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Neurocounseling and functional medicine: 
How understanding neurosteroids 
complements our counseling strategies 

F or the past year and a half, 

many of us have been speaking 

nationally and internationally 

about the benefits of neurocounseling, 

or the integration of counseling and 

neuroscience. Additionally, the monthly 

Neurocounseling: Bridging Brain and 
Behavior columns have been dedicated to 

topics surrounding neurocounseling. 
This past October, I attended the 

International Society for Neurofeedback 
and Research (ISNR) Conference 

in Denver, where I spoke on 

neurocounseling. One of the featured 
keynote speakers was Dr. Mark Gordon, 

a neuroendochrinologist whose address 

focused on traumatic brain injury (TBI) 

and hormone replacement therapy to 

heal some of the debilitating symptoms 
of TBIs. He also highlighted functional 

medicine, a branch of medicine that 

seems to closely align to many of the 
tenets of neurocounseling. I was truly 

enthralled by the principles and primary 
components of functional medicine. 

Tenets of functional medicine 
Practitioners of functional medicine, 

much like their colleagues in public health, 

believe that it is not the symptoms of a 

disease that need to be emphasized but 

rather the causes of the problem. The 
most succinct definition of functional 

medicine comes from Dr. Will Cole, who 
wrote about the discipline's five main 

principles on the mindbodygreen website 

(mindbodygreen.com ). I am quoting his 
article below. 

"1. Functional Medicine views us 
all as being different; genetically and 

biochemically unique. This personalized 

health care treats the individual, not the 

disease. It supports the normal healing 

mechanisms of the body, naturally, rather 
than attacking the symptoms of the 
disease directly. 

"2. Functional Medicine is deeply 

science based. The latest research shows 

that what happens within us is connected 

in a complicated network or web of 

relationships. Understanding those 

relationships allows us to see deep into 

the functioning of the body. 

"3. Your body is intelligent and has 

the capacity for self-regulation, which 

expresses itself through a dynamic balance 

of all your body systems. 

"4. Your body has the ability to heal and 

prevent nearly all the diseases of aging. 

"5. Health is not just the absence of 

disease, but a state of immense vitality. 

"Here lies the clear distinction and 

definition of Functional Medicine. 

Instead of asking, 'What drug matches up 

with this disease?' Functional Medicine 

asks the vital questions that very few 

conventional doctors ask: 'Why do you 

have this problem in the first place?' 

and 'Why has function been lost?' and 

`What can we do to restore function?' In 

other words, Functional Medicine looks 

to find the root cause or mechanism 

involved with any loss of function, which 

ultimately reveals why a set of symptoms 

is there in the first place, or why the 

patient has a particular disease label." 

Cole's words should resonate with 

many counselors who hold similar tenets. 

In addition, he emphasizes many of the 

points raised in Gordon's ISNR keynote. 

Gordon focused on the functional 

medicine category of hormones and how 

the depletion of many of the neurosteroids 

created in the brain might exacerbate 

mental health concerns. I was hooked 

at that point in his keynote because that 

is one of the beliefs of neurocounseling. 

Neurocounseling emphasizes that many 

mental health concerns may have a 

physiological basis. I began taking copious 

notes during Gordon's keynote, and I will 

share those notes with you now 

In working with veterans diagnosed 

with TBIs, Gordon's team noticed that 

TBIs seemed to cause mental health 

concerns. They further noted that 
neurosteroid deficiencies were present in 

almost all TBI injuries. 
Gordon explained that neurosteroids 

are produced in the central and peripheral 
nervous system. Neurosteroids tend to 

be synthesized in the brain and swiftly 
modulate neuronal excitability. Most 

of the neurosteroids are found in the 
myelinating glial cells manufactured 

from cholesterol. Many of these 

neurosteroids act as regulators of 

neurotransmitter receptors. 

