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RESTORE THE BALANCE

“It’s all about finding the right balance in life.” — Rebecca Adams

“In all aspects of life, balance is the key to success.” — Tina Walker

1.

Overthinking

Overthinking (rumination) is both a symptom and a cause of significant biological and
psychological imbalances. While not a mental iliness itself, chronic overthinking alters
brain chemistry and physical health.

1. Neurochemical Imbalances

Chronic overthinking rewires the brain, strengthening neural pathways for negativity and
weakening those for emotional control.

Neurotransmitter Depletion: Rumination reduces levels of serotonin (the "feel-
good" chemical), dopamine, and GABA, which are essential for mood regulation
and relaxation.

Cortisol Overload: Persistent worry triggers the "fight-or-flight" response,
leading to a constant release of cortisol. High levels are linked to heart disease,
high blood pressure, and weakened immunity.

2. Functional Brain Imbalances

Neuroimaging studies show that overthinking creates a "disconnect" between specific
brain regions:

Overactive Amygdala: The brain's emotional center becomes hyper-responsive,
amplifying feelings of fear and anxiety.

Weakened Prefrontal Cortex: The area responsible for logical decision-making
and rational thought becomes less active, making it harder to break free from
mental loops.

DMN Connectivity: Abnormal connectivity in the Default Mode Network
(DMN) is linked to excessive self-focused thinking.
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3. Physiological & Hormonal Disruptions

The stress of overthinking causes a "chain reaction" affecting bodily systems:

« Hormonal Cascades: Elevated cortisol can disrupt other hormones,
including insulin (leading to weight gain) and thyroid hormones (affecting
metabolism).

o Gut-Brain Axis: Imbalances in gut bacteria (gut dysbiosis) can impair the
production of serotonin, further fueling anxiety-driven overthinking.

e Sleep-Wake Cycles: Rumination causes insomnia, which prevents the brain
from "flushing out" metabolic waste, exacerbating mental fatigue and cognitive
overload.

4. Psychological & Social Imbalances

« Cognitive Load: Overthinking drains mental energy, leading to analysis
paralysis—an inability to make decisions or take action.

e Social Withdrawal: As rumination intensifies, individuals often isolate
themselves, losing the social support needed to provide perspective and break
the cycle.

How to Restore Balance

« Acknowledge the thinking loops, give it a name and replace it with a healthier
thought.

« Mindfulness & Meditation: Scientific evidence proves that even 10 minutes of
meditation can rewire the brain to reduce rumination.

e Physical Habits: Quality sleep, regular exercise, and a balanced diet (rich in
Omega-3s and Magnesium) help stabilize neurotransmitter production.
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2. Thyroid imbalances

Thyroid imbalances occur when the thyroid gland—a small, butterfly-shaped organ in
the neck—produces either too much or too little thyroid hormone, which is essential for

regulating metabolism.

Symptoms of
Thyroid & Hormone
Imbalance

Fatigue

Main Types of Imbalances

e Hypothyroidism (Underactive): The thyroid does not produce enough
hormones, causing bodily functions to slow down.

o Hyperthyroidism (Overactive): The thyroid produces an excess of hormones,
causing bodily functions to speed up.



http://shieldmentalhealth.co.za

Comparison of Symptoms

Symptoms often appear as "opposites"” due to their differing effects on metabolism.

Symptom Hypothyroidism (Slow) Hyperthyroidism (Fast)

Category

Weight Unexplained weight gain Unexplained weight loss

Heart Rate Slower than usual Faster than usual (tachycardia)

(bradycardia)

Temperature Sensitivity to cold Sensitivity to heat; excessive
sweating

Mood Depression, brain fog, fatigue  |Anxiety, irritability, nervousness

Digestion Constipation Frequent bowel movements or
diarrhea

Skin/Hair Dry skin, thinning/brittle hair Thinning skin, fine/brittle hair

Common Causes

e Autoimmune Disorders: The most frequent causes. Hashimoto’s
disease typically leads to hypothyroidism, while Graves’ disease typically leads
to hyperthyroidism.

« lodine Levels: Both deficiency (more common globally) and excess (often from
medications or supplements) can disrupt thyroid function.

« Thyroiditis: Inflammation of the gland, which can occur after pregnancy
(postpartum thyroiditis) or due to infection.
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e Nodules & Goiter: Lumps (nodules) or overall enlargement (goiter) can interfere
with hormone secretion.

