
Toxins show up across the many aspects of our lives: 
• in our food 
• our water with pesticides/herbicides, medications, heavy metals, chemicals 
• our air both indoor and out 
• and in our homes (cleaning products, personal care items, furniture/carpet, 

◦ for example, the EPA reports that indoor air pollutants may be 100x 
higher than outdoor which is scary when you consider that most people 
spend as much as 90% of their time indoors.    

So we want to think about toxins in a way that helps us make changes but doesn't 
overwhelm us. One of my guiding principles that I return to again and again is that we 
need to understand what we can control and what we can’t and focus our energy on 
the stuff that we can control.  I have seen patients change their toxic load that shows 
up on a functional test by installing a water filter, cleaning up their diet, adding in 
more vegetables, and changing their cleaning products. 

Our body is designed to filter toxins on a daily basis. And part of why we want to 
focus on a plant based diet with lots of colorful fruits and vegetables, lots of fiber, and 
ample amount of clean water is because this provides our body with the building 
blocks it needs in order to run our detoxification pathways.  

Now what happens in the modern world is that we have an evolutionary mismatch (on 
several levels) where our modern environment overloads the detox systems and 
leads to an increasing toxic load that warrants targeted adjustments. 

There are some important things that we can do to help limit our exposure to toxins 
and therefore reduce the detox stress that we put on our body on a daily basis. This 
has a direct relationship to cognitive health as our brains are vulnerable to toxins due 
to its high fat content and permeable barrier.   

Let’s dive into each of the 4 categories to learn more about where the opportunities 
are for decreasing our exposure to environmental toxins.  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Food 
Now let’s talk about the quality of the foods that you choose. At this point in time the 
U.S. has some regulation around what types of chemicals can be sprayed on foods 
and in soil where food grows. But there are many chemicals that are used in 
conventional farming that pass through the food chain and into our bodies increasing 
our toxic load. 

In order to avoid consuming these pesticides and herbicides, you can choose organic 
produce if it’s available at your grocery store.  Studies show that when people ate 
organic food for one week, they reduced the amount of organophosphate pesticides 
measured in urine by almost 90%.  

I want to focus on a few specific foods that can have a big impact on your health:  
◦ Fish and animal protein. 
◦ We know that at some level we can only expect to be as healthy as the planet in 

which we live, so if we have toxins in our water and air, we will have toxins in 
our bodies that will have a negative impact on our health.  Many studies have 
shown the relationship between toxins and Alzheimer’s disease, cancer, 
Parkinson’s disease, asthma and allergies, autoimmune, etc. 

◦ This is a clear example where we see that the pollution in the water build up in 
the tissue of fish like Tuna, making it a poor choice even though it is high in 
Omega 3 fats because of the high Mercury levels which are particularly toxic to 
the brain.  This is called bio-accumulation. 

◦ The Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC) has a wonderful tool to help 
you select low mercury fish and you can find a link to this in the resources 
section for this module.  In addition, using the acronym SMASH will help you 
remember good choices for fish high in Omega 3 fats and low in toxins.  The 
letters stand for Salmon, Mackerel, Anchovies, Sardines, and Herring. 

◦ An additional food source of toxicity can be animal products. And this is where 
we can get into a lot higher price point. But in some ways when we choose the 
higher quality foods I think we can also choose a lower quantity of them and 
that will be the best of both worlds. It's true that Americans in general over eat 
animal protein. It will benefit our wallet and our health to be more moderate 
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with animal protein, using it more as a condiment rather than something that 
takes up half our plate. 

◦ The reason that it's important to think about the how the animals that you are 
consuming were raised is because it has a direct impact on the nutritional 
profile of the food.  A great illustration of this is in grass-fed (and finished) Beef.  
Beef raised on grass versus grain will have drastically different amounts of anti-
inflammatory fats such as Omega 3’s as well as increased levels of antioxidants 
such as vitamin A and glutathione.  Since the grass-fed beef is not fed 
antibiotics or pesticide-laden grains, choosing grass-fed beef will reduce your 
exposure to these cognition degrading toxins.  A newer farming technique 
called Restorative farming is now one-upping the grass-fed by actively 
reducing the carbon emissions with the help of grazing animals.  Check out the 
resources for more information about Restorative Agriculture and where you 
can find animal products raised in this way. 

