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Do You Have the Low Progesterone Blues? 

Question: What is progesterone, and what does it do for us? 

Dr. Sara: Progesterone literally soothes you when you get enraged. It helps you sleep; it 
stimulates something called your Gaba receptors.  Gaba is like natures’ Valium. It has 
sedative qualities, like a Xanax. When you produce the right amount of progesterone, you 
feel calm, cool and collected. Progesterone actually helps to balance your estrogen, so 
it’s very important in the context or hormone balance. One of the things I talk about is the 
tango between estrogen and progesterone. The other thing about progesterone is that it 
raises your body temperature. If you’ve ever measured your basal body temperature, you 
may have heard of this before. Progesterone is also really important for your thyroid 
because it helps your thyroid work efficiently. It’s part of that cross talk that I keep 
mentioning. It’s also a natural diuretic, which is why when women have progesterone 
issues or PMs, they retain fluid.  

The interesting part about progesterone is that it’s actually a lot more important than 
scientists used to think. It’s really important for preventing PMS, for helping you sleep 
well and it’s responsible for a lot of those night sweats and hot flashes that people have 
when they go into perimenopause. It’s also really important for the brain. This is one of 
the reasons that when women survive a traumatic brain injury, they do better than men.  

As you get older, the amount you make can fluctuate from month to month. It’s 
dependent on the number of ripe eggs you have left. For instance, at 46 years old, I don’t 
have a lot of ripe eggs left. The idea with progesterone is that when it’s either too high or 
too low, that can be a problem. As will all hormones, you want it in the Goldilocks 
position of not too high and not too low. If you don’t have the right balance of 
progesterone it can make you fat and moody. You’re also prone to endometriosis, 
problems with uterine bleeding and even cancer.  

Question: How are progesterone and cortisol related? 

Dr. Sara: It may surprise you that there’s a link between progesterone and cortisol. 
Cortisol lords over the other hormones, including progesterone. Progesterone is the 
pre-hormone of cortisol. It is another step in the delicate dance of balancing your body’s 
hormones. Even though it’s made in the ovaries, a small amount of progesterone is also 
made in the adrenal glands, and in the adrenal glands, it can actually be converted into 
other hormones like cortisol. You adrenals have the important job of responding to 
stress and making cortisol and that’s their top priority, along with making the 
neurotransmitters epinephrine and norepinephrine. But when you’re under chronic stress, 
especially of the emotional variety, something backfires. This is called “pregnenolone 
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steal.” This is when your body is making cortisol no matter what, and using it up faster 
than it is being produced. So instead you get your cortisol from progesterone and its 
mother pregnenolone. If you have a lifestyle that keeps you in high demand for cortisol, 
your body is going to steal from your body’s supply of progesterone by shunting directly 
from its store of pregnenolone.  

The other thing that happens when stress is high is that cortisol blocks progesterone 
receptors. This adds insult to injury and is keeping you from getting nature’s Valium. 

Question: How do I know if I have low progesterone? 

Dr. Sara: It’s pretty specific – when it comes to low progesterone, I’m talking about the 
balance between estrogen and progesterone, and you can actually measure this. You 
can measure your blood progesterone on day 21 or 22 of your cycle. You want that level 
to be 10-25 ng /ml. You can also measure this on the same day using saliva. You can 
think about it this way: you want the level of progesterone to be 300 times that of 
estradiol. You want to measure that 5-7 days before your period starts. I’m happy if the 
level is between 100 and 500.  If you’re less than 100, that’s a problem.  

You can have a doctor do this, but you can also order this test from one of the labs that 
do this, such as salivatest.com or canaryclub.org. Some tests are a little more advanced, 
but you can also get a pelvic ultrasound where they will measure your uterine lining. If it’s 
too thick or if you’re having irregular bleeding, you want to see a medical professional. It’ 
really important to investigate whether you have cancer or pre-cancer of the uterine 
lining in that instance. We’re still learning what the normal thickness of the uterine lining 
is. On the ultrasound, normal is about 5 millimeters.  

You might also have low progesterone if you have endometriosis, painful periods, 
anxiety, pre-cancer, or disordered sleep. 

Question: What are the top five causes of low progesterone? 

Dr. Sara: Aging, stress, not ovulating (or not ovulating enough), low thyroid and high 
prolactin.  

Question: And what can I do about it? 

