




B O O K  G R O U P  P R E S S
www.gbgpress.com

GREENLEAF

Ease  
Emotional 

Pain:
9 Steps to Build Yourself 

a Healthier Brain

Bruce Alan Kehr, M.D.





Begin to Heal  
Your Brain™

As you consider the following steps, please take out your workbook 
and write down your answers to the questions.

Step 1: How is your brain functioning?

Do you feel that your brain is not functioning as well as it used 
to? Describe what is different. Do you have increased difficul-
ties remembering and recalling? Give specific examples. Is it more 
challenging to stay focused? Is this a problem reading the newspa-
per or watching television? Please describe the circumstances. Are 
you more easily overwhelmed or mentally exhausted by tasks of 
daily living that used to be much easier to perform? Give specifics. 
Is it more difficult for you to remember what you have been read-
ing or conversations that you have had with others? Give exam-
ples. Do you find that you increasingly feel confused, even when 
carrying out routine tasks? Which ones? Have you been getting 
lost even when traveling in familiar areas? When did this begin, 
and is it getting worse?

Some of these symptoms may be a sign of normal aging.1 Oth-
ers may have reversible causes, such as an underlying mood disor-
der, vitamin deficiencies or low thyroid levels, or may be caused by 
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medication. These are all possible signs of brain dysfunction, and 
it is important that you discuss them with your family doctor or 
psychiatrist. If your doctor dismisses your concerns by telling you 
that you should just accept these distressing symptoms as the nor-
mal accompaniments of getting older, find another doctor who will 
leave no stone unturned in getting to the bottom of what’s wrong 
and how you might treat it.

Step 2: Be willing to modify your lifestyle  
to achieve resilient aging.

Before we close out today’s session, let’s summarize the types of 
lifestyle interventions that may help you to prevent or delay the 
neurobiological effects of aging through epigenetic and other influ-
ences that are under your control. Roughly speaking, they fall into 
the following categories:

1.	 Promote brain plasticity—to grow new connections between 
cells—for example, through regular cardio exercise.

2.	 Help prevent brain-cell damage and destruction by blocking 
oxidative stress (reactive oxygen species and free radicals), 
by adopting a healthier diet, for instance.

3.	 Assist in reducing inflammation that damages brain cells—
for example, increasing your intake of fruits and vegetables.

4.	 Promote improved energy production by the brain cells; one 
way to accomplish this is to dramatically reduce your con-
sumption of processed foods and simple carbohydrates.

5.	 Create a healthier microbiome in your gut (the type and 
numbers of bacteria in your intestines, to promote a healthier 
brain–gut, gut–brain axis)—for example, by eating so-called 
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raw foods, unsweetened yogurt, fermented vegetables, and 
by drinking kombucha.

6.	 Improve oxygen levels in the brain; here again, daily cardio 
exercise can help, along with evaluating and treating sleep 
apnea syndrome.

7.	 Improve cellular metabolism; good nutrition is key here.

8.	 Prevent strokes by effectively treating high blood pressure, 
elevated cholesterol levels, and elevated blood sugar (ele-
vated hemoglobin A1c levels).

9.	 Improve sleep quality and quantity. Consult a sleep special-
ist if you are having trouble sleeping through the night, or 
waking up feeling unrefreshed.

10.	 Ensure adequate levels of vitamins necessary for healthy 
brain functioning—for example, the B vitamins, vitamins 
D3, and folic acid.

11.	 Help repair damaged brain cells through exercise, good 
nutrition, and a healthier microbiome.

Step 3: Increase Cognitive Stimulation.

Have you become a couch potato? Do you passively sit and watch 
television? Did you once enjoy learning? What are you willing to do 
to increase your intellectual stimulation? Are there bodies of knowl-
edge that you would like to learn more about? Which subjects once 
intrigued you? Are there new areas of knowledge that are appeal-
ing? How might you go about pursuing these interests? Would you 
be willing to join classes provided by a continuing-education orga-
nization? If not, would you be willing to engage in online learning?
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Step 4: Honestly assess your level of socialization.

