outcomes is not fully understood, but it is thought to be a combination of the long-term effects of the overuse of those key players we just mentioned that are involved in allostasis, the ‘energetic cost’ of maintaining the stress response as chronically activated,6 and changes in brain plasticity.7

Let’s talk a little bit more about the energetic cost of stress. Your body doesn’t have unlimited resources – it has a limited energy reserve, like a ‘budget’ that must be allocated to meet various demands. When we deplete this reserve by overspending on allostatic processes, the body has to redirect energy from somewhere else. The progression from allostasis to allostatic load happens when the body spends so much energy managing stress that it doesn’t have enough left for other important functions like growth, maintenance and repair, which are necessary for long-term health and longevity.8 It makes sense that the body would put on hold things like immune surveillance, digestion, wound healing, waste removal, reproduction or DNA repair to be able to redirect energy resources for immediate survival needs. However, over the long term, the limitation of energy and resources for vital growth, maintenance and repair processes accelerates the gradual breakdown and damage of cells, tissues and organs in the body, culminating in the onset and progression of disease.

To use the analogy of a bank, it’s like repeatedly taking out loans and constantly wasting money (energy/resources) for short-term survival, rather than investing in the long-term health and wellness fund.


Remember: allostatic load happens when the demands of everyday stressors (emotional and physical) outweigh a person’s ability to cope, which shifts allostasis from adaptive to maladaptive. This is due to both the effects of the overuse of allostatic players (like cortisol) and the reallocation of resources from long-term health functions to short-term survival.



Research has shown a clear connection between allostatic load and negative health outcomes. Findings from a systematic review of 267 studies indicated that allostatic load is associated with poorer health outcomes and is linked to:9


	hypertension (high blood pressure)

	cardiovascular disease

	diabetes

	chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS)

	fibromyalgia

	chronic migraines

	reproductive health issues

	periodontal disease

	cancer

	worsening of physical health markers, including higher inflammation, increased body mass index (BMI), poor cholesterol levels, lower bone mineral density and nutrient deficiencies

	neurological problems, including worsened cognitive function

	mental health conditions, including depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and psychotic disorders



The review also mentions that high allostatic load levels are associated with health-damaging lifestyle habits such as poor sleep, lack of exercise, unhealthy diets, alcohol use and dependence, and smoking. These place additional strain on the body, further increasing allostatic load. Stress has also been strongly linked to gut problems, such as IBS, inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) and gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD).10


Homeostasis (normal) → Allostasis (adaptation to stressors) → Allostatic load (failed adaptation to stressors) → Allostatic overload (adverse health outcomes)



You’re probably starting to see why addressing your symptoms in isolation, whether it’s fatigue, weight gain, anxiety, sleep issues, autoimmune conditions, digestive problems or hormonal imbalances, can be short-sighted. These are simply outputs or manifestations of a larger issue that has been building up for years.

True healing begins at the root, by addressing the mind–body connection to build resilience, which is your ability to cope with everyday stressors, both emotional and physical, which is exactly what the five steps of the Cortisol Reset Plan are going to help you achieve. This will help you shift from allostatic load towards adaptive allostasis and homeostasis and eliminate chronic stress symptoms, regardless of how they manifest, while decreasing your risk of diseases and premature ageing by directing energy towards growth, repair and maintenance.

Let’s now dive into one of the key players involved in allostasis, the hormone cortisol – the reason you’re reading this book! Here we’ll learn what it is, what it does and how it plays a dual role in protecting and potentially harming the body.

The role of cortisol

Cortisol is a glucocorticoid hormone produced by the adrenal glands. We saw earlier that cortisol, along with adrenaline and noradrenaline, ensure the body has the resources it needs to handle a threat or stressor effectively. They do that mainly by increasing energy supply (increasing glucose and fatty acids in the bloodstream) and regulating immune cells and cytokine production. However, cortisol has many significant functions other than the stress response: it regulates blood pressure, electrolyte balance (minerals like sodium and potassium that support fluid levels, nerve signaling and muscle function), your metabolism and immune system, and much more. So, even though it gets a bad rap, we need cortisol, but in just the right amount.

Something that is helpful to understand about cortisol is that the body produces this hormone in two key ways: following a daily pattern, and on an ad-hoc basis in response to stress. The daily pattern, in a healthy person, sees cortisol levels peak when they wake up and then decline steadily throughout the day, with the lowest levels at night:


	Morning: cortisol levels usually begin to rise during the early morning hours, and they peak shortly after waking up, typically between 6 and 9am. This peak is called the ‘cortisol awakening response’, or CAR, and helps provide the energy needed to start the day.

	Daytime: throughout the day, cortisol levels gradually decrease, although the ad hoc extra release of cortisol might be needed (in response to stress) to maintain homeostasis.

	Evening: as the day progresses, cortisol levels continue to decrease, reaching their lowest point at night. This is important to allow the release of melatonin and prepare the body for sleep.



This pattern repeats every 24 hours, aligning with the body’s internal clock, known as the ‘circadian rhythm’. This is why sunlight exposure and circadian rhythm regulation is going to be key when it comes to supporting optimal cortisol production, and we will learn more about this in Step Three: Regulate Your Circadian Rhythm.

On top of following this daily pattern, cortisol is also released ‘ad hoc’ in response to threats and stressors. When these stressors are chronic and prolonged, cortisol can become constantly elevated, at all times of the day. If this goes on for a while, the body starts to make adaptations to protect itself from the damage that could result from prolonged exposure to high levels of this powerful hormone. The body does this by either reducing its sensitivity to cortisol or changing the feedback loops that control how much cortisol is produced. The goal is to mitigate the damage of too much cortisol. However, over time, these adaptations might lead to HPA axis dysfunction and disrupt the optimal cortisol production pattern shown above, resulting in various cortisol-related symptoms.11

[image: A graph plots the cortisol levels over a day. The cortisol levels peak at 8.30 am, fall sharply and gradually at 11.30 pm and rise again.]

For instance, at first, cortisol might stay elevated all day, making you feel wired, on edge, always rushing from one task to another and unable to wind down at night. This can progress to adaptations
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