Diagnosis and Treatment

1. Diagnosis: Physicians typically use blood tests to measure TSH (Thyroid
Stimulating Hormone), T3, and T4 levels. High TSH levels usually indicate
hypothyroidism, while low TSH levels usually indicate hyperthyroidism.

2. Treatment for Hypothyroidism: Daily oral medication with synthetic thyroid
hormone, such as levothyroxine.

3. Treatment for Hyperthyroidism: Options include antithyroid medications,
radioactive iodine therapy to shrink the gland, or surgery (thyroidectomy).

3. Hormonal imbalances

Testosterone imbalance occurs when levels of this androgen hormone are significantly
higher or lower than the body's normal physiological range. While often associated with
men, it affects all genders and can manifest in various ways depending on the type of
imbalance (deficiency vs. excess).

1. Low Testosterone (Hypogonadism)

In men, a clinical deficiency is generally defined by the American Urology Association
(AUA) as blood levels below 300 ng/dL.

e Symptoms in Men:

o Sexual Health: Reduced libido (sex drive), erectile dysfunction, and low
sperm count.

o Physical Changes: Loss of muscle mass, increased body fat (especially
around the abdomen), fatigue, and gynecomastia (enlarged breast tissue).

o Mental & Emotional: "Brain fog" (difficulty concentrating), irritability, and
symptoms of depression.

o Long-term Risks: Decreased bone density leading to osteoporosis and
possible links to cardiovascular issues.
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Symptoms in Women: Low testosterone, though less common, can cause
extreme fatigue, low libido, muscle weakness, and thinning hair.

Common Causes: Aging (levels typically drop 1% annually after age 30—-40),
obesity, type 2 diabetes, and certain medications like opioids or steroids.

2. High Testosterone (Hyperandrogenism)

Excess testosterone is far less common naturally and is often a sign of an underlying
medical condition.

Symptoms in Men: Excessive hair growth, acne, increased aggression, and
risk-taking behavior. Paradoxically, high levels from external sources (like
anabolic steroids) can cause testicles to shrink and sperm counts to drop.

Symptoms in Women: This is most frequently associated with Polycystic
Ovary Syndrome (PCOS). Symptoms include irregular periods, infertility, facial
hair growth (hirsutism), and male-pattern balding.

Common Causes: Tumors in the adrenal glands, ovaries, or testicles, and the
use of performance-enhancing drugs.

3. Diagnosis and Treatment

Testing: Diagnosis requires a blood test, ideally taken in the morning when
levels are highest.

Medical Treatment:

o Low-T: Often managed via Testosterone Replacement Therapy
(TRT) through gels, skin patches, injections, or under-the-skin pellets.

o High-T (Women): Often treated with anti-androgen medications or oral
contraceptives.

Natural Support: Maintaining a healthy weight, regular strength training, getting
7-8 hours of sleep, and reducing alcohol consumption can help stabilize levels.
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Menopause

During menopause, your body undergoes a natural transition where the ovaries
gradually stop producing key reproductive hormones,

primarily estrogen and progesterone. These shifts can lead to various physical and
emotional imbalances.

Primary Hormonal Imbalances

Declining Estrogen: As estrogen levels fall, you may experience hot flashes,
night sweats, and vaginal dryness. Estrogen also protects heart health and bone
density, so its decline increases risks for osteoporosis and cardiovascular
disease.

Declining Progesterone: This hormone helps regulate sleep and mood. Its drop
often contributes to insomnia, increased anxiety, and heavier or irregular
menstrual periods.

Decreased Testosterone: Though often considered a male hormone, women
also produce testosterone. Its reduction can result in lowered libido, fatigue, and
loss of muscle mass.

Elevated FSH and LH: In response to lower estrogen, the pituitary gland
increases production of Follicle Stimulating Hormone (FSH) and Luteinizing
Hormone (LH) as it attempts to stimulate the ovaries.

Common Symptoms of These Imbalances

Physical: Irregular periods, weight gain (often around the abdomen), thinning
hair, joint aches, and "brain fog" or memory lapses.

Emotional: Heightened irritability, mood swings, and a greater risk of developing
depression.

Sleep: Night sweats and difficulty staying asleep are common due to fluctuating
hormone levels.

Metabolic: A slowed metabolism can make it easier to gain weight even without
changes to diet or exercise.
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Management and Support

1.

