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Balancing Hormones to  

Calm the Brain 

Most of us have periods where we can feel 

overwhelmed, and unable to settle our minds. 

Dr. Daniel Amen says this may actually be 

caused by hormones and that one hormone in 

particular can help relax your brain.   

Dr. Amen: I think of progesterone as the brain’s 

natural valium – it sort of soothes you and 

relaxes you.  

When progesterone levels go low – and most 

people don’t know this, but they start to go low 

ten years before you go into menopause, 

around thirty-eight, or forty, or forty-two, and 

all of a sudden women can’t sleep.  

They are anxious, they are more irritable, and 

they start reaching for benzos, sleeping pills, or 

alcohol.  

A little natural progesterone can often make a 

very big difference in settling things down for 

the female brain.  

Progesterone is also protective. There is new 

research showing that it has been used in 

people who have traumatic brain injury. 

Progesterone can enhance healing.  
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Estrogen and progesterone tend to be just two 

incredibly important hormones for women (on 

p. 11 in the Part 1 Transcript).  

 

Testosterone, Obesity, and  

Your Sex Drive 

Hormones can impact the brain in so many 

ways. But one hormone that is especially 

important for the brain is testosterone. Here, 

Dr. Amen shares just how big an impact 

testosterone can have on your brain, and your 

life. 

Dr. Amen: Some people think of testosterone as 

vitamin T, and that brings us to sort of a crisis in 

this country when we talk about low 

testosterone. 

And what is one of the most significant causes of 

low testosterone? It is obesity.  

Obesity, chronic stress and sugar impact 

testosterone. If you get a sugar burst, it drops 

your testosterone levels by twenty-five percent.  

I was reading a study that showed that and I 

looked at my wife and said, ‘If couples share the 

cheesecake at the restaurant, no one gets 

dessert when they get home because they both 

drop their testosterone levels!’ 

Given that two-thirds of us are overweight and 

one-third of us are obese, that is going to cause 
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a terrible sexual problem in our country (on p. 

12 in the Part 1 Transcript).  

 

Why Cholesterol May Be More 

Important Than You Think 

Cholesterol is often given a bad reputation. But, 

according to Dr. Amen, it might not be as bad as 

we think. Here, he explains why getting the right 

amount of cholesterol can be so important, and 

why we may not want to avoid it altogether.  

Dr. Amen: We have made cholesterol the 

enemy with ‘Oh, you don’t want a high 

cholesterol level’ – but all your sex hormones 

are made from cholesterol! 

If your cholesterol is high and your doctor puts 

you on a statin to lower it, a cholesterol level 

under 160 has been associated with depression, 

aggression and suicide. 

If you add stress into that – how do you make 

stress hormones like cortisol? They come from 

cholesterol. If you have low cholesterol levels 

and you are stressed, you have no material left 

over to make estrogen, progesterone or 

testosterone. 

So, it’s about learning how to manage your 

cholesterol (on p. 14 in the Part 1 Transcript).  
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The Importance of Your Thyroid 

Another thing to pay close attention to is your 

thyroid. The thyroid can control how well your 

body operates, and can have a great impact on 

your brain. There are several reasons why Dr. 

Daniel Amen says it’s so important to make sure 

your thyroid is healthy. 

Dr. Amen: Your thyroid is like your body’s idle – 

it sets the idle (as in a car) so it works properly. 

When the thyroid is low, everything is slow. You 

think slow, your energy is low, you become 

constipated, your skin is dry, your hair starts to 

fall out, and your eyes are dry. 

When the thyroid is too high, it is like everything 

is revved too high: you have diarrhea, muscle 

cramps, and anxiety. 

You can have depression either way. The thyroid 

is off in a very high percentage of women. 

One of the reasons may be the toxins in our 

environment, but it could also be due to eating 

foods filled with antibiotics and hormones. It 

just seems like we are having more thyroid 

problems than ever before. 

If you have any problems with your weight, with 

your hair falling out or with your mood, you 

should have your thyroid checked. 

A lot of doctors – if you are in the normal range 

– won’t do anything about it. 
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But, for me, I never wanted to be at the bottom 

of any of my classes, and I never want my 

patients to be at the bottom of the ‘normal 

range,’ unless they are fine. If they are not fine, 

then I am going to get them to ‘high normal’ (on 

p. 18 in the Part 1 Transcript).  

 

Getting Focused on  

Optimal Levels 

Feeling our best and keeping our brain strong 

takes for more than just good health. It’s 

important to know what’s best for us as an 

individual. Dr. Daniel Amen explains why we 

shouldn’t shoot for normal, but rather optimal. 

Dr. Amen: Vitamin D is not just a vitamin – it is a 

hormone. It works virtually everywhere in your 

body. Two-thirds of the population in the United 

States is low in it, and that makes it a universal 

risk factor for disease. 

