
The Adrenal Glands and Adrenal Exhaustion - 
An Overview  

The adrenals are two small glands, each weighing 3 to 5 grams, that are located above the kidneys. The adrenals 
have one of the highest rates of blood flow per gram of tissue, and the highest content of vitamin C per gram of 
any tissue in the body. Each adrenal gland is composed of two separate functional entities. The outer zone, or 
cortex, accounts for 80% to 90% of the gland and secretes adrenal steroids (cortisol, DHEA-S, aldosterone and 
small amounts of sex hormones). The inner zone, or medulla, comprises 10% to 20% of the gland and secretes the 
catecholamines (adrenaline and nor-adrenaline). Cortisol, DHEA and adrenaline are the three main adrenal stress 
hormones. These hormones help you to buffer stress and adapt to everyday life demands by determining the stress 
response.  

The Adrenal Rhythm and Its Importance  

The human adrenal glands do not secrete steroid hormones at a constant level throughout the day. The hor- 
mones are actually released in a cycle, with the highest value in the morning and the lowest value at night when 
functioning properly. This 24-hour cycle is called the circadian rhythm and is depicted below in Figure 1  

 

Under stress, healthy adrenals increase their output of cortisol and DHEA to enable you to preserve health. They 
also secrete adrenaline, giving you a boost of energy when needed.  

If this becomes chronic, the adrenals can no longer keep up with the demand, and DHEA levels begin to fall, 
signifying adrenal exhaustion. DHEA is your hormone of youth. It helps with energy levels, improved immune 
function, improving mood and memory, and muscle and bone strength. The chronic over-secretion of adrenaline 



can cause you to feel anxious and nervous. Complaints of insomnia, fatigue, depression, irritability, and digestive 
difficulties are common.  

As adrenaline surges during stress, digestive enzymes are simultaneously lowered, and blood sugar levels initially 
rise. As this becomes a more chronic occurrence, the results of high cortisol and adrenaline levels from prolonged 
stress include:  

• Diminished immune function  
• Loss of the capacity to produce sufficient DHEA  
• Less restful sleep  
• Depletion of cortisol, resulting in low blood sugar  
• Water retention  
• Lowered insulin sensitivity, with higher susceptibility to diabetes  
• Increased lipid levels of blood fats  
• Loss of cellular potassium, a very important mineral  

Functions of Cortisol  

• Converts proteins into energy by increasing amino acids in the bloodstream.  
• Stimulates the liver to convert amino acids to glucose as needed for energy  
• Counters inflammation and allergies  
• Helps maintain blood pressure  
• Aids in stress reactions  

Functions of DHEA  

• Precursor to testosterone and estrogen  
• Improves resistance to viruses, bacteria, parasites, allergies, and cancer  
• Prevents osteoporosis  
• Lowers total and LDL cholesterol  
• Increase muscle mass and decrease body fat  

Excessive stress and an abnormal adrenal rhythm can influence many functions of the body, some of which are 
described in more detail below.  

Fatigue and difficulty rising in the morning  

Abnormal adrenal function can alter the ability of cells to produce energy for the activities of daily life. People who have a 
hard time rising in the morning, or who suffer from low energy throughout the day, often have abnor- mal adrenal rhythms 
and poor blood sugar regulation.  

Muscle and joint pain  

Abnormal adrenal rhythms are known to compromise tissue healing. Reduced tissue repair and increased tissue 
breakdown can lead to muscle and joint wasting with chronic pain.  



Impaired bone health  

The adrenal rhythm determines how well we build bone. If the night and morning cortisol levels are elevated, our 
bones do not rebuild well, and we are more prone to osteoporosis. Stress is the enemy of the bones. In post- 
menopausal women, the effect of stress worsens due to female hormone imbalances.  

Compromised immune health  

Short and long-term stress is known to suppress the immune response in the lungs, throat, urinary tract and 
intestines. Excessive stress leads to more frequent colds.  

Poor sleep quality  

In sleep deprived individuals, the mean cortisol levels are elevated. Evening cortisol level is increased in clients 
with insomnia, affecting the first part of the nocturnal sleep period, increasing the risk for depression. Chronic 
lack of REM sleep can reduce a person’s mental vitality, vigor and induce depression.  

Infertility  

Couples with high levels of stress markers are less likely to succeed in conceiving. Stress alters the brain signals 
that trigger the ovaries to release eggs each month, so women under non-stop stress ovulate fewer eggs than less 
stressed women. Stress can also affect testosterone level and sperm production in men. De-stressing while trying 
to conceive can impact the success rate of getting pregnant.  

Poor memory and brain fog  

Sustained stress adversely affects brain function and memory processing. Too much cortisol interferes with the 
func- tioning of the chemicals the brain uses for its cellular intercommunication. Chronic long-term stress, with 
increased cortisol level at night, makes it difficult to think, organize and store new memories or retrieve long-
term ones.  

