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Picture this. You walk into the doctors office because you have been experiencing painful periods. Every month its getting worse, and you simply want answersand relief. After a brief conversation and a few questions, you are handed a prescription for birth control.

Youre told that its safe, effective, and will regulate your cycle. So, you leave and assume that things will improve. However, soon after, something feelsoff. You begin experiencing new, unexplained symptoms: mood swings, weight gain, headaches. You feel irritable. Depressed. Not like yourself at all.

You find yourself back at the doctors office, searching for answers again. Some of us are told that its normal, while others walk out with even more prescriptions to help manage the side effects of the first.

If this feels all too familiar, then know you are not alone.

Every month, millions of women experience symptoms they cant explainemotional instability that feels out of character, energy crashes that derail their days, or periods that are debilitating. Yet most of us were never taught why these things happen or what our bodies are trying to tell us.

I wrote this book because I care deeply about womens health. Through my own experienceand through countless conversations with friends and clientsI realized just how little many of us were taught about our own bodies. As a result, weve often made important decisions about our reproductive health without fully understanding the consequences.

I didnt write this book to prescribe solutions or tell you whats right for your body. What I hope to offer is information about how our hormones work, how synthetic birth control affects those hormones, and how we can support our bodies through intentional lifestyle choices.

Body education is not a luxuryits a basic right. Every woman deserves to know how her reproductive system functions before she makes decisions that will impact her health. Informed consent isnt the speedy recitation of side effectsits full disclosure.

When this information is withheld from us, we are denied the basis for making conscious and grounded decisions about our own bodies. Therefore, my goal is to share knowledge and propel growth, not to judge.

When I refer to birth control in this book, Im specifically talking about hormonal methods that contain synthetic hormoneslike the pill, patch, IUDs, vaginal ring, and injections. These forms of contraception directly alter our natural hormone cycles, and yet many of us havent been thoroughly educated about the potential side effects. Im not referring to nonhormonal methods such as condoms, diaphragms, or fertility awarenessbased methods.

Every woman has the right to choose whether or not to use hormonal birth control. But real autonomy comes from having all the facts. Too often, hormonal birth control is prescribed not just for pregnancy prevention but as a fix for painful periods, irregular cycles, acne, etc., without addressing the root cause.

And for many of us, birth control hasnt resolved our health issues. In some cases, its created new ones. For instance, some women develop mood swings, gain weight, or experience a decrease in sex drive. For others, their initial symptoms come back once they cease taking hormonal birth control, indicating the problems underneath were never really fixed.

Synthetic hormones can override the bodys natural rhythm, and while they may provide short-term relief, they dont usually offer a long-term solution. Womens health issues are often minimized, and birth control is presented as the one-size-fits-all answer. But when side effects arise, many of us are told its just the trade-off we have to accept.

The best healthcare happens when its a dialogue, not a directive.

That doesnt mean hormonal birth control hasnt played an important role in womens lives. Its allowed many of us to take control of our reproductive timing, to pursue education and careers, and to experience sex on our own terms. None of that should be dismissedand no woman should feel judged for making the choice thats right for her.

This book is here to expand the conversation, not shut it down. Its about examining our approach to womens health more closelyand acknowledging where theres room for improvement.

The chapters are designed to build on one another. We begin by examining the core sex hormoneshow they impact everything from mood to metabolismand why a healthy, regular menstrual cycle is essential. From there, we examine how various forms of hormonal birth control work and how they impact the body.

The second half of the book focuses on practical tools to support hormonal balance through lifestyle modifications such as sleep, nutrition, stress management, fitness, and supplementation. Its not enough to be told to eat better or get more rest. We need to understand how those choices interact with our biology, so we can make decisions that truly support our well-being.

In the end, this book is about education, not restriction. I hope that you come away from these pages feeling informed, self-assured, and more connected to your body, ready to make the choices that serve you best.

Enjoy the journey!

[image: ]





MY STORY

MOST WOMEN ON HORMONAL BIRTH control have never learned how their natural menstrual cycle actually works. The monthly bleeding they experience on the pill? Its not even a real period.

This disconnect isnt just theoretical. It played out in my own life.

Similar to a lot of women, my introduction to birth control hormones started in my late teenage years. Every month, I had stabbing pain and cramping in my lower abdomen and back.

