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Jen Wittman:  Welcome back to Your Best Thyroid Life.  I am so, so excited to be speaking 
with Dr. Sunjya Schweig today.  Dr. Schweig is my amazing and caring physician who I just 
adore and I have been nagging to accept patients outside of California or to get cloned 
because we need more doctors like him out there.  Anyway, today we’re going to talk about 
how to find a good doctor.  You all know how challenging that can be.  But first I want to tell 
you a little bit about Dr. Schweig as he’s contributed so much to functional medicine and 
patients over the years.  So, I’m just going to read his bio straight out for you guys.  Dr. 
Schweig is an expert in complex chronic illnesses which require rigorous investigation and 
management.  He has been studying, teaching and practicing integrative and functional 
medicine for over 20 years.  Dr. Schweig received his undergraduate and medical degrees 
from the University of California, Berkley and Irvine respectively and helped design and lead 
the complementary and alternative medicine curriculum.  In addition, he has lectured 
nationally and internationally at conferences, hospitals and universities.  Dr. Schweig has 
been in private practice since 2007 and is board certified in integrative and holistic medicine 
and family practice.  In 2014, Dr. Schweig launched the California Center for Functional 
Medicine with his friend and colleague, Chris Kresser.  CCFM is at the forefront of 
functional medicine movement offering patients a deep investigative approach to healthcare 
that is both high-touch and high-tech.  Welcome, Dr. Schweig. 
 
Dr. Sunjya Schweig:  Thank you; it’s good to be here.   
 
Jen:  It’s good to have you.  So, I’ve got loads to ask you and I just want to jump in.  Is that 
cool? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Sounds great. 
 
Jen:  All right.  Now, when you and I have talked shop, I lamented to you how tough it is for 
people with thyroid conditions to find proper care and to figure out what their healing options 
are and what’s best for them with all that conflicting research that’s out there.  So, why is 
getting the proper medical care when it comes to thyroid and autoimmune disease so 
challenging? 
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Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, it’s an excellent question and I think there’s a lot of layers to it.  For one 
thing, Western medicine as we know it – which has a lot of strengths, particularly in the 
urgent care, the emergency setting, the acute care setting – really struggles with chronic 
illnesses.  And it’s something that’s pretty well recognized within the integrative and 
functional medicine realm.  For a lot of us, that’s our experience in our own health, in the 
health of our families.  You realize you get to a point where you’re delving into health issues 
and you’re trying to get feedback from your regular doctor – support and direction – and you 
hit a wall.  Because as medical doctors and in medical school, we’re not trained on how to 
really best take care of chronic conditions which can be multilayered, multifaceted, a bunch 
of different factors playing into it.  And the Western medical paradigm and the acute care 
model is really aimed at quickly coming to a diagnosis, hopefully a single diagnosis in most 
cases, and doing that in a short amount of time.  You don’t get a lot of time with your doctor 
and that’s a big issue.  And then the reason really in Western medicine why we try and get to 
that diagnosis is to prescribe; prescribe either a medication or a procedure or some kind of 
imaging or surgery and that’s really where our options end.  So, with folks who are struggling 
with more low level, smoldering, these multilayered issues, the diagnostic tools that we have 
don’t fit as well and can lead to frustration on both sides; frustrating for the patient and also 
frustrating for the doctor because they don’t really know what to do.   
 
Jen:  So, then when is the difference between a conventional medical doctor and a functional 
doctor? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, so the term “functional medicine” is one that’s been around for a while, 
but I think it’s really starting to gain steam.  And the way I think of it, a conventional medical 
doctor – again, conventional medical school, medical training, very much within the Western 
model and like we discussed, sort of a diagnosis treatment, try to get people in and out and 
better in that regard.  The integrative model, I think – so there’s a lot of terms that were 
bounced around in the last 20 years.  For a while, CAM or complementary alternative 
medicine was a big term and then I think integrative medicine came into play, talking about 
integrating both the strengths on the Western side with alternative medicine modalities.  And 
that still feels a little bit separated to me; there’s “Try this,” or “Try that,” or “Maybe try them 
together,” but they’re in separate camps.  And the functional medicine is really a big 
paradigm shift where we’re looking at or using all of our Western medical knowledge; we’re 
using our biochemistry; we’re using our physiology, we’re using pharmacology as necessary, 
we’re looking at the genetics, we’re looking at all the environmental factors that can affect 
the health of people, but we’re looking now on a systems level and trying to figure out if 
people are having health issues, where is that structure and/or function of the body out of 
alignment or out of balance and what multiple factors can we dig into and investigate that 
will help to shift that person back to balance and ideally, back to health.   
 