According to another researcher, 
Dr. Dyapa Reddy, neurosteroid 

concentrations or strengths also are 

dependent on their location in the brain 
and often correlate to environmental and 

behavioral stressors. Reddy emphasized 
that one of the main functions of 
neurosteroids is the endogenous 
regulation of seizure susceptibility, anxiety 

and stress. Another major function 

of neurosteroids is the association of 

hippocampal pregnenolone with respect 

to memory, neuroplasticity and learning. 

Implications for counseling 
What does all this have to do with 

counseling? Functional medicine 
practitioners are finding that increasing 

concentrations of brain neurosteroids 

can lead to improvements in many 
mental health concerns. In Gordon's 

research and work with the general 

population, he found that replacing low 

levels of dehydroepiandrosterone can 

often increase mood in some patients. 

Treatment-resistant depression in other 
patients may indicate that their levels of 

testosterone, thyroid and human growth 
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hormone are low. Gordon's team also 

found that low pregnenolone sulphate 
levels in some patients had a tendency 
to create social phobias. He also strongly 

suggested that anyone with a diagnosis of 
Parkinson's disease should check possible 

low levels of testosterone. 

Reddy agrees with Gordon, who 
emphasized the importance of 

neurosteroid replacement, based on the 
results of clinical trials, with synthetic 

neurosteroids that exhibit cleaner 

bioavailability and efficacy. Neurosteroids 

have therapeutic potential with anxiety, 
epilepsy and other brain disorders. 

Reddy also states that some of these 
neurosteroidogenic agents lack the difficult 
side effects of benzodiazepines and 

demonstrate promise for the treatment of 

anxiety and depression. 

Benefits of neurocounseling 
and functional medicine 

Both counselors and clients can benefit 

from the integration of neurocounseling 

and the tenets of functional medicine. In 

the remainder of this article, I will explore 
the "top 10" advantages of this integration, 

each of which can be easily implemented 
into your daily counseling practices. 

1) Many counselors believe that 

physiological dysregulation influences the 
mental health of clients. Often counselors 

request that clients have a complete 

physical with a family practitioner 

or specialist soon after beginning 

counseling. I recommend a complete 

physical with a comprehensive blood 
screen so I know that both psychological 
and physical bidirectionality are being 

covered. However, with the integration of 

neurocounseling and functional medicine, 

additional blood assays and DNA swabs 

from a neuroendochrinologist might 
be necessary. Particularly with chronic 

conditions that clients may list, a more 

thorough examination of deficiencies 

might be needed, such as a comprehensive 

hormone assessment. Another interesting 

laboratory test, Genecept Assay, comes 
from the company Genomind. This cheek 

swab looks at DNA and neurotransmitters. 
These results assist psychiatrists in better 
selecting the proper pharmacological 

medication, if warranted. The results 

of these physicals and laboratory tests 

can assist you in treating your clients in 

the most efficacious psychosocial and 

psychotherapeutic manner. 

Example: One of my clients was suicid-

al and had been to several therapists for 

depression. When the adolescent and her 
mother carne to me, I wasn't sure I had 

much more to add, but I requested that 

they go back to their family physician for a 

complete physical and thyroid check. Sure 

enough, this young lady had hyperthyroid-

ism that was causing many of her depres-

sive and suicidal symptoms. Once that was 

regulated, we were able to conduct some 

wonderful and effective talk therapy. 

2) The use of neurocounseling 

significantly widens the array of treatment 
strategies available for meaningful and 

more focused physical, emotional and 

behavioral change. 

Example: Recently, a new client shook 

my hand and stated, "Hi, I have very bad 

circulation. I am always cold." This was a 

huge introduction to her worldview. After 

gathering a bit more information, I taught 

her a technique for controlling her skin 

temperature. First I asked her whether she 

preferred the mountains or the beach. On 

the basis of that preference and other in-

formation that she provided during coun-

seling, I gave her an inexpensive hand-held 

thermometer and assessed her baseline skin 

temperature. This temperature is often in 

the low 80s for many anxious clients. 

Next, I conducted an imagery exercise. 

"Imagine yourself on your favorite beach. 

