
Stress, adrenal glands and cortisol. Are they affecting your body composition? 
 

Most people have, or more accurately, “perceive to have” a reasonable amount “stress” in their 

lives today there is no denying that. Whether this be at a conscious or subconscious level, we 

have “created “ around 100 times more stress than when our grandparents were our age.  

 

So, what can we do to address the issues and situations placed upon us today and how can we 

manage it to become healthier, and to attain the body we are all striving for? The answer 

involves many levels, but in this article I want to detail the physical effects of “stress” and how 

to remove and reframe them.  

 

In this article, I will take you through some of the science on how stress can impact the adrenal 

glands and how it upsets our hormonal balance leading to lack of energy, cravings and the 

storage of body fat to name but a few. 

 

Tired for no reason? 

Having trouble getting up in the morning? 

�eed coffee, colas, energy drinks, sodas, salty or sweet snacks to keep going? 

Feeling run down and burnt out all the time?  

Losing your zest for life? 

 

If you answered “yes” to these questions, you may be experiencing adrenal fatigue. Adrenal 

fatigue occurs when adrenal gland function becomes less than optimal—usually as a result of 

stress. 

 

Adrenal glands at a glance - What are they and what is their importance. 

 

 



The adrenal glands produce numerous hormones responsible for many metabolic processes 

happening right now in your body and they dictate how our body functions. They are chemical 

messengers travelling in the bloodstream and act on various body tissues enabling them to 

operate correctly. 

 

Some of the most important hormones produced by the adrenal glands are; 

 

Catecholamines (Adrenaline and noradrenaline - released during times of early/initial rapid 

stress to help the body combat extra pressures (the so called ‘fight or flight’ response). 

 

Aldosterone - This hormone helps to maintain the body’s salt and water levels which, in turn, 

regulates blood pressure. 

 

Cortisol - This is another hormone involved in the stress response. It also helps to regulate the 

body’s metabolism. 

 

DHEA – eg, testosterone, estrogens and Vitamin D. Involved in creating and maintaining the 

differences between males and females. 

 

The Science on Cortisol and DHEA 
 

Cortisol is a primary stress hormone produced by the adrenals. Almost every cell contains 

receptors for cortisol so it can have lots of different actions and roles depending on what sort of 

cells it is acting upon. These effects include controlling the body’s blood sugar levels and thus 

regulating metabolism, acting as a potent anti-inflammatory, influencing memory formation, 

controlling salt and water balance, influencing blood pressure and even helping the development 

of the foetus. Cortisol's actions can also suppress immune function if the body is in a stressed 

state.  

 

The cortisol to DHEA (Sex hormones) ratio is believed to be very important to your health, 

numerous functions in the body are deficient without the correct balance. Cortisol and DHEA are 

both powerful adrenal hormones that have a variety of physiological functions and are both 

synthesised from pregnenelone, the master steroidal hormone, which is derived from cholesterol. 

In many ways, the Cortisol to DHEA ratio modulates biological energy output, and their effects 

are felt at the cellular level all over the body. 

 

DHEA (dehydroepiandrosterone) is a an androgenic hormone, and is a precursor for testosterone 

and the estrogens. DHEA antagonises the effects of cortisol, and it is a very powerful anti-aging 

hormone. 

 

Long term stress (a high cortisol: low DHEA ratio) are found among those with Cancer, CVD, 

Alzheimer's, Diabetes, Depression, Hypothyroidism and Adrenal Fatigue. 

 

Here are some of the major functions that the Cortisol : DHEA ratio are responsible for: 

 

Immune Regulation. Remember that cortisol suppresses immune function. 



 

Protein, Fat and Glucose metabolism. Evidence suggests that hyperglycemia, which can result 

in diabetes, in many cases can be caused specifically from imbalanced cortisol and DHEA levels. 

A diet high in carbohydrates and processed foods would be the impact causing a regular insulin 

overload leading to insulin resistance. 

 

Thyroid, Pancreas and ovarian function. 

 

Detoxification capacity. Since the body needs energy to properly deal with toxic metals, the 

hormones produced by the adrenal glands are considered to be the cornerstone to heavy metal 

and xenobiotic elimination. 

 

Skeletal health. High levels of cortisol can cause breakdown of bone as well as the collagen 

matrix that holds bone together. 

 

Memory. DHEA is a critical component for brain function and cognition. 

 

 

Cortisol and DHEA have intrinsic relationships with numerous other steroidal hormones such as 

progesterone and aldosterone.  