Now let’s talk about Organic produce: 
One resource that I cannot recommend highly enough and have already mentioned 
is called the Environmental Working Group. It's a nonprofit organization that's sole 
focus is to help consumers identify and mitigate sources of environmental toxins and 
they've done a lot of research to help us understand where we find the most toxins 
and what are the best ways to get rid of them. They've got an extensive set of guides 
that you can find on their website called www.ewg.org as well as a smartphone app 
called Healthy Living.  For organic produce I want to draw your attention to their Dirty 
Dozen list which is a list of the top 12 pesticide ridden fruits and vegetables. They've 
tested all of these fruits and vegetables and these are the 12 most toxic. This means 
that if you have to prioritize your food dollars and can't afford to get everything 
organic which most of us can't, you really want to focus in on these 12 because that's 
where you're going to get the biggest bang for your buck. On the flip side,  they have 
done a Clean 15 list which is a list of 15 fruits and vegetables that there's a really low 
pesticide residue on and you're not getting that much in terms of toxin reduction by 
choosing organics so those may be the ones that you buy conventionally. That’s really 
helpful and gives you a good feel for how to prioritize.  
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There's a lot of research that supports organic foods in terms of higher vitamin and 
mineral status as well as of course a lower impact on the environment and creating a 
more sustainable food system which has positive impacts on the health of the people 
growing and eating the foods.   

Incorporating organic foods isn’t just a question of wanting to, they generally cost 
more than conventionally raised foods.  So let’s keep this in perspective as healthy 
eating occurs along a spectrum and I think of it as good better best situation that you 
want to remember as you formulate your health goals.  It may be that our entry point 
is that we just want to make sure that we're eating fruits and vegetables which is a 
good place to start.  Research shows it only costs $1/day more to eat healthy (more 
fruits and veggies) than to eat processed foods.  Then If our budget allows us to 
expand and focus on purchasing the produce listed on the Dirty Dozen list as organic 
that is really great.  There are some people choose to get 80 to 100 percent of their 
diet organic. That's making an environmental statement for sure and also going to 
have a big impact in terms of reducing your body’s toxin load. It’s one big area where 
we have a lot of control in terms of our consumption because many of us have access 
to organic fruits and vegetables as they appear in virtually every supermarket across 
the US- Walmart and Aldi’s being the largest sellers of organic nationwide.   

Now let’s talk about water: our bodies are 6 percent water and we want you drinking 
half your weight in ounces every day in water. Drinking clean water can reduce our 
body’s toxic burden and doesn’t have to be expensive or inconvenient. 

The best solution for getting clean water is to get a really high quality water filter and 
use non-reactive containers for drinking such as glass or stainless steel. The 
Environmental Working Group has a whole section on water filters but it can be a little 
overwhelming. I'll just tell you that you know in my practice and in my home I use the 
Aquaversa multi-pure which is a fantastic water filter that deals with all the heavy 
metals to get out the pesticides the medications all of those things are filtered. Many 
people tell me that they filter their water with a carbon filter such as a Britta which is 
really just dealing with the chlorine and improving the taste but not touching the 
chemicals and medications and pesticides that come through the tap.  Filtering your 
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water can reduce your toxic load substantially and is a key preventative strategy that if 
possible you should  invest in. I think this water filter is under 400 dollars for the unit. 
And then once a year you buy a water filter cartridge to change that costs Eighty 
dollars. So I've had mine for almost 10 years and I just spend 80 dollars each year to 
change that filter. So it's an investment but it's one that once you make it you can 
continue to enjoy the benefits from years and years. 

