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When we think of the many Thrivers we have met along our journey, our hearts expand. We are both humbled and exhilarated by their influence on our work. To all of the Thrivers whose paths we have crossed, thank you; and to all of the Thrivers we have not yet met, we can’t wait to meet you!


Preface

We have an intensely deep and personal connection to this illness. We are both cancer survivors and we have each lost a parent to cancer. In addition, we have a combined total of more than forty years in the natural health industry, focusing on patient education and patient care, with much of that time devoted to the investigation, practice, and advocacy of integrative cancer care. We have written this book specifically for people like us—people who want to proactively reduce their risk of a cancer recurrence. In talking with other survivors, we have found that people want straight answers and clear direction. People who have witnessed family members and friends go through this illness are motivated to avoid cancer and are seeking specific prevention strategies. This book answers that incredible need. The Five to Thrive Plan will not only reduce your risk of cancer, but it will also provide a blueprint for living a vibrantly healthy life.

The goal of this book is to help you create a path toward a deep-seated wellness that stays with you to your very last breath. That may sound lofty, but we will settle for nothing less. Before we ever wrote one word of our first book, The Definitive Guide to Cancer, we created a guiding vision and mission. Since then, we have begun every presentation and book with these statements:

Our Vision. An integrative approach to cancer prevention and treatment can positively transform the health of those affected by this disease.

Our Mission. By educating people about lifestyle-based, integrative, and scientifically sound health promotion strategies, we create deeper and more widespread wellness.

Developing the Five to Thrive Plan was a natural extension of our life’s work toward the fulfillment of our vision and mission.

The inspiration for this second edition featuring the Five to Thrive Plan came from the readers of the first edition. We heard many stories of readers who were inspired anew to lead healthier lives. They told us how they shared our book with their book clubs and set up self-help groups. Some readers used our book as a part of their wellness coaching. From their feedback, we saw the opportunity to make the Five to Thrive Plan even easier to follow. This second edition is a call to action that is even more clear and concise. We are deeply grateful for the feedback that we have received, and we are honored to offer this new updated and improved edition.

We developed the Five to Thrive Plan with these goals in mind:


    •  Simple

    •  Practical

    •  Sustainable

    •  Backed by science, and

    •  Effective



As cancer survivors, we created this plan for ourselves and our loved ones, but we have always wanted this plan to be yours. A plan that you can individualize, customize, and mold into your own personal version of thriving. At the end of each chapter, you will find a Thrive Thought as well as some simple next steps. Think of these as steppingstones, with each stone bringing you one step closer to exuberant and vital wellness.


INTRODUCTION

The Five to Thrive Plan

A cancer diagnosis delivers a breathtaking blow to body, mind, and spirit. It also comes with a huge dose of distraction as you are hurled into the world of cancer treatment. But what happens when the last round of treatment is completed, the doctor visits are few and far between, and the tests have all been taken? What then? We hear that question a lot. With a pat on the back and a sincere “good luck,” people with a past diagnosis of cancer often feel unarmed as they move into their new life as a cancer survivor. They sense they are ill equipped to reduce their risk of recurrence—and yet the thought of having cancer again looms large. The reality that they are at a higher risk of getting cancer again is daunting.

Cancer is not something we want to think about, but even if we try to shove it back to the dark recesses of the mind, it is still there, niggling. Periodically, our fear thunders into our awareness, sending us into swirling panic. This can happen when we experience a new body ache, a day of unusual tiredness, or a stubborn mental block. It can crop up if we know someone in treatment, or even when we celebrate the anniversary of our diagnosis or our own treatment. At times, it can seem that we are dancing on ice, doing our best to avoid falling through, but without a clear sense of where the ice is thin and where the ice will hold us.

But in an ironic twist of truth, this illness—and the fear it evokes—can teach us how to embrace life, to meet it head on, and to live with vitality. The experience of confronting cancer can teach us how to reduce the risk of it returning. It can be a bridge to deeper and greater health. It is the Trojan horse for the real message of thriving. This call for vital living inspired us to write The Definitive Guide to Thriving After Cancer. During our many public presentations across the country, we have met hundreds of people who share more than the bond of cancer—they share the inspiring drive to triumph over adversity and fight not only for themselves but also for the people they love. As survivors of cancer ourselves, we have learned a lot from these courageous people. We have also heard their pleas for trustworthy guidance.

