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Introduction

In	 1998	 James	 L.	 Wilson	 coined	 the	 term	 “adrenal	 fatigue”	 to	 identify	 a
condition	 that	he	believes	 is	 the	consequence	of	ongoing	stress:	below-optimal
adrenal	function.	He	devised	this	 term	to	put	a	name	to	 the	cluster	of	common
symptoms	that	he	asserts	are	caused	by	modern	stress	and	to	distinguish	it	from
Addison’s	 disease,	 a	 serious,	 long-term	 endocrine	 disorder.	 But	 many	 doctors
say	these	symptoms	can	be	due	to	other	health	problems	or	that	the	“symptoms”
are	merely	very	common	complaints	experienced	by	people	in	general.

Who	is	right?	Is	adrenal	fatigue	a	true	medical	condition,	or	is	it	something
simply	 construed	 by	 a	 well-meaning	 but	 misguided	 individual?	 Is	 it
physiologically	 possible	 for	 the	 adrenal	 glands	 to	 malfunction	 or	 become
depleted	due	to	excessive	stress?	What	tests	are	available	to	confirm	a	diagnosis
of	“adrenal	 fatigue”?	And	what	 treatment	methods	are	medically	endorsed	and
scientifically	proven	to	alleviate	 the	symptoms	associated	with	it?	The	answers
to	these	questions	and	more	are	explored	in	the	following	pages.



The	Birth	of	“Adrenal	Fatigue”

Ever	 since	 James	Wilson	 first	 coined	 the	 term	 “adrenal	 fatigue,”	 it	 has	 been
widely	 employed	 by	 alternative	 health-care	 providers	 to	 describe	 an	 alleged
condition	 caused	 by	 chronic	 exposure	 to	 stressful	 situations.	 The	 body’s
reactions	 to	 stress	 are	 associated	 with	 an	 enhanced	 secretion	 of	 a	 number	 of
hormones,	 such	 as	 adrenaline	 and	 cortisol,	 that	 increase	 the	 mobilization	 of
energy	 sources	 and	 adapt	 the	 individual	 to	 its	 new	 circumstance.	 The	 adrenal
glands—small	organs	located	above	the	kidneys—help	the	body	cope	with	stress
by	producing	these	so-called	stress	hormones.

Supporters	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 adrenal	 fatigue	 believe	 the	 condition	 begins
when	the	various	stressors	of	life	overwhelm	the	body	and	become	too	much	for
it	to	handle.	According	to	the	theory	behind	adrenal	fatigue,	when

people	 are	 confronted	 with	 ongoing	 stress	 for	 long	 periods	 of	 time,	 their
adrenal	 glands	 are	 unable	 to	 keep	 up	with	 the	 body’s	 demand	 for	 these	 stress
hormones.	When	that	occurs,	symptoms	of	“adrenal	fatigue”	begin	to	surface.

Wilson	 not	 only	 conceived	 the	 term	 for	 the	 disorder,	 but	 he	 also	 invented
exclusive	diagnosis	and	treatment	protocols,	positioning	himself	as	the	premiere
expert,	diagnostician,	and	practitioner	to	both	identify	and	cure	the	condition.	In
addition,	 Wilson	 developed	 specific	 tests	 and	 supplements,	 as	 well	 as	 an
education	and	training	program	for	other	practitioners	of	his	protocols	who	are
eligible	 for	 wholesale	 supplement	 discounts,	 clinical	 support,	 and	 patient
referrals.	Despite	the	fact	that	Wilson’s	protocols	have	no	medical	endorsement
or	scientific	proof,	his	theories	and	methods	have	proliferated	worldwide.



Stress:	The	“Disease”	of	the	21st	Century

Because	 stress	 is	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 supposed	 adrenal	 fatigue,	 any	 discussion
pertaining	 to	 it	must	begin	with	a	basic	understanding	of	 stress	and	 the	 stress-
coping	mechanisms	of	the	body.	Everybody	knows	what	stress	is,	or	they	think
they	do,	since	we’ve	all	experienced	it	at	one	time	or	another.	Stress	is	basically
an	 unavoidable	 consequence	 of	 contemporary	 life,	 and	 it	 could	 justifiably	 be
deemed	 the	 “disease”	 of	 the	 twenty-first	 century.	 Although	 we	 all	 have
encountered	stress,	most	people	would	be	hard	pressed	to	define	exactly	what	it
is.

At	 its	 core,	 stress	 is	 a	 physiological	 (condition	 of	 the	 body)	 state	 with
psychological	 (mental/emotional)	 components	 that	 is	 produced	 by	 a	 change	 in
the	 environment	 (that	 is,	 a	 stressor)	 that	 disrupts	 the	 body’s	 internal	 balance
known	 as	 physiological	 homeostasis.	 Generally	 speaking,	 “stress”	 could	 be
described	as	any	situation	that	tends	to	disturb	the	equilibrium	between	a	living
organism	and	its	environment.

