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Dedicated to every woman who’s ever been told she’s ‘hormonal’




HACK YOUR HORMONES

EFFORTLESS WEIGHT LOSS, BETTER FOCUS, DEEPER SLEEP, MORE ENERGY

DAVINIA TAYLOR

WITH A FOREWORD AND CONTRIBUTIONS BY DR MOHAMMED ENAYAT

[image: Spring publisher logo]





The contents of this book are for general health information only and are not intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in the book is accurate, but it may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional medical advice is obtained for specific health matters and before changing any medication or dosage. Neither the publisher nor author accepts any legal responsibility for any personal injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book.
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FOREWORD

I’ve been lucky enough to work with Davinia for some time, both as a doctor and a friend. Her approach to changing her biology, and transforming her life, exemplifies what is made possible by being curious, and by testing out simple lifestyle and supplementation changes. Hack Your Hormones is a symptom-led guide, sharing her science-based approach in language that is straightforward and easy to understand. If you follow Davinia on social media, you’ll know she is honest, frank and bares all. Her honesty helps all of us become more curious about our own biology, and to make positive changes.

As a doctor educated in the UK, I felt that I was primarily trained to identify and treat disease, rather than to focus on optimising the health of my patients. My life and my practice began to change when I stepped outside of the standard expectations of ‘disease management’ and began to ask myself questions about what true health looks like. Davinia’s approach is the same – it’s not simply about treating symptoms, but about aiming to feel our very best.

Having established a functional medicine clinic that uses many of the techniques shared in this book I can assure you that hundreds of my patients have discovered how taking control of their health has helped improve their mood, energy, sleep, digestion, immunity, libido and more. Not to mention the confidence they gain from feeling informed and empowered, and from truly understanding how their bodies work.

Functional medicine is a holistic approach to health which works on all systems of the body, including gut health, inflammation, micronutrients and hormones. It uses nutritional and lifestyle interventions to tackle and correct root causes of imbalances. This type of medicine, when delivered well, works alongside traditional medicine, and is not necessarily a replacement for it. If you’re interested in learning more, there are a growing number of functional medicine-trained physicians and services that integrate this holistic approach with trained nutritional therapists, integrative psychiatry and psychology.

Making smarter, more informed decisions about your hormonal health requires time and education, and that applies to you and also to your doctor. Our understanding of hormones has evolved so much, and continues to evolve all the time. It was once standard practice for doctors to prescribe the pill to any teenager who was experiencing issues with their periods. These days I would first want to investigate any hormonal imbalances that may be the root cause of menstrual pain or irregularity. And in recent years our knowledge of the benefits of hormone replacement therapy for perimenopausal and menopausal women has come on in leaps and bounds.

Awareness is key, and I believe this book is a tool that will help you develop better awareness about your own hormonal balance, or imbalance. You may need additional support from a medical professional, and throughout this book I will offer some guidance on how to talk to your doctor if you suspect you may have a hormonal imbalance. But in short, if you are worried, please go to see your doctor – there is so much they can do to help.

The sooner you start your journey towards better health, the better and longer-lasting the outcomes. Please don’t wait until you’re sick.

I’m a firm believer that the patient is the true expert in how they feel. Often the patient has the answers to their health issues themselves – they just need some data points and some direction to get there. Hack Your Hormones will help you put the power back in your own hands, and direct you to take steps towards improving how you feel.

You’re not just doing it for yourself; a healthier society is a happier, more content and more productive society.

Dr Mohammed Enayat

GP and Functional Medicine Physician

Founder of HUM2N



INTRODUCTION

WHAT WE GET WRONG ABOUT HORMONES

What I got wrong from the very start …

I started messing with my hormones before I even understood what they were.

I was fourteen when I got put on the pill for a bit of teenage acne. I wanted to clear up my skin and feel a bit more confident, and going on the pill was just what you did back in the 1990s. My doctor didn’t ask me any probing questions, and there was definitely no talk of potential side effects. But if I’m being honest, going on the pill made me feel really grown up – I didn’t think about the fact that it was mucking about with my hormone levels.

Of course, me being me and quite scatty, I didn’t even take it properly. I’d forget to take it for days and then throw five days’ worth down my neck all at once and hope for the best. Then I’d do that thing, when you’re a teenager going on holiday and you just keep on taking it so you don’t come on your period. (Not only that, I didn’t even know for years that the period you get on your pill isn’t even a real period!). So, looking back, I think my hormonal imbalances started off early.