This book is a culmination of wisdom gleaned from our own experiences (both personal and clinical), the accounts of others who have walked with cancer on various levels, and a careful distilling of the available research and scientific literature. But most of all, this book is a lesson in thriving, with a clear picture of what that looks like and how to get there. Thriving is the perfect antidote to fear—and the key ingredient to living an exuberant life.

Thriving Versus Surviving

The Greek philosopher Aristotle once wrote: “The ultimate value of life depends upon awareness and the power of contemplation rather than upon mere survival.” The fact that you’re reading this book to begin with suggests you just might agree with Aristotle. In fact, few of us are content to just get by, especially when it comes to our health. Yet when we are in the throes of illness, mere survival may be an admirable goal. For some who have battled cancer—or fought alongside a loved one with cancer—simply surviving the fight is success.

Survivors emerge on the other side buoyed by love yet battle-fatigued. We know what it’s like to move into survival mode. We understand the feeling of taking things one day at a time and, in the heat of battle, appreciating the smallest of victories. We understand the terror this illness brings. However, in these moments of fear we have the opportunity to achieve a deep awareness of what it takes to effectively transition from survivor to Thriver. Facing our cancer fears can create an opportunity to dive deeply into life to discover its true treasures. Thrivers embrace an intense yearning for vibrant health and vital living. We applaud your initiative in taking a proactive approach to your health. This book provides a practical, easy-to-use template to help you achieve your highest health goals and to experience life as it is meant to be experienced—with exhilaration, meaning, and joy!

The Five to Thrive Concept

At the core, cancer prevention is the act of proactively reducing one’s risk of developing the illness. But we take our philosophy one step further. To us, this journey is about rediscovering vitality no matter what we encounter. The Five to Thrive Plan will make sure you’re the healthiest you can be if ever you do develop cancer. It may seem counterintuitive, maybe even radical, to describe a person with cancer as healthy, but the most effective risk reduction plan also prepares your body for the potential of battle. We need to create a foundation for success against cancer. The Five to Thrive Plan helps you look at cancer prevention differently. We show you—based on scientific evidence—that you have the power to change the course of cancer development, and in doing so, to transform your health. The scientific concept of epigenetics (the science of examining factors that influence the behavior of our genes) continues to confirm that we can change the way our genes behave. We can, quite literally, transform our internal landscape, and our plan shows you how to do that.

We begin by identifying the body’s five key pathways that have the most influence on whether we are healthy or become sick. These pathways are:


    1.  The immune system

    2.  Inflammation

    3.  Hormonal balance

    4.  Insulin resistance

    5.  Digestion and detoxification



The Five to Thrive Plan helps you enhance the immune system, reduce inflammation, sustain hormonal balance, prevent and reduce insulin resistance, and optimize digestion and detoxification.

These five key pathways in the body can be positively influenced by focusing on five core strategies:


    1.  Enhance your spirit

    2.  Let’s move

    3.  Enrich your diet

    4.  Utilize dietary supplements

    5.  Create rejuvenation



As you can see from the illustration on the opposite page, within each of the five core strategies, there are five critical action steps. These actions steps have been prioritized based on their influence on the body’s five key pathways. If an action positively impacts the five pathways, it becomes a priority within the Five to Thrive Plan. The connection between actions and impact must be validated by the scientific research in order to make it part of the plan. When you focus on the five critical action steps within each of these core strategies, you are positively affecting the function and health of all five pathways. As a result, you will significantly reduce your risk of developing cancer and live a more vibrantly healthy and joyful life.


The Five to Thrive Plan

Positively influence your pathways with these core strategies and action steps.
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As you can see, the number five is important to our plan. There are:


    •  Five key pathways

    •  Five core strategies, and

    •  Five critical action steps



Successfully Changing Behaviors

It’s been said that the only constant in life is change. That can sometimes be maddening, but it will work in your favor as you change how you live your life. The key to behavior change is to become attached to the outcome, develop a solid plan, and then be gentle with yourself on days that you fall short. Eventually, and often sooner than you might imagine, you will find that the changes are no longer changes but have seamlessly become part of how you live day to day. In the process, you will discover that you have created an entirely new way of living.

