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INTRODUCTION

Your alarm sounds. Exhausted, you hit snooze—twice. By the time you get out of bed, you’re already behind. You make a big cup of coffee to combat the brain fog, likely from the wine last night. You get a bit jittery from it, but it’s better than feeling foggy. You wash down a bowl of sugary cereal with another cup of coffee. By midday, you start to crash. Time for the third cup of caffeine, maybe in the form of an energy drink, and a granola bar. By the end of the day, you’re exhausted, but the caffeine and sugar are keeping you wired.

Unfortunately, there’s still more to do: dinner, house chores, and personal care. By the time you finish, it feels like you’ve completed a marathon. You deserve a reward. You’re also on a second or third wind, so you need something to cool off and tell your nervous system that you’re finally done for the day. A glass of wine fits the bill. Eventually, a little tipsy, you head to bed. You’re tired but wired; half asleep, half awake. The night goes by without the depth of sleep your body needs. You wake up groggy. Wash, rinse, repeat.

The most common unifying experience in modern life is stress, and it’s taking a serious toll on our health.1 To cope, it’s easy to rely on hyperpalatable food, alcohol, and pharmaceuticals. Yet we are not getting better. The tools we are using to cope are keeping our mental and physical energy low, prohibiting us from sleeping well, and causing us to perform at only the level of merely scraping by.

With this unhealthy cycle so many of us are stuck in, we’re not making it easy for our bodies to deal with the compounding stress of this lifestyle. For starters, we’re not eating enough produce. Instead, we’re overeating processed foods, meat, and dairy. Plus, we’re consuming more calories than ever before. A 2021 peer-reviewed study concluded that 67 percent of calories young people consume come from ultra-processed foods such as chips, cookies, frozen pizza, and burgers.2

Of the few healthy foods we do eat, a lot of them are grown in soil that isn’t as nutrient-rich as it was 100 years ago. In fact, the nutrient density of the 43 most common fruits and vegetables has declined.3 So even when we are eating clean, our bodies have fewer tools to bring us back to a state of balance.

If you are anything like most Americans, there are also several pharmaceuticals thrown into the mix. If one of the causes of stress is an unhealthy diet or nutrient-deficient food, popping a pill may seem like a simple and efficient way to deal with it. Yet despite increased investment in the healthcare industry,4 we remain sick and stressed.
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But what if there were another way? A way that shifts your destructive cycle of stress to one of optimized energy, productivity, and balance. A state where you feel healthy, active, vibrant, and full of life. One that not only has hundreds of years of traditional wisdom behind it but is also backed by modern science.

Now imagine waking up from a deep night of restful sleep. Your eyes open before the alarm sounds. You have energy, your mind feels clear, and your day is unwritten but full of purpose. You walk into the kitchen and pour yourself a cup of functional coffee. A brew that delivers the full, bold coffee flavor you’ve known and loved for decades, but this time without the crash, jitters, or upset stomach.

This cup is filled with ancient herbs and mushrooms, ingredients you now leverage to show up as your best self despite the stress of modern-day life. To-dos seamlessly fall off your list as you find time to move your body, engage in activities that bring you pleasure, and spend quality time with your loved ones.

With your newfound state of being, anything off-kilter is painfully noticeable. When an alert triggers stress, you notice your heart pound, palms dampen, and mind race—responses that used to be so familiar. But now, you take a few deep breaths, and just as quickly as that sneaky stressor came, it’s gone. You mix another soothing beverage, this time made from Turmeric and other ancient herbs.

As the day rolls on, you move through life like a wave, keenly aware of the chaos around you, yet strong, graceful, and moving with clarity and purpose. You’re balanced in a way you once didn’t know you were capable of. When the sun sets and dinner is cleaned up, you start the unwinding routine. Just as habitual as your functional coffee is your evening pot of warm Cacao. Your kids still call it hot chocolate, but you know how different it is from the old stuff. This, like your morning brew, is teeming with rich nutrition, delivering the nutrients your whole family needs to start relaxing and preparing for the night’s reset.

You pour everyone a mug of this decadent chocolaty treat and sit back smiling, watching as everyone shares stories from their day. When the mugs are dry, your body tells you it’s time for rest. Your body effortlessly recedes into sleep, refueling every cell in your body for the day to come.

Welcome to life with Adaptogens. Adapt-o-what? In short, the most nutrient-dense, time-tested, ancient natural medicines from around the world. They just happen to be incredibly safe, nontoxic, and for the first time in thousands of years, available and accessible almost anywhere you shop.

