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“The first wealth is health.”

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON (1802–1882)

Around the world every day, there are hundreds of millions of people working to make their lives healthier in both mind and body. Each person has their own issues, their own struggles. They all share a universal goal, however, to better themselves.

I dedicate this book, and the information inside, to those seeking self-improvement. May the knowledge in these pages help springboard you to a healthier version of yourself.
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PART 1

The Miracle Drug You Need to Take

Imagine yourself at your next doctor’s appointment. The doc walks into the office, sits down across from you, looks you in the eye, and says, “Good news, I can help you. I’m writing you a prescription and I want you to follow it to the letter.”

“What is it?” you ask.

“It’s a miracle drug,” he replies.

You chuckle. “Sorry, doctor, but I really don’t believe in miracles.”

He nods as if expecting you to say that, then says: “You will.”

“I doubt it,” you reply.

“Well, what if I told you that this drug treats everything? And what if I told you that this drug helps prevent almost every illness you might get, including certain types of cancer? And that it’s 100 percent effective, and it works for every person around the world, rich or poor, young or old, with no side effects?”

“That’s crazy,” you say. “There’s no such thing.”

The doctor only smiles . . . and begins telling you all about this mythical, magical miracle drug

+ + +

First of all, he says, it’s the weight-loss drug millions have been waiting for. It’s very simple: If you use this drug, you will lose weight in a totally healthy way. Imagine, he says, the implications for the obesity crisis. And for those who have weight-related health issues, the drug gives immediate benefits. In the endocrine system, for example, research has shown that this miracle drug can reduce the progression of type 2 diabetes by 58 percent. For some patients who stay on this drug longterm and increase their dosage, type 2 diabetes can be reversed.

For the cardiovascular system, the drug prevents heart disease. It immediately helps address hypertension (high blood pressure) and hypercholesterolemia (high cholesterol) and greatly reduces your chance of suffering a heart attack or a stroke. And if you’ve already been diagnosed with heart disease or related problems? This drug helps improve your condition.

How about everyday health problems? This drug boosts your immune system against common maladies like the cold and flu, reducing the intensity and duration, or preventing them outright.

In your brain, the drug can block the progression of dementia and Alzheimer’s by up to 50 percent. The drug has also been shown to help you keep your mental faculties longer in life, and it will keep your brain working better and longer compared to those who refuse to take it.

If we stay in your head and look at psychological factors, the drug also works wonders. It’s been shown to reduce symptoms of depression by 30 percent, and closer to 50 percent in higher doses (“That’s the beauty of this drug,” says the doctor. “It’s very hard to O.D.”). It’s also incredibly effective against anxiety disorders. The drug attacks low energy and boosts self-esteem. It lets you work at a higher level for a longer time. It can help you quit any addiction and is especially effective with smoking and drinking. This medicine improves sleep quality and can cure sleep disorders like insomnia and apnea.


THE ONE THING YOU CAN DO TODAY TO LIVE LONGER

Exercise.

Yes, there’s that word again. But as you’ll read, more and more research has emerged showing that exercise lengthens life.

Consider just this one piece of research: A 2012 study in the journal PLOS Medicine showed that 2.5 hours of moderate exercise per week (that’s half an hour of brisk walking a day for 5 days) increased life expectancy by 3.5 years. Those in the study who upped their exercise intensity increased life expectancy by 4.2 years.

Understand that this wasn’t a small group of college students measured over a few weeks. This review looked at data of more than 600,000 people.

That’s one thing you can do today to extend your life.

Exercise.



Also, and this is a big one, we know that chronic low-level inflammation in the body plays a key role in causing some of the worst diseases we have: heart disease, arthritis, Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinsons disease, asthma, irritable bowel syndrome, and more. Our miracle drug, when used regularly, helps tame inflammation in the body, thus helping prevent all of these nasty outcomes.

The drug also helps make your body indestructible (or, at least, a lot less likely to break down). For the skeleton, it makes bones stronger and muscles less likely to be injured. In older people, this drug aids in mobility and prevents falls. Postmenopausal women who took this drug four times a week had a 47 percent lower risk for hip fracture. And folks in one study took this drug and saw their knee arthritis pain reduced by almost half.

That’s part of the miracle in this miracle drug: The more you take it, the more active you become. This drug can make you better at your favorite sport. It helps you jump higher, run faster, and improve your flexibility and coordination.

Last but not least: This drug even helps prevent certain types of cancer and can help you fight back if you ever get a diagnosis.


THE SIMPLE SELF-TEST YOU NEED TO TAKE RIGHT NOW

Brazilian researchers figured this one out, and I think every doctor should give this test to every patient. If anything, it will open everyone’s eyes to the importance of regular exercise. Here’s what to do:

Sit on the floor. Indian-style is fine. Now: Stand. Do so without worrying about speed, and do so with the absolute minimum help you need (whether it comes from using your hands, another person, a wall, or furniture).