Hormone Therapy (HT/HRT): Low-dose estrogen or combined estrogen-
progestogen therapy can rebalance levels to alleviate severe symptoms.

. Lifestyle Adjustments: Regular exercise (especially weight-bearing) supports

bone health, while a diet rich in calcium and vitamin D can mitigate bone loss.

Stress Management: Techniques like yoga and mindfulness can help
lower cortisol levels, which often spike during this transition and worsen
symptoms like anxiety.

Targeted Treatments: Non-hormonal medications (like certain antidepressants
or bladder medications) may be used for hot flashes or urinary urgency.

Working excessively

Working excessively without adequate rest triggers a cascade of physical and mental
imbalances, primarily by forcing your body to remain in a state of chronic stress. This
"overwork cycle" disrupts your internal regulatory systems, leading to severe long-term
health risks.

Hormonal and Physiological Imbalances

Elevated Cortisol: Constant work-related stress keeps cortisol levels chronically
high. This can lead to high blood pressure, weakened immune response, and
increased abdominal fat storage.

Disrupted Circadian Rhythms: Working long or irregular hours (like shift work)
desynchronizes your internal clock, affecting the release of melatonin, which is
crucial for deep, restorative sleep.

Metabolic Dysregulation: Lack of rest alters hunger-regulating

hormones. Ghrelin (which stimulates hunger) increases, while leptin (which
signals fullness) decreases, leading to cravings for high-calorie foods and an
increased risk of obesity and Type 2 diabetes.

Reproductive Impacts: Chronic overwork and sleep loss can
drop testosterone levels in men by 10-15% in just one week. In women, it can
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cause irregular menstrual cycles and reduced fertility by altering the balance of
estrogen and progesterone.

Mental and Cognitive Imbalances

Burnout and Emotional Exhaustion: Overworking leads to a state of depletion
where you feel cynical, detached, and unable to perform effectively.

Cognitive Decline: Prolonged overwork causes "brain fog," reduced
concentration, and impaired decision-making. Research shows it can even cause
structural changes in the brain, such as increased volume in areas related to
stress perception.

Psychological Distress: Working more than 55 hours per week is strongly linked
to a higher risk of developing anxiety and clinical depression.

Long-term Physical Risks

Cardiovascular Disease: Individuals working 55+ hours weekly face a 13% higher
risk of heart disease and are 33% more likely to suffer a stroke compared to
those working standard hours.

Gastrointestinal Issues: Stress and irregular meals can trigger or worsen
conditions like GERD (acid reflux) and IBS.

Physical Pain: Long hours at a desk contribute to chronic musculoskeletal
disorders, including back, neck, and shoulder pain.

Strategies for Rebalancing

1.

Set "Hard" Boundaries: Establish a clear "stop time" for work and physically
disconnect from work devices to allow for mental recovery.

Prioritize Deep Sleep: Aim for 7-9 hours of sleep; deep sleep is the only time the
body can repair tissue and regulate growth hormones.

Active Recovery: Incorporate short, 10-30 minute walks to lower cortisol and
clear mental fog.
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5. Gut imbalance

Gut imbalance, medically known as dysbiosis, occurs when the trillions of
microorganisms in your digestive tract—collectively called the gut microbiome—fall out
of sync. This typically involves a loss of beneficial bacteria, an overgrowth of harmful
pathogens, or a general reduction in microbial diversity.
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Common Symptoms

Signs of gut imbalance often extend beyond the stomach because the gut influences
the immune system and brain.

o Digestive Issues: Persistent bloating, gas, diarrhea, constipation, heartburn, or
abdominal pain.

« Mental Health & Sleep: Anxiety, depression, "brain fog," chronic fatigue, and
insomnia (linked to the fact that 90% of serotonin is produced in the gut).

« Skin Irritation: Conditions like acne, eczema, and psoriasis can be triggered by
gut-related inflammation.

« Weight & Cravings: Unexplained weight changes and intense cravings for sugar
or processed foods.
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Primary Causes

« Diet: High intake of sugar, processed foods, and unhealthy fats, coupled with low
fiber.

« Medications: Overuse of antibiotics (which kill both good and bad bacteria) or
long-term use of NSAIDs and acid blockers.

o Lifestyle: Chronic stress, lack of sleep, sedentary behavior, and alcohol
consumption.

« Infections: Past bouts of food poisoning or stomach bugs can leave the
microbiome altered.

