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“The Young Person’s Guide to Health and Wellness is for smart, ambitious teenagers who want to live up to their physical, intellectual, and psychological potential—now and into the future. Those of us past our formative years will wish we’d had it (its mind/body approach is astute and perfectly integrated)! Its advice is designed to stay with readers, even as they grow and adapt to new challenges. It’s practical, candid, and unflinching, addressing real-life topics that gauzier books just ignore. Readers will feel that the Guide is talking to them, anticipating their concerns, helping them to act responsibly towards themselves and in the world. I have never seen topics as varied as nutrition, empathy, STDs, and choice-making discussed so effectively in one compact volume. Teenagers, as well as their teachers, parents, and health-care providers, should read this book.”

—Heather Berlin, PhD, Mount Sinai Health System

“Dr. Friedberg’s Young Person’s Guide offers so much sane, sound advice that it should be a primary reference for any teenager navigating their life’s journey. I will enthusiastically recommend it to all my younger patients. In particular, I like the Guide’s emphasis on developing good habits that last a lifetime, since (as I tell all my patients) staying well is just as important as getting well.”

—Albert Levy, MD, Director, Manhattan Family Practice

“The Young Person’s Guide is full of practical wisdom, showing young people how to set their sails towards optimal physical, mental, and emotional well-being. It will help them take stock iiof their current health and wellness, and design a strategy to work on each domain of wellness over time. Its approach is nonjudgmental, and it reminds readers that they don’t need to tackle every domain of health and wellness at once. Rather, it helps readers identify those areas to focus on right now. From good nutrition to healthy habits, from self-reflection to building sound relationships, the Guide encapsulates much of what I practice in my own life, and offer my patients in my Integrative Medicine practice.”

—Zachary Mulvihill, MD, Integrative Medicine,

Weill Cornell Medicine

“As an educator and a parent, I am confident that this Guide will not only engage readers, but become a lasting part of their journey to health and wellness. Its accessible and practical approach encourages readers to explore key areas such as healthy eating, building meaningful relationships, and fostering a sense of community. The ten tenets, at the heart of this book, serve as a roadmap for young people to set goals, improve their physical and emotional well-being, and navigate the challenges of making lasting change. As they face obstacles, this Guide will be a trusted resource they can return to time and again to lead healthier and more fulfilling lives.”

—Simon Owen-Williams, educational leader
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Foreword


I’m a child and adolescent psychiatrist, as well as a father of six. I think about young people a lot. I listen to their problems, share their challenges, and help them develop strategies to become their best selves. But I still wonder how I can ensure that a young person will develop the commitment to remain on track. How can I encourage them to keep thinking about where they’re going, what they’re doing, and how it will turn out if they choose one path over another? No psychiatrist—or parent, teacher, or friend—can offer all the support a young person needs, whether they’re facing everyday issues or real crises. No one can anticipate all the concerns that arise in a young person’s life, let alone be there all the time with immediate support. Sometimes, I just hold my breath and hope.

But after reading The Young Person’s Guide to Health and Wellness, I won’t hold my breath quite so often, and my expressions of hope will feel more grounded. This is a terrific book, which young people can turn to again and again. It will be useful no matter where they find themselves. It displays a type of multidimensional understanding that is at once practical, xivemotionally aware, and reassuring. Most importantly, its advice is never simplistic (“Do this, do that”). Instead, it makes a virtue of nuance. It helps young people adapt its principles to their individual, endlessly changing needs. This is what it should do, because unless young people actively—attentively!—partici-pate in designing their own futures, they won’t remain engaged in that effort over the long haul. The Guide is about the work that’s required to continue making good choices, even as life presents new, often unexpected challenges.

I use the term “work” because the Guide offers an antidote to passivity, the “whatever” shrug that leaves the future to chance. Dr. Friedberg demonstrates that young people have more control over their lives than they think they do, so long as they make good choices and follow through—that is, so long as they keep on working to become their best selves. The Guide offers real-world advice on how to make good choices, and then deploy those choices as the basis of good, sustaining habits. The Guide is not just about what to do now, but about how to connect “now” with the rest of one’s life. It allows young people to envision their lives as an ongoing construction project, rather than just a series of disconnected one-off responses to the grind of daily existence. In this sense, it is hugely encouraging, even as it makes clear that real work is required to make the most of everyday challenges. It elevates the importance of now as integral to a perspective based on years-from-now.