Jen:  Because it’s confusing when you’re looking for a doctor, there are all these different 
designations; MD, NMD, OD, DO, all these kinds of things.  Can you tell us – kind of just go 
through each one and say what they are and what type of doctor that is?  Because I even get 
confused sometimes when I’m looking at all the characters. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, sure.  So, MD is probably best known; a medical doctor who went to  
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allopathic medical school in the US.  There is also a foreign medical school, so you can have 
an MD degree from and still practice in the US as long as you go to a residency or take board 
certification, recognition here.  DO stands for doctor of osteopathic medicine and osteopathic 
physicians function in the same capacity as MDs in the US.  So, they are licensed doctors, 
they can prescribe medicines, they can do surgery.  One of the recent surgeon generals is 
actually an osteopath.  Now I’ve a huge respect for osteopathic medicine, but there’s a little 
bit of a distinction that has to happen.  Probably the majority of people who go to an 
osteopathic medical school just want to come out and practice medicine like any other doctor, 
but in that training, all of the medical students who go to osteopathic school have a really in-
depth and amazing hands-on curriculum that they learn to do manipulation.  They learn 
hands-on manipulation, which I think is much more comprehensive even than chiropractic; 
it’s really powerful work.  Probably only a subset of those students – probably 10% to 15% - 
come out and then go on to practice that.  And those are the folks who actually have specialty 
practices doing osteopathic manipulation.  I’m kind of a DO wannabe actually; I think it’s 
magic and I have all my patients and my family get treated.  But again, so DO most of time is 
functioning in the same capacity as an MD; there’s a subset of DOs who are doing the hands-
on manipulation.  In general, osteopathic medical school is more holistic; it’s more primary 
care focused, more health oriented than MD school.  So, actually it could be a real benefit.  
NDs, naturopathic doctors; another actually really excellent training – Bastyr is a big school 
up in the Pacific North-West – and naturopathic medical doctors have a hybrid of an 
education, I think.  They get a lot of the same biochemistry, pharmacology, physiology, 
anatomy, all the core classes, but they also have overlaid on that natural medicine training; 
herbs, homeopathy.  And so naturopaths are not all the same now; they can specialize, they 
can have areas that they focus in areas unique to them.  So, I think that’s also a good choice.  
Beyond that, there’s physician’s assistants, there’s licensed acupuncturists, there are nutrition 
consultants.  There’s a whole another level of other practitioners and it really is very 
individual on who is doing what, because a lot of these folks can be within the mainstream 
system still and a physician’s assistant, you could see a PA at a clinic and not really know it’s 
that different from a doctor or a nurse practitioner.  So, they function within the mainstream 
medical system; in the clinics, in the ERs, etcetera.  Some of them, however, of all these 
listed practitioners have specialized; have gone from personal interest into more of an 
integrative or functional medicine approach and so they can also be providing care on that 
level.   
 
Jen:  Are there any designations that we need to be aware of?  Are there some that are kind 
of faux certifications, faux designations, things like that that we might want to watch out for? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  It’s a hard question for me to answer because I think that there’s some 
designations which are maybe a little bit less meaningful in terms of rigorous training, but 
even so, within those groups there are people who are amazing and they’re doing a great job 
helping people.  And then there’s people who are just using that as sort of a cloak to see 
patients and practice medicine and maybe I have some concerns about the rigorousness of 
their training.  But I can’t really lump it into a certain degree; it’s really individual. 
 