The human body adapts to input it receives. For example, if you normally eat a diet comprised of healthy, organic, unprocessed whole foods and then, on a whim, eat several pieces of pizza and a pint of ice cream one night, you will feel the ill effects soon after. However, if you eat pizza and ice cream regularly, your body adjusts and will give up sending you warning signals. It will adapt to that diet. Fortunately, the body adapts just as surely to healthy changes. If you begin walking for thirty minutes four times a week, you will soon notice that you can increase to five times a week and even go a little longer or faster with ease. When walking becomes part of what’s normal to your body, it “tells” you when you miss a day. Regular walkers often report feeling tired or lethargic or experiencing headaches, sleeplessness, or anxiety if they miss their daily walks.

Science shows us that we can “rewire” the brain to read faster, think more positively, focus more closely, or even become a better listener. We have the capacity to change behaviors as easily toward the positive as we do toward the negative. With repetition, these new behaviors and thoughts become the new you. But how do we achieve rewiring success? Based on input from a variety of respected sources, including American Family Physician (Zimmerman, Olsen, and Bosworth) and the European Journal of Sociology (Lally et al.), we have developed these secrets to changing behavior.


    •  Understand why you want to change. In the case of cancer prevention, you want to prevent cancer and the ill health caused by cancer. This motivation helps you implement and sustain changes in your lifestyle behaviors.

    •  Have a plan. Just the desire to change and the understanding about why you want to change is not enough. You must have a practical, easy-to-follow plan that guides your journey. Our Five to Thrive Plan provides you with the structure you need to develop your own health-promotion program.

    •  Don’t dwell on setbacks. Why is it that we often give more power to the negative than the positive? If you eat healthy meals three days this week, focus on those days rather than dwelling on the four days you did not eat healthy foods. Dwelling on the negative simply reinforces those behaviors. Concentrate instead on even the smallest victories. Come up with a mental list of things you did well; think about what allowed you to be successful in those instances.

    •  Avoid all-or-nothing thinking. On some level, we have become an all-or-nothing society. Patience is not a modern virtue: we want it all, and we want it now. We also may obsess about doing everything perfectly right now, overnight, as if it’s as easy as flipping a switch to instantly change everything—our diet, our workout routine, our relationships. To commit to changing your behavior is to accept the fact that it won’t happen overnight.

    •  Practice positive self-talk. We could write an entire chapter on the power of positive thinking, but plenty of other great books already exist. Never underestimate the power of positive thinking. Visualize yourself being healthy, enjoying healthy food, exercising, and thriving! Surround yourself with positive, optimistic people who will reinforce and support your new healthy activities.



Following the Plan

We’ve all heard this phrase many times: the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. What began as a Gestalt psychological principal is now a mantra that is applied to business, families, and health. Throughout this book we too embrace this simple, yet powerful, principle when it comes to the five key pathways of the body and the Five to Thrive Plan. For example, the immune system is amazing and spectacular on its own, but when combined with other body systems, the whole body is nothing short of miraculous.

Consider using this book in the same manner. While you will hopefully glean great concepts and advice from within these pages on your own, you could potentially enhance your experience by sharing it with your family and friends. We encourage you to be creative and think of ways you can enhance the five core strategies (spirit, movement, diet, dietary supplements, and rejuvenation) in your life. Do this on your own, with a Thrive pal, or in a group of like-minded people. If belonging to a group isn’t your thing, ask your spouse, partner, a family member, or a friend to read the book with you and periodically check in and exchange ideas and thoughts. This can make all the difference in your success. Some of life’s great lessons and wisdom come from those who have experienced illness and regained their wellness—health secrets from the survivors! Learn from the survivors in your life and share your own survivor wisdom with others.

Remember that cancer is rarely black and white. There are gray areas in treatment as well as in risk reduction. Embracing the gray and setting expectations accordingly is critical. As with most aspects of life, wellness is a fluid process that ebbs and flows. Creating an ideal balance won’t happen overnight, and it won’t likely stay perfectly balanced all of the time. To ride the waves of uncertainty and challenge, we use the tried-and-true 80-20 rule. Try to do something health-promoting for each of the five key pathways at least 80 percent of the time. When you do this, you will be going a long way toward your goal of thriving after cancer. The 20 percent may represent those four days of the month when you didn’t sleep as well, had dessert for breakfast, or sat at your desk for far too long without stretching. There is always another moment, another hour, and another day to refocus your attention on what it takes to help you thrive.

