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FREE GUIDE — HORMONAL HEALTH

If You're a Woman Struggling With
Your Hormones,
Start Here
The plain-language guide to understanding why your body changed — and what to

do about it.

By Emilia Watson
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BEFORE YOU BEGIN

This guide was written for you
Not for someone with a specific diagnosis. Not for a particular age group. For any woman who has

noticed her body behaving differently and has not been given a satisfying explanation for why.

The symptoms that bring women to this guide are almost always the same: unexplained weight

gain, persistent fatigue, sleep that doesn't restore, mood shifts that feel disproportionate, and a

quiet sense that something has changed that nobody around her seems to understand.

I thought I was just getting older. Turns out I was getting less informed. There is a

difference.

— Emilia Watson

DOES ANY OF THIS SOUND FAMILIAR?

■ Weight gain with no clear cause ■ Constant fatigue, even after sleep

■ Waking between 2am and 4am ■ Afternoon energy crash

■ Belly fat that wasn't there before ■ Irregular or changing cycles

■ Bloating that feels constant ■ Brain fog and poor memory

■ Mood swings or low mood ■ Cravings that feel uncontrollable

■ Hot flashes or night sweats ■ Skin and hair changes

If you recognised four or more of these, your hormones are almost certainly involved. This guide

explains exactly why — and what to do about it.
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THE BIOLOGY

Three hormones running the show
Most hormonal symptoms in women trace back to three hormones interacting in ways that conventional

medicine rarely explains clearly. Understanding them is the starting point for everything else.

Estrogen
Regulates fat distribution,
mood, sleep quality and bone.

SYMPTOMS

• Belly fat increase
• Mood instability
• Poor sleep quality

Cortisol
Your stress hormone.
Chronically elevated cortisol
disrupts everything
downstream.

SYMPTOMS

• Abdominal weight gain
• 3am waking
• Sugar cravings

Insulin
Controls blood sugar. When
cells stop responding properly,
weight and energy suffer.

SYMPTOMS

• Fatigue after eating
• Stubborn fat storage
• Intense cravings

Why they work against each other

The problem is not just one hormone in isolation. It is the cascade. When estrogen drops, cortisol rises

to compensate. When cortisol rises, insulin resistance increases. When insulin is disrupted, the body

stores more fat and produces less stable energy. Each one makes the others worse.

68%
of women with hormonal symptoms

have elevated cortisol as a
contributing factor

1 in 5
women of reproductive age has

insulin resistance linked to PCOS

8 yrs
average time women experience

symptoms before getting a hormonal
explanation
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WEIGHT GAIN

Why the weight isn't about willpower
The most common thing women say when they come across Emilia's content is: I thought I was just not

trying hard enough. Almost none of them had a willpower problem. They had a hormonal information

problem.

The three mechanisms behind hormonal weight gain:

1. Estrogen and fat redistribution

As estrogen declines, the body shifts fat storage from hips and thighs to the abdomen. This is not

weight gain in the traditional sense — it is fat redistribution driven by hormonal change. Calorie

restriction does not address this. Only hormonal support does.

2. Cortisol and the stress-fat cycle

Elevated cortisol triggers the release of glucose into the bloodstream for emergency energy. When that

energy isn't used, it gets stored as abdominal fat. Chronic low-level stress — even the invisible kind —

keeps cortisol elevated enough to cause this.

3. Insulin resistance and PCOS weight

When cells stop responding to insulin, the pancreas produces more to compensate. High insulin

promotes fat storage and blocks fat burning — regardless of how little you eat. This is the primary

mechanism behind PCOS-related weight gain and why low-calorie diets backfire.
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PCOS AND HORMONE IMBALANCE

What PCOS is actually doing in your body
PCOS is not a single condition with a single cause. It is a pattern of hormonal disruption that looks

different in every woman — which is why it takes an average of eight years to diagnose. What most

women are never told is that the root driver in the majority of cases is insulin resistance, not a structural

problem.

A note on the name: in 2026, a Lancet-published review proposed renaming PCOS to PMOS (Polymetabolic
Ovarian Syndrome) to better reflect what's actually happening — a metabolic condition, not just an ovarian one.
You may see both terms used. This guide uses PCOS since it's still the term most women search for and were
diagnosed under.

My doctor told me I had PCOS and handed me a leaflet about eating less sugar. She never

explained why my insulin was doing what it was doing. That one piece of information changed

everything.