That’s it. That’s the test. What does it prove?

The researchers tested 2,000 men and women ages 51 to 80. Those who could stand up without using their hands or getting other help lived longer than those who couldn’t. A lot longer. Those who got up on their knees and needed help from a table or wall or another person to stand were six times more likely to die prematurely than the nonhelp group. Why?

This very simple test reveals everything about your current strength, flexibility, and coordination. In this research group, those who could rise using just one hand, or with no help at all, were in the top 25 percent for musculoskeletal fitness.

It’s so simple: The higher your fitness level, the longer you’ll live.

The people in this study were older, but I’ll bet there are a lot of younger people out there who would have a tough time standing up without any help.

Take it to heart, folks, and take this test. If you have trouble with it, I hope it inspires you to start a regular exercise program (lots of ideas in this book!). Even if you do something as simple as adding pushups, planks, and lunges to your daily activity, you’ll see a huge difference when you retest yourself only a few weeks later.

Try it. Your life may depend on it!




Exercise Adds to Your Life

A recent study in the American Journal of Preventative Medicine showed that physical activity increases longevity.

Men were estimated to gain up to 2.6 hours of life per 1 hour of moderate activity, and 5.4 hours for vigorous activity.

Women fared even better, gaining 5.6 hours for every 1 hour of moderate activity and 11.3 hours for vigorous activity.



“But I lied,” says the doctor. “There are side effects.”

“See? I knew it,” you say. “Let me guess: Deadly rash and uncontrollable drooling.”

The doctor laughs. “Not quite. There are two side effects: Every single person who takes this medicine decreases their risk of premature death, and every single person who takes this medicine raises their quality of life.”

The doctor leans back and lets all of this sink in.

“Okay, Doc,” you say. “If everything you say is true, then every doctor in the world who didn’t prescribe this medicine to every patient that came in would be committing medical malpractice.”

Your doctor looks at you and smiles. “One hundred percent correct. So let’s talk about how you’re going to fill your prescription ”

+ + +

By now you’ve guessed it. The miracle medicine that works across every disease state is called exercise.

And everything I just told you is true. Science has shown again and again, across all manner of diseases, maladies, and health risks, that exercise can prevent, improve, or outright cure your symptoms. As a sports medicine physician and an avid athlete myself, I’ve written this book to teach you how to maximize your dose of the world’s most effective medicine.

I Prescribe This Medicine Every Day—To Myself

What I’m about to tell you would be considered “anecdotal evidence” in research circles. Not long ago, those who touted the benefits of exercise were thought of as outliers or “fringe.” But now that science has caught up, I can tell you one thing for certain: I see the incredible medical benefits of exercise every single day when I look in the mirror. I love exercising. It keeps me happy. It keeps me healthy. (I hardly ever get so much as a head cold.) It also helps me help others and put forth a positive example to my patients. I walk the walk (or run the run, as it were). I’ve completed 11 Ironman triathlons and 30 marathons, and I teach hard-core Iron Strength fitness classes on the weekends. Without regular exercise, I don’t know what I’d do.

I got a taste of that while I was in medical school.

During my first year, I was playing soccer and blew out my knee (when you hear the expression “A first-year med student could diagnose that,” that was me, writhing on the grass screaming my diagnosis: “ I tore my ACL!”). For the first time in my life, I was sidelined and dealing with serious doubts about whether or not I’d ever be able to be a competitive athlete again.

Folks, those were dark days for me. I was depressed and scared. I’d lost the one thing that kept me happy and healthy. Both my mental and physical health had been compromised because I was told to “stay off it,” and because I really didn’t know how the knee would respond to rehab after surgery

I realized that I performed better as a student when I exercised—and I couldn’t exercise. Instead, I had to find ways to stay active even with an injured knee. To this day, I use many of these same techniques with my patients. Throughout my medical career, exercise enables me to focus and perform my best. And I learn even more as I go. About 5 years ago, I walked into the strength class of my friend Dejuanna Richardson and discovered the benefits of kinetic chain strengthening as a way to decrease joint impact. Instead of achy knees, I learned to make my knees feel better by building the muscles around them. Now I teach my own strength classes.

So obviously, things turned out okay. But I’m a perfect example of how lack of exercise changes everything for you.

I also see the benefits of exercise when I race and when people show up for my classes. Yes these folks are sweating and pushing hard, but they’re also enjoying it. And when they’re done, they’re smiling ear to ear.

And finally, I see the benefits of exercise in my practice with my patients. When someone comes in with a sports injury, they’re in the same boat I was in: scared and depressed. But they don’t have to be, and I let them know it up front. I never prescribe “total rest.” After all, they have other body parts they can work while the injured part heals. (I’ll talk more about this in the special section later in this chapter.) Plus, humans are built for movement. Movement makes us happy. Lying around watching the world pass by makes us sad—and all you have to do is compare depression rates between people who move and people who don’t to know that that’s true. So once my patients understand that they can keep exercising other body parts while the injured parts heal. . . again, the ear-to-ear smile.