I recall a particularly bad incident when I was workingthat familiar pain started developing in my lower abdomen, and within a period of 20 minutes the pain was so severe I believed something had to be seriously wrong. I called my mom, and she rushed me to the emergency room.

In the end, the tests came back normal, so I was sent home with no real answers. After several follow-up visits, I was diagnosed with endometriosis. For those unfamiliar, endometriosis is a condition in which tissue similar to the lining of the uterusthe endometriumbegins to grow outside of the uterus.

This tissue typically attaches in the pelvis and lower abdomen, but it can appear almost anywhere in the body. The severity of pain doesnt always reflect the amount of tissue presentsymptoms can vary widely from person to person.

Once I received my official diagnosis, there was no discussion of treatment options. I was simply prescribed the birth control patch, and just like that, I began hormonal birth control.

I used the patch for a few years, then switched to the shot, and eventually to an intrauterine device (IUD). Altogether, I spent nearly 14 years on some form of hormonal birth control.

When I first started, I believed birth control would alleviate my pain. While it did reduce the intensity of the cramps, I still experienced discomfort every month, and soon, I began to develop other symptoms. Before I had even reached my early 30s, I was struggling with extreme bloating, night sweats, pain during intercourse, insomnia, depression, and digestive issues.

As I entered my 20s, I visited doctors multiple times in hopes of finding answers. However, most of these visits left me feeling discouraged and at a loss. There never seemed to be a clear explanation for what was happening with my body.

Over the years, I was prescribed various medications and underwent numerous tests, but none of these efforts led to any real changes. Eventually, I came to accept that this was just the way things were. I believed it was simply my new normalsomething all women had to endure.

Looking back, what strikes me most is that I never considered hormonal imbalance. This wasnt my individual failure; this was a systemic one. I had a right to understand how my body worked before I was placed on medication that would alter it for over a decade.

That no one discussed my hormone levels and how different types of birth control would affect my body is a sign of a greater problem: Were expected to make life-altering health decisions without being provided with the fundamental knowledge we need to make them knowingly.

It wasnt until my late 20s that I began questioning whether I should even be taking birth control and what else I could do to improve my health. It took someone else challenging my assumptions about my body to finally push me into doing my research and taking control of my future.

Along with my health issues, I had also started going to a fitness coach. One day, while we were in a session, she questioned me about when my menstrual cycle was. I told her that I didnt keep track because I didnt have one, because of my hormonal IUD.

I also mentioned that I hadnt had a cycle in years, and at the time, I thought that was perfectly fine. But she wasnt having it! She firmly told me that having a regular period was essential for the body and suggested I consider getting off birth control.

I was shocked by what she said, and Ill admit, I became defensive. No one had ever questioned my choice to be on birth control before. Id always been told by physicians to continue taking it, so this confrontation shook me.

I tried to explain that I had endometriosis and felt that birth control was the best choice for my health. I also told her that I wasnt ready for pregnancy, so it seemed like a win-win. Despite wanting to prove to my coach that I knew exactly what I was doing, I soon realized how little I actually understood about the menstrual cycle and how birth control worked. Once I let go of my defensiveness and became more open-minded, I gained the space to reflect.

Initially, my primary reason for using birth control was to avoid the excruciating pain every month. But over time, it became something I just did without considering whether it was the best option for me.

Looking back, this conversation changed everything for me. It not only helped me educate myself and heal my body, but it also inspired me to help other women facing similar struggles.

Before this conversation with my coach, I thought I understood the concept of health. I worked out, ate well, and believed I felt good. But then I realized that I was still struggling with symptoms that were only getting worse as I got older.

I had compartmentalized my pain and discomfort, accepting them as part of life. That was the moment when I understood that health is more than just hitting the gym and following a diet. Health involves the entire body and all its functions. This realization led me to adopt a more holistic view of health, not only for myself but for others as well.

A year before this conversation, I had begun working with others on their fitness ventures. I started out by instructing group exercise classes, but I was only getting stronger in my passion as I got certified in fitness programming, strength and conditioning, and nutrition. When a topic sparks my curiosity, I try to learn all I can about it.

Working with others and reflecting on my experience with birth control prompted me to reevaluate my entire lifestyle. I began assessing my sleep, nutrition, stress levels, and exercise. I asked myself if the choices I was making were truly supporting my health and happiness, or if they were holding me back.

