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Hair Loss & Body Image

Hair loss is one of the most visible signs of aging in men—but it’s often treated as a
superficial concern. In reality, it can impact far more than appearance. For many men, losing
their hair represents a loss of control, vitality, or youth. It can quietly erode self-esteem,
especially when it begins early in life, and is rarely discussed openly.

But here’s the deeper truth: hair loss isn’t just about hair. It's a barometer of internal health—
shaped by hormonal dynamics, nutrient status, stress physiology, and even gut and immune
function. By understanding the roots of hair loss, men can take meaningful steps not only to
support hair retention or regrowth, but to improve overall wellbeing, confidence, and
metabolic resilience.

This chapter explores the multifaceted biology behind male hair loss, the emerging evidence
on nutritional and lifestyle contributors, and the options—both conventional and natural—for
addressing it from a whole-body perspective.
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The Biology of Hair Loss:

Hormones, Inflammation & Stress

Hair follicles are incredibly sensitive micro-organs. They thrive under conditions of nutrient
sufficiency, hormonal balance, adequate circulation, and low inflammation. When any of
these are disrupted, the hair growth cycle is affected—shifting follicles from the growth
phase (anagen) into the resting/shedding phase (telogen) prematurely.

Here’s how that plays out biologically in most men:

DHT (Dihydrotestosterone):
e DHT is a potent androgen formed when testosterone is converted by the enzyme 5a-
reductase.
¢ |n genetically susceptible men, DHT binds to androgen receptors in hair follicles
(especially on the scalp) and shrinks them over time, leading to finer, shorter hairs and
eventual follicle dormancy.
e DHT is central in androgenic alopecia, also known as male-pattern baldness.
5a-Reductase Enzyme:
e There are two key types (Type | and II), with Type Il found in higher amounts in hair
follicles.
e Elevated 5a-reductase activity increases DHT production, accelerating hair loss.
e The enzyme is targeted by medications like finasteride and natural compounds like saw
palmetto.
Chronic Stress & Cortisol Dysregulation:
e Psychological stress triggers HPA axis activation, leading to elevated cortisol.
e Cortisol causes vasoconstriction, reducing blood flow and nutrient delivery to the scalp.
¢ |t also shifts follicles out of the growth phase, contributing to telogen effluvium—a
diffuse shedding often seen during or after major stress (e.g., illness, grief, or burnout).
¢ Chronically high stress can dysregulate testosterone metabolism, indirectly impacting
DHT levels.
Inflammation & Autoimmune Factors:
e Chronic low-grade inflammation disrupts follicle signaling and tissue remodeling.
¢ [nflammatory cytokines like TNF-a and IL-1p are elevated in balding scalp tissue.
¢ |n some cases, hair loss may have an autoimmune component (as in alopecia areata),
where the body mistakenly attacks hair follicles.
¢ Gut-derived inflammation (from dysbiosis, leaky gut, or food sensitivities) may also
contribute by overactivating systemic immune responses.
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Functional Considerations:
A Bigger Picture

While DHT is the most well-known culprit in male hair loss, it's rarely acting alone. Hair loss
is often a visible signal of deeper internal imbalance—a canary in the coal mine. Functional
medicine takes a systems-based view, considering the broader landscape of hormones,
nutrients, metabolism, and inflammation. Here are key areas often overlooked:

1. Impaired Detoxification and Oxidative Stress

The liver helps clear hormone metabolites and environmental toxins that can otherwise drive
inflammation—including in the scalp. A sluggish Phase Il detox pathway, or high oxidative
stress burden, may worsen follicle damage and speed up miniaturization. This is particularly
relevant if a man has been exposed to endocrine disruptors, excess alcohol, or a high-
inflammatory diet.

2. Subclinical Thyroid Imbalances

Hair follicles are exquisitely sensitive to thyroid hormone. Even “normal” labs can miss low
free T3 (the active form) or elevated reverse T3, which blocks T3 action. Hypothyroidism—
whether overt or subclinical—can slow hair growth, increase shedding, and reduce follicle
regeneration.