On this day, the beach is not crowded 

and the weather is perfect — not too hot 

but just right for you. You take in all the 

sights, sounds and smells of your favorite 

and very safe place. You slowly begin 
walking down the beach, kicking off your 

shoes and feeling both the coolness and 

warmth beneath your toes. You begin to 

shake off any tensions from your day with 

every breath you take. You inhale through 

your nose and exhale through your 

mouth, allowing any tensions to go out 

with your next exhaled breath. Let your 

tension float out through your fingertips 

and your toes. You can feel the warmth 

of the sun on the top of your head, and 
that warmth gently moves down your 

neck, shoulders, arms and legs. You begin 
to feel yourself relaxing and enjoying the 

incredible moment on your exquisite 

beach. You appreciate the time you have 

taken for yourself. When you are ready, 

come back into this room at your own 

pace and own time. Wiggle around just a 

little in your chair, open your eyes slowly  

and look down at your thermometer. 
What is your post-test skin temperature?" 

My client giggled and shouted, 
"Amazing! It is 91 degrees. I can't believe 
I can do that." The desired goal is to 

achieve 90 degrees, which is the state of 

peak performance.— relaxed but focused 

attention. So much information is 

provided to both you and your client with 

just this one biofeedback technique. It is 

just the beginning of teaching your clients 

about intrinsic locus of control. 

3) The use of neurocounseling enables 
and almost mandates that counselors more 

fully evaluate, develop treatment plans for 

and more effectively intervene in clients' 

psychological and behavioral problems. 

Example: Simply changing your intake 

form is a method of gathering additional 

needed information. In our private 

practice, we recently changed our intake 

form to include questions not only about 

clients' birthing and delivery experiences 

but also about their technology use. 

How much time per day do they spend 

with technology? We know now that our 

technology usage has changed the function 

and structure of the brain, making 
many of us hyperaroused. Both of these 

questions have different emphases, but 

they are aimed at the same focal source —
the brain. The answers clients give to these 

questions provide us a wealth of qualitative 

data about possible anxiety, depression and 

sleep hygiene. 

4) The integration of neurocounseling 

provides additional insight into the 

physiological basis of interpersonal and 

therapeutic relationships. 

Example: Many of my clients have 

attachment issues from early childhood 

that affect their physiology. In an earlier 

column for Counseling Today, the polyvagal 

system was described. Counselors who 

can explain how the social engagement 

system works (including the fight, flight 

and freeze responses) can help clients 

understand their basic responses to 

danger and safety. One of my clients 

recently realized through counseling that 

her experience of being adopted and in 

foster care until age 3 had greatly affected 

her adult relationships. She does not 

trust many people and often breaks up a 

relationship before the other person has a 

chance to do so. 

5) Integrating neurocounseling teaches 

us to become neuro-wise rather than 
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neuro-nalve. Neurocounseling offers 

quantitative data that can improve 

counseling efficiency and efficacy. The goal 
is eventually to become neuro-nimble, 
switching seamlessly from traditional 

counseling to neurocounseling. 

Example I teach diaphragmatic 

breathing to every client in my practice 
and every student in my graduate courses. 
This basic skill is a beginning self-
regulatory mechanism to calm the central 

nervous system. If my clients can learn to 

breathe at six cycles per minute, they are 
already gaining needed physiological and 
psychological regulation. 

6) Another goal of neurocounseling 

is the possible reduction and, at times, 

elimination of unneeded medications. 

Example: Many of our neurofeedback 

clients have experienced the benefits 
of psychological and physiological 

self-regulation. Once the body and 

brain become regulated, the brain 

is more efficient, and the need for 
psychopharmacological interventions 

lessens. In fact, it is necessary to work 

with a physician or psychiatrist to closely 

monitor clients' medications to make sure 

that the amounts are not excessive given 

the brain's more efficient functioning. For 

instance, children with attention-deficit/ 

hyperactivity disorder who have regulated 

their brain waves through neurofeedback 

often no longer require a stimulant. The 

psychiatrist can monitor and assist in 

weaning the child off the medication with 

healthier dosages and time frames. Dr. 

