
  
    [image: The Health Detective’s Handbook]
  


  
    
      THE HEALTH DETECTIVE’S HANDBOOK

      FINDING YOUR PATH TO LIFELONG WELLNESS

    

    
      
        SUSAN BIRCH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Health Detective Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Susan Birch

      All rights reserved.

      Health Detective Publishing

      

      https://susanbirch.co.nz/

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      The information provided in this book is current at the time of publication. However, medical knowledge and practice advance at a rapid rate. This book aims to provide accurate, authoritative information. However, the information provided here is for educational purposes only and does not substitute for professional medical advice. We suggest you check with your primary care clinician and consultants involved in your care before making any changes in your diet, exercise regimen or medications.

      Neither the publisher nor the author assume any liability for any injury and/or damage to persons or property arising from or related to use of material in this book.

      ISBN (Print): 978-1-0670909-0-6

      ISBN (ebook): 978-1-0670909-1-3

    

  


  
    
      To my daughter, KeriAnn, and my sons, Scott, Cameron, and Cullum. You grew up alongside my passion for this work. It can’t have been easy having a health nut for a mum.

      Thank you for your patience, love, and support.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Preface

      

      
        Foreword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        
          Introduction

        

        
          
            Case 1: What Happened to Maria?

          

          
            Before You Start

          

        

      

      
        SECTION ONE: Beginning with the End in Mind

      

      
        
          1. The Mind-Body Connection

        

        
          
            The Mind-Body Connection, Growth Mindset and Neuroplasticity

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          2. Your Powerful ‘Why’: Understanding Your Motivation

        

        
          
            True Transformation

          

          
            Case 2: Joanne

          

          
            Antidepressants and Weight Loss

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          3. Who Do You Want to Be?

        

        
          
            Creating a Vision

          

          
            Case 3: Heather's Story

          

          
            Energy and Fatigue

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          4. What's Your Story?

        

        
          
            Self-Stories

          

          
            New Self-Stories

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          5. Keeping Your Word to Yourself

        

        
          
            Internal Integrity: Keeping Your Word to Yourself

          

          
            What Happens When We Don't Keep Our Word to Our Self?

          

          
            Case 4: Helping Alison

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          6. Why Being Too Rigid Doesn't Work

        

        
          
            Doing My Weights

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          7. My Story

        

        
          
            The Stories We Tell Ourselves

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          8. Defining Health and Setting the Stage for Success

        

        
          
            Prioritising Health

          

          
            What Is “Health”?

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        SECTION TWO: The Body’s Operating Systems

      

      
        
          9. The Missing Pieces of the Health Puzzle

        

        
          
            Optimising Mitochondria, Neurotransmitters, and Hormones

          

          
            Case 5: Kylie's Journey to Optimal Health

          

          
            The Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal Axis and Nutrient Replenishment

          

          
            Healthy vs Unhealthy Response to Stress

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          10. Our Body is a Chemical Factory

        

        
          
            Our Cellular-Nutrient Connection

          

          
            Our Cellular Batteries: Mighty Mitochondria!

          

          
            Energy Demands and Mitochondrial Numbers — a Highly Adaptable System

          

          
            From Ancient Origins

          

          
            Mitochondrial Energy Production and “Exhaust Clearing”

          

          
            Cellular Defence

          

          
            Case 6: Reclaiming Vitality — Sherrill’s Journey to Energy and Health

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          11. A Bit More Biochemistry — Nurturing Our Enzymes

        

        
          
            Enzymes, Cofactors and Coenzymes

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          12. Mindset and Neurotransmitters

        

        
          
            Our Brain’s Need for Energy

          

          
            Case 7: Martha’s Road to Health

          

          
            Chronic Fatigue

          

          
            Neurotransmitters and Neuropeptides

          

          
            The Connection Between Mitochondria and Neurotransmitter Health

          

          
            Neurotransmitters and Emotional Regulation

          

          
            The Effect of Thoughts and Beliefs on Brain Health

          

          
            The Amygdala: Our Emotional Alarm System

          

          
            The Impact of Stress on Breathing and Oxygen Levels

          

          
            Case 8: Gay’s Experience with Stress

          

          
            The Consequences of Chronic Stress on Our Mindset and Health

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          13. Hormones, Energy and Health

        

        
          
            What Are Hormones?

          

          
            Precursor Molecules

          

          
            Hormone Production and Function

          

          
            The Hypothalamus: The Control Centre

          

          
            The Pituitary Gland: The Master Regulator

          

          
            The Thyroid and Parathyroid: Metabolism and Mineral Balance

          

          
            
              The Adrenal Glands: Stress Response and Metabolism

            

            
              
                The Pancreas: Blood Sugar Regulation

              

            

          

          
            Reproductive Hormones: The Foundation of Sex and Health

          

          
            The Pineal Gland: Regulating Sleep

          

          
            Gut Hormones and Their Role in Appetite and Digestion

          

          
            Other Key Hormones

          

          
            Case 9: Mae — Is It Hormones or Something Else?

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          14. The Role of Our Genes

        

        
          
            Epigenetics: When Our Genes Meet Our Environment

          

          
            Food

          

          
            Exercise

          

          
            Sleep

          

          
            Trauma and Stress

          

          
            Case 10: Reversing Ngahiwi’s Type 2 Diabetes

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        SECTION THREE: Fuelling the System

      

      
        
          15. Nourishing Through Nutrition

        

        
          
            The Balance Between Fuel and Nutrition

          

          
            Macronutrients: Proteins, Fats and Carbs

          

          
            The Nutrient-to-Energy Reset

          

          
            The Role of Animal Foods in Our Diet

          

          
            What About Plants?

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          16. Prioritising Protein — The Pillar of Our Health

        

        
          
            Our Body’s Need for Protein

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          17. A Guide to Protein Classification

        

        
          
            Protein Classification

          

          
            Essential Amino Acids (EAAs)

          

          
            Limiting Amino Acids

          

          
            Complete and Incomplete Proteins

          

          
            The Leucine Threshold — a Triggering Amino Acid

          

          
            Bioavailability of Amino Acids

          

          
            How Do Antinutrients Affect Protein Absorption?

          

          
            How Much Protein Do We Need?

          

          
            How Often Should I Eat Protein?