The idea of integrating the immediate and the long term might be termed “holistic,” an approach that requires us to weigh the consequences of acting before we act. In effect, we xvact based on the course of our lives. Thus, while we inhabit the moment, we understand its connection to what’s next. And next after that. It’s the best way to ensure stability in our lives, as well as the success of our plans. Yet, because many young people don’t know how to act holistically—or think that doing so will make life less fun—Dr. Friedberg shows them how, while still finding joy every day. He demonstrates, for example, the importance of slowing down; making cost/ benefit analyses; calculating the effect of our actions on people around us. He explains how to switch gears when we sense that something isn’t working, so that we don’t continue down some unrewarding path. Always, he emphasizes cultivating consciousness over indifference, passivity, or the sense that things will work out . . . somehow. In the universe of the Guide, “somehow” is not an option.

Of course, this is a book for thoughtful young people. But if a young person isn’t naturally thoughtful, the Guide will show them how to practice thoughtfulness, for example by adopting habits like self-reflection, mindfulness, and empathy (thoughtfulness extends to how we interact with others). It will encourage them to share what they think with others as a way of deepening their capacity to understand their lives. It will even teach them to read the labels on foods, rather than grab whatever is at eye level. I want to emphasize this last point as one among many ways that the Guide—holistically—integrates the physical aspects of life into those that are psychological, intellectual, and emotional. Throughout, the Guide demonstrates the importance of the mind-body nexus. Taking care of one’s body requires mental effort; conversely, when we suffer physically, xviour mental stability suffers too. The Guide helps young people to maintain their optimal mind-body connectivity.

As Dr. Friedberg explains in the introduction, the Guide is organized around ten “tenets,” or principles, that help young people approach every day, every problem, holistically. These include tenets such as “Healthy habits strengthen you” and “Nurturing a sound mind is important to physical health.” In discussing each tenet, Dr. Friedberg provides immediately useful, practical advice that meets young people where they are, and that they can adapt to their own specific needs. Dr. Friedberg has an uncanny knack for finding the right balance between granting young people leeway and setting boundaries for their own long-term well-being. When he examines sensitive subjects such as gender identity and body image, he is candid, empathetic, and abundantly useful in ways that help young people work through their issues. He helps them to formulate issues so that they can think about them and broach them with friends, family, and professionals. There are no obiter dicta here. No piety or sentimentality. Just sound advice. Just strategies for coping and, ultimately, succeeding in terms that each young person defines for themselves.

I keep coming back to self-definition, since it’s the Guide’s unwavering premise. It recognizes that we are individuals, with our own unique needs. Young people will feel valued, respected, and (dare I say this?) understood. They will stick with the Guide. It’s like having someone around who offers great advice, and against whom a young person can test their own choices. Yet while it’s pitched to young people, everyone xviiinvolved with them should read it. From any perspective, it’s engaging, useful, and deeply humane.

—Nathan Szajnberg, MD, clinical professor and research fellow, San Francisco, New York, Jerusalem
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Preface


This Young Person’s Guide reflects my experience as a father and a psychiatrist. I am deeply, personally involved with young people—my three kids are adolescents, and I counsel public and private high school students in and around New York City. Sometimes I feel as though I live in young people’s heads, trying to understand and help them cope with concerns that feel intense, immediate, and sometimes unique, but that are all part of a passage toward young adulthood. When I talk to young people, I tell them, “You’re not alone. It’s natural to think about what you think about. Just try to come out the other side in the best place you can.” This book is a version of that advice. It’s about how to make it through to realizing your best self. In practical terms, it’s about developing habits to make all this easier over the next few years, habits that will sustain you even after you call yourself an adult.

In the introduction, I cite ten “tenets” (or principles) on which this book is based—for example, develop strong relationships, stay connected to a supportive community, take care of your body. I live by these tenets, and model them to my xxkids. These are not just ideas that it might be nice to follow. I strongly believe in them. I bring my kids up to believe in them. I monitor students whom I work with, and watch how they apply them and grow into more highly functioning individuals. I say “individuals” because the beauty of these tenets is that while they can be expressed in general terms, each person can apply them to fit their own situation. Taking care of your body is different for a member of the track team than it is for the captain of the chess team. Each, however, will choose foods and an exercise regimen that keep them fit and alert, and best suited to do what they love.