ADAPTOGENS IN A NUTSHELL (FOR NOW)

While you may not be familiar with the term “Adaptogens,” they have likely been a regular part of your life in some way, shape, or form.

Here at our company Four Sigmatic, we are widely known for creating the original mushroom coffee, but there’s far more to Adaptogens than that! In Chapter 1, we’ll fully explore the science of Adaptogens. But for now, you just need to know that they are a group of super plants and functional mushrooms with health benefits, namely helping you adapt to all kinds of stressors and situations.

Super plants are medicinal plants that have been used for centuries for their range of benefits to human health. They include some familiar species such as Turmeric and Cacao and more niche ingredients (to Westerners) like Astragalus and Gynostemma. In every culture across the globe, humans have relied on plant medicines to maintain health and ward off sickness. Super plants have a wide range of uses, phytochemicals, and benefits. They help us with energy, stress, mental function, immunity, and more.

Functional mushrooms are a subset of mushrooms in the fungi kingdom that have beneficial effects on human health. If you hear “mushrooms” and think of portobellos on a pizza, we have news for you! Fungi are actually their own biological kingdom, like the plant and animal kingdoms. Out of the millions of species in the fungi kingdom, there are around 700 species that have been used across the world for their medicinal benefits. They are among the most complex, medicinally potent, and yet safest natural medicines on the planet. Many have been used for thousands of years in traditional systems of medicine.

THE BREAKDOWN

Our company name Four Sigmatic comes from foods that are four standard deviations (or “Four Sigmas”) above average foods. More simply said, these are the 100 most-studied, nutrient-dense foods on the planet.
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Together, we, Danielle and Tero, have helped bring our deep passion and expertise in all things Adaptogens to millions of Four Sigmatic consumers around the world. While doing that, we have had the unique privilege to learn deeply about the sourcing and preparation of these powerful functional foods.

At Four Sigmatic, we pride ourselves on sourcing ingredients from their native lands whenever possible. We also feel it’s critically important to source ingredients in their most authentic form—the way they are found in nature and the way our ancestors have been using them for millennia. This means we have vetted hundreds of suppliers who grow and process Adaptogens.

While we don’t take ourselves too seriously, our dedication to providing the highest quality products possible is no joke. We taste, test, and experiment with every single ingredient to find the highest quality and most authentic options out there. We feel humbled to be a small part of reviving these Adaptogens, bringing them to the Western palate, where people truly need the benefits they offer. We acknowledge that we are standing on the shoulders of giants with many ancient cultures, scientists, and amazing herbal educators to thank. We honor that these plants and mushrooms have been part of the fabric of health in societies across the world and hope to keep their magic alive by offering them in a practical way to the West.

While ancient intent is a powerful basis to work from, the current world and our stress levels require a comprehensive approach that integrates traditional knowledge with modern research.

Our Four Sigmatic philosophy about optimal, sustained health is rooted in long-term solutions rather than bandages. We believe our bodies are wise and desire to not just survive but to thrive.

Think of your health as a flowing river. There are often obstacles—dams or boulders—preventing the river from flowing smoothly. In our bodies, these obstructions are stress, nutrient deficiencies, and a reliance on unhealthy coping mechanisms. When we remove the obstacles, the river can flow freely again.

Adaptogens are our river keepers, helping to remove obstacles so our health is no longer obstructed from showing up in full vitality. They help get our bodies back into a state of balance and health. They safely support our body’s energy to move like a free-flowing river—not just today or tomorrow, but when we’re 90 and beyond. After all, the stressors of modern-day are likely not going away anytime soon. Knowing this, we need to become more adaptable and more “anti-fragile”!

OUR ADAPTOGEN ORIGIN STORIES

Tero Isokauppila

Tero’s path to learning and sharing the power of natural healing started at his family farm in Finland. In Finland, saunas outnumber cars, and people love coffee as much as they love nature. The Isokauppilas have been taking care of their land in southern Finland near the town of Nokia (yep, famous for the mobile phones) since around 1619. Tero and his brother, Vesa, make up the thirteenth generation in the family to care for this land, and their young sons, Banyan and Antti, will be the fourteenth.

Tero’s father is an agronomist, and his mother taught physiology and anatomy to nurses. Growing up in Finland, Tero learned to appreciate the best off-the-beaten-track ingredients and the absolute worst puns. He also developed an appreciation for both the power of earth and science, scientist and farmer, slow and fast, and ancient and modern. Following this bridged path, Tero went on to study chemistry, nutrition, and business in the USA, Canada, the UK, France, and Finland. But when he left the farm, he realized that not everyone’s grandparents brewed a coffee replacement made from Chaga during WWII.