But what about you? I assume you’ve come to this book—the way patients come to my office—because you don’t feel as good as you should.

Good news: I can help you. This book can help you. How do I know? Besides the hundreds of tips and plans and bits of science and pieces of advice inside, this book, at its core, is a feel-good book. Or maybe a feel-better book.

You see, millions of people in our society suffer from a ridiculous number of health problems—some major, some minor that could become major—because they lack basic fitness. Meanwhile, my goal in life is to keep myself and as many people as possible moving in a positive direction. So I’m glad you’re here!

I suspect you know exactly what I’m talking about because you picked up this book. You read the cover and thought, Hmm, what’s this all about? But that is just a surface thought. Deeper down, where there’s just you and the truth, you’re looking for an answer. Your life and health aren’t what they could be. You know it. You want to change it. You’re not sure how. And here you hold a book called The Exercise Cure.


Lack of Exercise Is Expensive

Want to save money? Exercise.

Based on current estimates, the United States spends more than $2.6 trillion—17 percent of the gross national product—on health care. That’s $8,300 per person. And somehow we rank 28th in the world for life expectancy.

Regular exercise is the key to a longer, healthier, and less expensive life.



I’ll say it again: This book will help you. But first, you need to be inspired. Emotions drive all our decisions, for better or worse, and if I can elicit that positive emotional response, if I can convince you simply to move, then a big part of my job is already done.

So right here, right now, I want to inspire you. I want you to read this book and feel deep down that positive change is simple. That feeling better every day is a real promise. That all you have to do is stand up and move to guarantee yourself a healthier and longer life.

It’s true. It’s real. You hold in your hands the secret to improving, preventing, or curing many health problems. How? One word:

Exercise.

That’s a loaded word. For most people, they hear it and have an immediate response: On the outside, they nod like they understand, because, hey, everyone knows they should exercise. But on the inside? They bristle, or groan, or cringe. Because, hey, everyone knows they should exercise. Inspiring people to exercise is one tough job, believe me.

Every day you hear what I call the “magazine cover” promises of exercise: Strip away fat! Sculpt your abs! Look better naked! If those promises inspire you to exercise regularly, awesome. That makes me happy. And hey, those magazines sell millions of copies, so the message works for some.

I want to dig a little deeper, however. Here’s the line I wish magazine editors would splash across every single cover they publish: Exercise is medicine!

No less than the American College of Sports Medicine has made that its motto. Thousands of doctors have spent decades researching exercise and treating millions of people for these “self-inflicted” health problems caused by lack of fitness. The result is undisputed: Exercise is honest, inexpensive, all-natural medicine. It’s also the easiest, cheapest, and fastest way to a happy life. When formerly sedentary people start moving regularly, miraculous things happen—just as miraculous as any treatment or procedure or drug I’ve ever seen or prescribed in my medical career.

It’s all so simple, and I’ll keep saying it: I want you to maximize your dose of the world’s most effective medicine. This book will show you how. And by doing that, I hope to inspire you to improve every facet of your health and life.

Let’s take that first step together, right now.


A SCARY COMPARISON

A lot is written about the overall health (or lack of it) of our society. A lot is also written about one of the biggest problems facing the United States: rising federal and personal debt levels. Don’t worry, this isn’t a political rant. It’s a simple illustration of what you’re doing to yourself if you ignore fitness and choose lying on a sofa instead of working up a sweat.

Anything you do that is bad for your health is the equivalent of racking up huge amounts of debt.

It’s simple math: If you carry a lot of debt, you’re kicking your financial problems down the road. You’ll pay for it tomorrow, or the next day. But make no mistake, whether you pay it off by sacrificing something valuable or find yourself choking on debt payments months or years from now, you will pay. And you’ll possibly destroy your credit score and financial future. After all, you can’t “retire rich” with a credit card balance.

The math is just as simple for unhealthy activities.

• You don’t exercise. You’re racking up a huge health debt that you will indeed pay for—possibly with your life—in the future. And make no mistake, you will pay

• You eat too much. Excess calories will be stored as fat, but this is not like putting money in a savings account. It’s like jacking up your credit card balance. The more fat you store, the more “health debt” you have to carry, and the bigger the bill down the road.

• You drink too much. Hitting the booze too hard is both a short-term and long-term health debt. Sure, you have a sensational night. But tomorrow you pay with your hangover. And if you drink too much over a period of years, the health debt comes due in the form of everything from liver and pancreatic problems to weakened blood vessels. And if you really mess up? A car accident or DUI.