Of course, even while this Guide will be there for you, and offer real-world help to show you how to live these tenets, no one is suggesting that young people’s lives are easy. During a single day, you may think about entering a sexual relationship (but what about STDs, and the emotional risks?); you may consider marijuana (but is it laced with PCP?); you may get distracted by influencers on social media (can you compete with their impossible body images?); you may wonder about your gender identity, the appropriateness of your friends, and whether you’ll get into a good college. Your self-esteem is on the line, which entails your being accepted by the right peer group. You wrestle with doubts, which often you don’t disclose. Finally, you wonder, “Should I talk to someone? Who?” These are real issues. This Guide acknowledges them. It will talk to you candidly about them. It will help you to begin to address them, based on where you are.

We all start from someplace. The point is to work toward the best place we can achieve. This takes work, which takes xxicommitment. Don’t rely on luck, or a last-minute fix. Take up these tenets and start living them—maybe not all at once, but at a pace you can sustain. Once you see results, and start believing in yourself, your pace will pick up. It will become self-reinforcing. I know because I see it happen. While we’re all works in progress, it’s the progress that makes us feel good. I wrote this Guide because feeling good about ourselves is entirely possible. That’s the “wellness” in the Guide’s title. You can start now.
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Introduction


This Guide grew out of the holistic health, wellness, and athletic program at a private school in New York, where the program seeks to help students to discover the best version of themselves. The Guide explores the program’s ten tenets, which we will discuss in a moment. But first, what is “health” and “wellness”? The terms tend to blur around the edges, so we should recognize how each is important to developing young people’s potential.

What is “health”? Wikipedia states that being “healthy” depends on our choices (“regular physical exercise and adequate sleep”), our luck (whether we have access to “necessary health-care services”), and our genetic makeup. Yet it also recognizes that beyond such factors, which largely confine “health” to the absence of disease, “health” has recently come to mean something more dynamic, less like a steady state than a type of resilience—a resource for coping with challenges when they throw us off base. In this view, “health” means that we adapt. We make the most of where we are now and may be in the future. The Guide follows this latter, more agile approach, and seeks to xxivhelp students acquire the tools to stay strong (and effective!), even as circumstances change.

What is “wellness”? Wellness is a more complex, multidimensional concept than health. Rather than focusing on physicality, it integrates physical, intellectual, psychological, vocational, and social aspects of how we live. It sees these aspects as interdependent—you can’t be a social success if your emotions shut down; you can’t succeed in a vocation if your intellect is weak. Naturally, since each of us will place different emphases on these dimensions, “wellness” requires only that we find the right balance among them—what feels authentic to each of us in terms of our priorities and aspirations. Your wellness is not the same as mine. Still, none of this is easy. Wellness (however we experience it) requires that we develop good habits, enabling us to make the most of the dimensions of our lives that matter the most to us.

How do “health” and “wellness” intersect? By emphasizing good habits, wellness makes health easier to attain. But each concept has its own concerns and can help us discover the best version of ourselves depending on the context. The Guide recognizes the distinctiveness and complicated relationship of these two concepts.

What are the ten tenets of the health and wellness program? A “tenet” is a principle or belief, and thus a form of guidance. The program has adopted ten tenets, around which this Guide is structured:


	You live in your body, so take care of it.

	Good nutrition is essential for health.

	xxvHealthy habits strengthen you.

	Self-reflection helps you find your way.

	Core moral values improve your sense of self.

	Healthy relationships are integral to your well-being.

	Empathy is essential to caring about each other.

	Building community helps you grow personally.

	Nurturing a sound mind is important to physical health.

	Making the most of good choices leads to a fulfilling life.



The Guide will help you think about how to apply these tenets to your own life. “What is good nutrition at my age?” “What relationships are healthy?” “How do I build community?” While the tenets may seem abstract (or at least unattainably lofty), you can make them part of your routine. Once you understand how they function in real-life, everyday terms, you can internalize them. Health and wellness should animate your life at school and beyond.

We expect that you will approach these tenets through practice and reflection, augmented by talking with people who are interested in your well-being. But as you consider them, think about (a) how they work together and (b) why they should become the basis for long-term health and wellness. Few of these tenets can be applied separately: self-reflection is necessary to maintaining good core values; empathy is necessary to cultivating relationships. The tenets’ interdependence reflects the holistic approach of the program. Each chapter, explaining a particular tenet, will include questions for reflection and xxvidiscussion—you won’t start from ground zero. The point is to build awareness as you read.

Ultimately, the Guide will encourage you not to leave health and wellness to luck or chance, but to take responsibility for your psychological/physical well-being. What you do now affects you in the future. There is a seamlessness to life, so that we rarely perceive the unfolding consequences of what we do. Think of people who, later in life, sigh, “If only I had . . .” as they contemplate some mishap they might have avoided. But by developing an awareness of health and wellness, and by making it the basis of sound habits, you can better prepare for whatever comes next. You can integrate mental and physical well-being like the Romans did and maintain “a healthy mind in a healthy body.” That advice has lasted for two thousand years, and it’s still worth following.
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Chapter I 
You live in your body, so take care of it


How do you take care of your body?