Jen:  Okay, so then what kind of characteristics would we be looking for in the kind of 
doctor that we would want? 
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Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, that’s a great question.  And when you asked me about coming on and 
talking on your summit and we discussed that this is what you were interested in having me 
speak about, it really had me start thinking, so what works, what doesn’t work, what’s 
important.  And I think that characteristics that I find super important and that play into my 
daily work with my patients – as least several of them – I think it takes a practitioner or a 
doctor who is able to put their ego aside and just meet somebody where they are, listen to 
what they’re talking about, absorb all that information and then if you’re going to do this 
work well, you really have to have a pretty deep willingness to let there be a lot of 
complexity.  There’s just a lot of layers, there’s a lot of moving pieces.  The way we think of 
it within the functional medicine realm is if in a patient you can see a representation of a 
cobweb where everything is connected and if you tug over here, it wiggles over here.  So, 
everything is interplaying constantly and that can get a bit mindboggling.  It can be 
overwhelming.  And so it’s that one; on one hand, that willingness to let there be a lot of 
complexity, willingness to let the patient tell you what they’re experiencing and not be 
dismissive.  Because you hear a lot of stuff that at first you don’t believe and only with time 
and experience, you start you realize, “Wow, they’re not making this stuff up.”  And so 
willingness to trust the patient, to let them be the guide to a certain level and to have there be 
an interplay in the relationship.  I don’t work hierarchically, I don’t tell people, “This is what 
I think you have to do and if you don’t do it, I’m not going to work with you.”  I think it 
really is important that there is a back and a forth and I come up with suggestions from my 
side of what I’ve seen in my experience to work and the patient takes that and either says, 
“Yeah, that sounds good,” or, “It works; it’s great,” or, “I tried it and it doesn’t work,” and 
then we have to regroup and come up with the next steps.  So, in that regard, that level of 
experience, I think, comes from both being in practice and seeing what’s happening over time 
because for sure, as we all know, this work is a lifelong learning.  And it’s classic, the more I 
know, the more I learn, the more I do this, the more I realize, “Wow, I really don’t know very 
much.”  There’s so many pieces and there’s so much.  I have a list and it’s always growing, 
but right now seven to ten things that, “Okay, if I have time, this is what I want to delve into; 
I want to look more at this piece or at that piece and call this lab and ask that specialist.”  So, 
it’s constantly evolving.  But a lot of times that interest and drive, I’ve frequently seen, comes 
from also having health challenges either in yourself or in your family because your 
motivation factor goes way up.  I definitely have seen that some of the best doctors out there, 
people I respect the most, are the people who have those issues either themselves or in their 
close family because they spend all that extra time when they’re not at work thinking, 
reading, talking.  It just sort of becomes a lifestyle.  For better or for worse. 
 
Jen:  I have a question about just doctors in general.  If you’re a hairstylist, you are supposed 
to go with continuing education and get recertified and stuff going forward.  Do doctors have 
to do that kind of thing?  Because it seems like a lot of the times when you go to the 
conventional medical doctors, they’re not really super knowledgeable about all of the 
different systems that come into play when you have a thyroid condition or thyroid 
imbalance. So, are they required or is there any requirement to continue education or is this 
really on the doctor to choose for themselves if they want to dive into another topic? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, it’s both.  There are requirements.  When you are board certified, which I 
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think most doctors are – you don’t have to be, but most choose to continue to be board 
certified – you are required to do certain maintenance or upkeep of your certification by 
going to conferences and lectures and doing what’s called CME, continuing medical 
education credit.  But you can pretty easily get all of that done by staying in whatever your 
comfort zone is.  So, if you’re in primary care or if you’re a dermatologist or if you’re in ER, 
you can just get all your hours and your learning done on topics that stay pretty close to the 
fold.  But it makes sense because that’s what they’re doing with their days, that’s what they 
want to know about.  But yeah, you have to show that you’ve been to a certain number of 
hours of conferences and done this extra learning.  For me, that time, I usually pass that in 
terms of just there’s so many conferences that are so interesting that I want to go to and just 
keep learning and piques my interest and motivation.  But on my side, I’m not going to all the 
family medicine meetings and I’m not going to the dermatology meetings, so it really does 
become that wherever you spend your days and spend your focus is what you continue to get 
good at and the other stuff can drift away.  So, a lot of doctors, when they’re not looking at 
the multiple systems or they’re not really working in autoimmunity or chronic illness, you’re 
going to bump into their comfort zone pretty quickly and realize that they might not have a 
lot to offer there. 
 