Years later, I went through IVF treatment when I struggled to conceive my first son. It’s no secret that I had a very public addiction problem and massive depression after he was born. Now I know this was driven by a severe hormone imbalance after IVF – but it wasn’t considered then at all. I mean, seriously? Why were my hormones never tested, why was I put on Valium and a twelve-step programme instead? Why did no one look at my oestrogen and progesterone? Why did I feel so frightened that I had to drink just to calm myself down? Why was my cortisol not looked at? I went up and down Harley Street to find the ‘best’ doctors and instead was put on bipolar medication. I just think now – why? Well, because nobody touched hormones fifteen years ago.

I’ve seen the worst side of what can happen when your hormones are completely out of whack. I became an addict, had a meltdown, and lost custody of my son. Even fifteen years on I still get legal letters that will throw my mental health diagnosis and past addiction issues at me. There was never any consideration of the root cause, it was just a case of ‘you’re insane and therefore untrustworthy’. I hit rock bottom, but knowing what I know now, there was no need for me to feel this way. The root to all our behaviours is hormones and that’s why they’re so important. I don’t want anyone else to get to where I did. Hacking my hormones has honestly saved my life.

… and how I began to put it right

A few years ago, I’d got through my alcohol addiction, but I was an overweight mother of four and not enjoying my life. I was on a ton of antidepressants, feeling bloated and flatlined. Things first started to change when I watched a BBC documentary about depression. In the programme, they talked about how people can pep up their dopamine levels naturally with cold water exposure. That was a bit of a lightbulb moment for me; I thought, if I can’t even be bothered to try a cold shower, what can I be bothered with? So, I did it a few times, and don’t get me wrong, I hated it! (I still don’t like it, it’s horrible.) But I did feel a little sense of achievement, and afterwards, I went downstairs and tidied up the kitchen. Cause and effect! I didn’t realise it at the time, but I’d started to hack my hormones in a positive way.

Fast forward a couple of years, I realised my PMT was getting worse, so I started tracking my cycle and my mood on a period app, to see if I was perimenopausal. I started digging more and more, reading up about all our hormones and what they control. What I discovered was completely life-changing. I found out that hormones aren’t just the demonic derogatory curse that so many people think they are. In actual fact, when our hormones are balanced, they can make us feel fantastic, sleep deeply, giggle, feel cosy and safe, motivated and energised – all the good stuff.

When I understood that balancing your hormones can make you happy, that’s when I realised that it had to be the next step for me. I made it my goal to learn and understand everything I could about hormones so I could achieve my goals of being a better mum, wife and friend. I’ve taken all this knowledge and then biohacked my way to find the right balance: for me, that’s a combination of detox, reducing inflammatory foods, running, light exposure, saunas, supplements, breathwork, nootropics, kombucha, intermittent fasting, gut health and, yep, cold exposure (sorry).

I’ll go into more detail about these in the book, but what’s important is to discover what works for YOU as an individual, and tracking it. It’s not about one size fits all, it’s not about editing your genes – it’s taking a holistic approach to fix your health and live your life optimally.

So what the hell ARE hormones?

Simply put, hormones are our body’s chemical messengers. They’re created by special cells in our endocrine glands and are released into our bloodstream to send a message to another part of our body. We’re all familiar with the sex hormones like oestrogen and progesterone that regulate fertility and also affect weight gain. But hormones control so much more than reproduction. They pretty much look after everything! Our stress response is governed by the adrenal gland, which produces adrenaline and cortisol. Our thyroid gland releases hormones that regulate our energy. There are loads of others, including the pineal, thymus and pituitary, and they all have vital roles to play in our health. This probably all sounds a bit too science-y right now, but I’m going to keep it really simple throughout, I promise.

Basically, how our hormones work dictates our mood, our energy levels, how we sleep, our appetite, how patient we are with our family, friends and colleagues, how motivated we are to exercise, and even how we react to a crisis. Hormones are not just about menopause and PMT – it goes way, way deeper than that. They are the building blocks of our physicality AND our personality. And when they’re out of whack, they can really affect us, making it hard to sleep, to eat well, to feel good, to concentrate. That’s why this book is focused on the symptoms you might be dealing with, and we can dive into what hormones are behind these and what you can do to hack them.

Stop feeling the shame – it’s your hormones!