A low level of vitamin D is associated with MS, 

heart disease, cancer, diabetes, hypertension, 

depression, and dementia. 

If you are overweight, you have a BMI between 

twenty-five and thirty. 

With a BMI between twenty-five and thirty, you 

have four percent less brain tissue and your 

brain looks eight years older than healthy 

people of the same age. 
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If you are obese, which means you have a BMI 

over thirty, you have eight percent less brain 

tissue and your brain looks sixteen years older. 

When vitamin D level is low – and this is really 

important – the hormone leptin that tells you to 

stop eating doesn’t work in your hypothalamus. 

When I jacked up vitamin D all of a sudden my 

appetite went away. It was the first time that I 

could lose weight and keep it off. 

So I want everybody to know their important 

numbers. One of the important ones is your 

vitamin D level. If your doctor says it is normal, 

you want to ask, ‘What does that mean?’ 

Normal is thirty to a hundred, and if yours is 

thirty-three – and if you’re having trouble losing 

weight or getting sick a lot – I would want to get 

it toward a hundred. I want to be at the top of 

my class, not at the bottom of my class. 

The same thing goes with thyroid, testosterone, 

DHEA. I want my ranges optimal, not normal. If 

you look at what is normal in the United States, 

it is not anywhere I want to be (on p. 18-19 in 

the Part 1 Transcript).  

 

Why Anxiety Isn’t Necessarily a 

Bad Thing 

Stress and anxiety are part of life. And it may 

seem as though these feelings may be 

detrimental. But, according to Dr. Daniel Amen, 
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some worry may actually be good for us. Here, 

Dr. Ron Siegel explains how to best handle 

anxiety.  

Dr. Siegel: As the stress curve comes up, we 

reach a sort of optimal level in which we are 

aroused enough for full engagement, but when 

it starts to tip over beyond that, we start to have 

another set of problems.  

The trick is finding some midpoint in which we 

are not so relaxed. I sometimes think about the 

people who have bumper stickers that say – and 

I’ll paraphrase – ‘excrement happens’ and I’ll 

think, ‘Yes, it probably happens to them 

disproportionately because they are so not 

worried and not thinking about consequences to 

their actions that bad things befall them quite 

often.’  

Yet, we all know that it is quite possible to be 

riddled with fears in a way which is not helpful.  

One of the things that I find interesting here is 

to see the relationship between rationality and 

fear. Sometimes we say, ‘Is it a reasonable fear 

or not?’ Then we run into a problem which is 

that very often, people who are highly anxious 

are actually more accurate in their risk-appraisal 

skills than people who aren’t so anxious. 

They notice while driving down the highway, 

‘Gosh, I’m speeding through space in a tin can at 

sixty-five/seventy miles an hour; one moment’s 

inattention on my part or the part of another 
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driver, and I’m toast,’ and we see there is a lot 

of inattention around us.  

Part of the difficulty is that when we are not 

somewhat in denial – when we are actually 

seeing reality as it is – there is much cause for 

fear and much cause for alarm.  

Then the question is, ‘What do we do with this?’ 

I think the key – and you see this in both 

cognitive behavior therapy and in the 

mindfulness tradition – is how we relate to that 

fear. Very often, we are not going to be able to 

make the fear go away, except through denial.  

The question, then, is: Are we able to be with 

the fear? Are we able to ride the waves of 

arousal? Are we, as Daniel pointed out, able to 

notice these as just changing neurobiological 

states – not taking them so personally? Are we 

able to learn to ride those waves?  

What gets people most into trouble is when 

they start to resist the experience of fear, resist 

the experience of anxiety, and then they work 

themselves into various kinds of disorders 

through patterns of avoidance. 

I don’t think we are going to make fear/worry go 

away. We don’t really want it to go away 

entirely but we need to learn not to stop the 

waves, but to surf (on p. 4-5 in the Part 2: 

TalkBack Transcript)!  
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Activating Brain Health Through 

Using Your Body 

Strengthening the brain is important for optimal 

performance. However, achieving this strength 

isn’t all about exercising the brain. Here, Dr. 

Kelly McGonigal explains why to achieve brain 

health we should focus on our body as well.  

Dr. McGonigal: I was listening to NPR and a 

guest said, ‘If you want to improve the strength 

of your body, you exercise your body. If you 

want to improve the strength and health of your 

brain, you should exercise your brain.’  

It turns out that you should flip that around: if 

you want to increase the health and strength of 

your brain, you should exercise your body. 

There is probably more evidence for this than 

for almost any other recommendation that I 

make – the idea that physical exercise, 

particularly exercise that elevates the heart rate 

– cardio respiratory fitness – increases the 

density of the prefrontal cortex as well as the 

function of the prefrontal cortex. 