Jen:  Well, then let’s talk about what kind of steps we can take to find a knowledgeable and 
caring doctor because I think that is the real issue. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah. 
 
Jen:  What do we ask, what do we say, how do we suss out who is great? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, it’s a good question.  And probably word of mouth is huge, so just 
understanding from friends and family or other colleagues or online communities.  I think 
those are really revolutionized; people’s ability to find practitioner.  Because I think working 
with a doctor is also kind of like working with a therapist or any other professional; you don’t 
really know what you’re getting at the first visit or the second visit or the third visit; you start 
to get a sense, but it takes a certain amount of time.  And I always say to people, if you’re 
going to work with one of these practitioners, give it four to six months and at that point you 
should know.  You should know, “Yup, I feel like this person is an ally, I feel like they’re 
pointing in good directions and even if they don’t seem to know everything, they’re willing to 
explore and they are willing to have this be a collaborative effort.”  If you’re not feeling like 
that or if you’re not feeling like you’re getting any movement, then even though it’s hard to 
think of, it might be time to look for another practitioner.  So, there’s organizations that train 
doctors in integrative medicine and functional medicine and so those are always a good place 
to start in terms of looking for if you don’t have a network of people to recommend someone.  
So, the Institute for Functional Medicine is a good source.  ACAM, the American College for 
Advancement in Medicine, is another good group.  The Environmental Medicine doctors.  
The American Board of Integrative Holistic Medicine, ABIHM, which I am also board 
certified with them, they’re great.  They also feel to me a little bit more of general integrative 
medicine rather; I don’t think everybody with them is going deep with the real functional 
medicine approach.  Some folks are.  But inevitably you’re going to find doctors who are 
more interested in blending sides – the different modalities – who are more willing to listen to 



How to FINALLY Find the Right Doctor 
Expert: Dr. Sunjya Schweig 

	   6	  

people.  And that’s by the nature of the folks who gravitate towards these organizations and 
this field, they’re more open and a lot of the characteristics that I think of as important, they 
embody. 
 
Jen:  Okay.  So, one of the things I hear, all the great doctors I’ve ever experienced, nobody 
takes insurance.   
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah. 
 