If you’ve tried to fix your problems before now and it hasn’t worked, don’t blame yourself. There’s way too much shame around about things like obesity, depression and addiction. People feel guilty that they can’t just ‘white-knuckle’ their issues, and lose weight, feel better, stop drinking, whatever it is, just by willpower alone. But all these issues are driven by hormones – it’s NOT your fault. You cannot beat yourself up for dodgy chemistry in your body.

Like I said, hormones drive everything. They control our behaviours, our urges, our attitude – pretty much anything you can think of that we do and feel as humans has a load of hormones dancing around behind it. For example, if you’re eating too many crap foods, your sugar addiction may be driven by an insulin resistance. It’s not because you ‘lack willpower’ – I believe sugar is more addictive than crack cocaine! If your dopamine levels are wrecked, you can find it hard to get out of bed in the morning and lack drive. In my opinion my high dopamine drivers were behind my alcohol addiction, because I was always craving that next high, and by high I mean ‘normal’ levels to regular people..

So, let’s take that futile mantra about so-called willpower and draw a line under it. It’s a non-starter. Now’s the time to take easily actionable protocols, and what we’re going to do in this book is figure out what’s going wrong with your chemistry, fix it and then you can be a super human, whatever that means to you. We have a kitchen cupboard full of these incredible ingredients and we can cherry pick which hormones we want to hack in order to live our best life.

Busting the myths about hormones

One thing that really annoys me is all the stigma and bollocks that’s attached to hormones, and what they do. Firstly, there’s that old myth that hormones are just all about the negative effects. We’re all used to people (let’s be honest, women) being described as ‘hormonal’ as a criticism. And yes, fine, our hormones can make us moody or stressed out, but they can also do the opposite: they can make us feel energised, safe, they can make us burn fat, they can clear our skin up, they can give us great hair.

Unfortunately, the word hormones gets thrown around without people understanding what the hell they’re on about. I mean, unless you’ve seen my bloodwork and dry urine test, what hormones are you talking about if you say I’m ‘hormonal’? Is it my cortisol or am I insulin resistant – let’s be specific! Or, maybe, here’s a thought, just don’t use it as an insult at all.

Another myth is that hormones are only something to worry about if you’re female, going through puberty or menopause. This just isn’t true – we ALL have fluctuating hormone levels. All of us, men and woman, every single day have cycles of hormones doing a dance with each other, interacting and causing effects constantly. Balancing and understanding this symphony of hormones is important for every single one of us.

No such thing as ‘normal’

One thing I really want to say, too, is that this book isn’t about all of us achieving some sort of unified, ‘perfect’ hormonal state. We’re all wired completely differently and what works for some of us won’t work for others. I’ve got lots of friends whose ideal state would be to curl up with a book or watch TV with a cat on their lap. Lovely, but that’s completely NOT my comfort zone! I don’t sit well with boredom or relaxing, because I like being in a hyper, really dopamine-driven state. So doing yoga doesn’t work for me, but running does. And that’s fine, that’s my hormonal makeup.

I like to think of all of us humans as part of a tribe, where every member brings something different to play. We fill in the gaps for each other. I mean, thank God I didn’t have quiet, creative kids, because I’m crap at crafts and I’m shit at baking, but bloody hell I can take my three sons for a run and to an obstacle course! We have different hormonal makeups and different strengths, so let’s work to our gifts and not try to emulate somebody else.

Another thing to say is that testing our hormone levels can be really useful but comparing them to others isn’t necessarily vital. For example, men’s testosterone levels that were considered chronically low twenty years ago are now ‘normal’, so how is that helpful? I mean, WTF? And hormone levels differ globally – what’s normal for someone in France is different to Singapore is different to New York is different to Wigan! I think we should be less focused on numbers and more focused on symptoms, which is why this book is symptom-led. Let’s get down to reality – are you anxious? Are you sleeping badly? Are your eating habits detrimental? Right, now we’ve got something to work with.

What this book will do for you

Hacking my hormones has kept me sober, kept me lean, made me really productive and just more confident as a woman. I’m still scatty and have ADHD, but that’s fine! It’s about progress, not perfection. You’ll learn about ADHD later – yes, it’s hormone driven too!

I want this book to be a manual for you to figure out what’s behind your issues and show you the simple changes you can make to help yourself. You might notice that a couple of chapters – the sleeping and eating ones – are a little longer than others, but that’s because they’re HUGE topics, with a lot going on hormone-wise! I’ve tried my best to include everything that I’ve read and researched about these issues, and make it as easy as possible to understand and action for you and your life.