Meet the Body’s Five Key Pathways

Cancer is very cunning. We need a prevention plan just as crafty and even more powerful than cancer itself. The key to cancer prevention involves training our cells to retain their optimal resistance and effectiveness over cancer while also creating an environment that is inhospitable to cancer growth. Cancer uses a multifaceted approach to survive—we need to do the same to prevent it. Focusing on one aspect of prevention is shortsighted and ineffective. It’s not just one thing that causes cancer, and it’s not just one thing that prevents it. This is where your body’s five key pathways play a pivotal role. Although cancer can be daunting, the good news is that the human body is actually well equipped to fight it.

Understanding the body’s key pathways allows us to prioritize actions that can help reduce cancer risk. We can positively influence our health through diet, lifestyle, and dietary supplements. Recent science, in particular the study of epigenetics and cell signal transduction (the various messaging paths inside each cell that translate signals from the cell surface to the nucleus, the cell’s “command central,” in order to create specific cellular activities), has shed much light on exactly how our diet and lifestyle impacts the health and function of our body.

Although cancer is ultimately a disease characterized by genetic mutations, the fact is that most cancers do not start with inherited genetic mutations. Instead, they develop over time because of mutated gene expression. Cancer promoter genes are turned on, while cell repair and cancer-suppressor genes are switched off. This aberrant gene expression changes cell behavior, causing cells to divide too quickly, to spread into the surrounding tissue, and to make proteins that call in new blood vessels. These changes, in turn, sustain the aberrant cells while maintaining a tissue environment that supports their continued growth. A few cells soon grow together into a colony of cells, ultimately forming a cancerous tumor, or in the case of cancers of the blood, they circulate in malignant cell clusters.

How does this imbalance happen? The food we eat, our activity level, a lack of nutrients, and even our emotional state all influence the behavior of our genes. Our lifestyle actually sends molecular messages to cell membranes that are then translated inside the cell and delivered to its very core, the nucleus, the home of DNA. There, these molecular signals interact with the DNA and become genetic switches that turn genes on and off. The on-and-off pattern determines the behavior of the cell and will ultimately move the cell toward improved function and health, or toward deviant behavior and disease. This scientific understanding has helped researchers and clinicians understand how and why lifestyle is such an important health factor. This leads us right back to the body’s five key pathways—the superhighways of influence on DNA expression and the biggest determinants of health. Before we show you how to support the five key pathways, let’s first take a look at the form and function of each one.

1. The Immune System

Many people who have had cancer believe that if they could just strengthen their immune system, they would be protected against further recurrence. Although there is some truth to this, creating a healthy immune system is not a matter of simply making it stronger. Rather than thinking of immunity as an impenetrable wall of defense that can be built higher and wider by adding more building blocks, instead, picture immunity as a troupe of sword-wielding samurais whose coordinated blur of constant activity creates a dynamic and agile defense. From this perspective, the best tactic for strengthening immunity lies in precisely fine-tuning the connections and the agility of the immune response.

When the immune system is functioning properly, it is complex and intricately choreographed, constantly adapting to our environment. The first step in this response is initiated by specialized white blood cells called macrophages (literally “big eaters”) and dendritic cells (which process foreign substances). Macrophages and dendritic cells can be thought of as the samurai sentries of our immune system because they are constantly on the lookout for danger. Danger is spotted in the form of antigens, which are tags on mutated (cancerous) cells, infected cells, and foreign organisms themselves. Macrophage and dendritic immune cells recognize antigens and, in response, send out chemical alarm signals (called interleukins and cytokines) to call forth an immune response.

The initial responder to the alarm signals is the helper T cell, the battle strategist, which processes the signals and releases its own chemical messages (again interleukins and cytokines). The type of interleukins or cytokines secreted determines how the immune system will respond to the antigen-bearing cells. The response may involve stimulation of antibody-producing cells or it may stimulate direct cell-killing cells. The most effective defense against cancerous cells occurs when helper T cells secrete chemicals that activate killer T cells, also known as cytotoxic T cells, and natural killer (NK) cells. These cells are the master samauri; proficient and consummate killers. In response to this sequence of chemical messages, killer T cells and NK cells specifically target and kill the mutated cancer cells by injecting them with toxic compounds. This immune response is referred to as cytotoxic immunity.