Jen:  And then I posted this question in the community and said, “What is your biggest 
challenge finding the right doctor for you?”  And a lot of people are stuck within the 
insurance model.  So, first of all, one comment on the board was, “Why are all the good 
doctors so expensive?”  So, can we talk to why all the good doctors are so expensive and then 
also why it’s important to invest in your health that way? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, those are both great questions.  Yeah, and that’s something I struggle 
with on a daily basis in my practice because we don’t take insurance and it’s a cash-paid visit.  
And there’s a lot of reasons for that.  The medical model as it’s set up right now is, as we 
know, pretty problematic and there’s a lot of separate issues, but the real clear thing is that 
insurance pays for procedures and imaging and medicines and all the high-tech stuff, but they 
do not pay for talk.  When you go to Kaiser or you have HMO or you go to your regular 
doctor and you’re in and out in 15 minutes or 20 minutes, that’s not by choice of the doctor; 
they don’t want to be doing that.  It’s not fun; it’s really stressful on their end.  They’re pretty 
harried and overworked and under-resourced.  But literally you have to do that; you have to 
see patients every 15 minutes to 20 minutes just to pay the overhead and then make a 
reasonable living.  And primary care doctors are not making a lot of money; they’re not.  And 
so the insurance reimbursement model is again such that the time that it takes to think about, 
talk about, plan for and implement complex medical plans, you just can’t get paid for that.  
And so if I need to bill $300 to $400 per hour – which is we take home only a fraction of that, 
the overhead for running a medical practice is huge.  And so if I want to do that, the only way 
to do that is to charge for the visit, to give the patient a super bill and then turn them into this 
foot soldier of trying to get the money back from the insurance company.  And just like it’s 
confusing for patients to get reimbursed from their insurance, actually to be a doctor and to 
work with insurance is also really hard.  You actually have to hire about one or two extra 
staff people just to submit and then track down the reimbursements because it is really 
slippery.  You’ll have an agreement with the insurance plan and they’ll say, “We’ll reimburse 
you X, Y and Z,” and then if you’re not tracking everything, that shifts over time and they try 
to get away with less payments or it just gets really complicated and confusing.  So again, the 
overhead goes way up and again you can’t bill for time unfortunately.  And that’s a huge, 
huge, huge failure in my perspective.  And I think it’s changing, so I’m optimistic about the 
future because functional medicine is showing that if you invest a few hundred dollars 
upfront in getting these people into the right practitioners, getting the right labs run and 
getting the diagnosis made and then treating them and addressing stress and diet and exercise 
and supplements and any vitamin or nutrient deficiencies or inflammation, autoimmunity, 
thyroid, etcetera – by addressing all those pieces, that the cost savings pretty quickly for the 
medical system is huge.  You just get rid of a huge number of those other specialist visits, 
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procedures, imaging, all those super high, high costs.  It’s super exciting; Mark Hyman was 
tapped to lead a functional medicine clinic at the Cleveland Clinic.  So, they are investing; 
they realize the strengths.  And also the CEO of Aetna – again from a personal health 
challenge; I don’t know the exact story, I think it was either him or somebody in his family – 
realized the value of integrative and functional medicine and there’s YouTube videos of the 
amount that they’re saying this is the future; this is what we need to be spending money on.  
And so, as that starts to happen and shift, I think there’s hope, but we’re also going through a 
really difficult time within medical insurance where there is a lot of growing pains and 
shrinkage of reimbursements with the current situation with the changeover in insurance 
plans.  So, it’s a mess. 
 
Jen:  Yeah, so gosh, there’s a lot in that.  
 
Dr. Sunjya:  There’s a lot. 
 
Jen:  How do we make our voices heard with the insurance company?  It feels like you’re so 
stone-walled with the insurance company.  And it was interesting to hear you say that it’s just 
as challenging for you to get reimbursed as it is for us to get reimbursed.  I always thought 
doctors and their offices had this direct line to insurance and they worked hand-in-hand really 
well.  I had no idea. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, it’s basically the exact same feeling that you get is what we get. 
 
Jen:  Oh god. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  And it’s the same thing and it’s hard for us.  Like for example, if I prescribe a 
medicine and you get a notice that says, “Sorry, the medicine is not covered,” I get that same 
notice, but I have the option of calling them and if we escalate it high enough up the ladder, it 
feels to me like if you’re lucky or if the stars are aligned or something – I don’t know what 
the factor is – but sometimes you can get that approved, but more and more, the insurance 
companies are really digging in their heels and they just don’t want to pay.  They’re looking 
at huge cost increases and they’re finding any places that they can to cut costs and patients 
are suffering and also physicians are suffering.  So, there’s a huge talk out there in the 
medical field; there’s actually even conferences on this topic of, “How can I move my 
practice to a cash practice,” and get away from insurance because of how painful it is and 
how miserable it makes doctors.  It’s really a problem.   
 
Jen:  So, does that though force almost all doctors – if you’re doing this by yourself and like 
you said, you have to have staff and the overhead is really high – if they leave insurance, that 
means that they’re going to have to charge the $300 and $400, which is out of reach for so 
many people. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah. 
 
Jen:  Yeah. 
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Dr. Sunjya:  Unfortunately, yeah.  And the thing that I would say to people, if it’s possible 
and what we have is just get a high-deductible insurance plan with a health savings account 
because you’re still spending the same amount of money on your healthcare, but at least now 
you can do it with free tax dollars and there’s a certain savings that’s accumulated there.  But 
yeah, it’s a huge problem.  It’s definitely a pain point for a lot of us and you guys. 
 