It is not very clear why physical exercise seems 

to target the prefrontal cortex so much but 

researchers think it has something to do with 

the fact that the prefrontal cortex uses more 

energy than other parts of the brain.  

When you engage in physical exercise, it is 

teaching the brain and the body how to use 

energy more efficiently.  
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You see brain-derived neurotrophic factor, 

vascular endothelial growth factor, and all these 

sorts of other factors that help the brain figure 

out how to better use energy. 

If you want to make your prefrontal cortex 

bigger and stronger, you really should prioritize 

physical health and physical activity.  

The second level of evidence would be for what 

I often recommend, which is meditation. The 

evidence isn’t quite as strong but like physical 

exercise, it seems to preferentially target the 

prefrontal cortex. 

Meditation asks you to use the different 

functions of the prefrontal cortex to pay 

attention, to engage intention, and to cultivate 

self-awareness (on p. 8-9 in the Part 2: TalkBack 

Transcript).  

 

Taking Advantage of  

Male/Female Differences 

Men and women differ on several levels, 

including their strengths and weaknesses. Bill 

O’Hanlon expands on Daniel Amen’s ideas and 

explains how we can use those strengths to our 

advantage.  

Mr. O’Hanlon: I remember one time hearing a 

great quotation from one of my couples. The 

female in the couple said that she was worried 

about her husband because he was distant and 
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he’d had an affair before when he was distant. 

And it turned out he just had a cold. And he 

said, ‘She kept asking me how I’m feeling;’ he 

said, ‘I’m the last person to know how I feel.’ 

And I loved that quotation! He was aware 

enough to know that he didn’t know but she 

knew much quicker than he did what was going 

on. And – this is going to sound a little 

obsequious – but I think one of the ways that 

women can model to be leaders is to be really 

good models. I have certainly modeled on 

women that I cared about or admired, and tried 

to develop more of what is not natural for me 

but I see they seem to be really good at (from 

Part 3: Next Week in Your Practice). 

 

Finding the Right ‘Worry’ Balance 

Worry follows us all around. And while Daniel 

Amen suggests that a certain amount of worry is 

good for you, Rick Hanson explains how you can 

find the right balance.  

Dr. Hanson: “You can bring into yourself a kind 

of a correction factor and ask yourself, ‘Is what I 

am worrying about actually realistic? Is my 

worry in proportion to what I am worrying 

about? And is there any action that would be 

appropriate for me to take, to deal with my 

worry? And then when I’ve done everything I 

can, at this point, can I let myself come to peace 
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with this? And also, can I appreciate that excess 

worry as a kind of affliction upon my own mind?’ 

When I started using that word, affliction, to 

think about my own worrying, my own 

unnecessary worrying, it was really helpful to 

me. And I also began to appreciate that a lot of 

my worry was just noise. It is like a false alarm, 

like a car alarm going off in the distance, you 

know; it doesn’t mean anything. It is unpleasant 

but it is not a useful signal. It is not informative 

in any way. 

Anyway, so those have been helpful to me in 

terms of finding that ‘sweet spot’ with worry. 

You know, it is the ‘Goldilocks place’ – not too 

tall, not too short, not too hot, not too cold – 

that ‘just right’ place where there is just the 

right amount of worry (from Part 3: Next Week 

in Your Practice).  

 

Taking Your Hormones Into  

Your Own Words 

Finding the optimal hormone balance is 

important to brain health. Bill O’Hanlon expands 

on Daniel Amen’s ideas of finding your optimal 

hormonal levels, and suggests ways to do it 

naturally.  

Mr. O’Hanlon: Without taking hormones 

directly, I think that we have found a bunch of 

things in recent years that indirectly – it is like 

influencing the brain; you can’t go right into the 
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brain and tweak around unless you are a 

surgeon – but you can do some things indirectly, 

and I think the same thing about hormones. 

We know exercise – I mean, if I just said one 

thing to everybody: exercise, movement – don’t 

even call it exercise, just movement. If you move 

regularly, it is not only good for your heart; it is 

good for your muscles, good for your aerobics, 

all that cancer prevention – well, we know it is 

good for regulating the hormones and the brain, 

obviously, stress reduction.  

You know, I used to have a crazy, stressful life, 

so if you even just do a couple of things, take a 

couple of stretches down a notch and then … 

kind of taking in the good is doing forgiveness.  

We know that from positive psychology: if you 

have just got – there are some things that are 

just ongoing stresses; if you can reduce some of 

those – you have some resentments from the 

past and your mind in some way is still stuck on 

those – if you can take those down, having more 

laughter, having more joy, getting more sleep – 

they are pretty straightforward things that can 

indirectly regulate the hormones – and 

obviously nutritional things, as Dr. Amen was 

talking about (from Part 3: Next Week in Your 

Practice). 