You get the idea—and it applies to any unhealthy activity. Now, do the math in the opposite direction: If you exercise, eat right, and live a reasonably healthy lifestyle otherwise, you’re making an investment in your future. You’re banking good health outcomes for later. How? Well, let’s say you’re fit and physically stronger than the average person because you exercise. If you experience some kind of health emergency that requires medical treatment, possible surgery, and significant recovery time, your physical fitness will make that entire process easier, and your recovery shorter. Why? A fit body bounces back faster than an unfit body.

Again, the math is really simple. Make the smart choices.



How the “Miracle Drug” Works

When I say, “Exercise is medicine,” one of the most common questions I get is, “What do you mean?” I’ll show you.

In 2003, K.C. Maurer, a patient and friend of mine who is a CFO in Manhattan, was spending Memorial Day weekend at her summer home at the Jersey Shore. While hanging drapes, she felt a sudden, stabbing pain in her chest, followed by intense nausea. In the emergency room, she found out she’d suffered a heart attack. She was 41 at the time.

“I was so surprised,” she recalls. “I told the doctor, ‘You must have mixed up the blood work.’”

Like the rest of her family, K.C. was heavy: 330 pounds at 5 foot 6 inches tall. But she was hardly inactive. Like a lot of New Yorkers, she walked miles every day, hustling from one social or work obligation to the next, and figured her activity level and fitness would save her from serious health risks. At her doctor’s urging, K.C. hired a nutritionist and began getting more serious about her workouts.

Despite losing nearly 40 pounds and improving her diet, K.C. suffered two more heart attacks the following year. “It was frustrating,” she told me. She was doing everything right—why was this happening?

K.C. was undeterred. Instead of giving up on physical activity, she doubled down on it, setting her sights on completing the 2005 New York Marathon. Pouring rain and a strict cutoff time forced her to abandon the race at mile 18, but, man, she still ran 18 miles! Very few people can do that. She was inspired. She resolved to return the following year and complete the course.

Three days before the ’06 marathon, K.C. found herself in the hospital again—this time for a kidney stone. But a CAT scan showed a rare, hard-to-detect tumor on an adrenal gland that her doctors later determined had been the cause of her multiple heart attacks. Suddenly, on top of everything else, she was staring down the barrel of a possible cancer diagnosis.

K.C. surprised everyone, even herself, with her response to the diagnosis: “My first question for the doctor wasn’t ‘Will I live?’” she says. “It was ‘Will I get to do the race?’ The prospect of not racing was worse than the tumor itself.” She would later recognize it as the moment she became an athlete.

A few days later, K.C. completed the New York Marathon. Her nutritionist, her cardiologist, and four out-of-town college friends greeted her at the finish line. High-fives and hugs all around. She’d done it: In the 3 years since her first heart attack, she’d completely revamped her eating habits, become a dedicated exerciser, and fierce competitor—and dropped 110 pounds in the process.

Since then, K.C. has completed 3 more marathons and 29 half-marathons. Along the way, she fought back against obesity, diabetes, and a cancer scare—not to mention heart disease—and emerged victorious. These days, K.C. regularly speaks to groups of women about heart health. “I tell them that even if you’re starting off at 330 pounds and multiple heart attacks in your 40s, you can still transform yourself.


THE EXER-CYCLE

Exercise isn’t just medicine. Regular vigorous activity can set a cycle in motion that builds and builds in positive ways as you go around and around. Start with “Do Your Workout Today!” and follow the arrows to see how your life will change for the better—all from working up a simple sweat.

[image: ]



“Regular exercise makes me feel as if I can conquer any challenge I’m confronted with, physical, mental, spiritual,” she says. “It helps me solve problems, gives me perspective, and keeps stress at bay.”

Could she have done it without exercise? It’s possible to lose weight through diet without exercise, yes. But her fitness goals didn’t just require exercise, they inspired it. It transformed her physically. Frequent, vigorous movement improved her blood pressure, lowered her blood sugar, thinned her blood, strengthened her heart, and muscled up her immune system. Exercise-induced hormones lifted her mood, helped her focus on her work and on accomplishing the next goal. Her entire body got stronger. She lost fat. Her bones thickened. And, just as important, her daily exercise habit, and the ever-present goal of finishing the next race, reminded her that she was strong and capable, even in the face of some very tough health challenges.

“I used to be motivated by fear,” she concludes. “Fear of dying, being sick, and being a burden to family and friends. Now I’m motivated by a desire to be worthy of my two goddaughters, Ava and Adele. I want them to know that setbacks and failure are possible—and sometimes necessary—in order to achieve the best life possible. There is a big world out there, and I want to squeeze as much joy out of life as I can. That’s not going to happen if I just sit on the couch.”