          

          
            Other Components of Animal Protein Not Found in Plants

          

          
            Conditionally Essential Amino Acids

          

          
            Case 11: Rachel’s Transition From a Vegan to a Meat-Based Diet

          

          
            Case 12: Saving Gay’s Kidney

          

          
            Addressing Protein Myths

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          18. Understanding Dietary Fats

        

        
          
            Fats and Ancestral Diets

          

          
            The Fat Debate

          

          
            The Role of Fats in Our Health

          

          
            How Dietary Fats Are Classified

          

          
            The Importance of Omega 6:3 Fatty Acid Ratios

          

          
            Sources of Omega-6 and Omega-3

          

          
            A Closer Look at EPA And DHA

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          19. The Dark Side of Vegetable Oils

        

        
          
            Vegetable Oil Consumption

          

          
            Health Consequences of Vegetable Oils

          

          
            Nut Oils

          

          
            Fruit Oils

          

          
            Oil Extraction Methods

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          20. Fuelling with Functional Fats

        

        
          
            The Health of Our Adipose Tissue

          

          
            Hormone Production and Regulation

          

          
            How Fat Fuels Our Bodies

          

          
            Becoming a Fat-Burning Machine

          

          
            The Fat Transport Shuttle

          

          
            The Fat Switch

          

          
            How Much Fat Should We Be Eating?

          

          
            What this Means in Real Life

          

          
            Case 13: Casey’s Fat-Phobia

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          21. The Carbohydrate Conundrum

        

        
          
            Tracing Our Carbohydrate History

          

          
            The Shift Towards Processed Foods

          

          
            The Digital Age and Our Diet

          

          
            Genetic Adaptation — the Slow Pace of Change

          

          
            Indigenous Populations and Dietary Shifts

          

          
            The Carbohydrate Debate

          

          
            The Other Perspective on Carbohydrates

          

          
            The Challenges of Epidemiology in Nutrition Science

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover more

          

        

      

      
        
          22. Carbohydrate Classification

        

        
          
            Chemical Structure

          

          
            The Health Effects of Glucose and Fructose

          

          
            Further Controversies

          

          
            Case 14:How Sally Overcame Type 2 Diabetes

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          23. Vitamins, Minerals and Trace Elements

        

        
          
            Vitamins

          

          
            Minerals and Trace Elements (More Than Just Rocks!)

          

          
            Unlocking the Power of Enzymes

          

          
            Cofactors and Coenzymes

          

          
            Case 15: Erica's Health After Bariatric Surgery

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        SECTION FOUR: Energising Through Exercise

      

      
        
          24. Classifying Exercise

        

        
          
            Exercise for Health or Training for Performance?

          

          
            Looking After Our Heart and Lungs; the Crux of Fitness

          

          
            Taking Care of Our Muscles

          

          
            Mobility and Flexibility

          

          
            Balance, Coordination and Posture

          

          
            Bone Health

          

          
            Brain Function

          

          
            Case 16: Ana and Hariata: The Rotorua Marathon

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          25. Exercise and Recovery

        

        
          
            Factors That Affect Recovery

          

          
            Measuring Recovery

          

          
            Case 17: Maryanne: Less Is More

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          26. Designing Your Programme

        

        
          
            Before You Start

          

          
            Pre-workout Assessment

          

          
            Structuring Your Programme

          

          
            Intensity: How Hard to Train

          

          
            Muscle Training

          

          
            Mobility, Stability, Balance, and Coordination

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        SECTION FIVE: Restoring Through Recovery

      

      
        
          27. Sleep Like a Pro

        

        
          
            What Happens During Sleep?

          

          
            The Role of Our Circadian Rhythm in Sleep

          

          
            The Importance of Sleep

          

          
            How Sleep Restores and Rejuvenates Our Body

          

          
            Strategies for Improving Sleep

          

          
            Common Sleep Misconceptions

          

          
            Improving My Sleep

          

          
            Common Sleep Issues

          

          
            Circadian Rhythm Disorders

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          28. Light Exposure

        

        
          
            Our Ancestral Connection to Natural Light

          

          
            Our Circadian Rhythm and Biological Clocks

          

          
            Light Exposure and Circadian Resetting

          

          
            Maximising Your Light Exposure

          

          
            Red Light Therapy

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          29. Breathing

        

        
          
            The Basics of Breathing

          

          
            The Physiological Sigh

          

          
            The Bolt Score of Breathing Efficiency

          

          
            Restoring Breathing Patterns

          

          
            The Wim Hof Method

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          30. Fasting

        

        
          
            Historical and Cultural Perspectives of Fasting

          

          
            Modern Fasting

          

          
            Meal Timing and the Circadian Rhythm

          

          
            Other Benefits of Fasting

          

          
            The Downside to Fasting

          

          
            Creating Your Fasting Strategy

          

          
            Case 18: Jenny’s Story

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

      
        
          31. Stress, Trauma and Burnout

        

        
          
            The Impact of Stress on Our Physical Health

          

          
            Common Sources of Psychological Stress

          

          
            Identifying Chronic Stress

          

          
            Emotional Overeating

          

          
            Stress and the Perfectionist Trap

          

          
            Innate Personality Traits and Environmental Influences

          

          
            Breaking the Stress Cycle

          

          
            Stress-Management Techniques

          

          
            My Recovery from Burnout

          

          
            Core Concepts

          

          
            Discover More

          

        

      

    

    
      
        SECTION SIX: Bringing It All Together

      

      
        Notes

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I want you to know is that you aren’t alone.

      As I sit down to write this book, I look back on the last 45 years of my life — from a troubled teenager with minimal academic success and poor literacy to becoming a health science expert. The Health Detective’s Handbook is a culmination of my personal journey and the experiences of countless clients over the last 35 years.

      My story began as a young woman in a place of despair. Struggling academically in school, I found myself making poor life choices that led to a sexual assault and further erosion of my already fragile self-esteem. Those early years were marked by isolation, desperation, and anger. When I started my own family, the desire to be a good mother motivated me to realise I could make different choices.

      The impact of trauma is well-recognised — it can undermine our best intentions. Like many, I hid behind perfectionism and people-pleasing. I had turned to bulimia and fasting, believing being skinnier would solve my problems.

      I began creating a different life by challenging my daily choices. I could either set goals and work towards them, or keep telling myself I wasn't good enough.

      My first pivotal decision was to get an education, beginning with correspondence school. Years later, I earned a master's degree in health sciences and discovered my passion for exercise physiology and biochemistry. Since 1989, I've worked with clients integrating these principles.

      The strategies in this book are those I've found most effective. A central lesson is that improving nutrition improves mental health — as my diet changed, so did my mindset, energy and ability to make better decisions.

      There are countless health books with glowing success stories, but they rarely show how progress gets interrupted when life interferes. We jump from one diet to another until many reach a point where they say, "The hell with it!" and blame ageing for their decline.

      We all have to die of something, right?