My approach is not about dieting, or taking things away from your lifestyle; instead, it’s about adding positive habits. I hate phrases like ‘anti-anxiety’ – let’s think of it instead as ‘pro-safety’.

Of course, we’re going to go over the basics when it comes to hormones, but we’re also going to go to a deeper level so you have the vocabulary to express yourself. I want to arm you with the information you need so you know how to understand the root causes, target your symptoms and feel confident speaking to your GP if you need to. We’ve been screaming underwater for so long – women have been called insane, been sectioned, been given electric shock therapy and killed themselves in the past because of hormones that nobody understood yet. But we’ve come so far, and now we understand that when we’re feeling ‘hormonal’, it’s because we’re out of balance.

This book will show you how our hormones are an amazing tool at our fingertips, as long as we hack them right.

The brilliant Doctor E

Throughout this book, you’ll also read contributions from Dr Mohammed Enayat, otherwise known as Dr E. He’s an amazing GP, with extensive training in functional and regenerative medicine. He’s now a specialist in preventative medicine, where the focus is on achieving vitality with our health, not just getting rid of disease. I first came across Dr E when I was looking into hyperbaric oxygen chambers a few years ago. I’m always looking for ways to extend my dad’s life and improve his health, so I started digging online and came across Dr E’s clinic and his ethos seemed to match mine – he wasn’t too woo-woo!

Since then, we’ve developed a great working relationship as we’re both really into biohacking and what it can do for our health. ‘Biohacking’ might sound scary and overly technical, but it’s really about getting our body into a state of homeostasis (balance), through a process of actionable protocols and techniques to find out what works best for us as individuals to optimise our personal health. I love chatting to Dr E about what’s coming next, as I’m always on the lookout for the latest thing, and he’s so ahead of the game, with a team of incredible professionals.

Dr E has approved all the medical info and advice in this book, but he’s also going to give you an insight into what you can ask the NHS for, and give you the vocabulary and ideas to work with your GP. He’ll also suggest what you can action outside the NHS. I love the NHS as much as anybody, but it’s a massive machine and is set up to treat the ill. Our goal is slightly different – instead of treating illness, we want to be really well!

Balancing the evolutionary mismatch

Our crazy modern lives have moved on far too fast for our hormones to catch up. Back in the day, thousands of years ago, we’d have had our kids at sixteen because that’s when we’re most fertile, and by the time we were forty, we’d be the wise old woman of the village, NOT dealing with screaming little kids or work stresses! But that’s not what we do now, is it? The combination of stress, lifestyle and how society has evolved makes things difficult. So, we need to hack our hormones because we’re living in an evolutionary mismatch!

Trust me, we can learn how to survive our prehistoric hormones in a modern-day world. Hallelujah, we are finally starting to understand them now, and we’re thousands of years old as a species! Whatever age we are, our hormones are affecting us and luckily we now have the science and tech to live longer, so let’s live longer better.

In this book I’m going to give you some insights and ideas as to what might be going wrong and some hacks, protocols and information to help you put it right.

Putting the power back in your hands

This book isn’t about turning you into an overachieving supermum, or a CEO. It’s about giving you a game-changing confidence increase, where you can feel productive, safe and happy. I want to give you permission to get more out of your life than just ‘plodding’. Don’t feel shame or guilt if you’re not dealing with some huge trauma – our bodies have the same hormonal reaction whether we’re being beaten up or have simply lost an important email. We all have different triggers and might not know the reason why, but that doesn’t matter.

Ultimately, it’s about taking control of your body and putting the power back in your hands so you can control your mood, sleep and life. And if you have a bad night, or feel like shit, or end up eating a load of crap one day, don’t worry – we’re all human, we’re not perfect. I have a tricky hormonal system that gets out of whack and I need to rein it in sometimes. I can easily get overwhelmed by stress and changes to my routine – especially when I’m away from home. It’s ironic, but going on holiday can really throw me out of whack and make me feel hyper-hunted and low. I’ve definitely found that the older I get, the more susceptible I am to the knock-on effects of LIFE. The difference is that nowadays, I have the knowledge in my artillery to help myself get back to a state of balance, rather than reaching for a bottle of wine, a slice of cake, or both.

So, let’s get our hormones into the optimum place they can be for us. Because if I can feel better – and this is coming from someone who was extremely physically and mentally ill – then anyone can. This is proper, real empowerment, not tampon-ad empowerment! This is your body, nobody can look after it like you can.
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