Let me introduce you to another extraordinary woman. Just over 20 years ago, New York City–based art teacher Elaine Breiger was diagnosed with breast cancer. While undergoing treatment, which is hard enough by itself, she decided on a whim, and with no training to speak of, to enter the New York Marathon. She completed the race (in 6 hours and 16 minutes), loved it, and soon after began running seriously. Since then she has completed dozens of marathons, improving her time steadily. These days, her cancer is in full remission and she sometimes walks away with a first-place medal in her age group: women, age 80 to 84.

Yes, you read that right. In addition to running up to 50 miles a week, this octogenarian strength trains twice a week, teaches fulltime, and paints.

Exercise didn’t cure Elaine’s cancer. But it certainly made her stronger—and inspired—during her fight. And though I didn’t know her in her youth, I imagine she was bright and energetic long before she took up endurance racing. Anyone dealing with aging, chronic disease, or simply the day-to-day pressures of life would do well to follow her example. Asked what keeps her going, she’ll tell you, “I figure it’s either move or rust in peace.”


IS EXERCISE BETTER THAN “REAL” MEDICINE?

I’m up-front about the therapeutic properties of exercise. Science and my own experience bear this out. But I don’t want you to misunderstand: Just because you exercise regularly, “real” medicine (in the form of procedures, pills, or any other method used to treat illness and injury) should never be ignored or avoided if you have a health problem.

I practice and strongly believe in Western medicine. I’ve been trained in the most current disease treatments the world has ever known. Western medicine is literally lifesaving for millions every year: If you have end-stage kidney disease, we can replace the kidney; if you have an arthritic hip, we can replace the hip; or if your coronary artery is clogged, angioplasty can change your prognosis overnight. Even something as simple as an antibiotic can save your life.

That said, I get this question all the time: “Is exercise better than ‘real’ medicine?” The answer is, “It depends.” If you’re having a heart attack as we speak, obviously you need an ER, not a gym. But after you’re treated and have recovered enough to be cleared by your doctor, exercise is crucial medicine both to help you fully recover and to prevent another heart attack.

Another example: A type 2 diabetic may need medication to manage his or her condition. But regular exercise could help improve the condition to the point where meds may no longer be necessary. Exercise can also get you off cholesterol, blood pressure, and other common drugs, if your doctor sees enough improvement to warrant it.

My point is, a medical problem sometimes requires several methods of treatment. But exercise, in some instances, can gradually reduce the number of methods necessary until the only treatment you need is exercise itself.

In short: I’d like for you to use the information in this book in addition to Western medicine, not instead of it.



Ice Cream? Beer? Nope, Here’s What’s Really Killing You

My years in med school and, later, encountering shining examples of smart exercise habits in my professional practice, have taught me that the common denominator among many health problems out there, major and minor, is low fitness.

It really is that simple, and that important. More than once, when a patient has come to see me for a problem, I’ve have the urge to write “EXERCISE” on my prescription pad—above and beyond everything else—because exercise truly would be the best medicine for what ailed him or her at the time. Now, in this book, I can literally give you specific exercise prescriptions for different problems or to improve a general lack of fitness.

Many talking heads would have you believe that obesity is destroying our health. That’s true, to a point. Being overweight hurts you in many ways. But a lot of good research has shown that low fitness is a bigger predictor of premature death, no matter how much you weigh. I’m not the only one who believes this.

A couple of years ago, Dr. Steven Blair from the University of South Carolina’s Arnold School for Public Health quantified the effects of various health risks on the likelihood of dying for a group of 50,000 men and women. Blair calculated how much less likely it was for a person to die if he or she eliminated certain risk factors: if a smoker kicked the habit, for example, or if an obese person lost the extra baggage.

Low fitness stood out by far as the single strongest predictor of death—more powerful even than obesity, diabetes, high cholesterol, high blood pressure, and smoking. With the exception of high blood pressure, which ran a close second, compared to the risks associated with being unfit, the other factors were small potatoes. It wasn’t even close. In fact, the research shows that if you’re highly fit when in your eighties, you’re less likely to die than if you’re unfit when in your sixties.

Think about that for a moment, folks.

That means if you’re a middle-aged, obese smoker with high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and diabetes, the single best thing you can do to improve your health is exercise. Not simply as a way to lose weight (you will). Not simply so you can “feel better” (you will), raise your self-esteem (you will), or fit into your high school jeans (you will if you decide that’s what you want). But to save your life.

Add to that the obvious fact that exercise will directly lower the risks associated with many other health problems, and you have a pretty compelling case for working out on a regular basis.

In some cases, exercise is such effective medicine that it works better than actual medicine. In 1999, for example, James A. Blumenthal, PhD, professor of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Duke University, compared three treatments for depression. One group took an antidepressant; another did moderate, regular exercise; and a third group did both.