— Emilia Watson

The PCOS hormone chain:

STEP WHAT HAPPENS WHAT YOU FEEL

1 Insulin resistance develops Fatigue after meals, cravings

2 Pancreas overproduces insulin Weight gain, especially belly

3
High insulin triggers androgen
production

Acne, hair thinning, hair growth

4 Androgens disrupt ovulation Irregular or missing periods

5
Estrogen and progesterone become
imbalanced

Mood swings, poor sleep, anxiety

The good news: because the root cause in most cases is insulin resistance, it is addressable through

specific food and lifestyle changes — without medication.
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SLEEP AND ENERGY

Why you're exhausted — and why sleep isn't
fixing it
The 3am wake-up is one of the most reported symptoms in women with hormonal imbalance — and

one of the least explained. It is almost always cortisol. Here is what is happening.

10pm
Progesterone (your calming hormone) should be rising to help you fall asleep. If it's low, sleep onset is

difficult.

1–3am
Cortisol naturally starts its morning rise cycle. In women with adrenal stress, this rise comes too early —

waking you at 2 or 3am.

6am
Cortisol should peak to wake you. If it already peaked at 3am, you wake groggy and stay that way

regardless of hours slept.

2pm
Blood sugar drops trigger a cortisol spike to compensate. You feel exhausted, foggy, and desperately need

sugar or caffeine.

The energy-hormone connection

Low progesterone = difficulty sleeping and high anxiety. High cortisol = broken sleep architecture and

afternoon crashes. Insulin resistance = post-meal fatigue and brain fog. When all three are disrupted

simultaneously — which is common — the result is an exhaustion that eight hours of sleep cannot fix.
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WHAT MAKES IT WORSE

Six things disrupting your hormones daily
These are not dramatic lifestyle failures. They are ordinary habits that have a measurable hormonal

cost — and most women have no idea they are doing them.

Skipping breakfast
Cortisol is highest in the morning. Without food, blood sugar drops and cortisol rises further — amplifying the

stress-fat storage cycle for the entire day.

Chronic undereating
Below-maintenance calories signal famine. The body responds by elevating cortisol and lowering

progesterone — the exact hormonal state that causes fat retention.

High-intensity exercise every day
HIIT raises cortisol. For women with already elevated cortisol, daily intense exercise makes weight loss

harder, not easier.

Low fat intake
Hormones are made from cholesterol. A very low-fat diet actively reduces the raw material your body needs

to produce estrogen and progesterone.

Chronic poor sleep
One night of poor sleep raises cortisol and insulin resistance measurably. Chronic poor sleep creates a

permanent hormonal disruption state.

Ignoring blood sugar stability
Every blood sugar spike is followed by a cortisol response. Multiple spikes per day from processed food

keeps cortisol chronically elevated.
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THE FRAMEWORK

What actually works — the hormone reset
framework
This is not a diet. It is a framework for removing the things that actively disrupt hormonal balance and

replacing them with inputs that support it. The order matters.

Step 1 — Stabilise blood sugar first

Every other hormonal intervention is undermined by blood sugar instability. Protein at every meal, no

skipped meals, and reducing refined carbs is the foundation everything else is built on.

Step 2 — Lower cortisol load

This means consistent sleep, reducing high-intensity daily exercise, and addressing the specific foods

and habits that spike cortisol. Magnesium supplementation is the most evidence-backed starting point.

Step 3 — Support estrogen metabolism

Cruciferous vegetables (broccoli, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts) contain compounds that support the

liver's ability to metabolise and clear estrogen. This is especially important in perimenopause.

Step 4 — Rebuild progesterone pathways

Zinc-rich foods (pumpkin seeds, beef, chickpeas), vitamin B6, and managing cortisol all support

progesterone production. Progesterone is the hormone most commonly depleted first.
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QUICK START

The 3-day hormone reset — start here today
You do not need to change everything at once. Three focused days of applying this framework is

enough to begin shifting cortisol and insulin response. Most women notice something within 72 hours.

Day 1 — REMOVE
• Remove all refined vegetable oils — use olive oil or butter

• Remove low-fat flavoured yoghurt — replace with full-fat plain

• Remove any meal skipping — eat within one hour of waking

• Remove high-intensity exercise today — walk instead

Day 2 — ADD
• Add protein to every meal — eggs, salmon, chicken, Greek yoghurt, lentils

• Add one magnesium source — pumpkin seeds, dark chocolate 85%, leafy greens

• Add a cruciferous vegetable — broccoli, cauliflower, or Brussels sprouts

• Add 20 minutes of walking — lowers cortisol more effectively than HIIT right now

Day 3 — OBSERVE
• Note your 2pm energy — is the crash less severe than usual?