 

Since cortisol and DHEA have opposing psychological effects, as mentioned. they are mostly 

viewed together as a ratio. Getting the ratio right will up regulate your DHEA levels whilst 

lowering cortisol, allowing a positive feedback loop. The opposing negative feedback response is 

often known as the "cortisol shunt, pregnenolone steal". 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

Some of the negative responses of pregnenolone steal through excess cortisol include - 
 

Reduced insulin sensitivity, reduced glucose utilisation, and increased blood sugar, which leads 

to diabetes. 

 

An increased loss in bone mass, as calcium absorption is blocked. The demineralization of bone 

occurs, leading to osteoporosis. 

 

Increased fat accumulation around the waist and protein breakdown, thus leading to muscle 

wasting, an inability to reduce weight. 

 

An increased in water and salt retention, leading to high blood pressure at first, with low blood 

pressure as the condition worsens. 

 

Estrogen dominance, leading to PMS, uterine fibroids, and breast cancer. 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exercise for up regulating DHEA and down regulating Cortisol 
 

Depending on the individual, everyone's hormonal status and ratios will be different according to 

their lifestyles. These days many people wanting to lose weight will often get onto a piece of 

cardio equipment and seek out their fat loss journey this way or by going for a long run. This is 

the complete opposite to what your hormones are after. Doing long, steady state cardio on 

equipment can often have a negative impact on our stress hormone cortisol. Often whilst the 

subject has a stressful job, busy home and social life and other potential pressures, the body finds 

it a continuous struggle to get the balance it wants to be healthy, and energised. Some of the 

reasons why it is not the best practice exercising this way is because research has found steady 

state cardio training doesn't do much in the way of stimulating sex hormones DHEA. What it 

will do is stress the body out and further increase cortisol output (down regulate DHEA) even 

further. Training for long durations, impacting on the joints causing injuries and suppressing 

thyroid function are many other damaging knock on effects. 

 



The way to go would be to do resistance training within a 40-45 minute window. This would up 

regulate your DHEA hormones, causing a breakdown in muscle tissue therefore  stimulate 

muscle recovery, muscle mass and bone mass, stimulate the endocrine system effectively, 

lowering cortisol as a response, and as an indirect response of that, can also improve sleep 

quality. This does not go without saying that this would be for somebody who is managing their 

time accordingly allowing training, plan consistent meals to fuel their body and supplementing 

according to support their lifestyle and schedule. 

This goes onto my next heading, nutrition and supplementation to support/control cortisol output 

and increase DHEA. 

 

$utritional support for your adrenals 
 

Food is energy and your medicine. Don't think about counting calories, but more, counting your 

hormones. 

 

Being in a calorie deficit by restricting certain food types could do you more harm than good if 

you don't have the right foundations to do so, even with all good intentions you thought, it comes 

down to mis-education 

 

A calorie is not a calorie. How many calories does stress have? How many calories does sleep 

have? These are the thought patterns you should be thinking about to understand how you can 

manage stress and improve your health, body and life.  

 

Restricting calories, Eating low cholesterol foods. The complete opposite to what you want to be 

doing to create a healthy hormonal balance. Restricting calories can be bad because your 

macronutrients haven't been taken into consideration. Cholesterol and dietary fats are responsible 

for cell signalling and cell permeability and we can't produce hormones correctly without them. 

Avoiding what is known in the main stream as 'low fat foods' will help to correct a lot of stress 

and adrenal issues i.e. adrenal fatigue, depression, lack of motivation and sleep issues to name a 

few but only if the correct foods are eaten in the right amounts for the individual. 

 

As fats and cholesterol also manage the glucocorticoids efficiently this will mean carbohydrate 

metabolism will improve, therefore you will have a  better burn rate.  

 

 

Some Top Tips For Healthier Adrenal Glands 
 

Get to sleep by 10 p.m. 

Aim for 7-8 hours sleep. 

Do the things you like. 

Avoid caffeinated beverages. 

Have a glass of water in the morning with 1/2 to 1 teaspoon rock/sea salt. 

Avoid grains such as bread. 

Avoid starchy foods such as potato. 

Avoid trans-fats such as french fries. 

Laugh several times a day. 



Take vitamin C, pantothenic acid, magnesium, and vitamin E. 

Avoid becoming over-tired. 

Avoid sugary fruits such as melons. 

Never skip breakfast. 

 

Here is an example of client (James) who has successfully attained his goals through regularly 

meeting with me, and helping him to understand and address what he needed to do to improve 

his hormonal status. 

 

Client and Winners 2000 member James Harbron -  
 

I helped James understand the effects of his body composition through having excess adrenaline 

and cortisol when he first approached me through many life stressors. I provided him with the 

exercise, dietary, supplemental and lifestyle methods he needed to imply to address his bodies 

needs to reach his goal. He is a very busy man who is now consistent and sensible with his time 

management, constantly thinking about his next goal in mind, being in the best shape of his life 

for his wedding this year. 
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