Have you withdrawn from the world? Do you no longer enjoy 
being around others? When did this begin? What was the 
context? Did it coincide with a major life loss? Might it be 
associated with feelings of depression? Social anxiety? If so, 
please seek out professional help. Having an active social life is 
a critical pillar for healthy brain aging, as important as physi-
cal fitness and intellectual stimulation. Would you be willing 
to pick up the phone and call an old friend to catch up? Visit 
more with neighbors? Become more regularly involved in social 
events at a church, mosque, or synagogue?  What are you will-
ing to commit to?

In your workbook, write out which of these steps you would 
be willing to address and how you will do so. Be willing to per-
sist for six to twelve months to see the full effects. Be patient! 
As Lao Tzu once stated, “A journey of a thousand miles begins 
with a single step.”



The Heal Your  
Brain Checklist

•	 If you are under the care of a psychiatrist, you should be evalu-
ated and treated as a whole person under the biopsychosocial 
model. If your condition does not improve or gets worse, you 
may want to consider getting a second opinion or switching 
to a new doctor if one or more of the following circumstances 
describes your situation:
•	 I have not been tested for underlying medical problems.

•	 I feel like my doctor just keeps switching or adding medications to 
my regimen, without explaining why.

•	 My doctor generally rushes my sessions and doesn’t take the time to 
get to know me.

•	 I complain about side effects, and my doctor minimizes them as 
inconsequential, or I sense that they feel that I am inventing them.

•	 Drugs are prescribed for me without a detailed explanation as to the 
rationale behind choosing them and how they might help me.

•	 I ask for a clearly articulated plan of action, and my doctor won’t 
provide one.

•	 I have expressed my needs and frustrations to my doctor, and they 
dismiss my concerns or won’t address them.

•	 I don’t feel listened to or respected.
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•	 The doctor is frequently late in taking me into the office or doesn’t 
show up for appointments.

•	 My doctor lectures me, and it is not a true partnership to help me 
get better.

•	 They do not share in my goal of a complete remission of symptoms 
and a restoration of my prior level of functioning.

•	 I try to advocate on my behalf but feel that my concerns fall on deaf 
ears.

•	 I want to feel hopeful about a full recovery, yet I have lost hope, or 
no longer have faith in my doctor.

•	 High levels of anxiety should be evaluated and treated using the 
biopsychosocial model, including the following:
•	 Testing for an underlying thyroid condition

•	 Treating psychological factors such as traumatic experiences

•	 Addressing social and environmental stressors that promote learned 
helplessness and social defeat stress

•	 Antianxiety medication and cognitive behavioral therapy (including 
desensitization)

•	 Your brain is the organ of your mind.
•	 Optimize its functioning to…

	Improve the effectiveness of introspection, psychotherapy, and 
medication management

	Lessen the symptoms of a mood, anxiety or cognitive disorder

	Reduce the probability of developing a dementia

	Decrease the likelihood of developing many other chronic 
diseases

•	 Consider addressing the following epigenetic factors that may 
negatively affect the functioning of your brain cells:
•	 Inflammation, such as that caused by…
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	Obesity—fat cells release cytokines and C-reactive proteins that 
are known to cause inflammation throughout the body, and are 
associated with psychiatric disorders in the brain, leading to 
alterations in neurotransmitter levels, neuroendocrine systems, 
and how brain synapses function

	Gluten sensitivity (assessed by the Cyrex Array 3 and 4)

	Delayed hypersensitivity food allergies (detected by specialized 
blood tests provided by Genova)

	Autoimmune diseases

	Chronic or recurring infections

	Alcohol or drug abuse

	Environmental stressors such as learned helplessness and social 
defeat stress

	Certain dietary and nutritional factors

	Endocrine diseases (such as a thyroid disorder)

	Dysbiosis in the microbiome

•	 Reverse these destructive influences through DNA promoters that 
increase neurogenesis and mitochondrial energy production, and 
improve emotional, cognitive (learning, memory, attentional, and 
executive functions), and behavioral functioning. These promoters 
can be positively influenced by the following:

	Cardiovascular fitness exercise2

	Antidepressant medication3

	Psychotherapy to reduce or eliminate sources of learned help-
lessness and social defeat stress.4,5

	Healthy nutrition—a diet that is rich in lean protein, fresh fruits 
and vegetables, low-glycemic-index carbohydrates, olive oil, and 
sources of omega 3 fatty acids.6,7,8

	Eliminating food antigens and other sources of inflammation9,10

	Prebiotics and probiotics11,12,13
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	Weight loss14,15

	Cognitive stimulation16,17,18

	Correcting any underlying toxic, metabolic, endocrine, and 
infectious or inflammation-producing medical conditions

	Successfully treating obstructive sleep apnea

	The many other interventions covered in session 15

•	 Some of the tests that might be ordered to determine possible 
causes of suboptimal brain functioning would include these:

	Thyroid function tests

	Comprehensive metabolic profile

	B vitamin levels including folic acid

	Vitamin D levels

	Lyme screening

	Testosterone levels (if you are a man)

	Estrogen and progesterone levels (if you are a woman)

	Inflammatory biomarkers

	Neurologic evaluation

	Overnight polysomnogram to test for sleep apnea syndrome

	Psychiatric genetic testing

	Antibodies to gluten and wheat

	Food allergies and sensitivities

	Stool testing for dysbiosis

	Additional tests; neuroscience is rapidly evolving.

•	 If you or someone you love is suffering from ADHD,
•	 It is a neurobiological condition with a likely genetic component.

•	 Crucial circuits in the frontal cortex and other regions of the brain 
responsible for sustained attention, organization, planning, and vari-
ous other executive functions are not working properly.
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•	 These circuits mainly rely on dopamine and norepinephrine neu-
rotransmitters, and most medications used to treat ADHD increase 
the availability of one or both of these.

•	 The symptoms typically fall under one or more of these four areas 
of dysfunction: executive function, attention, arousal level,19 and 
behavior.

	Executive function deficits may include trouble organizing and 
planning, difficulty prioritizing tasks (everything may feel urgent 
and important), poor time management with chronic lateness, a 
reduced capability to execute on a plan, and messiness.

	Common attentional symptoms include trouble sustaining a 
focus, particularly when bored; being easily distracted; reduced 
speed and efficiency of information processing; and distracting 
thoughts.

	Since a lower arousal level results in trouble sustaining a focus, 
and high levels of arousal improve focus, those suffering from 
ADHD may unconsciously gravitate toward activities that are 
exciting, such as video games and risky behaviors (driving too 
fast, sky diving, bungee jumping, etc.).

	Common behavioral symptoms include procrastination, mood 
swings, anger outbursts, impulsivity, poor frustration tolerance, 
irritability, impatience, restlessness, agitation, fidgeting, diffi-
culty sitting still, and having a short fuse.

•	 The person suffering from untreated ADHD typically develops 
learned helplessness as they feel “stupid” and that “everything takes 
longer” and live through many other humiliating experiences.

•	 These symptoms can feel extremely distressing and overwhelming, 
and cause low self-esteem and higher rates of mood, anxiety, and 
substance abuse disorders.

•	 There are other potential causes of ADHD-like symptoms that 
might warrant a medical evaluation, including (but not limited to) 
anxiety disorders, certain prescription and nonprescription medica-
tions; vitamins and supplements; concussion or whiplash injuries; 
alcohol abuse; use of marijuana and other illicit drugs; dementia; 
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sleep apnea syndrome; thyroid disorders and other hormonal or 
metabolic disorders; lead or other heavy-metal intoxication; over-
exposure to pesticides; vitamin deficiencies; mood disorders; Lyme 
Disease; petit mal or complex partial seizures; and other physical 
conditions.

•	 Exercise is medicine for ADHD; it does the following:

	Increases the concentration of both dopamine and norepineph-
rine, as well as other beneficial brain chemicals

	Helps to grow the quantity of neurotransmitters in the brain

	Increases the number of brain-cell receptors that respond to the 
neurotransmitters.