As it turns out, many people diagnosed with cancer have impaired cytotoxic immunity. For these people, the solution for strengthening their immune response is specifically to improve their cytotoxic immunity. This can happen in two ways: by influencing the type of interleukins and cytokines secreted, and by directly stimulating the activity of cytotoxic T cells and natural killer cells. Seemingly simple things that we do consistently each day can directly enhance cytotoxic immunity. For example, the Five to Thrive Plan shows you how laughter, mindfulness, and eating a colorful diet can turn on the activity of cancer-killing NK cells and cytotoxic T cells.

The immune system is a complex, sophisticated example of the power of the human body. Supporting this internal defense system is incredibly important when it comes to preventing cancer and to thriving after cancer. Interconnected with the immune system is the process of inflammation. The inflammatory pathway is often misunderstood—and certainly underestimated—when it comes to its role in cancer progression and prevention.

2. Inflammation

A bump on the head will result in swelling and bruising. This is the body’s inflammatory response in action. That bump on the head, a swollen joint, or an angry infection is inflammation. We rarely think of cancer as inflammation. However, research shows that an overactive, continual internal inflammatory response can directly contribute to the growth of cancer. The same samauri warriors of the immune system that kill antigenic cells also initiate inflammation. When you bump your head, white blood cells and antibodies are sent to the spot to help filter out bacteria and debris. A type of white blood cell known as a neutrophil will remove these foreign particles by eating them. This can take some time, so reinforcements in the form of macrophages often are sent to help clean up. Macrophages secrete a variety of chemical messages that create a multitude of actions. The immune messages direct blood vessels to bring needed nutrients to the area. This increased blood flow can cause tissues to puff up, which can then compress nerve endings. That’s why sometimes we have pain associated with an inflammatory situation. Other chemical messages stimulate such cells as fibroblasts, the construction workers of the body, to lay down the scaffolding for new tissue. These messages also increase the rate of cell division so the tissue can knit itself together more quickly. When you see the redness and swelling of a bump or injury, think of all those hard-working cells in action.

In the case of a bump or cut, this is exactly the type of response we want from the inflammatory process. It’s a surge of controlled activity allowing the body to wall off the injured area and rapidly repair the tissue. But what happens when, instead of a bump or bruise, the inflammatory process is initiated by more insidious and long-term injurious forces, such as exposure to environmental pollutants, stress signals from over-laden fat cells, oxidative stress, or even nutrient deficiencies? These persistent stressors can create an inflammatory cycle that continues well past the time of the acute exposure. This can, in turn, increase your cancer risk. The molecules of inflammation are designed to stimulate tissue repair by increasing cell growth and the flow of nutrients into the area. However, if the inflammation is long lasting and the rate of cell growth is too rapid for too long, there is more room for mistakes. These mistakes can result in changes in cellular metabolism and behavior, and ultimately will contribute to mutated gene expression—the hallmark of a cancerous cell. This abnormal cell, still under the influence of inflammation, will continue to divide rapidly, potentially culminating in the development of a tumor.

Although cancer growth can result from chronic inflammation, cancer can also initiate and perpetuate inflammation. When a mutated cell divides, it passes its mutations to the next generation of cells. Soon a little colony of mutated cells exists and each of the mutated cells in this colony bears unique antigens, causing the body to respond as it would to any other invading or foreign compound—with an inflammatory response. Thus, the growing tumor acts like an unhealed wound that continually triggers an inflammatory response, a response that perpetuates its own growth. Key genes and their associated messenger molecules of the inflammatory response are:


    •  Nuclear factor kappa B (NF-kB), often referred to as the master switch of inflammation

    •  Acute phase reactants such as homocysteine and C-reactive protein

    •  COX-2 and LOX enzymes, and their associated leukotrienes

    •  Such powerful cytokines as interleukin-1 (IL-1), interleukin-6 (IL-6), and interleukin-8 (IL-8)



Many of these important molecules of inflammation can be measured in the blood, and their levels can indicate the degree of inflammation that is present in the body.