WHY I RECOMMEND YOU EXERCISE 7 DAYS A WEEK

I’m a big proponent of exercising every day. Not many people are willing to do this. Some will say they don’t have the time. More accurately, they won’t make time. Some say they want to rest their bodies, let themselves recover from the previous day’s workout. Well, human bodies are designed for everyday use. Our ancestors, from the caves to the farm fields, got their butts out the door early and sweated all day, every day. We can certainly find 30 minutes to an hour to break a sweat, no? The key is to avoid overuse. How do you do this?

Change it up. If you weight train primarily, go for a bike ride or take a yoga class. If you jog, lift some weights. Do something for fun. You’ll see several terrific yet challenging options in this list. Some other suggestions: Find a pool. Play Ultimate Frisbee. Or maybe just get out for a brisk walk with your dog.

Some other helpful hints:

• Exercise with friends and make it social.

• Set a fitness goal or make a friendly wager.

• Experiment with new sports, new equipment, or even a new playlist on your iPod.

I look at daily exercise as a healthy addiction. We have so many obesity-related health issues that are not treated until after they happen. Hypertension and diabetes are preventable with daily exercise. Exercise is medicine, preventive medicine, and it needs to be a daily ritual just like brushing your teeth.

You don’t want to overdo it, of course. Listen to your body.

My point is, a body that is used sensibly every day grows accustomed to being used and won’t be as prone to injury.



Guess what? All three groups saw relief from their symptoms. Case closed? Not so fast: Six months later, over a third of the two medicated groups had relapsed into depression. The exercise-only group, by contrast, relapsed at a rate of only 8 percent.

The findings suggest that exercise not only combats depression better than medication—it works better than exercise and medication combined. If you’re depressed, in other words, exercise should be your number one line of defense. There’s a reason that exercise has become known as “nature’s antidepressant.”

And unlike many mood-altering medications, exercise won’t blunt your libido or cause weight gain. Quite the opposite for both.

In another study, researchers compared a surgical intervention with an exercise program for preventing heart attacks in people who’d formerly had heart problems. One group had stents implanted to clear arterial blockage. Another group rode stationary bikes 20 minutes a day and did hour-long aerobics-style fitness classes once a week.


THE MYSTERIOUS MAGIC OF EXERCISE

We all know that exercise builds muscle and endurance. And if you’ve read this far, you’re probably starting to understand how it can build your immune system, boost your mood, and protect you from chronic disease. But what about that old high school coach chestnut, character? Can regular exercise build that as well?

New research suggests that, in a sense, it can: In a 2006 study published in the British Journal of Health Psychology, researchers found that sedentary people placed on an exercise program voluntarily began smoking less, drinking fewer alcoholic and caffeinated drinks, and eating healthier. More mysteriously, they also did more household chores, used their credit cards less often, and kept up more diligently with study and work obligations. Everything in their lives that required self-discipline, in other words, became easier—almost by magic.

“Regular exercise builds self-regulatory resources,” explains Dr. Todd Heatherton, a professor of psychology and brain sciences at Dartmouth College and an expert in habitual behavior and addiction. And this ability to self-regulate, or exert willpower, say researchers, may be the most significant key to success in virtually any environment: It’s what allows you to stick to a task when others give up and to overcome obstacles that at first seem insurmountable.

And somehow, regular exercise makes all that come more naturally.



Again, both interventions worked, but the exercisers fared better: Stents prevented heart problems over the next year in 70 percent of the people who received them. The exercise program, however, staved off heart problems over 12 months an amazing 88 percent of the time.

Strong numbers—especially when you consider that the exercisers did not have to pay for their treatment or stay in a hospital or undergo surgery. They also derived many other head-to-toe benefits from their workout programs, which the patients who received stents, obviously, did not. The only side effects brought on by exercise were things like improved mood, better focus, healthier body composition, and other bennies that the best pills in the world couldn’t hope to provide. I’d venture to guess that the exercisers even enjoyed their treatment—far more, anyway—than those who received surgery.

Any health care practitioner worth his or her stethoscope will tell you that it’s always cheaper and easier to avoid illness than it is to treat it. Unfortunately, our current health care system is much more concerned with treating and managing disease than it is with prevention—which may be part of why we spend so much on health care ($300 billion annually on prescription medications alone), and yet have worse health outcomes than many countries that spend less.

Your Fitness: The Ignored “Vital Sign”

Go to a checkup and your health care provider will almost certainly check your weight and blood pressure, listen to your heart, and ask you about your smoking habits. But it’s much more uncommon for them to inquire about or assess your fitness level—despite the research showing that low fitness is such a huge contributor to chronic illness.

Most doctors will tell you that there just isn’t time, and it’s not a priority, especially when a patient has come to them with a specific and pressing health concern. They’re right; the system isn’t set up for fitness measurement. And of course there’s the practical issue of having people do situp drills and timed 50-yard dashes down hospital corridors to test their fitness levels (though I imagine some of my patients might really enjoy that). I really like the sit-and-stand test I mentioned earlier in the chapter. That one is simple enough to perform in an exam room.