This led me to dive headfirst into understanding hormonal regulation not just the sex hormones like estrogen, progesterone, and testosterone but also cortisol, serotonin, dopamine, melatonin, and others. I became fascinated by how I could optimize both my health and the health of others.

Even with a richer understanding of my body and the impact of birth control, it took nearly four more years before I decided to stop using it. It wasnt a decision I took lightly, as I knew it would require me to be much more accountable to myself.

Going off birth control would signify that I had to become more in tune with my body and more concerned about my own well-being. Being on birth control was the easy way out for me. I could have sex without the fear of getting pregnant, and I did not have to worry about a period every month.

But internally, I knew that I could not keep going in that direction. I owed it to myself to make better choices, and I also knew that if I was going to assist other women, I had to lead by example.

After deciding to stop using birth control, I found myself without support from my gynecologist. Actually, I faced a surprising amount of resistance when I asked to have my IUD taken out.

I asked my doctor for recommendations or details to help with treating my endometriosis without using birth control, but all I was told was to remain on it. This was not an acceptable solution, and thats when I knew I would have to look elsewhere.

This experience was also the first time I recognized the gap in understanding hormonal balance and health within traditional medical practices. Before this, I hadnt given much thought to the womens health field beyond my routine check-ups, Pap smears, and breast exams.

Though I take accountability for my own ignorance, I think theres a tremendous problem thats inherent within womens healthcare in general. This isnt to undermine the expertise of doctorsrather, its about how the approach to holistic health and alternative methods for supporting reproductive health often isnt a part of the conventional process.

Once I had my IUD removed, I knew I needed to find a medical professional who could help me navigate this transition. Fortunately, I found a few functional medicine doctors nearby. I got blood panels done, consulted with doctors who took a whole-person approach, and immersed myself in books and publications about hormonal health.

The transition off birth control wasnt easy. So many years of synthetic hormones had thrown my own hormone production into chaos. It took a few years of concerted effort and determination before I finally started to feel like my body was in equilibrium again. In spite of the challenges and setbacks, I can honestly say it was worth every bit of effort.

When I decided to try to get pregnant several years later, I felt far more educated about fertility and the entire process. While that didnt make the experience necessarily easierpregnancy has its own challengesI did feel much more confident, both during pregnancy and in the postpartum period.

Specifically, during postpartum, I was able to recognize symptoms of hormonal dysregulation and, over the course of a year, gradually return to myself. Im so excited to say that I now have normal, healthy periods without the excruciating pain I once experienced. Its incredible, as I never believed that would be possible.

Of course, not every period is perfectI still occasionally experience symptoms like mood changes and bloating. But Ive come to understand that these fluctuations are simply part of the healing process.

The truth is that hormones are not static, and achieving balance requires ongoing work. The choices we make regarding lifestyle, nutrition, stress management, and sleep all play a role in how we feel during our menstrual cycle.

Throughout my experience in fitness coaching, Ive had the privilege of working with women from diverse backgrounds. My own positive, transformative experience was the primary motivator in wanting to share what Ive learned with others.

I cant count how many conversations Ive had with friends and clients about their struggles with their cycles and with birth control. I strongly resonate with their experiences and believe that taking an empathetic, all-encompassing approach to health is crucial for long-term success. Ultimately, my hope in sharing my story is to illustrate that this book is meant to educate, not to criticize.

To sum it up, our body talks in hormones. Each cycle, each mood change, each energy slump is part of a complex conversation taking place beneath our skina conversation most of us were never taught to hear.

The following chapters decipher this language. Well talk about what your hormones actually do, how birth control alters their dialogue, and what occurs when you provide your body with the support its been begging for the entire time.

The goal isnt to judge decisions as good or bad but rather to understand your body so you can choose what works for you.

Lets tune in.





PART I

UNDERSTANDING YOUR HORMONAL FOUNDATION

NOW THAT YOU KNOW MY story, lets step back and look at the bigger picture.

Before we can dive into the specifics of how birth control impacts our bodies and what we can do to restore hormonal regulation, its essential to first understand what hormones are and how they function, especially the ones directly related to sexual health and reproductive function.

Hormones are the bodys chemical messengers, and the balance of these messengers can influence everything from our physical appearance to our mood and emotional well-being. When it comes to womens health, the most impactful hormones in sexual function and development are estrogen, progesterone, and testosterone.