3. Nutrient Depletions
Micronutrients are critical for hair follicle cycling and keratin production. Key players include:
e [ron: Especially ferritin, the iron storage protein—levels below 70 ng/mL may impair hair
growth.
e Zinc: Essential for 5a-reductase modulation, immune balance, and repair.
e Biotin, Selenium, Vitamin D: Important for cell signaling, immunity, and hair shaft
integrity.
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Functional Considerations:
A Bigger Picture

4. Gut Dysfunction

Even with a perfect diet, poor absorption due to dysbiosis, low stomach acid, or leaky gut
can lead to nutrient deficits. The gut-skin axis also plays a role in immune modulation and
inflammation, particularly in autoimmune-related hair loss (e.g., alopecia areata or lichen
planopilaris).

5. Metabolic Health

Elevated insulin or blood sugar can worsen androgenic effects on the scalp by increasing
local DHT sensitivity and fueling inflammatory pathways. Men with prediabetes, high
triglycerides, or elevated homocysteine may be more prone to early or aggressive thinning.

6. Sleep and Circadian Disruption

Hair follicles follow a circadian rhythm. Sleep deprivation disrupts cortisol, melatonin, and
testosterone rhythms—hormones that all influence the hair growth cycle. Chronic poor sleep
impairs cellular repair and may accelerate aging at the follicular level.

In other words, hair loss often reflects deeper systemic imbalances—not just scalp-level
changes. A whole-body approach can uncover root causes and support not just hair health,
but also energy, metabolism, and emotional resilience.
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Beyond Genetics:
Gut, Nutrients & Hormones

Hair loss may run in families, but genetics alone rarely tell
the whole story. Functional medicine looks beyond the
“you’re just predisposed” narrative to uncover deeper,
modifiable patterns. Hair follicles are highly active mini-
organs that require consistent nutrient delivery, hormonal
balance, and a healthy immune response. When any of these
systems falter—so does hair growth.

Nutritional Deficiencies: The Follicle’s Fuel

Hair growth is a luxury function for the body—it’s often
sacrificed first when the system is under strain or depleted.
Common nutrient culprits include:

Iron & Ferritin: Low ferritin is one of the most overlooked
root causes of diffuse hair shedding, especially in women.
Levels below 70 ng/mL (even within the “normal” lab range)
may be insufficient for optimal follicle activity.

Zinc: Crucial for enzyme function, DNA repair, and 5a-
reductase modulation. Low zinc not only weakens hair
structure but can worsen DHT sensitivity.

Vitamin D: Modulates immune function and hair follicle
cycling. Deficiency is linked to alopecia areata and chronic
hair thinning.

B-Complex Vitamins (especially Biotin, B12, Folate): Vital for
keratin production, cell turnover, and oxygen delivery to the
scalp. Vegans, vegetarians, and those with gut issues are
particularly at risk for low B12.

Protein: Hair is built from keratin, a protein. Inadequate
protein intake (especially with plant-based or restrictive
diets) can stall hair production.

Functional labs to assess: CBC, ferritin, zinc, vitamin D (25-
OH), homocysteine, B12, serum folate, total protein, and
albumin.
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Beyond Genetics:
Gut, Nutrients & Hormones

Thyroid Imbalances: The Metabolic Regulator
Even subclinical thyroid shifts can impact hair.

Hypothyroidism (low T3, high TSH): Slows follicular turnover and contributes to coarse, dry,
thinning hair—often around the eyebrows and crown.

Hyperthyroidism (low TSH, elevated T3/T4): Can cause diffuse hair shedding due to rapid
turnover and systemic stress.

Reverse T3 (rT3): Often elevated during chronic stress or inflammation, this inert thyroid
metabolite blocks T3 receptors and impairs follicle response.

Suggested labs: TSH, Free T4, Free T3, Reverse T3, Anti-TPO, and Anti-TG antibodies.

Gut Health & Nutrient Absorption

You can eat all the right things—but if you're not digesting and absorbing them, deficiencies
will follow.

Low stomach acid (hypochlorhydria): Common in stress, aging, or PPl use. Impairs breakdown
and absorption of iron, zinc, B12, and protein—all essential for hair growth.

Gut dysbiosis or SIBO: Overgrowth of harmful bacteria can damage the gut lining, impair
nutrient uptake, and contribute to chronic inflammation.