But the fact is that we don’t give prevention its due. I do my best to emphasize it with my patients and to impart smart exercise habits to the people who attend my weekly exercise classes. But I’m just one doctor. Given how important prevention is for both the individual and the society at large, we should be offering more incentives for people to stay healthy, just as we offer them incentives for having kids, getting married, and getting an education. We should find ways to subsidize wellness in the same way that insurance companies subsidize major surgeries and expensive medications (okay, I’ll get off my soapbox; I couldn’t resist).

Now: As a doctor, I’ll tell you that I always want to be of help to whoever walks into my office. I want to be able to offer patients clear directives that will make their lives easier and more comfortable. I imagine many other doctors feel the same way. So it’s not the easiest thing—or the most natural thing—for me to look a patient in the eye and say, “This one’s on you, buddy.”

But maybe we should be doing just that.

In 2009, the American College of Sports Medicine, a worldwide network of health professionals dedicated to promoting physical fitness through scientific research and education, launched a global initiative called Exercise Is Medicine. Their vision is to:


WORK OUT, GET RICH?

3 Ways That Health Makes Wealth It turns out that exercise is medicine for your career, as well. White-collar warriors often believe that time away from the office is money lost. But research is showing that all work and no play not only makes Jack a dull boy but a poorer one as well. Here’s what regular exercise can do for your bottom line:

• It impresses the higher-ups. You might think time-crunched upper management types wouldn’t have bandwidth for exercise, but these days very few fat cats are actually fat. In a 2005 survey researchers found that 75 percent of top executives believed that physical fitness was “critical to career success,” and that being overweight was a “serious impediment” to advancement. Want that promotion? Get thee to the gym.

• It gives you a leg up. Taking care of yourself gives you an edge over less-fit coworkers who don’t. A 2010 study indicated that slender women outearn their overweight colleagues by a significant margin, and that men of moderate weight earn more than thinner men and heavier men. Talk about sweat equity.

• It improves your attitude. Endorphins are real: A 2008 study found that 45 to 60 minutes of a midday group exercise class improved the mood, performance, and concentration of white-collar workers. Workers only got these benefits on days when they exercised, however. So though you may be tempted to ditch your workout on days when there’s an important meeting or project scheduled, you probably should make it even more of a priority.

1. Make exercise a standard part of a global disease prevention and treatment paradigm and

2. Consider physical activity and fitness level as a vital sign in every patient visit—just as blood pressure, heart rate, and pupil response would be during an annual physical. And also to counsel and refer patients in accordance with their physical activity and health needs, thus leading to overall improvement in the public’s health and long-term reduction in health care cost.



I think they’re on to something.

Now, I’m not ready to hang up my stethoscope and tell you that exercise is the cure for everything that ails you. Real maladies require real medicine in the form of diagnosis, treatment, medication, and other interventions like surgery. That’s why most entries in the system-by-system malady section you’re about to read has a section called “When to Call a Doctor” for guidance on professional advice and what you can expect when you get it. What I hope I’ve made clear in this introduction, though, is that if you have a health problem, major or minor—or, equally, if you’re seeking to stave off health issues—the number one solution is often simply to move.

This book will show you how to do just that. In the section that follows, I go through a list of common ailments and take you through what the latest science tells us about the exercise prescription for preventing, or helping to treat, each one.

That’s just the beginning. No matter what your fitness level, the workout sections give you an endless combination of exercises, plans, and intensity levels so you’ll never be bored and never plateau. Just getting up off the sofa? No problem. Training for a marathon? I can make you stronger. My workouts can be tailored to any fitness need or goal. Finally, I give you a full chapter on how to fuel your exercise with the right food, the right amounts, and at the right time. Exercise requires fuel, after all, and smart eating will help you perform better and reach your ultimate goal: health and happiness.

My hope is that this book will help motivate and guide you in the best ways to get and stay active—whether you’re dealing with extra weight or other health issues right now, or whether you’re trying to prevent illness and get into the shape of your life while you’re at it. Either way, you’ve taken the best first step. I’ll be right there to keep you motivated and inspired. And always, always, always, remember to have fun. One thing I’ve learned after all these years as a doctor and an athlete: Exercise is that much sweeter when you do it with a smile.


SPECIAL SECTION
What If You Get Hurt Exercising?

Use “dynamic rest” to keep moving and heal at the same time!

Reality: Exercise can cause injury. Even the most diligent injury-prevention techniques aren’t foolproof. Every active person has aches and pains and things worse than that. And I hate to say it, but simple bad luck stalks us all. When pain strikes, there’s one piece of advice I need to give you.

If you get hurt . . . KEEP MOVING!

What does that mean?

An injury is not a vacation from fitness or exercise. You must continue to work out even if you need to rest another body part so it can heal. There are specific reasons for this, reasons that I’ve learned firsthand in my experience as a doctor and an athlete. There are also smart ways you can keep exercising without aggravating the body part that’s hurt.