Leslie Sherlin and colleagues have written 

extensively on neurofeedback's impact on 

brain efficiency and the resulting need for 

fewer prescription medications. 

7) Neurocounseling offers clients a 

fuller opportunity for personal wellness 

and intrinsic locus of control through the 

practice of emotional and physiological 

self-regulation. 

Example: Many biofeedback and 

neurotherapy interventions offer a wellness 

approach that is inclusive of exercise, 

nutrition, sleep, spirituality and so on. I 

work to include all aspects of wellness in 

our counseling goals, but exercise is an 

aspect I consistently teach. 

Helping clients find exercise that they 

enjoy is critical, but if a client can't exercise 

or doesn't want to move, then I teach 

about natural exercise. I love the concept 

of "nonexercise activity thermogenesis"  

(NEAT). This is the amount of energy 
each of us expends every day doing 

routine tasks such as walking up the stairs, 
shopping in the mall and dusting and 
vacuuming our homes. Clients need to 

be aware of NEAT that is associated with 

their occupations and leisure time. 

Regardless, we need to know how our 
bodies move. Expending more energy 
rather than being sedentary is the goal. I 
sometimes tell my clients to stop trying 

to find the closest parking space and walk 
a little farther. 

8) Neurocounseling challenges our 

understanding of change and treatment. 

Example: Using neurocounseling in 

our counseling teaches clients about their 

bodies, brains and all of physiology. This 

past summer, while teaching a graduate 

course on the brain and behavior, I asked 

my students to conceptualize a fairly 

typical case study. They did a great job 

of looking at all the given data. Then I 

presented information about the brain 

and its functions and structures. I gave 
them the same case study and asked 

them to conceptualize and treat it again. 

My students now saw the world very 

differently and could not go back to their 

old ways of thinking and counseling. 

Knowing about the brain and its functions 

helps us make more informed choices 

about treatment. 

9) Neurocounseing provides counselors 

the opportunity to put on a different 
counseling hat and teach clients self-

regulation skills ranging from sleep 

hygiene to nutrition. 

Example: Teaching about sleep patterns 

and hygiene has become more important 

with every piece of new research. Adults 

need at least eight hours of sleep per 

night for memory consolidation, immune 

system functioning and removal of 

toxins in the brain. Researchers Robert 

Stickgold and Matthew Walker found 

that when people were sleep deprived for 

even one night, their memory retention 

deteriorated. Most alarming though 

was that negative emotions tended to 

be remembered more than neutral or 

positive memories when people were sleep 

deprived. Think about the ramifications of 

that for depression. 

Lulu Xie and her team discovered that 

the space between brain cells widens 

during deep REM sleep, thereby allowing 

the cerebral spinal fluid easier flow and  

access to the spine. Again, this function 

assists with removal of toxins in the brain. 

Sleep is becoming more important than 
ever to our mental health. 

10) Neurocounseling provides us with 

further opportunities to reach out to 

different specialties. 

Example: I recently located a functional 
medicine practitioner, a pharmacist and 
a dietitian to whom I can make referrals. 
These types of interactions are beneficial 

to our clients and good for our practices as 

well. As we work more closely with others 
in different fields, we are also networking 
and teaching those same practitioners 

about the many benefits of counseling. It 

is good business all around and is essential 

to the future of counseling. 

Conclusion 
Neurocounseling bridges the disciplines 

of counseling and functional medicine 

by combining physiology, the brain, 

neurosteroids and behaviors to create 

a synergy that is more effective than 
their individual parts. Connecting with 

physicians trained in functional medicine 

and other specialty disciplines may create 

an even larger synergistic climate for our 

counseling clients. Neurocounseling offers 

a much-needed, value-added component 

to the counseling profession. Functional 

medicine complements neurocounseling. 

I hope you will consider all the benefits to 

both you and your clients. 
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