
nervous system is excited by stress, causing a release 
of catecholamines to increase energy by releasing 
glucose from the liver and fat from muscle and 
tissue. The heart rate and blood flow to skeletal 
muscles also increase, as does sodium retention.

Digestion slows, and surface blood vessels 
constrict, so you feel cold. Sex hormone levels 
change due to an increase of gonadotrophins; if 
stress continues, this can disrupt menstruation 
and fertility. The thyroid is impacted as T3 and 
T4 thyroid hormones decrease. Growth hormone 
is affected, which impacts insulin, possibly 
causing fat deposition around the stomach. 
Hyperglycaemia occurs, which can decrease 
insulin leading to weight/fat gain, and risk for 
type 2 diabetes. Leptin and ghrelin are disrupted, 
inducing increased appetite and food intake. 
Finally, cortisol due to chronic levels of high 
stress results in the failure of feedback inhibition 
to operate - which results in a continued release 
of cortisol! Today's frantic lifestyles mean stress 
is generally chronic, which may lead to endocrine 
disorders like Cushing’s disease, diabetes, and 
hypothyroidism. Moreover, chronic stress changes 
the clinical course of many endocrine diseases.

Supporting your adrenals
Learning to deal effectively with stress is vital. 
Exercising regularly is important, as are relaxation 
techniques. Reading, watching TV, and sleeping 
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What is 
adrenal 
fatigue?

It's not a term you'll hear your GP use – 
but it can be the hidden culprit behind 
many unexplained endocrine disorders, 
says Teresa Mitchell-Paterson.

ADRENAL fatigue” is a term that was coined 
in 1998 by chiropractor James Wilson, and it 
is used to describe a naturopathic philosophy 
regarding the effects of prolonged stress on 
the adrenal glands. Essentially, it exhausts them 
so they can't produce sufficient amounts of 
hormones, primarily the glucocorticoid cortisol. 
This stress can be due to one or more different 
causes: physical (trauma; intense labour or 
over-exertion; musculoskeletal imbalances, 
and environmental toxins); dietary (nutritional 
deficiencies, food allergies or sensitivities); 
substance abuse; psychological (emotional 
problems, cognitive issues); psychosocial (loss, 
relationship difficulties, lack of social support, 
lack of resources for adequate survival); or 
perceptual (beliefs, roles, attitudes, world view).

What goes wrong
Stress affects several hormonal systems. The 
adrenals are part of the hypothalamus-pituitary-
adrenal (HPA) axis, which is activated as a natural 
response to stress: think of your instinctive and 
instant hyper-alert reaction when you get a fright. 
The hypothalamus releases corticotrophin-
releasing factor (CRF). Hormones stimulated by 
CRF, including cortisol-type hormones, increase 
by five times during a stressful time and are 
regulated by the neurotransmitters norepinephrine, 
serotonin and acetylcholine. The sympathetic 
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Signs and 
symptoms
• Sleep disturbance
• Impaired cognition
• Thyroid imbalances
• Abdominal fat deposits
• Fertility issues
• In more extreme cases, 

Cushing’s Syndrome, 
which is marked by 
dangerously high cortisol 
levels. Cushing’s patients 
experience rapid weight gain, 
hyperhidrosis (excessive 
sweating), oedema puffiness, 
hypercalcaemia, and changes 
in melatonin.
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are certainly relaxing, but people with adrenal 
exhaustion need activities designed specifically to 
produce the relaxation response, like meditation, 
biofeedback, self-hypnosis, and prayer. Experiment 
to find what works best for you and spend at 
least 10 minutes daily doing it. You can support 
the HPA stressors by: avoiding sleep deprivation, 
practising good sleep hygiene; avoiding alcohol, 
caffeine, diet cola drinks or stimulant drinks, 
which all increase cortisol; and increasing energy 
intake to assist body repair with quality nutrients.

Diet is the other key to adrenal health – a low-
glycaemic (GI) diet will keep blood glucose levels 
steady, as blood sugar fluctuations place additional 
strain on adrenal function. They’re also a prime 
cause of excess cortisol production. In addition to 
being associated with increased stress, high cortisol 
is implicated in sugar cravings and weight gain, 
poor immune function, depression, loss of muscle 
mass, osteoporosis and – of particular concern – 
brain atrophy. So avoid pure high-GI foods - cakes, 
lollies, biscuits, added sugar, sugar drinks, and 
high-fructose and high-starch fruits like figs, dates, 
and bananas - as they cause a spike in blood sugar 
and upset blood glucose control.

Eat a nutrient-dense diet of unprocessed foods, 
ideally organic, including five to six daily servings 
of seasonal, brightly coloured vegetables, preferably 
organic and ideally raw or lightly cooked. 
The folate and magnesium in vegetables assist 

nerve function, while their vitamins, minerals, 
antioxidants and fibre provide energy to deal with 
high levels of stress. Additional tips for sustaining 
blood glucose levels include: have breakfast; eat 
every three to four hours, ideally with some protein 
in each mini-meal; lunch should be high protein 
with vegetables and a low-GI carbohydrate; have 
a mid-afternoon snack of nuts, seeds, and low-
carb fruit, such as berries; eat green vegetables and 
protein at the evening meal, ideally before 6 p.m. 
to allow proper digestion; before going to sleep, 
eat a very small high-quality snack to reduce low 
blood glucose levels, like nuts or a small block of 
cheese for tryptophan to assist sleep; and generally, 
prolonged stress increases the need for sodium, so 
add a pinch of a good quality salt to food, but stay 
under 2500mcg or half a teaspoon per day.

Consider consulting a qualified natural 
therapist. A herbalist or naturopath can 
recommend a suitable stress adaptogen.  
A nutritionist can advise about nutrients that 
assist the body to function during stressful 
times. If you’re fatigued, the practitioner may 
prescribe a high-quality multi-B vitamin and 
D ribose and CoQ10 to assist the energy cycle, 
and potassium and magnesium for nerve health. 
Note: Adrenal fatigue should not be confused 
with adrenal dysfunction, such as adrenal 
insufficiency or Addison's disease. If you have  
any concerns, get a formal diagnosis. 