Trying	to	Define	the	Elusive
Because	 the	experience	of	 stress	 is	highly	 subjective,	 it’s	 almost	 impossible	 to
define	 it	 within	 a	 medical	 framework.	 If	 a	 medical	 phenomenon	 can’t	 be
accurately	 defined,	 it	 also	 can’t	 be	 accurately	 measured.	 And	 if	 it	 can’t	 be
accurately	 measured,	 it	 can’t	 be	 quantified,	 which	 makes	 it	 a	 challenge	 to
observe	and	research	it	scientifically.

Complicating	matters	further	is	 the	fact	 that	stress	can	be	both	positive	and
healthy	(eustress)—as	occurs	with	favorable	situations,	such	as	getting	married,
starting	a	new	job,	or	buying	a	house—or	negative	and	harmful	(distress),	which
is	how	we	most	commonly	define	it.	In	addition,	what	one	person	perceives	as	a
stressful	 event	may	be	exciting	or	 even	dull	 to	 another	person	depending	on	a
variety	of	uniquely	individual	factors,	such	as	personality,	physical	strength,	age,
gender,	life	experiences,	genetic	makeup,	or	general	health.

The	Physiological	Effects	of	Stress
While	it’s	fairly	obvious	that	excessive	stress	can	negatively	affect	coping	skills
and	 impair	a	person’s	ability	 to	manage	 the	activities	of	daily	 living,	 the	effect



stress	has	on	the	various	systems,	organs,	and	tissues	of	the	body	is	less	apparent
but	 equally	 significant.	 The	 following	 list	 shows	 how	 some	 of	 the	 key	 body
systems	respond	to	stress:

Nervous	 system.	When	 the	 body	 is	 under	 stress,	 the	 sympathetic	 nervous
system	activates	the	fight-or-flight	response.	This	 triggers	 the	release	of	“stress
hormones,”	 such	 as	 adrenaline	 and	 cortisol,	 from	 the	 adrenal	 glands.	 These
hormones	elevate	heart	rate,	raise	blood	pressure,	increase	blood	glucose	levels,
and	interfere	with	digestive	processes.

Musculoskeletal	system.	When	the	body	is	under	stress,	muscles	tense	and
become	more	rigid,	potentially	triggering	headaches,	neck	and	back	pain,	and	a
variety	of	musculoskeletal	problems.

Respiratory	system.	 Stress	 can	 cause	hyperventilation,	which	may	 lead	 to
abnormal	 loss	 of	 carbon	dioxide	 from	 the	blood	 and	which	 in	 turn	 can	 trigger
panic	attacks.

Cardiovascular	 system.	 Stress	 that’s	 extreme	 but	 temporary	 causes	 an
increase	in	heart	rate,	stronger	contractions	of	the	heart	muscle,	and	the	dilation
of	 blood	 vessels	 that	 direct	 blood	 to	 the	 heart.	Repeated	 episodes	 can	 inflame
coronary	arteries	and	may	contribute	to	heart	attacks.

Endocrine	system.	When	 the	body	 is	 under	 stress,	 the	brain	 sends	 signals
from	 the	 hypothalamus	 to	 the	 adrenal	 glands	 to	 produce	 epinephrine,	 which
triggers	the	liver	to	produce	more	glucose.

Gastrointestinal	system.	 Stress	 can	 cause	 heartburn	 or	 acid	 reflux	 and,	 in
extreme	 cases,	 nausea	 and	 vomiting.	 It	 can	 impair	 nutrient	 absorption	 and
digestion	and	may	trigger	either	constipation	or	diarrhea.	It	can	also	cause	a	loss
of	appetite	or	provoke	overeating.

Reproductive	system.	Stress	can	induce	irregular	menstrual	cycles	and	more
painful	periods	in	women.	It	can	also	decrease	libido	(sexual	desire)	in	both	men
and	women.

Common	Signs	and	Symptoms	of	Stress
Our	bodies	are	designed	to	handle	small	doses	of	short-term	stress,	but	we	aren’t
equipped	 to	handle	 long-term,	chronic	stress	without	harmful	consequences.	 In
addition	 to	 the	 physiological	 repercussions	 outlined	 above,	 stress	 can	 affect
general	physical	health	and	all	areas	of	life,	including	behavior,	emotions,	mood,
and	 the	 ability	 to	 think	 clearly.	 Symptoms	 of	 many	 pre-existing	 medical
conditions	may	also	worsen	during	times	of	stress.	There	is	virtually	no	part	of



the	body	that’s	immune	to	it.
Sometimes	people	become	so	accustomed	to	living	with	stress	that	they	don’t

know	how	 to	 identify	 it	 and	 aren’t	 fully	 aware	 of	 its	 specific	 effects	 on	 them.
Here	are	just	a	few	of	the	countless	warning	signs	that	stress	is	wreaking	havoc
on	a	person’s	body	and	mind:

•		acid	reflux

•		chest	pain

•		confusion

•		constipation

•		depression

•		diarrhea

•		difficulty	breathing

•		excessive	sweating

•		fatigue

•		frequent	headaches

•		frequent	urination

•		heartburn

•		increased	anger	and	hostility

•		jaw	clenching

•		loss	of	appetite

•		low	energy

•		muscle	spasms

•		nausea

•		overeating

•		poor	judgment

•		racing	thoughts

•		sleep	changes/insomnia



•		stomach	pain

•		suicidal	thoughts

•		tremors

•		wild	mood	swings

The	Evolution	of	Stress	and	Health
Today’s	 stress	 differs	 greatly	 not	 only	 from	 what	 our	 evolutionary	 ancestors
faced	 but	 also	 from	 what	 our	 ancestors	 of	 just	 the	 past	 century	 or	 two
experienced.	Over	the	course	of	human	evolution,	the	stress	response	has	helped
the	human	species	survive	and	deal	with	environmental	challenges	by	supplying
physiological	 coping	 mechanisms	 that	 impart	 the	 energy	 and	 quick-thinking
skills	needed	to	fight	off	attackers	or	escape	deadly	situations.

Contrarily,	contemporary	stress	mostly	originates	from	the	ongoing	pressures
of	daily	living	as	well	as	fear	and	worry	about	what	might	happen	in	the	future,
and	 yet	 our	 bodies	 respond	 in	 the	 same	 ways	 as	 those	 of	 our	 prehistoric
predecessors.	When	the	stress	response	is	constantly	being	engaged,	it	regularly
floods	 the	 body	with	 stress	 hormones	 and	 taxes	 the	 normal	 functioning	 of	 the
body’s	 systems.	 Modern	 stress	 is	 often	 chronic	 and	 typically	 arises	 from
circumstances	over	which	we	have	little	control.	Our	response	to	it	has	become
ingrained	 and	 habituated,	 but	 in	 most	 instances	 it	 provides	 no	 benefit	 to	 us.
Instead,	 this	 ceaseless,	 acculturated	 stress	 has	 been	 implicated	 as	 a	 primary
contributor	 to	an	 impressive	array	of	 “twenty-first-century	diseases,”	 including
anxiety,	 cancer,	 depression,	 high	 blood	 pressure,	 gastrointestinal	 dysfunction,
neurological	disorders	 (such	as	Parkinson’s	disease),	 immune	 system	disorders
(including	multiple	sclerosis	and	rheumatoid	arthritis),	stroke,	and	many	others.
In	 fact,	 it’s	 difficult	 to	 think	 of	 any	 condition	 that	 stress	 doesn’t	 instigate	 or
aggravate	 to	one	degree	or	another,	and	a	growing	number	of	 researchers	have
come	to	believe	that	stress	could	actually	be	the	genesis	of	all	modern	diseases.



The	Essential	Adrenals

Meet	the	Adrenal	Glands
The	 adrenal	 glands,	 also	 known	 as	 suprarenal	 glands,	 are	 small,	walnut-sized,
triangular-shaped	glands	located	on	top	of	both	kidneys.	Their	name	correlates	to
their	 location	 in	 the	 body:	 ad,	 meaning	 “near”	 or	 “at,”	 and	 renes,	 meaning
“kidneys.”	Surprisingly,	the	glands	aren’t	symmetrical.	The	right	adrenal	gland	is
triangular,	and	the	left	adrenal	gland	is	shaped	more	like	a	half-moon.	They	each
have	a	yellowish	hue	and	are	about	two	and	a	half	inches	in	length	and	one	inch
wide.

The	adrenals	have	three	distinct	components:	the	adipose	capsule,	the	cortex,
and	 the	 medulla.	 The	 capsule	 is	 a	 protective	 layer	 of	 fat	 that	 surrounds	 each
gland.	 Although	 this	 layer	 isn’t	 technically	 part	 of	 the	 glands	 themselves,	 its
purpose	is	to	enclose	and	protect	each	of	the	adrenals.	The	adrenal	cortex	is	the
outer	region	and	comprises	about	80	percent	of	the	volume	of	the	gland.	It	fully
surrounds	 the	 adrenal	medulla,	 which	 sits	 in	 the	 center.	 The	 adrenal	 cortex	 is
composed	of	three	individual	zones	that	perform	slightly	different	functions.	The
innermost	 region	 of	 the	 adrenal	 gland	 is	 the	 medulla.	 It’s	 surrounded	 by	 the
adrenal	cortex	and	comprises	only	20	percent	of	the	gland’s	volume.	Unlike	the
cortex,	the	medulla	does	not	have	separate	zones.

The	role	of	the	adrenal	glands	is	to	release	certain	hormones,	many	of	which
have	to	do	with	how	the	body	responds	to	stress,	directly	into	the	bloodstream.
Although	 there	 is	 some	 interaction	between	 the	adrenal	 cortex	and	 the	 adrenal
medulla,	 each	 performs	 distinct	 and	 separate	 functions	 and	 secretes	 specific
hormones.	One	 of	 the	 primary	 differences	 between	 them	 is	 that	 the	 hormones
released	 by	 the	 adrenal	 cortex	 are	 essential	 to	 life	 and	 those	 secreted	 by	 the
adrenal	medulla	are	not.
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