Poor thyroid function  

The level of cortisol at the cell level controls thyroid hormone production. Often, hypothyroid symptoms such as 
fatigue and low body temperature are due to an adrenal maladaptation.  

Blood sugar swings  

Excessive and chronic stress causes blood sugar highs and lows throughout the day which causes your energy to 
peak and crash throughout the day.  

 



Allergies/Autoimmune Disorders  

Disruption of the adrenal axis and immune system can lead to predisposition and aggravation of autoimmune 
diseases.  

Decreased ability to handle stress  

Prolonged stress decreases your tolerance to be able to handle stressful situations.  

Recovering From Stress  

The following are some of the most important things to do and not to do to recover from adrenal dysfunction. 
Pick a few at a time so you don’t overwhelm yourself.  

Self-care is essential to prioritize to ensure your health and well-being. We cannot take care of others if we don’t 
take care of ourselves. As the old adage goes “Put on your own oxygen mask before you assist the person next to 
you”. Our society conditions us into thinking that the more we do and the more we work, the better we are. We 
feel guilty and selfish for taking time to take care of ourselves.  

Do These Things  

• Pace yourself  
• Eat real whole, fresh food  
• Be compassionate and kind to yourself  
• Eat every 2-3 hours. Include several small 

meals containing protein  
• Eat a combination of carbs, fats and proteins  
• Get to bed by 10:00 PM  
• Eat balanced, nutritious food  
• Drink water and herbal teas  
• Become empowered and informed about 

your health  
• Be with people who are concerned for your 

well-being and are helpful in your recovery  
• Take care of and nurture yourself  
• Find an inner balance and sense of peace  
• Find things that make you laugh  
• Do things you enjoy  

• Pursue creative activities like art, playing 
music or writing  

• Determine allergic foods and avoid them  
• Ginseng and/or licorice tea can be supportive  
• Adequate vitamin C is important  
• Use stress-management techniques  
• Deal with emotions as needed with laughter, 

breathing, and/or professional help  
• Engage in light exercise  
• Get daily outdoor light  
• Take a relaxing bath  
• Listen to music  
• Journal  
• Get a massage  
• Take a vacation or time off work  
• Read a book you enjoy  
• Incorporate meditation, prayer, or deep 

breathing  

 



Avoid These Things  

• Pushing yourself to exhaustion  
• Sugar, caffeine, alcohol and junk food  
• Being critical and harsh with yourself  
• Skipping meals  
• Eating carbohydrates by themselves  
• Staying up late and catching your “second 

wind”  
• Arising early if you don’t have to  

• Food that you react to or are allergic to  
• Drinking soda, coffee, alcohol or juice 
• Making someone else responsible for your 

health • People who steal your energy 
• Taking care of everyone and everything else 
• Feeling guilty about caring for yourself 
•  Excessive seriousness 
• “The grind”  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 



How to Handle Stress  
Mickey Trescott and Angie Alt describe a great 8 step process to handling stress in their book the Autoimmune Wellness 
Guide. These steps are:  

1. Identify  

Many people go about their day to day without realizing and knowing they are stressed. Take some time to sit down and 
write down your sources of stress. Some examples are your job, finances, relationships, children, mov- ing, change in 
lifestyle, your health, clutter, your to-do list to name a few.  

2. Examine  

Examine your daily routine. Are there any areas in your life that you can improve to alleviate stress in your life? For 
example, eating healthy, getting enough sleep and exercise.  

3. Eliminate  

Evaluate if there are certain stressors from the list you made in number one that can be eliminated from your life. As 
mentioned in the previous chapter, there are many areas of your life that you can take control over to help reduce your 
stress. You may need to learn to say no to people, conditions and foods that drain you.  

4. Prioritize  

A huge stressor for many people is overwhelm. With so many items on our to-do list we feel like it is never end- ing and feel 
trapped. Prioritize the most important items and make a realistic list of things that you can accomplish in that day, so items 
do not carry forward to the next day. Set realistic timelines for longer time goals and proj- ects.  

5. Practice  

It’s great to eliminate stress but you must also add activities that help you to reduce stress. Page 89 lists some activites that 
you can implement on a daily, weekly, monthly or yearly basis.  

6. Reframe  

Stress is very subjective. You may notice that you handle stress very differently from your spouse or loved ones. That’s 
because stress is all about our perception. Learning to reframe our thoughts around our stressors can really help to reduce 
our stress. When we learn to see things in a different light, we realize that many of our stressors may not see seem as “large” 
as they really are.  

7. Accept  

There are many situations where we must learn to accept the as is of the situation at hand. This can be a dif- ficult process, 
but when we learn to accept people or situations as they are, our stress can significantly decrease. Learning to let go can help 
us to move forward. Check in and see what valuable lessons you can learn from the stressors that occur in your life.  

8. Alter  

With certain situations, once you accept it, you may want to alter the situation since it is not an option to toler- ate it. Even 
if changing the situation will cause stress in the short term, the long-term outcome may outweigh the short term stress it 
may cause. For example, leaving a toxic job or relationship.  