      This book shares the real ups and downs — mine and my clients'. It's for intelligent women (and men) who are tired of being sick and tired, who struggle with negative self-talk and feel life is passing them by.

      The Health Detective’s Handbook: Finding Your Path to Lifelong Wellness is divided into six sections:

      
        
          	
        Section One: Beginning with the End in Mind
      

      	
        Section Two: The Body’s Operating Systems
      

      	
        Section Three: Fuelling the System
      

      	
        Section Four: Energising Through Exercise
      

      	
        Section Five: Restoring Through Recovery
      

      	
        Section Six: Bringing It All Together
      

      

      

      As fitness expert Mike Boyle said: "Methods are many, principles are few; methods are always changing, principles never do." This book focuses on the unchanging principles.

      I won't pretend change is easy — it's damn difficult. But with the right mindset and tools, it can be done. By the end of this book, I hope you'll have a clear vision and the ability to stay committed even when it's tough.

      Your body works constantly to keep you alive. We can choose to treat it well or abuse it. This is your roadmap to choosing better.

      Let's get started.

      
        
        Susan Brich

        March 2026

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      I met Susan during COVID-19 when she invited me to join one of her podcasts after publishing our first book Eat Well or Die Slowly. Over the next few years, as I got to know Susan better, I found myself admiring her enthusiasm, knowledge and optimism when discussing the impact of diet on metabolic health. What struck me was her deep sense of care and compassion when she spoke about others she helped and supported over many years of clinical practice.

      Only later did I fully appreciate the extent of Susan's own life journey. From a once angry, desperate, and traumatized teenager with little formal education to an experienced, respected, and admired health expert. She built her confidence through sheer determination and persistence, studying nutritional science, exercise, human biology, and other lifestyle modalities, and then applied what she learned to improve her life.

      Susan realised that she found her passion when she began sharing her knowledge and insights to help others. It is no wonder that her clients soon nicknamed her the “Health Detective” because she has a knack for uncovering the root causes of their health issues and finding practical solutions to guide their recovery.

      The Health Detective's Handbook makes a timely appearance against the backdrop of the unprecedented global rise in chronic diseases over the last seventy years. The projected rising trends for heart disease, diabetes, mental health, and Alzheimer's dementia are of staggering proportion. The crux of the matter lies in failed nutritional dogma, which was kicked off in the early 1960s by the American Heart Association's vilification of fats and cholesterol. This fallacy was subsequently mandated by the US Dietary Guidelines in 1980 and soon copied and recommended by many other countries around the world.

      The lifestyle diseases pandemic is sustained by the intransigence of the medical community who religiously follow the failed nutritional guidance. In this, they’re backed and supported by Big Food and Big Pharma, who have too much to lose to seriously review the scientific premise on which their products and lobbying campaigns are based. In the book, you will discover scientifically and medically validated nutritional information that is not only safe, but also extremely effective. The solution to chronic diseases lies in our diet and lifestyle: both the culprit and the cure!

      The Health Detective's Handbook is not only a book about weight loss, but touches on all aspects of mental and physical health. The book is structured in such a way to make a very complex topic easy to digest with a well-reasoned sequence of consecutive topics, systematically developing layer upon layer of evidence-based biological science. It is divided into six sections, each with supporting chapters covering aspects such as the mind-body connection, physiology and endocrinology, nutrition, and other lifestyle factors such as sleep and exercise. It is a comprehensive guide to the best practices available to support all aspects of a healthy life.

      The book lends itself to be read from front to back or to pick out specific sections of interest to dig deeper. The use of infographics helps to clarify and add value to the text, while tables provide helpful lists to refer to. Each chapter ends with a summary of important points or “Core Concepts,” followed by “Discover More” containing recommended articles, books, and/or videos.

      It is written with ease and confidence and above all, honesty. Susan not only shares her own story of ups and downs but also that of her clients with whom she has worked over the last 35 years. In her own words, the process is sometimes 'damn difficult,' but the rewards at the end are truly amazing.

      Susan, our Health Detective, reminds us of the importance of creating a vision for ourselves and to sustain this commitment with self-belief and determination.

      It is about learning to love and accept ourselves and realising that we are both powerful and responsible for creating the health that we experience.

      
        
        Estrelita van Rensburg, MBChB, MMed, PhD, DSc

        Co-author of Eat Well or Die Slowly and Eat Your Way to Health
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      CASE 1: WHAT HAPPENED TO MARIA?

      Maria is a client of mine who achieved an incredible transformation.

      In the 18 months that we worked together, she made a lot of progress but also experienced some major setbacks. In our final consultation, she was radiating energy and confidence. Her skin was glowing, she had a new hairstyle, and she had shed 30 kg. She told me, “I feel amazing; my life has changed so much!”

      Like many of us, Maria had spent most of her adult life prioritising everyone but herself. It was second nature for her to take care of family, friends, and work first. She’d tried many times to lose weight and improve her fitness and health. By the age of 42, she decided to give up on the yo-yo dieting treadmill and accept her lot in life.

      But three years later, a double diagnosis of cervical cancer and type 2 diabetes dramatically refocused her attention.

      Past traumas had left their mark on Maria’s self-confidence and belief. Deep down, she didn’t believe she deserved a fulfilling and satisfying life. She didn’t think she was worth taking care of.

      During our initial six months, Maria was focused and worked hard. She had reversed her diabetes through dietary changes and her prognosis was positive

      
        
          [image: An illustration showing Maria at a party concerned about eating unhealthy food.]
        

      

      after her cervical cancer treatment. At this point, she felt confident without my support and was rightly excited about her future.

      However, eight months later, I ran into Maria at the supermarket. She looked like a different person. She had regained a lot of weight and was uncomfortable and embarrassed. She said sheepishly, “I suppose you’re wondering what’s happened to me…?”

      I listened to a story that was only too familiar. There had been a death in the family, and she had spent a week helping with a tangi (a traditional Māori funeral that takes place on a marae; a sacred place). People at the tangi who hadn’t seen Maria for a while were shocked at her weight loss and asked if she was sick or if her cancer had returned. Some even suggested she needed to put on weight.

      Funerals aren’t the best place to discuss food or dieting preferences, so she went with the flow. Most of the meals weren’t suitable for a person with diabetes, and the abundance of desserts, cakes, and cookies was a real challenge for her. She started drinking juice and Diet Coke. Maria assured herself that she had it under control and could get back on track once she was home. She didn’t think a week of indulgence would make much of a difference.