Whether chronic inflammation is due to cancer or to other oxidative damage, it sustains cancer’s growth. Thus, a significant factor in impeding cancer’s growth lies in the body’s ability to quench the inflammatory embers before they become a roaring fire. Inflammation is the body’s call to action. If left unchecked, inflammation can contribute to a number of illnesses, including cancer, arthritis, dementia, diabetes, and heart disease. The longer the inflammation persists, the higher the risk becomes of developing these illnesses. Through the five core strategies (spirit, movement, diet, dietary supplements, and rejuvenation), the Five to Thrive Plan focuses on ways to proactively prevent and reverse internal inflammation. Diet, for example, has a huge influence on the expression of inflammatory genes. For instance, eating more colorful fruits and vegetables releases potent anti-inflammatory molecules, and diet is just one of many strategies to reduce inflammation.

So far we have discussed the importance of a well-coordinated immune system and a controlled inflammatory response; both pathways need the proper balance to function effectively. Another key bodily pathway with exquisitely fragile balance is the endocrine system, where hormonal harmony is paramount for optimal cancer prevention.

3. Hormonal Balance

The endocrine system is a major influencer of all other systems in the body. The glands of the endocrine system secrete hormones, which are powerful messenger molecules that help regulate major body systems and functions, including heart rate and blood pressure, energy production, wakefulness, blood sugar regulation, the development and function of reproductive organs, immunity, calcium uptake, and digestive function. We like to think of the endocrine system as a beautiful garment. What happens if you pull on a loose thread and keep pulling? The garment will unravel, right? The interconnectedness of the entire endocrine “garment” requires constant resetting and rebalancing. This interconnectedness also means that chronic internal stress on a portion of the endocrine system will have a profound unraveling effect on other body systems, such as immunity and digestion. The keys to the endocrine system are balance, rhythm, and homeostasis (maintaining that dynamic internal equilibrium). But how does hormonal balance relate to cancer prevention?

The link between hormones and cancer goes beyond the obvious hormone-dependent cancers such as estrogen-dependent breast cancer and ovarian cancer, or testosterone-driven prostate cancer. All cells, including cancer cells, have hormone receptors for a variety of hormones. No matter where the cell is located, it receives a message when the matching hormone attaches to the cell’s receptor—and most often, that message is to grow and divide. Hormone receptors are intricate structures that form in specific shapes. Only certain messengers (hormones) can fit into these shapes, and once this fit occurs, the hormone receptor changes shape. A chain reaction occurs in the cell, ultimately sending a succession of signals all the way to the DNA.

This entire cascade of activity ultimately alters the behavior of the cell. Receptor-stimulated activity controls an enormous number of critical cellular functions. This is a good thing—for example, if the hormone calcitonin binds to its specific receptor on a bone cell, this causes the cell to usher calcium inside to strengthen the bone tissue. This can be problematic if it’s a cancer cell with cortisol receptors on its surface that, when bound with the stress hormone cortisol, create an intracellular signal that increases the cell’s growth rate. Unfortunately, many cancer cells have figured this out and rely on hormonally activated cell division. The majority of breast cancers are developed from cells that are studded with estrogen receptors and use estrogen to drive their growth. The cells comprising many solid cancers have numerous insulin receptors on their surfaces and use insulin (a hormone) to drive growth. Cancer cells also have receptors for stress hormones (cortisol, norepinephrine, and epinephrine), which, when bound by their corresponding stress hormone, cause increased cell invasiveness, increased growth, and even signal increased blood supply to the cancer cells.

In addition, these hormonally mediated growth signals interact with one another. For example, estrogen receptors cooperate with insulin receptors to create a combined influence on the behavior of DNA. The coiled helix of DNA contains our genes. Each gene is a set of instructions for a specific cellular function. When portions of the DNA helix unwind, the instructions contained in the exposed genes are read, or transcribed, into messages that build specific proteins to accomplish certain actions. In the case of estrogen and insulin receptors, when stimulated together, certain portions of the DNA unwind, and genes that code for proteins that stimulate cell division and invasion are activated. This is why estrogen and insulin are such potent drivers of cancer growth for cancer cells that have estrogen and insulin receptors.

The hormone cortisol also has significant impact on cancer risk. It is secreted as a part of the body’s stress response. Chronic stress can chronically elevate cortisol, which can have serious health implications. When cortisol binds to cortisol receptors on a cancer cell’s
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