How to Restore Balance

1. Feed Beneficial Bacteria: Increase prebiotic fibers (found in garlic, onions,
bananas, and oats) and probiotics (found in yogurt, kefir, sauerkraut, and
kimchi).

2. Diverse Whole Foods: Aim for a "plant-rich" diet; variety in plants provides
different nutrients for different bacterial strains.

3. Manage Stress: High stress blocks the vagus nerve, which connects the gut
and brain. Practices like yoga and meditation can help.

4. Stay Hydrated: Water is essential for the mucosal lining of the intestines and
proper waste elimination.

Rebalancing Worksheet for overworking

1. Understanding the Overwork Cycle

Overworking without rest keeps your body in chronic stress mode. When stress
becomes constant, your internal regulatory systems (hormones, sleep, metabolism,
mood, and cognition) struggle to reset, increasing long-term health risks.

4[] In your own words, describe what “overwork” currently looks like in your life:



http://shieldmentalhealth.co.za

2. Hormonal & Physiological Imbalances

Read each section and reflect on whether you notice these signs in yourself.

A. Elevated Cortisol (Chronic Stress Hormone)

Prolonged work stress keeps cortisol high, which may lead to:
e High blood pressure
e Weakened immune system

e Increased abdominal fat

O | often feel constantly “on edge” or tense
O 1 get sick more often than | used to
O | struggle to fully relax, even during time off

4[] What physical stress signals do you notice most often?

B. Disrupted Circadian Rhythm (Sleep—Wake Cycle)

Long or irregular hours disrupt melatonin release, affecting deep sleep.

O | struggle to fall asleep
O | wake feeling unrefreshed
O My work hours interfere with my sleep routine

4[] Average hours of sleep per night:

C. Metabolic Dysregulation (Hunger & Energy)
Overwork and sleep loss affect hunger hormones:
e Ghrelin increases — more hunger

e Leptin decreases — less fullness
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O | crave sugary or high-calorie foods when stressed
[ | eat irregular meals due to work
0 My energy crashes during the day

4[] What do you usually reach for when exhausted?

D. Reproductive & Hormonal Health

Chronic stress and sleep loss can disrupt reproductive hormones.

O I've noticed changes in my energy, libido, or cycles
O Stress significantly affects my physical wellbeing

4[] Any changes you’ve noticed (optional):

3. Mental & Cognitive Imbalances
A. Burnout & Emotional Exhaustion

Burnout often shows up as emotional depletion rather than motivation.

O | feel emotionally drained by work
O | feel detached or cynical about my job
[0 Tasks feel harder than they used to

4[] Rate your current burnout level (0-10):

B. Cognitive Effects

Prolonged overwork may cause brain fog and reduced decision-making capacity.

O I struggle to concentrate
[ | forget things more easily
O | feel mentally “foggy”

4[] When is your thinking clearest during the day?
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C. Psychological Distress

Working more than 55 hours per week is linked to anxiety and depression.

O | feel persistently anxious
0 My mood is lower than usual
0 Work feels overwhelming most days

4[] What emotions dominate your workdays?

4. Long-Term Physical Risks (Awareness)

Over time, chronic overwork increases risk for:
o Cardiovascular disease (heart disease, stroke)
o Gastrointestinal problems (GERD, IBS)

« Chronic pain (neck, back, shoulders)

O | experience frequent aches or pain
[ Stress affects my digestion
O 1 worry about my long-term health

4[] Which area concerns you most right now?

5. Strategies for Rebalancing
A. Set “Hard” Boundaries

Clear stop-times allow your nervous system to recover.

4[] My realistic daily work stop-time:
O 1 will physically disconnect from work devices after this time

B. Prioritise Deep Sleep

Deep sleep is essential for repair and hormone regulation.
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OO0 My target bedtime:
O My target wake-up time:

4[] One change | can make this week to improve sleep:

C. Active Recovery

Short, gentle movement lowers cortisol and clears mental fog.

0 10-30 minute walk
O Stretching
O Light movement between tasks

4[] When can | realistically add active recovery into my day?

D. Workload Communication

Unmanageable demands require conversation and support.

4[] What feels most unsustainable about my workload?

4[] Who can | speak to (manager, HR, support professional)?

6. Reflection & Commitment

4[] One boundary or habit | commit to trying this week:

41 How will I know my body and mind are improving?

Reminder: Rest is not a reward for productivity — it is a biological requirement for
health, clarity, and sustainable performance.