      She was right; a week of indulgence isn’t a big deal. However, when she returned home, like most of us would, she found it hard to get back to her healthy routine. But her real self-limiting factor was that she didn’t ask for help because she felt embarrassed and humiliated. Her negative self-talk and self-destructive behaviours returned, and she regained the weight she had lost during our coaching programme.

      This impacted her self-confidence, and she told herself, “I’m not the kind of person who can do this.” The worst part was that many of her symptoms of poor health returned: diabetes, candida, bloating, reflux, chafing, mood swings, and brain fog.

      When we ran into each other at the supermarket, she assumed that I would be disappointed in her, and she was overcome with self-disgust.

      Maria and I began working together again, and I’ll return to her story later in the book.

      Most of us can relate to her experience of losing weight and improving health, only to find ourselves back at square one after a few months. Even those who appear highly motivated and self-disciplined can fall prey to shifts in eating and exercise routines, scrambling to regain control.

      Maria explained that once she indulged in foods full of simple sugars, fats, and salt, this triggered her brain to “have a party,” making it difficult to resist them.

      Although eating unhealthy foods and not exercising makes us feel terrible, we often lack the tools to make changes in our busy and stressful lives. After a long day, we’ll reward ourselves with wine and chocolate and then beat ourselves up for our lack of self-discipline.

      This rollercoaster is emotionally exhausting and makes us prone to giving up our goals or making excuses for our poor choices. The most common excuses are blaming ageing and hormones for our weight gain and declining health. As such excuses continue, we eventually grow larger and sicker and give up on our goal of ever feeling vibrant and energetic again.

      But we can step off this rollercoaster, and one of the first steps is to see these excuses for what they are.

      BEFORE YOU START

      
        
        [image: pencil] To get the most out of the Health Detective’s Handbook, I encourage you to actively engage with the content — both in your head and by keeping a journal. Take time to reflect on the questions and complete the exercises and jot down your thoughts and responses.

        Writing down your observations will help clarify your thoughts, highlight your current beliefs, and identify your strengths and areas for growth. It will also help you see where you are now, where you want to be, what’s working, and what needs improvement.

        It also turns reading from a passive activity into an active one.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SECTION ONE: BEGINNING WITH THE END IN MIND

          

        

      

    

    
      If you have tried to improve your wellness or appearance, you may find yourself in the same position as many of my clients: wanting a different outcome while continuing to do the same things you've always done!

      If you’re dissatisfied, you’ll need to make different decisions to get a different outcome. To achieve different outcomes, we first need to know what it is we want to achieve and why it matters to us. Without a clear vision and reason, it's easy to slip back into comfortable habits or the promise of quick-fix solutions. Our current state of health is the culmination of all the decisions we've made in the past.

      Before you even start thinking about what you’re eating or how you’re exercising, you need to first assess how you got to where you are. What kind of thinking patterns and emotional responses do you have? How do these affect the decisions that you make to take care of yourself?

      Most people avoid doing this work and prefer the excitement and motivation that comes from a shiny new diet or exercise plan. Then they wonder why, after only a few months, they lose interest and can’t maintain the effort.

      This section focuses on mindset and on understanding what you want. It’s called "Beginning with the End in Mind” to emphasise the importance of carefully considering your goals and the methods that will help you achieve them.

      
        
        [image: pencil] As you read this section, take some time to consider what feelings, thoughts, beliefs and behaviours you relate to.

        Can you identify any thinking patterns that are no longer serving you?

        Jot down your thoughts to reflect on later.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE MIND-BODY CONNECTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        "Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results." — Albert Einstein

      

      

      

      We’d all love simple solutions to improve our energy, lose weight, or resolve health problems, but the root cause is often a complex interplay of factors that have built up over years. To find long-term solutions, it’s essential to identify the root cause of your concerns. This requires understanding how your body, nervous system, mindset, and environment are interconnected — all of which impact your body’s “operating system.” I call this the mind-body connection, one of this book’s core principles. Dysfunction in one system affects the others, much like a virus slowing down your computer.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      An overwhelmed system leads to glitches; symptoms such as fatigue, weight gain, brain fog, mood swings, and gut issues. While supplements, detoxes, or other strategies may offer temporary relief, fully restoring your energy, vitality, and joy for life requires a system reboot.

      This might sound confusing, but it will make sense once you see how these systems connect. The strategies in the Health Detective’s Handbook provide a roadmap to restore these connections and help you care for your body the way it deserves.

      THE MIND-BODY CONNECTION, GROWTH MINDSET AND NEUROPLASTICITY

      It’s empowering to know that we can control the choices we make in life — what we eat, how we move, where we live, and the relationships we nurture. But consistently making choices that don’t align with our best interests can leave us feeling lost.

      Self-doubt creeps in:

      
        
          	
        “I can’t do this,”
      

      	
        “I’m not good enough,”
      

      	
        “I can’t change,” or
      

      	
        “I don’t deserve happiness.”
      

      

      

      This negative self-talk undermines our ability to make positive choices, and creates a downward spiral of self-doubt and poor experiences.

      Why is it so hard to do what we know is good for us? We often blame personality flaws like laziness or lack of capability. Unresolved early life experiences often fuel these feelings. When searching for solutions, we turn to the endless array of personal development and health products promising quick fixes. The truth is, we usually know what to do — what we need help understanding is why we can’t do it.

      
        
          [image: Text box: The truth is, we usually know what to do—what we need help understanding is why we can’t do it.]
        

      

      We see people with abundant energy and great health, and assume it’s just too much work. But the struggles we face when trying to make positive changes in our lives are often influenced by factors that no one talks about. It's not solely a matter of willpower, discipline, or setting the right goals.

      A crucial component of this mind-body connection, the powerful interplay between our mind and body that affects our beliefs and behaviours, is the role of our neurotransmitters.⁠1 These chemical messengers are released by neurons (nerves) in our brain and pass nerve signals on to other neurons, thereby regulating our mood, emotions, and cognitive function.

      Imbalances or disruptions in neurotransmitter activity affect our overall well-being and behaviours. While we understand the role of these chemicals in serious mental health problems, like depression, we tend not to consider how they affect daily functioning and struggles to achieve our goals. But they’re just as crucial to our everyday mindset.⁠2

      There are two important concepts related to how neurotransmitters affect our health: “growth mindset” and “neuroplasticity.”

      The concept of a growth mindset was popularised by psychologist Carol Dweck in her book Mindset: How You Can Fulfil Your Potential. She describes how our abilities and intelligence can be developed through effort, learning, and perseverance. This aligns perfectly with neuroplasticity — the idea that, through conditioning, we can rewire our brains to eliminate unhelpful behaviours and establish new, more beneficial pathways.⁠3

      Actions rooted in a growth mindset drive neuroplasticity, creating new neural pathways through neurotransmitter activity. If our neurotransmitter function is poor, the new neural pathways will be weak, and our behaviour change less sustainable. This is one reason why people in Maria’s position (see page 1) can struggle to stay on track when unexpected challenges arise. The new pathways aren’t strong enough. The result is often cycles of yo-yo dieting and fluctuating health.

