


Changing the Conversation

Chapter  1

In 1980, while on a research program during medical school at Yale, a 

mysterious illness landed me in the hospital in London, where I was 

doing a student clerkship. I was weak, achy, and so low in energy it felt 

like I was going to die. They did every test possible but never came up 

with a diagnosis. No lurking cancer, no rare infectious disease, no organ 

malfunction, no autoimmune issue. Everything came back normal. At 

one point I realized that some visiting residents were probing my sense of 

humor to evaluate whether or not I belonged in a psych ward. They con-

cluded I didn’t.

After ten days, I was released and returned to the United States for 

my fourth year of medical school. I was taken off the plane in New York 

in a wheelchair and paid for a limo back to New Haven. I appealed to the 

dean for some breathing room, but without a diagnosis, I was given no 

time off and got very little sympathy from faculty, family, or friends. My 

social support evaporated as people either didn’t believe me or began to 

see me as difficult.

I did what I had to do to muscle through. I took an apartment across 

from the hospital in order to be able to go back to sleep after 5:30 a.m. 

rounds. Somehow I made it through, wrote my dissertation, and  graduated.
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2  The Upgrade

During surgical and internal medicine rounds, I watched doctors and 

doctors- in- training stride across hospital rooms at 6:00 a.m., lifting up 

gowns to begin their examinations without even saying hello to the human 

beings in the bed. They didn’t engage, they didn’t ask questions— not 

even “How are you today?”— and they didn’t seem to hear anyone but 

other doctors. And with the sickest of patients, when they ran out of 

tools, physicians disappeared, abandoning people who had lives and ex-

periences and families much like their own, without so much as a fare-

well. They left that to the nurses.

Fresh off my own experience in London, I really knew what that felt 

like for patients. It’s why I decided to go into psychiatry. I refused to be 

involved in any specialty in which I wouldn’t have time to listen.

The brain, in fact the entire human nervous system of which the brain 

is a part, is hungry for connection. The feedback that we get from conver-

sation, from sincere questions, tells us that we are accepted and that we 

belong. When we don’t get this essential social vitamin, we starve the 

circuits of the nutrients they need. We get sicker. Our mental acuity with-

ers. Depression creeps into and attacks our system.

Being abandoned, by doctors and by our social support, teaches us to 

abandon ourselves.

This is what made me start the Women’s Mood and Hormone Clinic 

at UCSF in 1994. I wanted to give women what I didn’t get. And when I 

worked with women as they shifted out of the reproductive phase of life 

and into uncertain territory, I wanted to know the answers to the ques-

tions “How are you feeling?” “What are your days and nights like?” “What 

scares you?” “What’s making you happy now?” and, most important, “Can 

you tell me your story? I want to hear everything.”

For thirty years I have been listening hard to the stories of joy and loss, 

discovery and fear, freedom and disorientation from women in Transition. 

And for most of that time, I have been sitting at the vanguard of research 

at UCSF’s medical school, where I’ve had a front- row seat to ground-

breaking, impactful science. I’ve witnessed the emergence of real actions 

we can take to come into our fullness, with an increasing number of doc-

tors and organizations focused on exactly this. I wish they were emerging 
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faster, but the more we know, the more we ask for, the more medicine will 

respond with what we need.

Who Will We Be?

We are asked as children who we want to be when we grow up, and those 

responses are shaped by the values of the culture that we internalize, or 

introject. We’ve lived lives we wanted to live, but also the lives we thought 

we were supposed to manifest. For many of us it’s been marriage or mar-

riages, children or no children, careers outside or work inside the home. 

So much of it swept us up in a blur; so much of it is still tugging at us to 

fill specific roles, especially children and grandchildren. But now is the 

time to ask yourself, Who do you want to be today? Who do you want to 

be in your transition and beyond? You have decades ahead of you follow-

ing the reproductive phase of life. Who do you want to be as you enter the 

fullness of your age? Is it a leader, an artist, a visionary, a mentor and 

sponsor? Is it a life filled with freedom, purpose, and focus unencum-

bered by the responsibilities of an earlier time? These are some of the 

desires I hear from women. I am obsessed with how they answer this 

question, and how the Transition and freedom from the fertility cycle 

helps us in forming a new self- image, discovering our authentic selves, 

and realizing our new opportunity.

I followed the science, and what I discovered is that this phase is an 

opportunity to grow into the wisdom and strength and resilience we’ve 

been primed for across our life span. Just as the female brain is wired for 

connection and communication at birth, the Upgrade allows those cir-

cuits to choose new synaptic partners that have nothing to do with the 

hormonal drives that dominate decision making during the reproductive 

phase. Changes in circuits can build a stronger and more confident sense 

of self, making the wisdom gained from a lifetime of experience a neuro-

logical reality.

