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Introduction
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Many of us take our health for granted. Sometimes it's a milestone birthday or a health crisis that starts us thinking about what we can do to stay healthy or to regain our health and fitness. If you’re reading this, perhaps you’re in one of those places. 

For me, it was turning 40 but, as I had just opened my pharmacy, it wasn't much more than thinking and reading about it. As menopause loomed, hormones became an area of interest for me and I started reading books and taking courses on the subject. I began sharing what I had learned — becoming a specialty pharmacist, helping clients make their transition through the "Change" easier. But personally, I had made no substantial changes. I was simply in "questioning mode"... What should I be doing to make sure I don't have a miserable menopause?

But when my husband was 50, he had a heart attack. That health crisis that made both of us want to get serious about improving our health and our lifestyle. While he was still in the hospital, I gave him a little gift — a cookbook from the American Heart Association. Its first section is all about making choices that will lower heart disease risk. We quickly changed our diet when he came home, eliminating trans fats and reducing salt. We started exercising more and worked on reducing our stress levels. 

When I look back, stress was probably the most important factor in my husband's development of heart disease, as we juggled family and work responsibilities. We have three children, and my husband was teaching full time plus managing two pharmacies. Then he started an accounting course - all at the same time! The stress of not being able to keep up became overwhelming, leading to a heart attack.

Now, 15 years later, we are retired and gradually simplifying our lives... enjoying retirement and some travelling. Stress can still creep in, but we talk through it together to keep everything in perspective. Experts tell us: it isn't the stress itself, it's your reaction to the stress that can damage your health. 

We see our doctors at least once a year to monitor our health, and to catch and treat any negative change as soon as possible. My husband likes to say: you take your car in for a yearly inspection, get regular tune ups and investigate anything unusual right away before it becomes a big problem — and you need to do the same for your body!

So, now you know me a little—the lifestyle I’m trying to shape, what my goals are and a bit of where I’m coming from. I’d like this to be a “chat” with you, somewhat like I’ve had with so many clients I knew well, hanging out at the pharmacy counter for a while, visiting with me when it wasn’t busy.

The following chapters are answers to some questions I’ve had about staying healthy and my pharmacy clients were interested in these kinds of questions, too. I'm sure you have similar questions, although you may not have taken time to consider them or research the answers. 

Some chapters are about new health discoveries or controversies that surprised me as a pharmacist. Science constantly changes as we learn more. And sometimes, like the “surprise” pandemic, scientists have been warning of the potential for problems for years... if we’d only listen.

We all want to continue to feel young and energetic, enjoying life well into old age. I hope you find answers and interesting ideas you can use in these pages. I've also included thoughts on keeping the planet healthy - we can't have optimum health if we live in a contaminated environment. And I've included links to the information sources I used while writing, so you can read further on topics that interest you...

As with any health information you read, never change your treatment without discussing it with your doctor first. He or she is the ideal person to help you customize your health plan, according to your individual characteristics, and ensure you are making the best choices for your health.
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Chapter 1: What can I do to Improve My Lifestyle and Enjoy Life More?
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Exercise

"If it was a pill, exercise would be a trillion-dollar money-maker prescribed to everyone."

— Dr. Scott Lear, heart disease prevention researcher at Simon Fraser University, British Columbia, Canada. 

Exercise is so effective at preventing and improving some chronic illnesses, doctors are being encouraged to write prescriptions for it. Exercise decreases the risk of many diseases, including heart disease, stroke, Type 2 diabetes, depression[1], and many cancers. Moving Medicine[2] is a beta site being developed to encourage doctors to "prescribe" exercise to their patients. Here are a few statistics showing how much exercise can lower chronic disease risk, as quoted on their website:


●  Type 2 diabetes - decreases risk by 40%

●  Cardiovascular disease - decreases risk by 35%

●  Falls -30% less risk of falling

●  Dementia - decreases risk by 30%

●  Depression - 30% less risk of low mood

●  Joint and back pain - decreases occurrence by 20%



Physical activity is as important for health as many medications, but without the side effects. Humans were made to move, and experts believe inactivity to be as harmful to our health as cigarettes. But the more affluent our society becomes, the less most of us move. 

A global study of activity found that, on average, over one-quarter of adults worldwide are not getting enough physical activity. And high-income Western countries (like us in North America) have inactivity rates twice as high as those of poorer countries. Over 50% of people in some areas of North America are not active enough for optimum health.

And women are less active than men on average—up to 20% less in some countries. A 2017 survey published in Health Reports[3] found that only 2% of girls aged 12-17 met the Canadian Movement Guidelines that include adequate sleep and at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous activity. A Dalhousie University study noted that teenage girls worry about appearances when they exercise: they want to be pretty but natural-looking, thin but not too skinny, fit but not too muscular. Their responses in the study suggest that outdoor activities can provide an important venue to feel comfortable, safe and confident doing physical activity, compared to a gym setting where, as self-conscious teenagers, they felt they needed to worry more about clothing and appearances.

There is statistical evidence that inactivity is worsening in too many areas year by year. With a corresponding increase in chronic diseases like diabetes and heart disease, it is time to create strategies to increase physical activity levels across populations and on a personal level. 

Community infrastructure can influence activity in the young and old. Open spaces, like parks and walking/biking paths, provide enjoyable and convenient opportunities for physical activity. A visible example is the throngs of people who use the skating oval added to the park known as the Commons in downtown Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. You can even borrow skates and helmets there for free! This facility is an excellent model that other cities should adopt to improve the health of its citizens. Public bike rentals are another model popular in some countries, where bikes are available for pickup and drop-off at various locations to enable use as transportation or for leisure activity.

High quality public transport and incentives to use it, rather than motorized vehicles, can produce an overall increase in daily activity of a population. I noticed a marked increase in my activity level when using public transit while travelling in Europe, just by walking to and from the nearest system access.

So, if you want to reduce your chances of developing a chronic disease as you age, look for ways to add more exercise into your day — and it doesn't have to be a session at the gym. Remember that experts say ten minutes of activity three times a day is equal to a single 30-minute session. Park farther away from the door when doing errands or take the stairs instead of the elevator—it all adds up. My husband and I enjoy a daily 30-minute walk to check our mailbox most days, and climbing up and down the stairs in our 3-story house adds to the daily total.

The World Health Organization guidelines for physical activity[4] recommend a minimum of 150 minutes per week of moderate-intensity activity like brisk walking, biking or dancing... or 75 minutes a week of vigorous activity like jogging or playing an active sport. If you have a chronic disease, check with your doctor first, start slowly and increase activity gradually. You can expect a few sore muscles as you begin, but stop exercising and contact your doctor right away



[image: image]








What can we learn from other cultures?












What does wellness really mean?



	Information on wellness (sometimes referred to as lower case "wellness") ... solid advice on ways to promote health and prevent illness, backed by scientific evidence. It includes good nutrition, exercise, sleep, stress reduction and more, and essentially means the opposite of illness.

	Promotional material on Wellness Products (Wellness with a capital "W") ... products often making pseudo-scientific health claims with sketchy proof and often marketed with a high price tag! The Wellness business is a billion-dollar industry...
















Does a better attitude help?
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