In 2012, Tero started Four Sigmatic to share these powerful Finnish traditions with the world. With Four Sigmatic, Tero searched around the world for exhaustively studied, practically magical Adaptogens that could be added to people’s daily staples. The Four Sigmatic philosophy is creating better daily routines that incorporate ancient wild foods, including mushrooms and other plant Adaptogens. Tero has spent the last 15 years living in 10 countries, pioneering the functional mushroom and Adaptogen space.

Danielle Ryan Broida

Danielle’s story began on the other side of the world in Southern California, which is quite the opposite of freezing Finland. California life looked dreamy from the outside, but within her hometown of Montecito, she could see that incredible wealth, fame, and access weren’t enough to shield people from ill health, stress, and depression. This led her to seek a deeper understanding of sustainable happiness and health from a very early age.

After receiving her B.A. in environmental studies and philosophy from Whitman College, Danielle moved to Southeast Asia to learn about the environment, traditional medicine, and alternative healing from the source. She ended up studying Ayurvedic medicine in India, becoming a certified Ashtanga and Hatha yoga instructor on the banks of the Ganges River, and studying under a naturopathic doctor in Indonesia, where she became a certified raw chef and detox coach. But it was leading trekking adventures into the backcountry of Thailand where she became particularly fascinated by herbal medicine while also becoming fluent in Thai. She then began to follow traditional ways of living, focusing primarily on wild and natural foods and medicines.

Danielle returned to the United States to formalize her graduate education in holistic medicine at the Colorado School of Clinical Herbalism. She went on to open a private clinical practice, where she focused on functional mushroom-based treatment for autoimmune conditions and chronic illnesses. She has worked with hundreds of clients, supporting their journeys to health and vitality with the help of herbal and fungal medicine. After several years in clinical practice, she became a Registered Herbalist of the American Herbalists Guild. She now teaches at CSCH as their instructor of mycology while being Tero’s partner in education at Four Sigmatic.

WHY HEALING ADAPTOGENS WAS WRITTEN

We designed this book to help you easily navigate when, how, and why to use Adaptogens. We’ve combined traditional wisdom with the most up-to-date research on these magical herbs and fungi to create a practical and comprehensive guide. We wrote this book because it didn’t exist. The Internet is full of blogs with bullet points on various Adaptogens, and while some have valid facts, most are just marketing. There are a handful of great clinical books and resources about the science behind Adaptogens that are full of quality information, but these clinical texts can be hard to read and tend to focus on one or a limited number of Adaptogens, lack a description of how to use and buy Adaptogens, or are outdated.

We’ve both been studying Adaptogens for over a decade. This book is the definitive yet playful guidebook we wish had existed when we started on this path.

HOW TO READ AND USE THIS BOOK

This book is focused on the top 21 Adaptogens, dividing them into three main categories: Defend, Perform, and Restore.

Since by definition, Adaptogens cannot be boxed into a specific singular benefit, it can become confusing how and why to start using them. We created this categorization to give you a starting place for when and why to use each one. Adaptogens to Defend are those best for immune support and beauty, Adaptogens to Perform are for energy and focus, and Adaptogens to Restore are for stress and longevity.

But before we get too deep into the benefits, stories, and use cases of the Adaptogens themselves, we need to lay the foundation for your journey.

PART I will guide you through the discovery of Adaptogens, what they are, the science behind how they work, how they interact with key systems of your body, and how to choose the right Adaptogen for your unique body and needs.

PART II dives into the ingredients, the Adaptogens themselves. Each of the 21 profiles focuses on an individual Adaptogen to give you the confidence to know when and why to bring that Adaptogen into your routine, its key benefits, and even how to vet the highest quality products to receive the best results.

PART III starts with a shopping guide, because this book would not be the practical guide we set out to create without tips and tricks on how to start using (which first entails purchasing) these healing Adaptogens for whole-body health. We give you information on what to look for when buying Adaptogens (warning: there’s unfortunately a ton of shady marketing around Adaptogens) and share multiple commonly available and small business options on where to buy them.

Then we provide you with our 10 Commandments of Adaptogens to provide an easy, go-to reference for their daily usage, which we follow with tips for realistically and sustainably integrating Adaptogens into your everyday routine.

The end of the book includes our endnotes and an index. While these don’t seem like the sexiest parts of the book, we encourage you to use them to help you navigate the text and use as a source to refer to for years to come. Just like the fact boxes at the start of each Adaptogen profile, the index helps you save time. Head straight there if you’re looking for a specific term or need, or skim through it to find interesting parts about the book for your limited reading time.