Jen:  Well, does a health savings account allow you to use whatever that pool is on any sort 
of doctor?  Is that what it allows you to do? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, absolutely.  And also, if you can get your physician to write a note that 
says if your supplements that you’re taking are medically necessary, you can get those 
covered through your HSA.   
 
Jen:  I’ve got to get on top of this. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah.  Send me a list. 
 
Jen:  Yeah, really.  So, okay.  Let’s just kind of focus in on people with thyroid and 
autoimmune conditions since this is who we’re talking to here.  If we have these things, what 
are the tests that we should be discussing, getting either with our conventional medical doctor 
or with a functional doctor?  And are those different tests; can conventional doctors give us 
all the same tests that functional medical doctors do?  Because it seems like there’s a 
disconnect there.   
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, so it’s a good question and there’s a certain amount of testing you could 
get done through your regular doctor and I would put on that list a metabolic panel, complete 
blood count with the differential, vitamin levels.  You can do a lot of vitamin levels through 
the regular laboratory; so B12, you can do what’s called methylmalonic acid to look at B12 
status.  You can look at folic acid levels, you can look at selenium, vitamin A, vitamin D.  
You can look at autoimmune antibody levels; a lot of different ones.  You can look at 
antibodies to gluten; you can look at a Celiac panel, even though I find that it’s not as 
sensitive as some of the specialty labs out there, but it’s a great place to start because if it’s 
positive, then you don’t need to do the other testing.  So, if you have an answer there already, 
then you don’t need to spend money on outside tests.  Just recently, in the last year or so, 
LabCorp and Quest are also offering saliva cortisol testing, which is pretty cool.  It’s a little 
harder on our end to interpret because their ranges are a little different and they don’t provide 
a visual graph, but it’s still doable.  So, if money is an absolute issue, then that’s an option.  
Thyroid antibodies; you can get all of that done through the regular labs.  But a lot of the tests 
that we use – and this is even more of an issue than the cost of the visit because the cost of   
 
the labs is actually way higher than the cost of the visit unfortunately. 
 
Jen:  Yes. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  And sometimes just to get that initial snapshot of what I want to see after that 
first patient visit, I’ll send people home with $1,500 to $2,000 worth of lab studies to do, 
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which are specialized kits done out of pocket or through the HSA.  So, that definitely gives 
me pause.  I try really hard to work with folks if they can’t afford that to sort of fine-tune and 
pick and choose, but if money were no object, there’s this whole other level of testing that 
can be done.  Comprehensive stool testing.  To me, really the center of the universe when it 
comes to any health condition, but especially autoimmune conditions, is the health of the gut.  
So, stool testing to look at if there’s any hidden infections, parasites, imbalances of the good 
and the bad bacteria, how is your digestion and absorption working, enzyme levels, how is 
your gut immune system working.  So, you can really look in depth at a lot of these pieces 
and it gives us avenues to treat and to modify what’s happening in the patient’s life.  There’s 
also ways of looking more in-depth at what’s called the methylation cycle; so through your 
regular doctor you can get the MTHFR test.  MTHFR, and that looks at two components of 
the methylation cycle.  But through more in-depth testing you actually can also run it through 
23andMe, which is an online genetics testing company, and you can get their report for $99 
and then run that back through a separate website called Genetic Genie or MTHFR Support 
and you can get a much more in-depth look at the genetics of what’s going on in the 
background in terms of predispositions for folks.  So, that’s another thing we’ll look at.  
Again, the saliva adrenal testing.  Sometimes we’ll look at breath testing for bacterial levels.  
Some of that can be done through a mainstream doctor for what’s called SIBO, small 
intestinal bacterial overgrowth.  And then there’s things like heavy metals, all those side 
avenues and issues which we try to address.  So, there’s a certain amount that can be done 
through the regular doctor, but there’s a lot of extra information out there to be had.  And 
that’s the thing that’s pretty amazing about functional medicine.  I think the classic story of 
when a doctor gets into this at first and they realize, there’s almost an “oh my god” moment, 
“I had no idea that you could even test all these things and then treat them and help people 
get better.  It’s just not on our radar in regular medicine.”  So, there’s this kind of “a-ha” 
moment of excitement, of reinvigoration of a lot of people’s careers as practitioners, that 
there’s hope for all these patients that we previously had no idea what to do with.  But yeah, 
there is a cost and that’s really hard; that makes it kind of elitist, which is that people who 
have the funds can afford to do it and the people who don’t are still kind of stuck with what’s 
available within their regular doctor office.  Now I think just to put a positive spin on it, I 
think it’s a great thing that you’re doing what you’re doing because here we are, we’re 
putting the information out there and we’re giving people knowledge and now people can 
take some of this information and take it back to their regular doctor – assuming/hoping that 
they have a good collaborative relationship – get some of this testing done, whatever they can 
get done through their regular doctor office.  And then they have to do some work on their 
own.  They have to dig into it; they have to read and talk on blogs and chat groups.  With 
some caveat, just to be careful about what you hear out there.  But yeah, knowledge is power. 
 