In this part, well explore these primary sex hormones, diving into how they govern the menstrual cycle and sexual health. Well also touch on other hormones, such as luteinizing hormone (LH) and follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH) as well as prostaglandinsalthough not technically classified as sex hormones, they play crucial roles in reproductive health.

Once you see how these hormones work together, youll start to understand how they can be disrupted by birth control and, more importantly, what steps we can take to regain an ideal rhythm. Your menstrual cycle acts like a monthly check-in with your body.

A healthy, regular cycle indicates that your hormones, particularly estrogen and progesterone, are functioning properly. When your cycle is off, its often a sign that something in your system needs attention, whether due to stress, nutrient deficiencies, thyroid issues, or another underlying issue.

This education is a practical power. Every woman deserves to know the language of her body before being invited to change it.

When practitioners skip over this foundation and jump right into prescribing solutions, theyre withholding from you the very information necessary for clear and autonomous decision-making. The more you know about your inherent rhythms, the more clarity youll have to advocate for care that actually serves you.

Before we go further, lets define some key terms that will pop up throughout this section. The hormones were talking about today are known as sex hormones or sex steroids. These steroid hormones are produced in the adrenal cortexthe outer layer of the adrenal glandsas well as in the ovaries, testes (in men), or placenta during pregnancy.

Theyre synthesized from cholesterolthe same cholesterol your body uses for a range of vital functions such as vitamin D synthesis and support of brain function. These hormones are also called endogenous hormones, which simply means they are made naturally within our bodies. In contrast, exogenous hormones originate from external sources, such as the synthetic hormones found in birth control.

Interestingly, while men and women both produce the same sex hormones, its the amounts produced and how the receptor sites in the body interact with these hormones that distinguish the two sexes.

These subtle differences shape everything from how our bodies grow and develop to how we metabolize food, how we handle stress, and even how we experience mood fluctuations throughout our lives.

In women, the ovaries are the primary source of sex hormones, while in men, the testes are the main producers. These organs are collectively known as the gonads. Testosterone, which is often considered a male hormone, is actually an androgena type of steroid hormone that both men and women produce, though in different quantities.

Alongside testosterone, I will also explore other androgens, such as dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA), DHEA sulfate (DHEA-S), and dihydrotestosterone (DHT).

Though typically associated with male health, testosterone and its related androgens are just as important for women, influencing everything from libido and muscle function to bone health and even cognitive function.

Understanding how these hormones work individually, as well as how they interact, will give you a powerful framework for understanding how hormonal birth control disrupts this finely tuned system.

By the end of this section, youll have a deeper understanding of how hormonal disruptions might affect your health, and youll have the knowledge to approach hormone health with a more holistic mindset.

Hormones arent just regulators of our reproductive systems; they influence virtually every aspect of our health, from metabolism and sleep to mood and stress response. The more we learn about them, the better equipped we are to navigate hormonal dysregulation when it arises, ensuring we can support our long-term well-being.

This section will lay the groundwork for understanding why hormonal fluctuations can feel so overwhelming and how we can start to address them in a way that promotes a healthier, more harmonious life.

By the time were done, youll have a clearer understanding of how these hormones affect your daily experiencesand how you can begin to take charge of your hormonal health in a way that works for you.





CHAPTER 1

ESTROGEN UNCOVERED

FOR MOST OF MY LIFE, I didnt give much thought to estrogen. I had no idea it was affecting my brain, bones, skin, and even heart health. I remember sitting with a research article spread out in front of me, highlighting sentence after sentence and thinking: Why didnt anyone ever teach us this? It felt like I had discovered a secret map to understanding my own body.

It wasnt just my period that it was influencingit touched almost every system in my body. Though often labeled as just a female hormone, its way more interesting and intricate.

Estrogen is at the heart of womens reproductive development and health. There is far more to this hormone than reproduction. Men also produce estrogen, women just happen to make a whole lot more, and this hormone influences so much of what we are, both biologically and physically.

At puberty, rising estrogen levels initiate many of the bodys changes, including breast development and the growth of body hair. Estrogen also triggers the start of menstruation and contributes to bone growth, mood regulation, fertility, and pregnancy. Three main types of estrogen naturally occur in the female body: estrone, estradiol, and estriol.

