By Dr. Mark Hyman
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not intended as medical advice, but rather a sharing of knowledge and information based on research
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Please do not stop, adjust, or modify your dose of any prescribed medications without the
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THE PMS SOLUTION: THE PROBLEM

"Seventy-five percent of women suffer from headaches, mood swings, bloating, and other problems that
threaten their relationships, work life, and well-being."
It's a statement that most of us unconsciously accept without a second thought, yet it doesn’t have to be this way.
It's true that the symptoms of premenstrual syndrome (PMS), including mood swings, irritability, depression,
anxiety, fluid retention, bloating, breast tenderness, sugar cravings, headaches, and sleep disturbances, affect
75 percent of women. In 20 percent of those women, the symptoms are so severe that they need medical
treatment. About eight percent have such extreme symptoms that the problem has been given a new name:
premenstrual dysphoric disorder (PMDD).
But just because you're a woman doesn't mean you have to live with these symptoms. Suffering related to
menstrual cycles is unnecessary and not caused by bad luck, but by bad habits, environmental toxins, and
stress. Of course, the drug companies don't want you to know that!

THE PROBLEM WITH OUR APPROACH TO PMS
Conventional treatments for PMS range from anti-inflammatory drugs such as Advil or Aleve to birth control pills.
Then we have the big guns, including prescription medications such as Danazol, a drug that suppresses
ovulation and causes increased facial hair, acne, and a deep voice.
Newer, very expensive drugs called gonadotropin-releasing hormone (GnRH) analogs actually change brain
chemistry to turn off the ovaries' production of estrogen and progesterone, but they also lead to osteoporosis.
Sometimes, diuretics like spironolactone are used to treat fluid retention. A drug called bromocriptine can be
used to stop prolactin production and is used to treat breast tenderness.
No wonder the drug companies want you to believe that PMS is inevitable. Recently, they even helped
create the aforementioned new disease, PMDD, as well as a new drug called Sarafem for a patent that was
running out (Prozac).
What's wrong with this picture?
It's based on the assumption that the symptoms of PMS are an inevitable part of being a woman and require
"medical intervention" with serious medication to correct them. Nothing could be further from the truth!
To think that 75 percent of women have a design flaw that requires medical treatment to live a normal life is
just absurd.
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CURING PMDD WITHOUT MEDICATIONS
A patient of mine with PMDD was barely able to work or function in her family, suffering three weeks out of the
month. Many women feel worsening PMS symptoms as they get into their later reproductive years. At 37, this
patient felt severely depressed, fatigued, and anxious. She suffered severe food and sugar cravings, which
led to overeating and weight gain.
She also had joint pain, breast tenderness, heavy bleeding, hot flashes, dry skin, acne, hair loss, memory
problems, poor sleep, and no sex drive. She also complained of gas and bloating.
What about her diet?
Well, she didn't drink alcohol, but was a big coffee drinker. She started each day with a bagel and cheese, ate
a cafeteria lunch, snacked on chocolates in the afternoon, and had a healthy dinner but binged later on ice
cream, chips, and Cheerios. She also ate a lot of dairy.
Hers is a story I hear all too often. Fortunately, I was able to give her a simple solution that didn't involve
taking medication.
We know that sugar, caffeine, alcohol, stress, and lack of exercise all contribute to worsening PMS. It is also
true that dairy consumption can worsen hormonal imbalances due to the hormones in milk.
I had my patient change her diet, take a few supplements and herbs, and start exercising. Within just one cycle,
her life changed. The results were dramatic. All of her symptoms resolved, she lost weight, and dramatically
increased her energy. Her mood stabilized and her acne and dry skin cleared up.
The approach I used to treat this patient is part of an approach to addressing all systems, called Functional
Medicine, where I define the imbalance (in this case, severe hormonal imbalances), address the causes
(diet and lifestyle), and then help the body repair and regain balance. Once this is done, the body's natural
intelligence takes care of the rest.