Dr. Sara: I like to start with Gottfried Protocol Step One. Vitamin C at 750 milligrams a 
day will raise your progesterone. Also, cutting out caffeine is very important. Caffeine 
raises cortisol, so if you dial down cortisol that will help you make more progesterone. 
Hanging out with others! When you hang out with other people that actually help you 
raise your progesterone level. Another one may not be a surprise, but is cutting out 
alcohol. This lowers cortisol, which indirectly raises progesterone.  
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Step 2 includes Chasteberries. Chasteberry is one of the most proven herbal remedies 
when it comes to PMS and it raises progesterone. This was proven in a randomized trial 
at Stanford. There has also been one randomized trial that proved saffron helps with 
PMS. Bladderwrack, which is a form of brown algae, has been shown to raise 
progesterone, but I’m not thrilled with the quality of the study.  

So, if the previous strategies aren’t working, then in some situations you may want to 
consider using bioidentical hormones. There are two different ways to do this. The first 
is that you get progesterone from a local health food store. Almost all of them have it 
now, and that can sometimes be enough. One patient of mine, 47 years old, was having 
hot flashes and night sweats. We started some vitamin C and chaste berry, but because 
we figured she wasn’t ovulating, we also gave her some progesterone cream and that 
totally did the trick to reduce insomnia she was having. Just follow the directions that 
are on the container. 

The other solution requires getting a prescription. This is for people who are struggling 
with sleep, who are in perimenopause or menopause and need a bigger dose of natural 
progesterone. One study showed that for women struggling with sleep at mid-life, taking 
progesterone as a 100-300 milligram pill was an effective treatment.  

Question: What if my PMS is off the charts? 

Dr. Sara: As many of you know, I struggled with PMS in my 30s, so I have a special place 
in my heart for PMS sufferers. Of the treatments that I just listed, the one that is most 
effective for PMS is chaste berry. That’s the one you really want to focus on. 
Progesterone cream has not been found to be very helpful. The latest thinking in this 
arena comes from UCLA and says that you have progesterone resistance, so your body 
and brain are numb to it. There have been lots of randomized trials for progesterone 
cream and oral progesterone that show no benefit. Bad news aside, let’s focus on what 
does work.  

These are some of the strategies that I recommend because they have at least one 
randomized trial backing them up. Take calcium, magnesium and vitamin Bs. We know 
calcium can reduce PMS symptoms by 30-50%, which is almost as good as some of the 
pharmaceuticals out there. You want to get the kind that’s absorbed well. Get calcium 
from food sources first if you can. Vitamin Bs – 6, 1, and 2 are all often depleted in 
women with PMS. Take them all! Here’s another interesting statistic: Women with PMS 
eat 275% more sugar than women who don’t have PMS. This makes sense, but it’s also 
an opportunity. You’ve got to lay off the cupcakes. It worsens that vicious cycle of high 
cortisol and increased progesterone resistance.  

Acupuncture has been shown to help with PMS. Exercise has too! You don’t need to be a 
gym rat; 30 minutes 4 times a week if great. It’s frequency, not intensity, which makes a 
difference with PMS. Some of the other things that are interesting include guided 
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visualization. This has been shown to reduce PMS. So has homeopathy and light 
therapy. There is one study that shows St. John’s Wort is effective when taken with 
chaste berry, but you want to be careful when taking an herb and getting the correct 
diagnosis. 

Always try the lifestyle tweaks first, then the supplements. To do Step two, where you 
start to take an herbal therapy like chaste berry or St. John’s wort, I think it’s better for 
you to be working with a clinician, someone who’s trained in The Hormone Cure, or 
someone who knows about these herbs so they can help you find the correct dosage 
and keep you safe. Don’t just make your urine more expensive – make sure you’ve got 
the right diagnosis and that you’re getting the right treatment.  

Question: What will happen when my progesterone is in balance? 

Dr. Sara: When progesterone is in that right place, you feel like your period comes on and 
there’s no drama. You have regular periods, at least every 25 days. There’s no weirdness 
or period every 21 days, or going without for more than 35 days. There’s no spotting or 
flooding. If you do have bleeding problems, please go see your clinician. Your weight is 
stable throughout your menstrual cycle. Every night you go to sleep, and you have a 
restoring night’s rest. There’s no anxiety about being able to fall or stay asleep. Maybe 
you graduate from couple’s therapy. That’s what I did! After menopause, you don’t have 
breast tenderness or need mammograms or biopsies.  
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