      Before we delve into these physiological processes and how they shape our motivation and willpower, we’ll explore the first step in your journey: understanding why you want to restore your energy, balance your hormones, and lose weight.

      CORE CONCEPTS

      
        
          	
        The mind-body connection is the dynamic relationship between physical health, the nervous system, mindset, and the environment.
      

      	
        Symptoms of poor health are signals of a problem, not root causes. True healing comes from identifying and addressing the underlying causes.
      

      	
        Negative self-talk and neurotransmitter imbalances can disrupt how our body functions.
      

      	
        Neurotransmitters regulate our mood, emotions and cognitive functions, directly influencing our motivation, focus and self-talk.
      

      	
        Breaking the cycle of negative self-talk requires understanding its roots in learned behaviour and neurotransmitter imbalances.
      

      

      

      DISCOVER MORE

      [image: blue book] Bodnar, Matt. Overcoming Limiting Beliefs. Scribd Coach, 2023. eBook available at: https://www.everand.com/book/646426899/Overcoming-Limiting-Beliefs-Training-Your-Brain-for-Improved-Emotional-Resilience.

      
        
        Matt Bodnar provides a practical guide with real-life examples and exercises that helps us to identify and challenge the mental barriers that can hinder our personal growth.

      

      

      [image: blue book] Dweck, Carol S. Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. Updated edition. Ballantine Books Trade Paperback edition. New York: Ballantine Books, 2016.

      
        
        Carol Dweck is a prominent psychologist best known for her work on fixed and growth mindsets. She explains how the belief in one's ability to develop and grow through effort, learning, and resilience can lead to success in many aspects of life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            YOUR POWERFUL ‘WHY’: UNDERSTANDING YOUR MOTIVATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The weight-loss industry's growth to a projected USD $405 billion by 2030 reflects the extent of the worldwide obesity problem and the intent to get slimmer and healthier.⁠1

      The big question is why so many of us struggle to see lasting results. Why are obesity and chronic health conditions increasing at such alarming rates? In New Zealand, for example, one in three adults and one in ten children between the ages of ten and fifteen are obese. These are very sobering statistics, yet little is changing.⁠2

      Why do most people not achieve lasting results?

      I believe two key contributors are 1) a lack of understanding of how our bodies function and, 2) a reliance on “weight-loss myths.” But it goes beyond that. When you talk about your desire to lose weight, get healthier or quit medication, what underlies those aspirations?

      My clients often say a “slimmer figure,” or “getting off the meds” will help them look and feel better.

      For a while, they may be right. The problem is that these goals don’t address the underlying reasons that led them down this path in the first place. Nor do these goals address why success is so often short-lived.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Figure 1 Finding new perspective.

      

      Despite the success of some weight-loss diets, they’re typically unsustainable and many end up regaining the weight they lost, or even more.

      If, like many, you’ve experienced the cycle of weight loss and regain, consider why you gave up after achieving the results you wanted so much. This requires you to consider what aspects of your life improved and how much you value that compared to sustaining the effort involved. It has to be worth it.

      The journey is often not just about losing weight but about learning to love and accept yourself. The desire for weight loss may be a deeper desire for self-love and acceptance.

      
        
        [image: pencil] As you read this chapter, consider your reasons for wanting to lose weight or improve your health:

        Clearly articulate your reasons and why they’re important to you.

        Why haven’t you already achieved this if it’s so important?

        How will you benefit from achieving these results?

        What will happen if you don’t achieve them?

        How long-term is your thinking: a few weeks, months, or a lifetime?

        How many times have you tried to lose weight or improve your health? What happened, and why?

      

      

      
        
          [image: JOHARI WINDOW]
        

        Figure 2 The Johari Window Model of Communication.

      

      TRUE TRANSFORMATION

      Looking in the mirror and not liking what you see is tough.

      For those with deeper issues, the problem persists no matter what number the scale says. If you're aiming to keep the weight off for good or just feel healthier, it's important to start with some honest reflection and clarity about what success really looks like for you.

      
        
          [image: Text box: True transformation requires a deep awareness and understanding of our incredible bodies and nurturing them in a way they deserve.]
        

      

      The Johari Window Model of Communication prompts us to explore different layers of our awareness (Figure 2).⁠3 By diving into these layers, we uncover deeper truths about ourselves, allowing us to reshape our beliefs in a way that genuinely supports our growth and well-being.

      
        
          [image: A self-empathy form that asks the following questions: What do you talk about? What do you think or worry about? What do you hear others say? What do you say and do? What do you see others doing? What is your pain or frustration? What would you gain?]
        

        Figure 3 The Self-Empathy Map.

      

      Using related tools such as empathy mapping (Figure 3) can also help us gain a deeper understanding of our thoughts, feelings, and motivations, enabling us to address the root causes of our health challenges more effectively. This approach has made a big improvement in both my own health and in my ability to help my clients.

      CASE 2: JOANNE

      When Joanne approached me as a client, she was obese, depressed, and had chronic pain and hormonal issues. When I asked her why she wanted to get healthy, she gave me a look of disbelief and responded bluntly, "Seriously, don't you think I need to?"

      It was clear that she didn't beat around the bush, so I probed further and asked what was motivating her to make a change now after struggling with her weight for so long.

      She started sharing with me her past experiences with weight and depression. In high school, she felt overweight and began yo-yo dieting, which involved extreme cycles of starvation and bingeing.

      
        
          [image: Illustration showing woman holding a key (labelled “YUR WHY”) to a door marked “LASTING CHANGE.”. On the other side of the door, there are signs indicating “core values and beliefs”, “emotional connection”, and “sense of purpose.”]
        

      

      This pattern continued until she became pregnant, where she found solace in eating without worrying about her weight. Inevitably, this led to excessive weight gain, resulting in diabetes and preeclampsia. Following her son's birth, Joanne suffered from post-natal depression and started taking antidepressants, which helped her cope with her emotions but led to further weight gain and a loss of motivation.

      Her second pregnancy, via caesarean section, brought on anxiety and panic attacks, and her husband threatened to leave unless she ‘got her act together’. This began 20-years of cycles of yo-yo dieting and extreme weight-loss strategies, including programmes like Jenny Craig, Weight Watchers, the Atkins Diet, the Mediterranean diet, and even completing a marathon. Although Joanne made progress at times — including losing 20 kg at one point — she would inevitably regain the weight.