I want to say a word about bottled water for a moment. I think there is a belief that 
somehow the fact that we are buying water means that it is better than tap water. And 
of course in extreme situations like Flint Michigan, this is true. However, for the 
majority of us, there isn’t much of a net gain with buying bottle water for 2 main 
reasons: low quality and high toxicity. Let me explain:  Many of the most popular 
brands such as Dasani are simply tap water, this case bottled in Detroit, that is 
packaged in plastic which leaches chemicals into the water and increases our toxic 
load.  Even if you are getting spring water that is bottled, the benefit of the pure water 
is limited by the plastic leach.  I know some of you are saying “but what about spring 
water bottled in glass”.  True, this takes care of the concerns but doesn’t get around 
the environmental impact and sustainability of shipping spring water across the 
country.  If you must drink packaged water, the best is spring water in glass.   

Air: I’ve already mentioned how indoor air quality can be much worse than outdoor 
which is surprising as we have grown accustomed to hearing of Smog Alerts and 
Code Red for outdoor air- nothing about indoor air.  We aren’t really going to focus 
much on outdoor air quality since we can’t do much about that at an individual level.  
Of course, choosing higher fuel efficient cars and reducing our reliance on coal will 
contribute to an improvement in air quality for the world as a whole but may not have 
an immediate impact on our personal health. 

Looking primarily at indoor air quality, how is this possible that it can be a source of 
toxins?  There are several key reasons: 

• Newer building designs have made great strides in making the house air tight 
which is great for your electric bill but reduces the ability of indoor pollutants 
to move out of the house. 
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• Increased synthetic building material and home furnishings off-gas chemicals 
such as flame retardants and volatile organic pollutants. 

• ElectroSmog is a category of biotoxin that I am including in the air module but 
really is a topic all of it’s own.   
▪ ElectroSmog refers to the invisible electromagnetic radiation resulting 

from the use of both wireless technology and electricity. The most 
common sources of wireless electrosmog are:  
- Cordless phones 
- Cordless baby alarms 
- Mobile/cellular phone masts/towers/transmitters 
- Mobile/cellular phones 
- Wireless networks 

• ElectroSmog is an emerging field in the US and we will likely follow the lead 
from European countries that are looking at the health impacts from this type 
of radiation.  The WHO classified Electromagnetic Radiation as a potential 
carcinogen. The known impacts on our health relate to increased physical 
irritation due to the electrical nature of the human body and how the 
ElectroSmog impacts it and hormonal disruption such as melatonin which 
disrupts our sleep/wake cycle leading to many negative downstream effect, 
many of which we discuss.  While the debate continues on the health 
implications, know that there are a few simple ways to protect yourself such as: 
◦ Do not place your device directly next to your head, rather use speaker 

or headsets 
◦ Avoid bluetooth headphones 
◦ Do not place your device directly on your body, the key to reducing the 

negative impact is creating space between your device and you  
◦ When not needed, disable the bluetooth and wireless on your device.  

• To learn more about electromagnetic radiation and ElectroSmog, please see 
our resources list for the section. 

Biotoxins: Biotoxins are a class of toxins that certain individuals- based on genetic 
risk factors- have a hard time clearing out of their system and will build up, causing a 
syndrome called Chronic Inflammatory Response Syndrome or CIRS.  Biotoxins can 
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come in through the body in different ways such as through foods that have mold on 
them like as peanuts and mushrooms and things that are fermented or from mold that 
may be growing in an indoor space such as the office, in your basement, or schools. 
One of the major symptoms of CIRS is cognitive impairment.  Certain signs that you 
may have a mold issue in your workplace or house are a sense that you feel better on 
the weekend when you are not at work or that you smell a musty smell when you 
enter your basement.  There are laboratory tests that can help determine if biotoxins 
are accumulating in your body and several interventions that can help.  The main 
point is to investigate any suspicious odors or visible mold by consulting with a 
certified clinician using the EPA ERMI protocol. Please refer to the resources section if 
you want more information on this important topic.   

Home: Key strategies for considering detoxing your home environment requires us to 
take a look at several areas: 

◦ Personal care products: 
▪ The quickest way to get something into your bloodstream is 

through you skin. This fact alone supports the need for all of us to 
take stock of what we are putting on our skin and if we need to 
make changes in order to decrease our toxic burden. 