Leaky gut & autoimmune activation: May increase susceptibility to alopecia areata and
inflammatory scalp conditions. The gut-skin-immune axis is a critical therapeutic target.

Consider functional tests: GI-MAP or similar stool analysis, SIBO breath testing, organic acids
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Natural Approaches
for Hair Regrowth

Targeting Root Causes, Gently and Holistically

Conventional approaches to hair loss often focus on suppressing symptoms (e.g., DHT
blockers like finasteride) without addressing underlying terrain issues. Integrative strategies
aim to support the body’s natural follicle function while minimizing side effects.

Internal Support: Nutrients & Botanicals

Saw Palmetto (Serenoa repens)

A well-researched botanical that acts as a natural 5a-reductase inhibitor, reducing the
conversion of testosterone to DHT. Unlike finasteride, it tends to have fewer sexual side
effects, though clinical efficacy can vary. Look for standardized extracts in therapeutic doses.

Pumpkin Seed Oil
Rich in phytosterols and zinc, it may inhibit DHT activity and improve scalp circulation.
Studies show potential improvement in hair density and thickness over time.

Zinc + Biotin + Silica

This trio forms a structural support system for keratin formation and follicle health. Zinc also
modulates androgens, biotin supports keratinocytes, and silica contributes to collagen matrix
integrity.

L-Lysine & Iron

These work synergistically: lysine enhances iron absorption and supports collagen, while iron
(especially ferritin 270 ng/mL) is essential for oxygen delivery to hair follicles. Many cases of
telogen effluvium have hidden iron deficiency.

Adaptogens (Ashwagandha, Rhodiola)
For stress-induced hair loss, adaptogens may regulate cortisol and support the hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis.
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Natural Approaches
for Hair Regrowth

Topical Therapies: Plant-Based and Promising

Rosemary Oil

In head-to-head trials, it performed comparably to minoxidil 2% in improving hair count and
thickness over 6 months. Anti-inflammatory, improves circulation, and stimulates dermal
papilla cells. Always dilute in a carrier oil.

Caffeine-Based Solutions
Caffeine may extend the anagen (growth) phase of hair and enhance microcirculation when
applied topically. Common in targeted shampoos and serums.

Peppermint Oil

A vasodilator that increases blood flow and provides a refreshing, tingling sensation on the
scalp. Early studies show potential for stimulating follicles. Use in moderation and always
dilute.

Other Considerations:

Red light therapy (low-level laser therapy), microneedling (to enhance topical penetration),
and gentle scalp massage may offer additional benefit—especially when paired with topical
botanicals.

Cautionary Notes

¢ Don’t mix topical stimulants with harsh synthetic treatments without guidance.

 If using medications (e.g., finasteride, spironolactone), check for interactions before
layering supplements or botanicals.

¢ Always address nutrient deficiencies and systemic inflammation first—topicals can only
go so far without internal support.
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Conclusion: Prevention is the
Foundation of Vitality

Hair loss isn't just a cosmetic concern—it can strike at the heart of self-image, identity, and
confidence. For many men, especially those experiencing premature balding or shedding in
their 20s and 30s, it can bring on feelings of loss, embarrassment, or even shame. And yet,
few talk about it.

The Unspoken Reality

Cultural Pressure:
Society often equates hair with youth, virility, and strength. Balding can feel like aging before
your time.

Silence and Stigma:
Men are rarely encouraged to express vulnerability—so many struggle silently, dismissing
their concerns or hiding them altogether.

Mental Health Link:
Studies show hair loss can impact mood, increase social anxiety, and even contribute to
depressive symptoms—especially when onset is rapid or early.

Redefining Confidence & Masculinity

True vitality has little to do with the number of hairs on your head. It's found in your
presence, your integrity, your energy, and how you show up for yourself and others. The
world doesn’t need more perfect appearances—it needs more men who are real, resilient,
and rooted in who they are.

Let’s normalize these conversations:
e Hair loss is a health issue—not a vanity issue.
e Seeking support is strength, not weakness.
¢ And masculinity isn’t defined by your hair—it's defined by how you lead, connect, and
care.

IMAhealth.org



Find resources and stay connected:
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