THE REAL CAUSES OF PMS
The real cause for PMS is simply this: your hormones become unbalanced. Your estrogen levels increase and
progesterone levels decrease, either relatively or absolutely.
Many things promote these hormonal imbalances, including:

•

A high-sugar, refined carbohydrate diet

•

Caffeine
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•

Stress

•

Dairy

•

Hormones in dairy products and meat

•

Estrogen-like toxins from pesticides and pollution

•

Alcohol also contributes to problems because it damages the liver and prevents it from excreting
excess estrogen

Constipation and imbalances in the gut bacteria can worsen the situation, because they lead to the reabsorption
of estrogen from the gut back into your blood, even after your liver has tried to get rid of it.
Your body also needs exercise to help balance hormones. So if you aren't moving your body enough, it's likely
this is part of the problem as well.
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Good research shows that there are many ways to get hormones back in balance without drugs. Here’s my plan
for preventing PMS and PMDD. Even though some of my suggestions may seem severe, science shows that they
work. Give them a try and you will see in just one or two cycles how much better you feel.

THE 10-DAY DETOX DIET
The first step to curb inflammation, reverse symptoms of PMS, and feel better is to eliminate the junk. It’s simple.
First, you stop eating certain addictive and inflammatory foods for 10 days, and then, after 10 days, you’ll have the
opportunity to add some of these foods back in to see how your body responds.
Eliminating inflammatory and toxic foods is just part of the 10-Day Detox Diet. The other part involves adding in
the good stuff—real, whole foods that nourish your body with every single bite. We all know that food can harm
us, but we should all take advantage of the fact that food can heal us, too.
Here are some ways you will automatically improve PMS symptoms just by following the
10-Day Detox Diet:

•

Eat a plant-based diet, and be sure to include potassium-rich foods. Eat a diet rich in fruits, vegetables,
nuts and seeds high in fiber, healthy fats, and nutrients such as calcium, magnesium, and potassium.

•

Support Detoxification: In order to clear out excess and potentially harmful environmental toxins and
our own naturally produced estrogen, our hepatic (liver) detoxification systems have to be functioning at
their peak. Unfortunately, many of us are at sub-par detox. The good news is that many foods, especially
green leafy vegetables such as kale, collards greens and broccoli, and all of the delicious berries (fresh
or frozen), boost our detoxification.

•

Increase omega-3 fats by eating more wild fish like sardines, herring, and wild salmon, as well as
omega-3 eggs and walnuts.

•

Eat organic food, especially animal products, to avoid environmental estrogens from pesticides.

•

Eat evenly throughout the day and don't skip meals. Don't eat within three hours of bedtime.

•

Eat more foods with vitamin B6, magnesium, evening primrose oil, and fish oil, which are
known nutrients that promote balanced hormones.

•

Don’t eat carbohydrates alone. Combine protein, fat, and carbohydrates in every meal.

•

Pull the sugar. A diet full of empty calories and quickly absorbed sugar, liquid sugar calories, and
refined carbohydrates—all of which convert to sugar—creates high insulin levels, eventually leading to
insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes. Chronically high insulin levels lead to many problems, including
inflammation, high blood pressure, poor sex drive, increased risk for cancer, and depression.
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•

Eat fat. Use ONLY good, healthy fats and clean (grass-fed or sustainably raised) animal foods. You
should include fat at each meal. The best sources are avocados, extra-virgin olive oil, nuts and seeds,
extra-virgin coconut butter, organic full-fat coconut milk, whole organic eggs, fatty fish (sardines, wild
salmon, mackerel or herring), grass-fed lamb, bison, or beef, or organic poultry.

•

Stock up on real foods. Whole, unprocessed real foods balance your blood sugar, reduce
inflammation and oxidative stress, and improve conditions like PMS and PMDD. Whole, real foods
turn on all the right gene messages, promote a healthy metabolism, reverse insulin resistance and
diabetes, and prevent aging and age-related diseases like diabetes and heart disease.

•

Eat about 4 to 6 ounces of protein with each meal. If you make a fist, that’s approximately the
portion size we’re talking about per meal.

•

Avoid all gluten and dairy.

•

Avoid all processed junk food, including sodas, juices, and diet drinks, which impact sugar
and lipid metabolism. Liquid sugar calories are the biggest contributors to obesity, diabetes, and
heart disease.

•

Eliminate all hydrogenated fat, which is found in margarine, shortening, and processed oils, as
well as many baked goods and processed foods.