      Ultimately, she was separated from her husband, with grown-up kids, and felt like a dismal failure with no purpose.

      When she approached me, she said she wanted to become healthy and get off her medications. These included antidepressants, statins for high cholesterol, prednisone for painful joints, omeprazole for reflux, and hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for early-onset menopause.

      I discussed with her how, despite her periodic successes, she could not seem to sustain long-term change. I asked her what she felt would be different this time around. Like quite a few of my new clients, she initially wanted me to give her a meal and exercise programme, basically a 'new and improved' version of what she had already tried. I explained that these alone aren’t enough: sustainable change requires hard work and perseverance, and ultimately changing one's beliefs about food and exercise. Most importantly, it requires a powerful reason 'why' to keep us going.

      Without a powerful reason 'why', it's very easy to fall back into old habits and patterns and give up on our goals. This 'why' needs to be rooted in seeing our bodies — not as just an annoying and imperfect ‘vehicle’ we walk around in — but as something beautiful and remarkable in the way it works. I genuinely feel this, and I encourage you to also see it this way.

      
        
          [image: Text box: Your powerful ‘why’ needs to be based on seeing your body as beautiful and remarkable in the way it works.]
        

      

      A powerful 'why' is more than wanting to look good or wear a certain size outfit. It’s an intrinsic motivation that taps into our core values, beliefs, and aspirations, resonating with who we are. It often stems from deep emotional pain or traumatic experiences, the intense experiences in our lives that define us.

      When your 'why' aligns with your authentic self, this ignites an unwavering sense of purpose that drives your actions. It evokes a deep emotional connection that helps you stay committed and focused, no matter what challenges arise.

      To clarify your 'why', you’ll need to understand who you aspire to be, which we will discuss in the next chapter.

      ANTIDEPRESSANTS AND WEIGHT LOSS

      Antidepressants affect weight and motivation differently depending on type and individual response. Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs like Prozac and Zoloft) and serotonin–norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs such as Effexor and Cymbalta) often cause weight gain through metabolic and appetite changes. Tricyclic ant-depressants (TCAs) and ‘atypicals’ like Remeron have even stronger weight-gain effects.

      While antidepressants aim to improve motivation long-term, initial side effects like fatigue or emotional blunting may temporarily reduce it. Wellbutrin is an exception, often boosting energy.

      Despite advances in recent years, SSRIs frequently cause weight gain and motivation loss, while failing to address “decreased positive affect” — reduced pleasure, interest, and energy crucial for sustained drive.⁠4 Individual responses vary, so it’s worth speaking to your GP to help manage these effects.

      CORE CONCEPTS

      
        
          	
        Despite the growth of the weight-loss industry, many people still struggle with obesity and health problems because success is often short-lived without addressing underlying factors or developing neural pathways for lasting change.
      

      	
        Many people believe losing weight will resolve their negative self-feelings, not realising these stem from deeper, unresolved issues that require honest confrontation and exploration of why they've been avoided.
      

      	
        To create lasting transformation, we must combine this deep self-work with body awareness, using tools like empathy mapping (Figure 3) to shift from punishment to genuine self-care.
      

      	
        At the core of all sustainable change is a deeply personal and compelling why — the foundation that makes all other changes possible and meaningful.
      

      

      

      DISCOVER MORE

      [image: blue book] Goulston, Mark, and Philip Goldberg. Get out of Your Own Way: Overcoming Self-Defeating Behavior. New York, NY: Tarcher Perigee, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, 1996.

      
        
        This popular personal development book provides actionable strategies to break free from negative patterns and overcome self-sabotaging behaviours.

      

      

      [image: blue book] Smith, Julie. Why Has Nobody Told Me This Before? Michael Joseph Ltd., 2022.

      
        
        This book provides straightforward, actionable advice for managing everyday mental health challenges. Its practical strategies are easy to implement, making it a valuable resource for building emotional resilience and improving overall well-being.

      

      

      [image: blue book] Wiest, Brianna. The Mountain Is You: Transforming Self-Sabotage into Self-Mastery. First edition. New York: Thought Cataloge Books, 2020.

      
        
        In this highly relatable book, Brianna Wiest delves into the concept of self-sabotage and explores how our subconscious behaviours affect our personal growth.

      

      

      [image: globe with meridians] Ho, Leon. “Becoming Action-Oriented: Tips for Overcoming Inaction." Lifehack, May 9, 2016. https://www.lifehack.org/397771/how-to-be-more-action-oriented-obstacles-and-tips.

      [image: globe with meridians] Riven, Levi. “Understanding the Indecisive Mindset." Psychology Today, January 28, 2024. https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/demystifying-ocd/202312/understanding-the-indecisive-mindset.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            WHO DO YOU WANT TO BE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Knowing who we want to be and how we want to live our lives provides direction and motivation and helps us make intentional choices that align with our identity and values. This vision reminds us of the qualities that matter most to us, particularly when we face challenges and setbacks. It also empowers us to stay focused, make necessary adjustments, and navigate the ups and downs with resilience and a growth mindset.

      By connecting deeply with this vision, you'll uncover your why — the reasons behind your goals and aspirations and what drives you to achieve them. You can then start taking small, consistent steps towards a healthier life that aligns with your vision.

      
        
        [image: pencil] Take a few moments now to write down the aspirations you have for your health.

        Ask yourself what your goals mean, why they are important, and how connected you feel to this vision.

        Continue to ask 'why' questions until you've clarified your underlying motivations. Do you want this for yourself or someone or something else? Is this what you should be aiming for?

        Next, identify the challenges you will face over the next weeks, months and years. Be honest! What went wrong last time? If you have a medical condition, such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease or cancer, do you believe that your diet and lifestyle can influence your outcomes, or would you prefer to rely on medical management and pharmaceutical therapies?

        Regardless of your answer, ask yourself 'why?'

      

      

      CREATING A VISION

      Creating a vision for your health — based on the powerful 'why' we discussed in Chapter 2 — is essential to achieving a healthier life.

      Health is the foundation upon which we can build success in other areas of life: our career, our family, healthy relationships, and having the enthusiasm and vitality to fully enjoy our successes. Without our health, we eventually experience a cycle of chronically low energy, a lack of concentration, poor mood, and declining motivation. Caught up in the day-to-day grind, many people prioritise their external obligations and responsibilities over their own declining health, disregarding or denying the increasing symptoms as they inevitably arise.