But first, the WHY:

Years ago, as I mentioned, I blew out my knee in med school—a torn ACL that I eventually had to have surgery to repair. It kept me sidelined for a long time. And I’d never been sidelined before. I believe that the feel-good neurotransmitters secreted during exercise, like serotonin and dopamine, are very much drug-like, and exercise is one of our healthiest drugs. So when it’s taken away it can be clinically depressing for people. That’s exactly how I felt when I hurt my knee and couldn’t exercise.

That’s why I believe, as a doctor and an athlete, that when you’re hurt, total rest and “staying off it” is not just unwise, it’s medically unhealthy.

Think about it: What happens when you can’t do any physical activity?

You become bored. Your mind drifts into negativity. The research showing a positive mind-body connection through exercise is undeniable; “nature’s antidepressant,” remember? I’ve noticed myself that young athletes in school have lower academic performance when they’re injured. More time on your hands isn’t always a good thing.

You miss your regular dose of feel-good neurotransmitters. Besides the pain of the injury, you simply don’t feel as good as you normally do.

Your body atrophies. And not just your skeletal muscles. The heart is a muscle, and like any other muscle, if you take 4 weeks off to rest something, that muscle atrophies and your cardiovascular condition deteriorates. You’ll have a lot of work to get back to where you were (thus the old adage “It’s easier to stay in shape than to get in shape.”).

You endure depression. I’ve felt it. I had surgery to fix the ACL, and aside from the painfulness of the experience that I hope I never repeat, the 6 months to a year of rehab and only gradual ability to get back to the sports I loved was mental torture.

It was also enlightening.

You need to keep moving to fight all those negatives I just described. You’ll keep some of your conditioning. You’ll get your dose of neurotransmitters. You’ll feel better. You’ll be more positive. And you’ll learn that no injury is the end of the world.

So . . . how do you exercise while injured?

Do what I call dynamic rest That means two things.

One, rest and rehab—lay off the injured body part and do what you need to do to get it back to health. That could mean basics like ice and compression or something specific prescribed by a doctor like targeted physical therapy or exercises.

And two, be dynamic, stay in motion as all this rest and rehab goes on. That’s the trick. Here’s how:

• Find an activity that doesn’t interfere with the injury you have. If you sprain your ankle, for example, do something that doesn’t load your ankle. Hit the pool. Hit the upper-body weight training hard. Bad knee? Same concept. Whatever your injury, find its opposite counterpart and work it. Bad shoulder or elbow? Run and do lower-body plyometrics. And here’s a big one: Bad back? Simply move. Walk. Shuffle if you have to. But resting a bad back only deconditions the muscles and makes it weaker. No matter what body part hurts, find something that doesn’t aggravate it, but DO NOT do “complete rest.”

• Go hard. Whatever your alternate activity is, up the intensity. This will get your heart pounding and your lungs heaving and keep your cardiovascular system in shape. Heck, it might even improve it. It’ll also release those giddy neurotransmitters and you’ll be the happiest hurt person on Earth.

As you can see, injuries can hurt you, but they don’t have to halt you. Exercise is one of the most important things we have for lifelong health and happiness. It’s real preventive medicine. It doesn’t just make you feel good. It keeps you from feeling bad. Don’t let anyone or anything take that away from you.




PART 2

What Seems to Be the Problem?

Here’s your go-to guide to a host of common health problems—some dangerous, some debilitating, but all of them a hindrance to a healthy and happy life. Each entry in this section is packed with information: key symptoms, a breakdown of how and why the problem occurs, as well as who has the highest risk. I’ll also give you my specific exercise prescription for each case—sometimes as simple as getting off the couch, sometimes as detailed as an entire workout (these are in addition to the workouts I offer in Part 3). Understand, however, that no matter how good you think you are at self-diagnosis (and perhaps denial), there are definitely times when you need to see a professional for your problem. I cover that, too. The “When to Call a Doctor” boxes will give you the facts on making that all-important appointment and what to expect. Good luck, and here’s to health and happiness!


This book is intended as a reference volume only, not as a medical manual. The information given here is designed to help you make informed decisions about your health. It is not intended as a substitute for any treatment that may have been prescribed by your doctor. If you suspect that you have a medical problem, we urge you to seek competent medical help.

The information in this book is meant to supplement, not replace, proper exercise training. All forms of exercise pose some inherent risks. The editors and publisher advise readers to take full responsibility for their safety and know their limits. Before practicing the exercises in this book, be sure that your equipment is well-maintained, and do not take risks beyond your level of experience, aptitude, training, and fitness. The exercise and dietary programs in this book are not intended as a substitute for any exercise routine or dietary regimen that may have been prescribed by your doctor. As with all exercise and dietary programs, you should get your doctor’s approval before beginning.
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