•

Eat only fat, protein, and veggies for breakfast. You can choose from a variety of protein
shakes or delicious egg recipes (omega-3 eggs are ideal) to wake up your metabolism first thing in
the morning.

•

Include flaxseeds by adding two to four tablespoons of ground flaxseeds every day. Flax is tasty in
shakes or sprinkled on salads.

•

Avoid beans and grains.

•

Limit alcohol consumption. Drinking too much alcohol can interfere with good health. Alcohol
impacts triglycerides and creates blood sugar imbalances. For men, limit alcohol to no more than two
drinks per day. For women, limit alcohol to no more than one drink per day. (One drink is defined as a
12-ounce beer, a 5-ounce glass of wine, or a 1.5-ounce shot of liquor.)

•

Drink a minimum of eight glasses of pure, clean water throughout the day.

•

Eat the rainbow. Eat at least eight to 10 servings of vegetables every day, which contain diseasefighting vitamins, minerals, fiber, phytonutrients, antioxidants, and anti-inflammatory molecules.

•

Use Himalayan or real sea salt, because when you cut down carbs your body needs more salt.

•

Try not to eat three hours before bed.
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The 10-Day Detox Diet is naturally anti-inflammatory because it removes these foods that create harm and
increases all of the wonderful anti-inflammatory nutrients your body needs using whole foods.
I’ve provided more details about the 10-Day Detox Diet and how to re-introduce foods to maintain that plan for
life in Food: What the Heck Do I Eat?
This book is founded on the principle that food is medicine. It is information. Food literally controls almost
every function of your body and mind. And it connects almost everything that matters in our lives.
Food connects us to one another and to our bodies; it can reinvigorate our health, bring families together,
restore vibrant communities, improve the economy and the environment, reduce pollution, and help our
kids get better grades and avoid eating disorders, obesity, and drug abuse. Food can even reduce poverty,
violence, homicide, and suicide.
I wrote Food as a roadmap, based on the best and latest science of what to eat, to dispel the confusion and
contention that keeps you overweight, sick, and unhappy.
What you put on your fork is the most important thing you do every day. It influences your capacity to live a
rich, energetic, connected, soulful life—a life in which you have the energy to care for yourself, to love your
friends and family, to help your neighbor, to fully show up for your work in the world, and to live your dreams.
If you enjoy real, whole, fresh foods that you cook using real ingredients, you are positively affecting everything
around you.

SUPPLEMENTS
Supplements are important. Along with a healthy diet and exercise program, they can
dramatically reduce your PMS symptoms. Here are the ones I recommend:
1.

Wellness Essentials Women's Prime

2. OmegaGenics EPA-DHA 500 Enteric Coated Fish Oil
3. EstroFactors
4. Magnesium Citrate (400 – 600 mg daily)
5. Homocysteine Supreme
6. Prothera Evening Primrose Oil (two 500mg capsules twice a day)
7. Taurine (500 mg a day to help liver detoxification)
8. PGX (3-6 capsules or 2.5 to 5 grams of powder before each meal with a cold glass of water)
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HERBS AND PHYTONUTRIENTS CAN ALSO BE VERY HELPFUL. HERE ARE THE BEST
STUDIED AND MOST EFFECTIVE:

1.

Chasteberry fruit extract (Vitex agnus-castus)
can help balance the hormones released
by the pituitary gland that control your
overall hormone function. Studies of over
5,000 women have found it effective. I
recommend Chasteberry Plus. Take 100 mg
twice a day of a 10:1 extract.

2. Diindolylmethane or DIM (broccoli extract
that improves estrogen metabolism). I’ve
had success using DIM Pro with my patients,
100 mg twice a day.
3. Wild yam (Dioscorea villosa) and cramp
bark (Viburum opulus) can help regulate
cycles and relieve menstrual cramps.
4. Dandelion root can help with liver detoxification and works as a diuretic.
5. Isoflavones from soy, red clover, or kudzu root
improve estrogen detoxification by boosting
the activity of specific detox enzymes. They
can be taken as supplements or consumed
in the diet.