      A key problem is that health goals often feel more like a wish list than realistic goals. This is because our health can seem abstract and detached from our daily lives, which makes it harder to connect them to our overall vision and sense of purpose.

      Improving your health is about creating new habits, being open to learning and stepping outside your comfort zone. It's an act of acknowledging that your body is worthy of deep respect and taking care of it. In doing so, it's crucial to anchor these habits to your reason 'why' and create a vision, the driving force that keeps you motivated and resilient in the face of challenges.

      While the benefits of better health are profound, we all face challenges — tough days, unexpected obstacles, and moments of doubt. Rather than avoiding these realities, as our quick-fix culture encourages, preparing for them is essential. Many clients fear this step will weaken motivation, but the opposite is true: anticipating challenges rewires neural pathways, strengthens your ‘mindset muscle,’ and builds resilience to persist through difficulties. By acknowledging and preparing for setbacks, you transform how they affect your focus, self-talk, and ability to keep going.

      CASE 3: HEATHER'S STORY

      Let me introduce Heather: outwardly, a confident, accomplished professional with a thriving international consulting business. But beneath this exterior lay a traumatic past — sexual abuse, fraught family relationships, and deep-seated low self-esteem, worsened by her struggles with obesity. During our video calls, she’d joke darkly about being "wider than she was tall," masking the emotional weight she carried.

      Heather battled chronic overeating, a lifelong avoidance of exercise, and little motivation for self-care. Determined to change, she turned to tiny habits — small, manageable steps championed by BJ Fogg’s book Tiny Habits. At first, she thrived: adopting new routines, celebrating wins, and even losing weight. Exercise boosted her mood, and she felt unstoppable — so much so that she dismissed the need to plan for setbacks, like when she chooses wine and chocolate over a walk or a healthy meal.

      
        
          [image: Illustration showing Heather looking in a mirror. Although she appears smiling and positive, her reflection shows her poor self image, with furrowed brow and markings indicating confusion and agitation.]
        

      

      But progress stalled. Weight loss slowed, her enthusiasm for exercise faded, and when work demands grew — like preparing for a conference — she abandoned her habits, telling herself she’d resume "when less busy." Years of self-neglect had conditioned her to ignore warning signs: fatigue, headaches, joint pain. Instead, she relied on coffee, sugar, alcohol, and painkillers, trapping herself in a vicious cycle.

      The worse she felt, the more she sacrificed self-care.

      A year into our work, healthy eating and exercise still felt like burdensome chores. Discussing her lack of progress, Heather realised she had no emotional connection to her goals. A thriving future — full of energy and health — seemed impossible. She couldn’t justify prioritising herself over her children or clients and when challenges arose, negative self-talk reinforced her limiting beliefs.

      It was time to confront the stories she told herself. Through coaching, Heather began aligning her actions with her core values, seeing self-care as self-respect. Progress was slow, with ups and downs — including therapy for childhood trauma. But it was a start.

      Heather's journey is similar to many of the women I have worked with and highlights the challenge of defining health and well-being in a way that resonates personally. Although health is often oversimplified as simply the absence of illness or a “healthy weight,” it encompasses so much more. Abundant energy, for example, is a fundamental quality of health and impacts everything we do, from cellular functions and enthusiasm for life, to our engagement with the world.

      ENERGY AND FATIGUE

      Fatigue is one of the most common concerns among the women I work with. I often hear, "I'm so tired, I don't know what's wrong with me; why am I always so damn tired?!”

      This frustration often sends us searching for causes, such as declining hormones or poor gut function, and reaching for solutions like medications or supplements. But underneath it all, our body's performance hinges on one key factor: whether your body’s 30 or so trillion cells can generate enough energy to run at full capacity. When it can’t, symptoms appear.

      Most of our energy comes from one incredible piece of cellular machinery: mitochondria. Almost every cell in our body has thousands of them.

      Think of them as cellular batteries; mitochondria produce the necessary power to support all our cellular processes, which in turn powers our tissues and organs and the whole system.

      
        
          [image: Text box: Mitochondria produce the vast majority of our cellular energy by using oxygen to break down sugar.  They evolved from a bacteria that made itself at home inside a single-celled ancestor of ours!]
        

      

      Just as a car depends on its battery to start the engine and keep the lights and electronics working, your body depends on mitochondria to keep everything running. When those batteries don’t fully recharge, performance drops: muscles don’t contract as readily; kidneys can’t filter blood as effectively; the liver can’t detoxify and process compounds as efficiently; and nerves don’t transmit signals as well. Left unchecked, this shows up in many ways—often as low energy, brain fog, mood swings, and reduced physical capacity.

      Before we get into how to restore mitochondrial and cellular health, we’ll first look at the stories we tell ourselves—how our feelings, thoughts, and beliefs shape the behaviours that ultimately drive our results.

      CORE CONCEPTS

      
        
          	
        Having a clear vision of who we want to be and how we want to act anchors our choices and actions, giving us direction and purpose, particularly when things get tough.
      

      	
        This vision helps us establish a meaningful 'why' for our goals, fuelling our motivation to persist and take consistent steps towards greater vitality and overall health.
      

      	
        Health goals need to be tied to our broader life vision to feel relevant and compelling, changing them from airy wishes to concrete objectives. Self-care isn’t just a routine; it’s a profound act of self-respect, deeply tied to our core values and aspirations.
      

      	
        It’s crucial to anticipate challenges and prepare for setbacks. Forewarned is forearmed!
      

      

      

      DISCOVER MORE

      [image: blue book] LePera, Dr. Nicole. How to Meet Your Self: The Workbook for Self-Discovery. Harper Paperbacks, 2022.

      
        
        This workbook encourages active participation with exercises and reflections that promote self-awareness, healing, and personal growth.

      

      

      [image: graduation cap] Masuda, Aline D., Thomas D. Kane, Carol F. Shoptaugh, and Katherine A. Minor. The Role of a Vivid and Challenging Personal Vision in Goal Hierarchies." The Journal of Psychology 144, no. 3 (2010): 221–42.

      
        
        This paper explores the role of a clear personal vision in organising goals and strengthening commitment. This work shows that a meaningful long-term vision can help guide smaller, day-to-day goals more effectively.

      

      

      [image: graduation cap] Riegel, Barbara, Sandra B. Dunbar, Donna Fitzsimons, Kenneth E. Freedland, Christopher S. Lee, Sandy Middleton, Anna Stromberg, Ercole Vellone, David E. Webber, and Tiny Jaarsma. "Self-Care Research: Where Are We Now? Where Are We Going?" International Journal of Nursing Studies 116 (April 2021): 103402.