Before you can answer this question, you should think about the body’s systems, which work together to help it to function. These systems operate autonomically, without our giving them much thought. Yet if we fail to care for them, we can do ourselves great damage.

Here is a summary of these systems:

Circulatory—The heart, blood, and blood vessels.

Respiratory—Primarily the lungs, which allow the body to take in oxygen and remove carbon dioxide.

Digestive—Organs such as the stomach and gall bladder, which convert food into energy and nutrients for the body.

Nervous—The brain, spinal cord, and nerves, through which the body receives sensory information and makes decisions.

2

Endocrine—A network of glands and organs that produce hormones which control many bodily functions, carrying information and instructions between cells.

Reproductive—Responsible for reproduction.

Musculoskeletal—Bones, muscles, joints, tendons, and ligaments, which allow us to move.

Excretory—Removes waste products.

Immune—Protects the body from infection, disease, and harmful substances.

Because these systems depend on each other, hormones from the endocrine system can affect the brain, altering your mood and sleep-wake cycle; the digestive system’s ability (or inability) to metabolize milk will affect whether you get enough calcium to maintain strong bones.

Therefore, you should develop habits that help your body function properly, now and into the future. How you treat the body during young adulthood—while it is still developing— will have a profound effect on your physical and mental health as an adult.

Habits—If you don’t have good habits (eating well, sleeping enough, getting exercise), you can form them. But first, what is a habit? It’s a recurrent behavior that we don’t consciously think about, which is acquired through frequent repetition. Habits are automatic, reflexive, spontaneous responses to given stimuli. Waiting for a red light is a habit (we see red, we stop). So is brushing our teeth after breakfast. Evolutionary theory suggests that habits developed to save us time and energy for more cognitively demanding activities.

3
How do habits develop? Basically, when some behavior results in a reward—for example, we cross the street safely—the brain builds a connection between that behavior and the resulting pleasure, so that the behavior becomes reflexive (“I always wear a helmet when I roller-blade”). The repeated link between the cue (going for a run), the action (filling the water bottle), and the reward (quenching a thirst) is how habits are created.

Thus, while we have all heard of “muscle memory” (Michael Jackson’s dance routines, Kobe Bryant’s moves), these memories are in the brain in the form of connections established (encoded, imprinted) over time.

Here are some good habits to get into (actually, they “get into” us by altering our brain pathways):


	Sleep enough (eight to ten hours a night), which helps support brain function, immune response, and recovery from fatigue.

	Exercise throughout the day to promote healthy circulation and maintain muscles.

	Eat well—reduce fats, avoid highly processed foods.

	Maintain a healthy weight.

	Pay attention to the sources of health information— check them out and avoid those that are dubious (like most “influencers,” who are likely selling something).



Chapter III discusses habits in detail. But here, we emphasize the need to develop routines that support health and wellness.

Unfortunately, the downside of habit formation is that while we can


















	Do I often feel sad, anxious, worthless, or even “empty”?

	Have I lost interest in activities that I used to enjoy?

	Do I get easily frustrated, irritable, or angry?

	Do I find myself withdrawing from friends and family?

	Are my grades dropping?

	Have my eating or sleeping habits changed?

	Have I experienced any fatigue or memory loss?

	Have I thought about suicide or harming myself?





	Talk to a trusted adult about how you’ve been feeling.

	Ask your doctor about options for professional help.

	11Try to spend time with family or friends, even if you don’t feel like it.

	Stay active and exercise, even if it’s just going for a walk (physical activity releases chemicals in your brain that can help you feel better).

	Try to keep a regular sleep schedule.

	Eat healthy foods.
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	Do I have habits that may be harmful, and do I know how I can work on breaking them?

	Am I willing to talk about my concerns with people that I trust, or do I keep my concerns bottled up?

	14Do I make informed choices, and measure the likely risks before choosing?

	Do I feel anxious or depressed, and am I seeking help?

	Do I manage stress effectively by taking breaks, and do I arrange my life so that I can avoid stress whenever possible?

	Do I dislike my body image in ways that cause me to restrict my food consumption to unnaturally low levels? If so, am I seeking help with this condition?

	Have I been able to resist drugs, smoking, and alcohol? Do I know how to find support so that I can resist them?




Further reading
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