The Transition can last between two and fourteen years. The unfold-

ing of the Upgrade can take place in a decade and continue over the 

course of forty or fifty years. It’s different for every woman.
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4  The Upgrade

From my life, the lives of the women who’ve come to see me, my 

friends, and the research, I know that freedom from the reproductive 

phase is an amazing, extraordinary, and now much longer period of a 

woman’s life than ever. I think the Upgrade can even redefine what it 

means to be female. Here’s what’s possible with the Upgrade:

Directness: The massive decrease in estrogen waves changes the way 

the brain handles anger and disappointment. Whereas the younger fe-

male brain diverts the impulse to stand up for herself and for the values 

she holds dear, biologically trying to impose silence, new hormonal influ-

ences unleash those circuits. The force of the impulse to speak out will 

feel like driving a Maserati for the first time— it takes a little while to get 

used to the power. But once you do, and you see that the world didn’t 

end, and there is no going back, nor would we want to. We shake up the 

status quo, redefine the rules of relationship, speak up for what’s right.

Focus: The anxiety- provoking stress of multitasking is over. Multitasking 

and anxiety go hand in hand. We don’t know which comes first, but we do 

know they amplify each other. With the Upgrade, we do one thing at a 

time. This isn’t a deficit. It means you will become more engaged, more 

thorough, better able to concentrate. It means by being able to keep your 

eye on the prize, you can be more effective than you’ve ever been in your 

life; and you will no longer hesitate to tell someone who is interrupting 

your flow to come back later.

Validation from within: The great benefit of the cloak of invisibility of 

age is that we find our authenticity within. No longer driven by fertility 

hormones to seek external approval, we behave differently and others re-

spond to us differently. Many find that men will listen to us not because 

of how we look but because of our wisdom and experience.

The return of fearlessness: In the Upgrade, the female brain is no lon-

ger stressed by its wiring being hormonally altered by 25 percent every 

month, and so the freedom to solidify its circuitry allows easier access to 
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feelings of firmness and conviction unlike at any other time in a woman’s 

life. Less concerned than ever with pleasing others, women can use this 

moment to build a stronger and taller platform from which to see farther 

and speak out.

Expansiveness: As the window gets shut tightly on the hormone storm of 

the Transition, the brain circuits have the opportunity to quiet. The hor-

monal motor that drove the hamster wheel of worry is disconnected at 

this time, or at least you can now identify an off- ramp. If we learn to tune 

out everything that interrupts the quiet— judgment, self- flagellation, 

loops of rumination about situations past, present, and future—  a new 

world of options opens up. The listening circuits for hearing your own 

mind as well as understanding the thoughts and feelings of others can be 

recruited. The brain circuits for gratefulness emerge, and knowing how to 

optimize them determines whether you age with vitality and curiosity or 

become prone to depression. Compassion for self and others activates joy 

circuits you never knew you had, and these positive moods create the 

basis for robust brain health.

Freedom: The urges, obsessions, and delusions that your fertility hor-

mones created around relationships and intimacy have released their 

grip. The postfertile brain is now free to explore and expand intellectually 

and emotionally. There is more room in your mind for contemplation, for 

becoming purpose oriented. Work becomes mission driven; curiosity 

takes center stage in decision making; a new ease takes over, even in dif-

ficult moments. While the younger female brain may pity the older wom-

an’s expanding waistline and sagging skin, we know differently. We look 

back with compassion toward the tortured state of mind of our younger 

sisters. Sighing a deep Thank god I don’t have to deal with that anymore, 
we ask how we can help.

Over the decades that I worked with women at the Mood and Hor-

mone Clinic, I’ve seen the power of the optimized Upgrade. By the time 

we’ve reached this age, we’ve been through fire. We’ve likely survived 
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6  The Upgrade

tragedy and begun to thrive again. We are hot molten metal, melted, 

molded, and burnished by life. We are the unpredictable eruption of a 

volcano that also builds new landmass. The Upgraded woman glows, ra-

diates, both the sharp sword of wisdom that takes down an unjust culture 

and the compassion that cherishes her responsibility in creating a future 

for younger generations, a future she will not live to see.

The Upgrade is bold ownership, like the teen girl who knows she’s got 

it wired and that her mom is an idiot. (Because actually, it’s true in her 

reality.) In the Upgrade, it’s the bold authority that women in the second 

half of life actually do have it wired; and that someday younger women 

and literally all men will catch up. It’s knowing this, saying this, and star-

ing down anyone who hasn’t gotten with the program. It’s a function of 

what happens when the female brain is freed from the tortuous hormonal 

waves that swamp and recede in daily variation during the reproductive 

phase.