Once you’ve read the book once or twice, you’ll find the scientific references are an excellent place to dive even deeper and continue your learning journey. We have carefully read through over one thousand studies, and these select references can save you time when looking for valuable insights. We have ignored many weaker sources and focused on the better-designed (double-blind, placebo-controlled, and peer-reviewed) references, when possible.

We truly hope this book is just the beginning of your journey with Adaptogens. The real fun starts when you close the book and experience these powerful plants and mushrooms in your own life. Danielle often tells her clients, “Don’t just trust me . . . experience the Adaptogens for yourself because the relationship with each plant or mushroom begins with you.”

This can be thought of like matchmaking. You are pairing yourself, a unique being (one that is also constantly changing!) with another whole being (in the form of a super plant or functional mushroom). The relationship you forge with that species will be yours and yours alone. So get on with it—go do some dating with Adaptogens!

As you play and experiment with these ingredients that for thousands of years were only for the elite, wildly expensive, or prayed over as sacred, please remember to take care of yourself. To be safe with experimentation, especially if you have a health condition or are taking medications, always check in with your healthcare practitioner before taking any new supplements, including Adaptogens.

We feel humbled and fortunate to have these ingredients at our fingertips today, arguably the time when we need these allies the most. Let this book be the bridge between where you are now and the life of waking up each day as the best, most vital version of yourself. May this be your reference guide and a place you come back to time and again as you move through your Adaptogenic journey. Onward!
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CHAPTER 1

DEFINING ADAPTOGENS

Take a moment to think of your body as a city. Cities have reservoirs to pull water from in times of need. Similarly, think of your body having its own reservoir, a “vital reserve.” If you encounter drought, a stressor, you can pull from the reservoir to keep the taps flowing and the people of your city, or cells, replenished.

Adaptogens help replenish your vital reserve so that when stressors arise (which is inevitable), there is a pool of resources to draw from. This enables your body to respond to the stressor efficiently and return to a state of balance efficiently.

WHAT MAKES AN ADAPTOGEN

All Adaptogens must meet three criteria to qualify as a true Adaptogen.

First, they must be nontoxic. This means they have minimal side effects. There is no “toxic load” where taking too much will push you over the edge and lead to negative consequences. Instead, there is merely a “ceiling dose.” This means that once you take up to a certain amount, the benefits will plateau, as your body cannot utilize more than a given amount. There are many plants that have wonderful health applications (like Bryonia alba, or wild hops, for example), so they might be considered a superfood, but their toxic load excludes them from the Adaptogenic category.

Second, they must be nonspecific. This is where much of the confusion with Adaptogens arises. Unlike most other medicines, they do not push your body in one direction or another. Instead, they build adaptive energy in your body, rather than exert a specific effect like stimulation or relaxation. This mechanism occurs through a range of phytonutrients that effects multiple systems in the body to encourage balance. Most natural and pharmaceutical medicines have a specific action. Examples in plants include Passiflora incarnata (passionflower), which directly sedates your body, or Camellia sinensis (green or black tea), which stimulates it.

Lastly, to qualify as an Adaptogen, the species must have a normalizing effect. This is seen through normalizing systems including the immune, endocrine, nervous, cardiovascular, and digestive systems. Normalizing means there is a bidirectional effect on physiological function. Adaptogens often contain compounds with opposing effects. These are compounds that work synergistically in Adaptogens that, if isolated, act quite differently. The same ingredient can be energizing or relaxing, and the compound needed to bring your body into a state of balance will have a “louder” effect than others. Think of them as calibrators, adapting to each body’s unique needs. We like to think of this as a gas-brake effect.

An example of the gas-brake effect can be seen in Cacao. This incredible bean has many compounds, two of which are relevant to call out here: theobromine, which has a gas effect, and magnesium, which has a braking effect. Depending on the person who consumes Cacao, it may either elevate their energy or allow them to rest deeper. Cacao adapts its action to bring your body into a normalized or balanced state.

Let’s look at a visual representation of how Adaptogens normalize your body in response to stressors.
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In the graph, you can visually see Adaptogens’ stress-protective effect. The dotted line is your body’s typical response to a stressor. The solid line is your body’s response to that same stressful event with the support of Adaptogens. The solid line never drops below the line of homeostasis. Homeostasis is the body’s rhythmic calibrator that continuously interacts and adjusts with changes within or outside the body. It allows us to function in a stable manner, keeping the body within a set range of normal parameters, including blood pressure, heart rate, temperature, and more. Instead of significantly rocking the body out of this set parameter of homeostasis, with Adaptogens on board, the body slowly is relieved of the initial stressor and returns to a state of homeostasis without ever being depleted to the point of fatigue and exhaustion.