• Note morning bloating — has it changed at all?

• Note sleep quality — did you wake between 2am and 4am?

• Note your cravings — were they less intense or easier to manage?
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MEAL TIMING

When you eat matters as much as what you
eat
Hormones operate on a circadian rhythm. Eating in alignment with that rhythm reduces the hormonal

stress load on your body. These are the most impactful timing shifts.

Within 1 hour of waking
Cortisol is already elevated in the morning. Eating stabilises blood sugar before cortisol triggers sugar

cravings. Skipping breakfast extends the cortisol spike.

Protein-first at every meal
Eating protein before carbohydrates blunts the glucose response by up to 40%. This single habit has a

measurable impact on insulin resistance.

No eating 2–3 hours before bed
Eating late elevates insulin at night when cortisol is trying to lower. This disrupts sleep architecture and

growth hormone release — both essential for hormonal repair.

Consistent meal times
Your cortisol and insulin systems run on predictable cycles. Irregular eating keeps them permanently

dysregulated — even if the food itself is healthy.

I didn't change what I ate for the first two weeks. I only changed when. The afternoon crashes

reduced within five days.

— Emilia Watson
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CORTISOL REPAIR

The cortisol-sleep repair protocol
Sleep and cortisol are in a direct feedback loop. Poor sleep raises cortisol. High cortisol disrupts sleep.

Breaking this cycle requires addressing both simultaneously. These are the interventions with the

strongest evidence.

Morning light within 30 minutes of waking
Natural light exposure sets your cortisol rhythm for the day. It signals the system that the cortisol peak has

started — which means it will also end on schedule, allowing progesterone to rise at night.

Magnesium glycinate before bed
Magnesium is depleted by chronic cortisol. Supplementing it at night replenishes what stress has used,

supports GABA (your calming neurotransmitter), and reduces the likelihood of 3am waking.

No screens 60 minutes before sleep
Blue light suppresses melatonin production and keeps cortisol elevated. This is not aesthetic advice — it is a

measurable physiological disruption that adds time to cortisol clearance.

A consistent wake time — even on weekends
Cortisol rhythm is set by your wake time, not your sleep time. Irregular wake times create social jetlag that

keeps the cortisol system permanently misaligned.

Reduce caffeine after 12pm
Caffeine has a half-life of 5–7 hours. An afternoon coffee at 3pm still has half its cortisol-stimulating effect at

8pm — directly competing with the progesterone rise you need to fall asleep.
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A NOTE FROM EMILIA

What I wish someone had told me sooner
I am not a doctor. I want to be clear about that. I am a woman who spent two years reading everything

she could find because her doctors kept telling her that what she was experiencing was normal — or

stress — or just getting older.

It wasn't normal. It was a hormonal system that had shifted significantly and was not getting the inputs

it needed to stabilise. Once I understood that — once I could see the actual biology of what was

happening — the random collection of symptoms I was managing finally made sense as a pattern.

What you have just read is the summary of what took me eighteen months to piece together. The

starting framework. The foundation. If even one section explained something you had been trying to

understand, then this guide has done what it was supposed to do.

You are not broken. You are not lazy. You are not imagining it. You are just working with

information nobody gave you. Now you have some of it.

— Emilia Watson

This guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice. Please consult a qualified
healthcare provider before making dietary or lifestyle changes, particularly if you have a diagnosed condition or
take prescribed medication.
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READY TO GO DEEPER?

The Complete Hormone Toolkit
This guide is the starting point. The full toolkit goes further — every guide, every tracker, every

reference sheet, in one place. New additions get added to the same toolkit as they're built, at no

extra cost to you.

✓  Complete menopause guide — symptoms, biology, and

what to do

✓  PCOS hormone reset — insulin, cortisol, and androgen

management

✓  Unexplained weight gain protocol — the hormonal causes

explained

✓  Hormone-balancing meal plan and food lists

✓  The cortisol and sleep repair guide — full version

✓  Symptom and cycle tracking journal

✓  Quick reference cards — what to eat for each hormone

✓  Every new guide and template added to the toolkit going

forward

Find the toolkit at emiliawatson.com

Follow @emiliawatson for daily hormone education on Instagram and Facebook