Yes, Virginia, It’s Different

When The Female Brain first came out, I took a lot of heat. My shocking, 

newsworthy premise? That female hormones and brains and male hor-

mones and brains are not identical. That idea struck many as politically 

incorrect, especially other baby- boomer women like me who came of age 

during the women’s movement. We believed that if women were ever to 

truly gain equality with men in society, we had to avoid emphasizing sex 

differences; otherwise women would lose out. Feminism itself was built 

upon a deep sense of inferiority received from the signals in society about 

who is in power and whom we answered to. And so a mandatory unisex 

agenda came into existence. Frankly, at the time, I bought into it as much 

as anyone. But then I went on to study the biology of hormones and fol-

lowed the evidence— and it led me to see the clear brain differences be-

tween men and women. I suspect that future research on the hormonal 

impact on the brains of transgender men and women will also bolster the 

case.
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Doing a deep dive into the evidence is how I roll, despite the push-

back that evidence might prompt. And once I started digging deeper into 

the reams of newly emerging information about women in the second 

half of life, I realized there was yet another story about the female brain 

that I wanted to tell: the riveting, electrifying story of how things get bet-

ter, things like relationships, self- care, confidence, inner strength, agency, 

and effectiveness. Given the messages we’ve received from the youth- 

obsessed culture about physical peaks coming so early in life, this felt 

counterintuitive. Because like most of us, I’d internalized what our social 

structures tell us through persistent pay inequity and our near invisibility 

in corporate leadership, politics, and research funding— that women over 

fifty don’t matter.

For most of human history, the only way to get ahead seemed to be to 

agree with those in power. It’s just easier to attune to the wavelength of 

the times. It’s the compromise generations of women before us made to 

keep the peace, to avoid the stress of conflict. A lifetime of being seen as 

the side dish, the second sex, becomes part of our nervous system. With-

out being conscious of it, we learn to identify ourselves relative to others, 

female only relative to male. Taking off those blinders and stepping into 

our authenticity is a challenge to ourselves: to recognize that “second sex” 

is not who we are. We are female, as female. And we celebrate our ex-

traordinary strengths.

Taking the Controls

For an Upgrade to happen, you need to have agency. You need to realize 

how much power you hold to shape the second half of your life. This is 

the time for creating the map for women in the postfertile, postreproduc-

tive phase of human development. The second half of a woman’s life is a 

revelation.

If we don’t think the Upgrade is possible, we won’t even be able to 

daydream about it, recruiting the brain’s powerful imaginative and plan-

ning centers to map out our own future path. We need to be inspired early 
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8  The Upgrade

to envision what we want to do in the years after forty- five. It’s harder to 

dream when you don’t have the role models or the landmarks, but if we 

never begin, if we never try, nothing changes.

Our mothers and grandmothers had few role models for dreaming 

into what it means to be female in and of itself. Today we have more 

women to help guide us. And if we make the most of the opportunity, 

future generations will be able to go even further than we will. Change is 

possible. Think about how much the world has shifted for the LGBTQ+ 

community in our lifetimes. Women are 51 percent of the world’s popula-

tion. We can make the Upgrade available for them.

How do we make the world a place that holds hope for older women? 

As wages for jobs mostly held by women, like waitressing, childcare, 

cleaning, and healthcare— both in the home and professionally— decline, 

many will be left without savings or a retirement plan. How many will die 

early because of lack of access to medical care? Women in the second 

half of life will take the brunt of the impact of the wealth gap, especially 

BIPOC women. And the world remains silent as it happens, focusing 

instead on the loss of jobs for white males.

For the most part, what we have been expected to do in the second 

half of life is to continue the caretaking role: of older husbands, grand-

children, extremely aged parents and in- laws. Men don’t even think about 

taking on the responsibility of caring for a family member as long as there 

is a woman around to do it. After decades of raising children, doing the 

majority of the housework, holding down the second shift at home even 

if we are the primary breadwinner, again we become unpaid caretakers; 

our emotional and financial resources are drained, making it impossible 

to work, to be productive, to soar.

But for anyone who thinks women in the Upgrade are takers, data is 

proving we are makers. Women over fifty start new businesses at a higher 

rate than any other group, offering opportunity to others, becoming the 

nation’s economic and caretaking shoulders. To be seen, you must see 

yourself. And at this moment, when we have survived so many crises both 

personal and societal, we have the wisdom, stability, courage, and self- 

knowledge to trust ourselves to make it through. We need to change the 
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conversation in the culture, but more important is the conversation inside 

our own heads.

The world has been in warrior mode for too long, ensnared in one con-

stant zero- sum battle fueled by a testosterone- driven addiction to risk, on 

the trading floor and on the world stage. Warrior mode, driven by a per-

sonality trait of dominance that is specifically male, is not how society 

progresses. It is not how culture survives. It’s time to balance humanity 

with a different brain style, one that holds as its core value community 

and preservation of life. The Upgraded female brain has the ability to bal-

ance human culture.

My purpose in writing this book is to give you validation for having 

good ideas, for having a great life, for having a life of your own that you 

build and choose. And to encourage you to endorse one another as women 

and endorse ourselves as a result. Amplification has to be put into prac-

tice by each and every one of us, each and every day.

In the Upgrade, neurobiology is there to support us in shedding the 

skin of the fertile- phase identity and in embracing and stepping purpose-

fully into a more authentic, powerful version of ourselves. Ask yourself 

now, What is your idea of freedom? If money and physical vulnerability 

were taken out of the equation, what would you do? Who would you be? 

In the Upgrade, we can begin to dream as if everything were possible. I 

am here to help you dream.
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