▪ Many people assume that just because it is being sold on the 
shelf, it must be ok for you and this simply isn’t true.  There are 
many complicated reasons why, but I encourage you to take 
control over this aspect of your health and where possible, 
choose a more natural approach to meet your personal care 
needs. 

▪ One quick example to illustrate what we are talking about, let’s 
look at your standard deodorant/antiperspirant: 
▪ Compounds of concern: aluminum (neurotoxic), Parabans 

(endocrine disruption), Triclosan (microbiome disruption), 
Phalates (endocrine disruption), Fragrance (mystery 
ingredients) 
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▪ Research shows that many of these compounds are 
absorbed in the skin and stores in fat (think brain) and by 
suppressing sweat, an important detox route is inhibited. 

▪ You can use the Healthy Living app by EWG to quickly evaluate 
the products you are using and look for better alternatives if 
needed. 

◦ Cleaning products 
▪ The average household contains 62 different chemicals which 

have been linked to asthma, hormone disruption, cancer, 
autoimmune disease, and neurotoxicity such as we see in AD, 
Parkinson’s, and MS) 

▪ As you can see, there are many opportunities to reduce your toxic 
load by switching to less toxic alternatives. Karyn Siegel-Maier has 
some wonderful recipes in her book “The Naturally Clean Home” 
and Beth Greer goes deeply into the reasons why the chemicals 
are harmful, especially over long term, repeated exposure in her 
book Super Natural Home.  Her personal story of healing a 
benign tumor in her chest by the same lifestyle changes we are 
discussing in this course is truly inspiring. 

▪ As always, if you choose to tackle this as one of your health goals, 
please refer to the resources for more information and tools. 

◦ Furniture, mattresses, and carpet 
▪ Part of how the indoor air quality has become so full of toxins is 

due to the off-gassing of our furniture and carpet.  Again, this is 
an area that is more likely an issue with chronic low-grade 
exposure rather than something that causes a problem with just 
one dose. As you replace or purchase items, use the resources 
section to look for companies that consider the health 
implications of their materials. Many mainstream companies such 
as Room and Board and Ikea have taken strides to reduce or 
eliminate their use of materials that off-gas chemicals. 

▪ You can mitigate the indoor air quality with these steps: 
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▪ Air out the house when possible, opening windows once a 
week 

▪ Purchase a high quality air filter for the rooms that you are 
in most like the bedroom and living room.  AirDoctor is a 
great choice, find others on EWG website. 

▪ Avoid using products with artificial fragrances, choose 
essential oils when possible 

▪ Use baking soda or charcoal to deodorize rather than air 
freshener for the car or bathroom 

◦ Cookware can be an unwanted source of chemical exposure.  Studies 
show that the addition of heat to any reactive surface will increase the 
off-gassing of the chemicals that are in them, which is specifically 
relevant to non-stick pans and plastics as well as pans made from 
aluminum. To reduce your toxic load, consider these alternatives: 
▪ non-reactive cookware 

▪ stainless steel, glass, ceramic, porcelain 
▪ avoid plastic storage containers, especially when reheating 

leftovers, choose glass instead 
▪ avoid Teflon coated or non-stick and choose stainless steel, glass, 

or ceramic 
▪ avoid aluminum foil, go with parchment paper instead or closed 

ceramic dish 

What are your next steps for this week? 
• Review any additional information you are interested in from the resources 

section. 
• Make an assessment of where you are currently at in terms of your toxin 

exposures. 

◦ What areas do you see that you have the ability to reduce your exposure 
to toxins? 

◦ How can your eating habits support detoxification pathways so that you 
keep up with the daily exposures that are unavoidable? 

◦ What  barriers do you have to making these changes? 
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◦ What is a small incremental step that you can commit to taking this 
week? 

◦ How can you recruit people and services that can assist in navigating 
those barriers? 

• Complete Your Healthy Mind Workbook and set aside time this week to work 
on this health goal.
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