Without Adaptogens, your body is on a roller coaster. It’s quickly stimulated, spiking in its hormonal and endocrinal response to a state of high alert, followed by an energy crash, and eventually exhaustion. With Adaptogens, the body uses less energy to respond to the perceived stressor. It does not immediately go into a phase of high alert but rather is slightly elevated in acuity. The gentle stimulating effect also lasts longer. The key here is that with Adaptogens on board, the body does not crash and require a phase of exhaustion before bouncing back to homeostasis.

THROUGH THE LENS OF TRADITIONAL MEDICINE

As humans, we have relied on plants as medicine for thousands of years. Long before they were “discovered” and categorized as Adaptogens, these same species were used in cultures across the world. This particular group of plants and mushrooms was especially revered and utilized in traditional systems of medicine, particularly Ayurveda and Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). Much of the traditional stories and use cases come from these two systems.

Understanding the philosophy of these systems helps to understand why Adaptogens were revered and used as such prominent species in these cultures. Much of the oldest preserved information and documentation of these species comes from these two lineages. There are many other ancient cultures from Mexico to Scandinavia, the Amazon to Sub-Saharan Africa, who have also used Adaptogens for a long time, but these two happened to document the effects better than other cultures. These systems are comparable to what “Western medicine” is to the United States today.

In these two systems and beyond, these species have been used as currency, food, and medicine. The reemergence of Adaptogens in the West is therefore more of a remembrance. It’s a way of looking back at the tools that have helped humans survive through thousands of years of hardship and enabled them to endure long, cold winters (with Rhodiola and Chaga), to keep their immune systems strong (with Eleuthero and Turkey Tail), minds sharp (with Mucuna, Gotu Kola, and Lion’s Mane), and bodies in shape (with Cordyceps and Maca).

There are two central differences between Western medicine versus TCM and Ayurveda. First, in the Western system of medicine, the body is viewed as a machine consisting of isolated parts. In TCM and Ayurveda, the body is viewed as an interconnected ecosystem, where one part always affects others. The second difference is the treatment approach. In Western medicine, symptoms are treated. In TCM and Ayurveda, symptoms are merely a temporary expression of an underlying imbalance, and as such, the whole body is treated. TCM and Ayurveda both look at individual body types versus symptoms. In both systems, the body has a unique characteristic (temperament, dosha, or constitution), so the individual, not the ailment, is treated. Western medicine, on the other hand, does not consider individual body types, as that is irrelevant when treating a symptom: a headache is a headache regardless of the body experiencing it. Lastly, in many traditional systems of medicine, doctors get paid if you are healthy, not if you’re sick—since that’s when they have failed in their job. In Western medicine, the health practitioner gets paid by treating you when you’re sick.

This framework sets the stage for how Adaptogens are used in these cultures. They are used to support the whole, individual body rather than a specific condition. A person may be presenting with specific symptoms like restlessness or headaches, but instead of using an Adaptogen to target that symptom, the Adaptogen should be used to replenish and support the foundational systems of the body, so the symptoms can naturally resolve themselves.

While we are forever grateful for the advancements of modern medicine (for example, fixing Tero’s ACL after two soccer injuries), Adaptogens are a bit more aligned with the TCM and Ayurvedic philosophies in the way they support your body. Viewing them through a different lens, much like these traditional systems, will help you understand how they work in your body.



TCM

TCM is an acronym for Traditional Chinese Medicine, which is the second-largest system of medicine practiced in the world today. This 3,500-year-old system includes various forms of healing including natural medicine, diet, and several bodywork practices (acupuncture, cupping, massage, gua sha, etc.). TCM focuses on your body’s vital energy, called Ch’i or Qi. This vital energy source is believed to circulate throughout your body through channels called meridians. Think of it like blood flow, with more energetic force to it. The meridians have branches that extend to organs, controlling the health of your body’s functions. Disease occurs when the Qi is imbalanced or not flowing harmoniously. Thus, treatment of disease in TCM addresses patterns of underlying imbalance.

Ayurveda

In Sanskrit, “Ayur” means “life” or “longevity” and “Veda” means “science” or “sacred knowledge.” Ayurveda is the 5,000-year-old holistic healing system of India and the third-largest system of medicine practiced around the world today. In Ayurveda, disease arises from a state of imbalance—mentally, physically, or spiritually. The world’s oldest health system, Ayurveda is known as a healing science and art, connecting mind and body. It
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