      
        
        This paper reviews the current state of self-care research and argues that self-care matters because it can improve well-being while reducing illness burden, mortality, and healthcare costs. It also highlights where the field still needs to grow, including better understanding of behaviour change, resilience, culture, multiple chronic conditions, mental illness, and the influence of family, peers, and health professionals on self-care.
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            WHAT'S YOUR STORY?

          

        

      

    

    
      We all create an internal narrative to help us make sense of the world. These 'self-stories' help us construct our identity and provide a sense of coherence and meaning to our lives. They help us understand who we are, how we fit into the world, and how we relate to others. They’re largely the result of our circumstances, upbringing, social conditioning, and personal interpretations. While they can be empowering and motivating, if these stories are based on negative self-perceptions, unrealistic expectations, or fear, they can also be self-limiting.

      SELF-STORIES

      Our self-stories deeply influence how we approach caring for our health and well-being and are crucial in determining whether we deem ourselves worthy of self-care. If, like Heather in the previous chapter, our narratives are filled with self-doubt, low self-esteem, or a belief that we are undeserving, it becomes challenging to prioritise our well-being and engage in healthy behaviours.

      Disliking certain activities or finding them difficult can trigger internal resistance — a subconscious reluctance to act, often rooted in fear or self-doubt, which hinders progress. This makes it easier to rationalise avoiding them. Many of us resist being told what to do, and I can relate to this — I always joke that I can't even tell myself what to do!

      Resistance isn’t simply laziness, stubbornness, or rebellion, but often an expression of our need for autonomy and self-respect. It’s something to be listened to and understood. By exploring its roots and triggers, and recognising its potentially beneficial roles, we can truly engage with it.

      Having this trait means I need to explore how to maintain my focus on my long-term vision without triggering internal resistance and avoidance. If you share this characteristic, it's important to recognise it and understand why you feel this way. This is why being deeply attached to your reason 'why' is so important.

      Another common type of self-story is based on misguided beliefs about exercise and nutrition that ultimately hinder our health and well-being. We sometimes, for example, adopt rigid ideas about how to exercise or what to eat, adhering to them religiously even when they don't yield results or even when they negatively impact our health. Mistaking performance goals for health goals is a common problem that I'll address in Section Four.

      Self-stories may also stem from negative self-perceptions, leading us to focus on unrealistic goals like weight loss or performance, rather than viewing these in the broader context of overall health. This often happens when the need to 'prove ourselves' overrides a realistic approach to health. Unfortunately, despite their long-term health risks, society often glorifies these habits as disciplined or ambitious — especially in extreme or highly competitive sports.

      A common example is competing in a marathon to get fitter, healthier or to lose weight. For most people, this doesn’t work in the long term. I sometimes ask my clients, "If you weren't entering an event, would you still want to train for and run a marathon?” I also ask, "if you knew completing this event would result in weight gain, fatigue and possible injury, would you still choose to do it?”

      There's nothing wrong with saying 'yes', provided you've considered the trade-offs and are clear about your intentions. We must carefully consider whether our goal is for performance or health and the trade-offs we make in both situations. If we truly seek better health, we must question our expectations that prioritise external appearance or immediate results over sustainable well-being.

      NEW SELF-STORIES

      Adjusting our self-stories means re-evaluating beliefs—questioning rigid or harmful narratives—and grounding ourselves in evidence-based information. It also means listening to our body, honouring its signals and needs, and caring for ourselves in ways that respect our whole self. When we shift the focus from external outcomes to long-term well-being, we create a more empowering, sustainable narrative — one that recognises we are worthy of self-care.

      By creating a story that aligns with our vision for the future, we begin to see ourselves differently. That shift in identity is what allows us to put new processes in place. Our story guides how we interpret challenges, how we respond to setbacks, and how we choose our daily actions.

      When these actions align with our vision, the processes become easier to implement. Over time, that alignment fosters physical health, supports mental-emotional well-being, and nurtures self-compassion.

      This then serves as a guiding light and practical roadmap that links our daily actions, habits, and choices to our overall vision—helping us build a healthy and fulfilling life.

      
        
        [image: pencil] Before you continue reading, take out your exercise book and reflect on the stories you tell yourself, about your health, body image, and relationship with food. I recommend starting with simple stories, such as the reasons you avoid exercise or why you reach for comfort food. As you delve deeper, ask yourself:

        Where did these beliefs originate? Are they based on past experiences, societal expectations, or something else?

        Why do I continue to hold onto these beliefs? Do they serve a purpose, or are they limiting my growth and well-being?

        How do these stories influence my actions or inactions? Do they empower me or keep me stuck in old patterns?

        What would change if I let go of these stories or reframed them in a more positive way?

        Are there specific triggers that bring these stories to the forefront of my mind? How do I typically respond to these triggers?

        Is this story based on fact or just on my perceptions?

        What evidence do I have to support or refute this story?

        How might I be misinterpreting the situation?

        How will I feel after acting in this way?

        How does this story support the person I desire to become and the goals I have for my life?

        The insights you will gain are worth the effort, and this exercise is particularly useful whenever you're feeling stuck or conflicted, especially if you are experiencing internal resistance. By regularly revisiting these questions, you can gradually shift your mindset and create more empowering narratives

      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      CORE CONCEPTS

      
        
          	
        Our ‘self-stories’ are based on our experiences, upbringing and personal interpretations that inform our identity and sense of place in the world. They can lift us up or hold us back.
      

      	
        Limiting beliefs within these stories stop us from adopting behaviours that align with our aspirations and our ability to prioritise health and self-care.
      

      	
        Resistance to healthy behaviours is often due to internal stories that conflict with our desires. Recognising these stories is essential to overcoming this resistance.
      

      	
        Rigid beliefs about diet and exercise and focusing on performance rather than health can lead to burnout, injury, and a disconnection from our true health goals.
      

      	
        Reshaping our stories to align our actions with a health-focused vision, for example, with journaling, help us rewrite our stories in a way that supports our long-term health and life goals.
      

      

      

      DISCOVER MORE
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Mitochondria produce
the vast majority of our
cellular energy by using
oxygen to break down
sugar. They evolved from
a bacteria that made itself
at home inside a single-
celled ancestor of ours!
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True transformation re-
quires a deep awareness
and understanding of our
incredible bodies and
nurturing them in a way
they deserve.
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Fully restoring your
energy, vitality, and joy for
life requires a system
reboot.
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The truth is, we usually
know what to do—what
we need help under-
standing is why we can’t
do it.
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Your powerful ‘why’
needs to be based on
seeing your body as beau-
tiful and remarkable in
the way it works.