 
 
Jen:  Absolutely.  So, you would recommend then people maybe taking a list of tests to their 
doctor and saying, “I’m interested in these because I believe I could possibly be suffering 
with this, this or this and would you be willing to test me?” sort of thing? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, absolutely. 
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Jen:  And so let’s say they want to do a combo thing, so they want to get as much as they can 
out their insurance and regular doctor, but there are a couple tests that they should really look 
into with the functional doctor.  What would those tests be?  What is, for sure if they’re going 
to do a combo, these are the tests you have to get? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  So, definitely, in my opinion, we really have to look at the gut.  So, 
comprehensive stool testing.  And I also feel like it’s a big priority to get the saliva adrenal 
testing done.  Those are my first two.  I tend to also do a lot of testing for food reactions, food 
sensitivities, food allergies, but my first step on that is really on the gluten side because I 
really feel like many, many – if not most – people who are suffering from chronic and/or 
autoimmune illnesses are probably struggling with some reaction to foods and especially 
gluten.  And so I’ll end up running a bunch of testing on that if needed, but people can also 
circumvent that step if they’re willing to try the diet for a few months on their own.  And it 
really actually has to be two to three months of 100% avoidance of the trigger foods and 
especially gluten and dairy are highest on that list.  And so if people want to save money, try 
the diet first.  I also fantasize about just having people when they sign up to be a new patient 
that if there’s a time delay – if it’s going to take four to six weeks before they get to see me – 
then they should be on the diet during that time because then when I see them, we can talk 
about, “Okay, what brought you in?  Is there anything different already?  Any changes?”  
And then we have just more information under our belt. 
 
Jen:  And do you recommend people do an elimination diet one food at a time or all of those 
triggers at the same time for that two to three months? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, so that’s a good question.  The different food groups are different.  I 
would put the gluten category as the one that really needs that several months’ elimination.  
Other foods don’t necessarily need that long.  So, dairy, two to three weeks is probably long 
enough to take it out before trying to reintroduce it.  But I would recommend that you 
eliminate all of the big trigger foods at the same time and then reintroduce them one at a time 
because I think it really helps to have that washout period where you really simplify, you 
drop the inflammation down.  Because if you don’t do that, it’s going to be hard to see benefit 
in terms of if you’re not dropping the inflammatory low down enough, you’re not going to 
see a clear improvement.  So, you want to reset; you want to hopefully see some significant 
improvement and then when you’re adding stuff back in, you have the opportunity to see if 
it’s triggering you at all.  The University of Wisconsin has a good integrative medicine 
department and they have some good handouts on doing an elimination diet, so listing which 
foods and how to do it.  I like their handouts.  And the gluten piece, however, if your reaction 
to gluten – even one exposure can trigger inflammation that can last up to six months 
actually. 
 