	Causes growth of the attentional system circuitry

	Activates the frontal cortex, home to executive brain function

	May enable a reduced dosage of medications used to treat ADHD

	Makes it tougher to develop learned helplessness

	May help protect against some of the symptoms in Alzheimer’s 
as well as Parkinson’s disease.

•	 Other potential treatment interventions include the following:

	Medication, which can improve symptoms 80–90 percent

	Simple organizing techniques such as the use of a PDA or a spi-
ral notebook and habitually returning personal belongings back 
to the same location

	Use of a Smartpen to digitally record and transcribe lectures and 
conversations20

	Specialized neuropsychological evaluations to guide ADHD 
coaching strategy and requests for accommodations

	CBT, including the development, implementation, and mastery 
of routines at home and in the workplace environment

	Supplemental educational services including tutoring and 
accommodations

	Being taught tangible techniques to improve study skills and 
workplace performance
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Disclaimer

The material and information provided within this book does not 
constitute medical advice, and the strategies and treatment modali-
ties discussed in the sessions may not be applicable to you, your 
family members, or your friends. No part of the content of this book 
is intended by the author or publisher to be a substitute for profes-
sional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment by a qualified mental 
healthcare professional. No physician–patient relationship, explicit 
or implied, exists between the publisher, author, and you, the reader. 
This book is not a substitute for a relationship between you, as a 
patient, and a qualified mental healthcare professional.

The patient stories contained within the book are illustrative of 
emotional issues faced by many of us as we go through life, and some 
of the themes presented are universal. Although lessons learned 
from the treatment of actual patients are included in the stories, the 
historical events and facts represented have been changed to protect 
the identities of any real patients and to protect their confidential-
ity. This includes, among other minor alterations, the names, ages, 
careers, the number and sex of their children, and the careers of 
the patients’ parents. Consequently, all characters that appear in this 
work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, 
is purely coincidental.

The information included in each chapter or “session” is for illus-
trative and educational purposes only, to help you understand what 
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your experience in a psychiatric session might be like. You should 
not consider such information to be medical advice that is in any 
way suitable to your circumstances, nor should you treat anything 
you read in this book as an alternative to medical advice that you 
receive from a doctor or other professional mental healthcare pro-
fessional. Any use of the information in this book is at your dis-
cretion. Consult a qualified healthcare professional if you have any 
questions or concerns that relate to your own life situation. You 
should not delay obtaining medical or mental health advice, dis-
regard medical or mental health advice, or discontinue medical or 
mental healthcare treatment because of any information you read in 
this book or any resources cited by the author in the book.

ALTHOUGH THE PUBLISHER AND THE AUTHOR HAVE 
USED THEIR BEST EFFORTS IN PREPARING THIS BOOK, 
THEY MAKE NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES 
WITH RESPECT TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETE-
NESS OF THE CONTENT OF THIS BOOK. THE AUTHOR 
AND PUBLISHER SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ANY AND ALL 
LIABILITY ARISING DIRECTLY OR INDIRECTLY FROM 
THE USE BY ANY PERSON OF ANY INFORMATION CON-
TAINED IN THIS BOOK. THE DISCUSSIONS AND STRATE-
GIES CONTAINED IN THIS BOOK MAY NOT BE SUITABLE 
FOR YOUR PARTICULAR LIFE SITUATION. YOU SHOULD 
CONSULT A QUALIFIED MENTAL HEALTHCARE PROFES-
SIONAL FOR ANSWERS TO ANY QUESTIONS ABOUT THE 
APPLICABILITY TO YOU OF ANYTHING YOU MAY READ 
IN THIS BOOK OR IF YOU ARE UNSURE ABOUT HOW TO 
COPE EFFECTIVELY WITH YOUR THOUGHTS OR FEEL-
INGS OR ANY OTHER ASPECT OF YOUR PERSONAL LIFE 
EXPERIENCE. 