7. Chinese herbal formulas may also help.
One of the most effective is Xiao Yao San,
or Rambling Powder. It contains bupleurum
root (Bupleurum chinense), Chinese peony
root (Paeonia lactiflora), dong quai root
(Angelica sinensis), bai-zhu atractylodes
root (Atractylodes macrocephala), poria
sclerotium (Poria cocos), ginger rhizome
(Zingiber officinale), Chinese licorice root
(Glycyrrhiza uralensis),and Chinese mint
leaf (Mentha haplocalyx).
8. Replacing healthy bacteria in the gut also
helps normalize estrogen and hormone
metabolism. Take 5 to 10 billion live organisms in a daily probiotic supplement, like
UltaFlora Balance, 2 capsules 3 times a day.
9. For intractable cases, I will occasionally use
topical, natural bioidentical progesterone in
the last two weeks of the menstrual cycle.
The usual dose is ½ teaspoon (20 to 40 mg)
applied at night to thin skin areas for the last
two weeks of the menstrual cycle.

6. Flax seeds contain lignans that help
balance hormone metabolism and block
the negative effects of excess estrogens.
Try two tablespoons a day of Fiproflax.
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EXERCISE
I encourage 30 to 45 minutes of cardiovascular exercise at least six times a week.
You may try interval training (also known as wind sprints) and described in The Blood Sugar Solution if you are
feeling stronger. I also encourage strength training to build muscle and reduce body fat composition.
Exercise is a necessity, not a luxury, in preventing almost all chronic disease, from heart disease to cancer, from
dementia to diabetes, from osteoporosis to osteoarthritis. You cannot age successfully without it. It is how we
are designed.

STRESS REDUCTION
Stress alone can contribute to PMS. It is often the trigger that leads to the cascade of events that lead to
many symptoms associated with PMS. Stress does other things too. It contributes to heart disease by creating
inflammation, raises blood pressure, and even makes your blood more likely to clot.
Therefore, finding ways to manage stress, to relax, and to find the pause button is essential for dealing with
nearly all conditions including PMS.
Learn to reduce stress by doing regular relaxation exercises such as yoga, tai chi, meditation, breathing,
guided imagery, or whatever it takes to engage the relaxation nervous system, which can reduce your overall
level of inflammation and blood sugar as well as increase metabolism and boost your overall health.
Try classes, buy CD’s (you can try my UltraCalm audio program), try therapy, or just go out and have fun. But
you must do something to switch daily out of the alarm response to maintain your health.

SLEEP
I used to think that "MD" stood for "medical deity" and meant I didn't have to follow the same sleep rules as
every other human being. I stayed up late working long shifts in the emergency room, ignoring the demands
of my body to rest. It wasn't until I learned that shift work (like I did in when I worked in the emergency room)
leads to a shortened life expectancy that I quit.
Unfortunately, our lives are infiltrated with stimuli—and we stay stimulated until the moment we get into bed.
This is not the way to get restful sleep. Frankly, it's no wonder we can't sleep well when we eat late dinners,
answer emails, surf the internet, or do work, and then get right into bed and watch the evening news about all
the disaster, pain, and suffering in the world.
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Instead we must take a little "holiday" in the two hours before bed. Creating a sleep ritual—a special set of little
things you do before bed to help ready your system physically and psychologically for sleep—can guide your
body into a deep, healing sleep.
We all live with a little bit of post-traumatic stress syndrome (or, I should say, traumatic stress syndrome,
because for many of us there is nothing "post" about it). Much research has been done on the effects of stress
and traumatic experiences and images on sleep. If you follow my guidelines for restoring normal sleep below,
your posttraumatic stress may become a thing of the past.
Here's how restore your natural sleep rhythm. It may take weeks or months, but using these
tools in a coordinated way will eventually reset your biological rhythms:

•

Practice the regular rhythms of sleep – go to bed and wake up at the same time each day.

•

Use your bed for sleep and romance only – not reading or television.

•

Create an aesthetic environment that encourages sleep – use serene and restful colors and
eliminate clutter and distraction.

•

Create total darkness and quiet – consider using eyeshades and earplugs.

•

Avoid caffeine – it may seem to help you stay awake but actually makes your sleep worse.

•

Avoid alcohol – it helps you get to sleep but causes interruptions in sleep and poor-quality sleep.