Jen:  That’s crazy. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, so you really have to be careful with that one.  Chris Kresser’s book, 
Your Personal Paleo Code, has a great 30-day reset diet they have a lot of people take a look 
at.  And so it’s a good place to start. 
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Jen:  All right.  So then what are your top five tips?  If somebody were to start today right 
after watching this interview to jumpstart their healing process, what would be your top tips? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, sure.  So, common sense, but the first step is that you have to dial in the 
basics, so diet, sleep, exercise, stress.  The more I do this work, the more I continue to 
appreciate how important and how critical those pieces are.  Because if you’re not doing 
them, it gets muddy and confusing and all the money that we’re spending on tests and then 
supplements and complex plans that we’re trying to put in place, they just don’t work as well 
unless you’re doing those pieces.  And the next piece would be the hormones; so adrenal, 
thyroid and then after those two pieces I would put the sex hormones.  And the reason for that 
is if you get your adrenals and your thyroid and your gut working, a lot of the time the sex 
hormones fall into place and you don’t have to do as much manipulation of them.  I think the 
people who have the most trouble with perimenopause or menopause or PMS, etcetera, are 
the folks whose adrenal glands are really out of balance and that’s just simply because of 
their biochemical pathway of the adrenal synthesis.  If you’re not making enough cortisol or 
you’re overproducing cortisol, you get disruptions in your sex hormones.  Okay.  So, the 
other pieces that I would put out there would be time in nature; I think that’s super important 
– and it’s something I always have to work on; I don’t get enough time outside – but it really 
clears your brain, resets your body clock, helps your melatonin levels rise in the evenings.  
Being mindful of screen time; I think that’s super important.  And again, I have to practice 
what I preach with this because, especially now with my new office, our whole system is 
online and so I spend a lot more time on the computer now.  And so I’m just trying to really 
figure out how to balance that.  The piece around finding a good practitioner, that’s a work in 
progress.  And I think that as people become more knowledgeable and educated and find 
folks who work with it – and it’s also the number of doctors out there who are doing this is 
growing exponentially.  There‘s just constantly people gravitating towards these training 
programs now, so I think it will get easier.  But find that person you can work with, dialing 
that in and then also just having that self-reliance, relying on yourself and learning with your 
community.   
 
Jen:  It sounded like you were a little hopeful that maybe insurance would also be changing 
or that they’re going to be more accepting of this and we might see even more doctors take 
this approach. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah, especially when I hear of things like Mark Hyman is going to collaborate 
with the Cleveland Clinic and they’re going to offer functional medicine, that’s what has to 
happen.  You have to have some major organization who steps in and says, “We believe in 
this, we’re going to put some money forward and invest in it,” because that’s going to prove 
the concept.  It’s not going to be long after that before studies are being published, before the  
data is flowing in that says, “This works.”  Because me doing this work and you as a 
practitioner and you as a patient and a lot of other folks who have experienced this, you come 
to realize over time, this is the real deal; this is the way it needs to be done for all these 
complicated, multilayered illnesses which for many, many reasons we didn’t touch on, but 
the number of folks struggling with these illnesses is growing exponentially.  So, the 
movement is, I think, the way of the future; it’s just going to take a little bit of time, but I am 
really hopeful. 
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Jen:  Good. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Excited. 
 
Jen:  Yeah, I think there’s kind of an enlightening going on.  I think it’s going to get better 
too. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Yeah. 
 
Jen:  So, how can people who want to work with you work with you? Where can they find 
you; how does it work? 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  Sure, yeah.  So, my website, drschweig.com.  And I’m also on Twitter, 
@drschweig and Facebook as well.  We are in the process of building a website for the 
California Center for Functional Medicine, so that will be at ccfmed.com.  There’s nothing 
there yet, but hopefully within a month or so, we’ll have a nice web page up for folks.   
 
Jen:  That’s awesome.  Well, I can’t thank you enough for speaking with us today.  This has 
been really helpful and I think it will help a lot of people know what to look for in order to 
get that help that they need. 
 
Dr. Sunjya:  It’s been my pleasure.  Thanks for having me. 
 

END OF PRESENTATION 