This chapter will focus primarily on estradiol, the most potent and abundant form during the reproductive years. However, well also touch on the roles of estrogen during pregnancy and menopause. Estradiol, produced mainly by the ovaries, fluctuates throughout the menstrual cycle and is responsible for sexual development during puberty. It remains the dominant form of estrogen until menopause.

After menopause, estrone becomes the primary estrogen. Estriol is primarily produced during pregnancy by the placenta to support fetal development and maternal adaptation.

While estrogen is most commonly associated with reproduction, it has effects far beyond the ovaries. It is also produced and utilized in various extragonadal sitesincluding the brain, bones, liver, adrenal glands, skin, blood vessels, and fat tissue. These widespread receptors highlight that estrogen is not just a reproductive hormoneit is deeply involved in overall female health.

The Brain

Estrogen plays a powerful role in shaping the female brain, both structurally and functionally. From early development, estrogen receptors, sex chromosomes, and genetics play a crucial role in establishing key sex differences in brain regions and behavior.

One area where these differences are especially apparent is the hypothalamus, a small but vital region deep in the brain that regulates mood, sex drive, appetite, sleep, and more. The hypothalamus is basically your bodys control centera small but mighty area that regulates everything from your body temperature and appetite to your sleep cycle and reaction to stress.

Within the hypothalamus is a section called the medial preoptic area (mPOA). The mPOA regulates a number of functions, such as body temperature, and it receives sensory inputs from all around the body. And within the mPOA lies the sexually dimorphic nucleus (SDN).

This group of cells is related to sexual behavior, and in most species, this nucleus is larger in males than in females. While this might seem like the result of higher testosterone levels in males, research suggests its actually the conversion of testosterone into estradiol during early postnatal development that drives this difference, shaping male-typical sexual behavior.1 This means that its actually estradiolnot testosterone directlythat helps to masculinize the brain during this period.

Another structure in the mPOA, the anteroventral periventricular nucleus (AVPV), shows clear sex-based differences as well. The AVPV is involved in reproductive and parental behaviors. A study showed that females exhibit a higher expression of oxytocin receptor neurons in this region compared to males.2 

Oxytocin is a hormone crucial for social bonding, reproductive functions such as childbirth and lactation, and maternal behavior. Estrogen plays a key role hereit increases the production of oxytocin.

For example, studies have discovered that during ovulationwhen estrogen is highestwomen do better on verbal memory tasks (e.g., remembering words or stories).3 At the same time, estrogen enhances the brains oxytocin receptors, essentially making it more responsive to this bonding hormone.

It has been proposed that the release of oxytocin is critical for creating maternal behavior and parent-child bonding. The expression of oxytocin receptors in the AVPV neurons is dependent on estrogen. Estrogen has the ability to elevate the amount of oxytocin in the body both by activating the cells responsible for producing oxytocin and by proliferating the oxytocin receptors.

Apart from the hypothalamus, the hippocampus is another important area influenced by estrogen in the brain. The hippocampus is an S-shaped complex structure in our brain that

































































































































	Estrogen is more than a reproductive hormoneit impacts the brain, bones, liver, heart, fat tissue, skin, hair, and stress response.

	Estradiol is the dominant form of estrogen during the reproductive years, with estrone taking over postmenopause and estriol playing a key role during pregnancy.

	The brain is highly sensitive to estrogen, which affects memory, mood, cognition, and maternal behavior through areas like the hippocampus, hypothalamus, and prefrontal cortex.

	Estrogen protects bone density, cardiovascular function, and collagen production, which is why its decline during menopause can lead to osteoporosis, heart disease, and aging skin.

	Fat tissue is hormonally activeit produces estrogen through aromatase. This matters especially postpartum and postmenopause, when the ovaries slow or stop production.

	The liver is essential for hormone clearance and balance, producing SHBG and metabolizing excess estrogen. Poor liver function can contribute to estrogen dominance.

	Stress affects estrogen levels via the adrenals, and chronic stress can deplete precursors like DHEA, lowering estrogen and worsening hormonal symptoms.





	Could my symptoms (e.g., mood swings, fatigue, brain fog, joint pain) be related to low or fluctuating estrogen levels?

	Should I have my estrogenor other hormones like DHEA, SHBG, or cortisoltested?

	How might my birth control or hormone replacement therapy be impacting my estrogen metabolism?

	What steps can I take to support healthy estrogen levels during postpartum or perimenopause?

	Is my body composition or liver health affecting my homone balance?
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