•

Get regular exposure to daylight for at least 20 minutes daily – the light from the sun enters
your eyes and triggers your brain to release specific chemicals and hormones like melatonin that are
vital to healthy sleep, mood, and aging.

•

Eat no later than three hours before bed – eating a heavy meal prior to bed will lead to a bad
night's sleep.

•

Don't exercise vigorously after dinner – it excites the body and makes it more difficult to get to sleep.

•

Write your worries down – one hour before bed, write down the things that are causing you
anxiety and make plans for what you might have to do the next day to reduce your worry. It will free
up your mind and energy to move into deep and restful sleep.

•

Take a hot salt/soda aromatherapy bath – raising your body temperature before bed helps to
induce sleep. A hot bath also relaxes your muscles and reduces tension physically and psychically. By
adding one-and-a-half to one cup of Epsom salt (magnesium sulfate) and one-and-a-half to one cup
of baking soda (sodium bicarbonate) to your bath, you will gain the benefits of magnesium absorbed
through your skin and the alkaline-balancing effects of the baking soda, both of which help with sleep.
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•

Get a massage or stretch before bed – this helps relax the body making it easier to fall asleep.

•

Warm your middle – this raises your core temperature and helps trigger the proper chemistry for
sleep. Either a hot water bottle, heating pad, or warm body can do the trick.

•

Avoid medications that interfere with sleep – these include sedatives (these are used to treat
insomnia, but ultimately lead to dependence and disruption of normal sleep rhythms and architecture),
antihistamines, stimulants, cold medication, steroids, and headache medication that contains caffeine
(such as Fioricet).

•

Use herbal therapies – try passionflower, or 320 mg to 480 mg of valerian (Valeriana officinalis)
root extract standardized to 0.2 percent valerenic acid one hour before bed.

•

Take 200 to 400 mg of magnesium citrate or glycinate before bed – this relaxes the
nervous system and muscles.

•

Other supplements and herbs can be helpful in getting some shuteye – try calcium,
theanine (an amino acid from green tea), GABA, 5-HTP, melatonin, and magnolia.

•

Try one to three mg of melatonin at night – melatonin helps stabilize your sleep rhythms.

•

Get a relaxation, meditation, or guided imagery CD – any of these may help you get to sleep.

If you are still having trouble sleeping, you should be evaluated by your doctor for other problems that can
interfere with sleep, including food sensitivities, thyroid problems, menopause, fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue
syndrome, heavy metal toxicity, and, of course, stress and depression. Also, consider getting tested for a sleep
disorder.
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SUMMARY
The real cause for PMS is simply this: Your hormones become unbalanced, your estrogen levels increase, and
progesterone levels decrease, either relatively or absolutely.
There are many things that promote these hormone imbalances, such as a high-sugar, refined carbohydrate
diet, caffeine, stress, dairy, hormones in dairy products and meat, and estrogen-like toxins from pesticides and
pollution. Alcohol also contributes to problems because it damages the liver and prevents it from excreting
excess estrogen.
Constipation and imbalances in the gut bacteria can worsen the situation, because they lead to the reabsorption
of estrogen from the gut back into your blood, even after your liver has tried to get rid of it.
Your body also needs exercise to help balance hormones. So if you aren’t moving your body enough, it’s likely
this is part of the problem as well.
The right foods can restore hormone balance and so much more. Yet even armed with these strategies, finding
the right foods to normalize blood pressure can sometimes feel confusing.
That’s why I wrote Food: What the Heck Should I Eat?, to help you undo all the beliefs about food that are
making you fat and sick and replace them with a new understanding that will lead to health and longevity.
I believe that cultivating and consuming real, whole food is the answer to many of our world’s problems. How
we grow it, produce it, and eat it affects almost every aspect of our lives and our society. Food is an honest
how-to guide designed to answer the question, “What the heck should I eat?”
Food is the doorway to living well and loving well—and to fixing much of what’s wrong with our world. You have
the power to heal PMS, starting with your very next meal.
Fortunately, good research shows that there are many ways to get hormones back in balance without drugs.
Science shows the strategies in this book help prevent PMS and PMDD. Give them a try and you will see in just
one or two cycles how much better you feel.
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