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An Important Note to the Reader

This publication is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed. It is sold with the understanding that the authors and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health or any other kind of personal or professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her own health-care professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

This book includes the opinions of a cross-section of experts, but every child is different, every family is different, and issues about your children’s health should always be addressed in consultation with a fully qualified medical professional such as a medical doctor, registered dietician and/or psychiatrist.

This book is not intended in any way to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. Never disregard professional medical advice or delay in seeking it because of something you have read in this book. The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, injury, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.
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A father’s favour overtops the mountain; a mother’s kindness is deeper than the sea.

When you have children, then you will comprehend your parents’ kindness.

The parents can see best the character of the child.

To pamper children is to desert them.

If you would bend the tree, do it while it’s young.

The spirit of a three-year-old will last until a hundred.

He who has his stomach full only 80 per cent will not need a doctor.

It is the way of the world that things do not turn out as expected.

Life is like a dream of spring.

Japanese sayings






Introduction

Japanese Children are Winning the World Health Olympics



A far, far distant land is paradise I’ve heard them say; but those who want to go can reach there in a day.

Japanese poem





Something beautiful is happening on a chain of rocky islands in the Pacific Ocean. Tens of millions of children are winning the World Health Olympics. And they have some life-changing lessons for the rest of the world.

In December 2012, an international team of researchers backed by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation published the results of a major worldwide health study in the prestigious medical journal the Lancet. Titled the ‘Global Burden of Disease Study’, you could also call it the ‘World Health Olympics’, as it is the most detailed nation-by-nation analysis of health and healthy life expectancy ever attempted.

The researchers ranked the world’s 187 nations by projected healthy life expectancy, or HALE, which synthesises all the forces of health, mortality, disease, risk factors and other health indicators, as they appear today, into a single ‘snapshot’ ranking as of one point in time. According to Haidong Wang, assistant professor at the University of Washington School Department of Global Health, and a researcher for the Global Burden of Disease Study, ‘HALE is the average number of years that a child born in a particular nation today can expect to live in “full health” assuming she or he will experience the currently observed age specific mortality and morbidity throughout her or his lifetime, which excludes the years lived in less-than-full health due to disease, hospitalisation, and/or injury.’

In the midst of a global obesity epidemic that is engulfing multitudes of children around the planet, damaging their health, shortening their lives and unleashing a wave of future suffering on them, the Lancet study uncovered a shining beacon of hope. The study revealed the nation with the number-one healthiest life expectancy for both men and women. That nation is Japan. It beats its closest competitor by a full two years.

According to the study, if you are a child born in Japan today, you are projected to have a longer healthy life than a child born in any other country on earth – you are projected to enjoy both the longest life and the healthiest life.

How did the UK do? It was not even in the top 20. It came in at number 23, just ahead of Chile and Portugal. Here are the results of the ‘World Healthy Longevity Olympics’:

Highest healthy life expectancy at birth, both sexes




	Country
	World ranking



	Japan
	1



	Singapore
	2



	Spain
	3



	Switzerland
	4



	Andorra
	5



	South Korea
	6



	Italy
	7



	Australia
	8



	Israel
	9



	Sweden
	10  



	Canada
	11  



	Taiwan
	12  



	France
	13  



	New Zealand
	14  



	Austria
	15  



	Netherlands
	16  



	Germany
	17  



	Costa Rica
	18  



	Ireland
	19  



	Cyprus
	20  



	Malta
	21  



	Greece
	22  



	United Kingdom
	23  



	Chile
	24  



	Portugal
	25  





Further down the list were the following nations:




	Country
	World ranking



	United States
	32



	China
	34



	Kuwait
	51



	UAE
	59



	Saudi Arabia
	60



	North Korea
	92



	Indonesia
	104   



	Russia
	112   



	Egypt
	120   



	Pakistan
	132   



	India
	134   



	Somalia
	175   



	South Africa
	159   



	Afghanistan
	176   



	Haiti
	             187 (lowest)





Source: ‘Healthy life expectancy [HALE] for 187 countries, 1990–2010: A systematic analysis for the Global Burden Disease Study 2010’, Lancet, 15 December 2012–4 January 2013. HALE is a snapshot-ranking of projected healthy life expectancy for a child born today, based on current forces of health and mortality.

This book has been researched and written by us both, William and Naomi Moriyama Doyle, but the voice will be Naomi’s throughout the book.

The Japanese healthy lifestyle

This is a book about how Japan has discovered, in some ways by accident, a natural, national pattern of eating, moving and thinking that helps its children and adults achieve world-topping healthy longevity rankings, and strikingly better results when compared with a number of other developed nations.

It is an exploration of why children born in Japan, as a national population, are projected to live the longest, healthiest lives on earth – and it’s an exploration of possible lessons for parents around the world to help their own children’s health and longevity.

I believe that it is a pattern that offers lessons any parent can put into action for their own family, no matter where you live.

In this book I explore why Japanese children are the healthiest on earth and what lessons the rest of the world might learn from them.

Japanese children undoubtedly face many of the challenges that children around the developed world face: excessive screen time, irregular eating patterns, unhealthy fast and ‘convenience’ foods, counter-productive school and social stress, and less time for free play, relaxation, reading for pleasure and exploring nature. This is not a book that claims that Japanese food or parenting techniques are inherently any better overall than those of any other nation. Although very healthy in many respects, Japanese dietary patterns are not perfect, and in some ways they are in the process of a long, gradual shift toward less healthy Western directions. As a nation, Japan in the recent years has been embarking on a nation-wide campaign called Shokuiku (Food Education) to reverse the negative trend and bring its population back to more ideal dietary patterns. Nevertheless, experts often rank more traditional Japanese food and lifestyle habits as among the healthiest in the world.

As parents – a Tokyo-born mother and a New York-born father – with a seven-year-old son who is growing up in New York, William and I are new to parenting, and not a day goes by when we don’t feel humbled and awed by how much there is to learn, how there are no hard-and-fast formulas for raising children, and how much it is an imperfect, evolutionary process that changes as a family learns, and changes, together.

We are not arguing that children need to eat Japanese food to get healthy, but we have included a collection of Japan-inspired recipes at the end of the book for you to sample and have fun with, if you choose, although they are totally optional.

Finally, this is not a book about emotional, spiritual or other forms of health. The phrase ‘World’s Healthiest Children’ places a somewhat arbitrary focus on physical health, but we feel that physical health and healthy longevity, as estimated by the landmark Global Burden of Disease study published in the Lancet in 2012, is a critical reflection of a person’s overall health.

The book in a nutshell

The patterns of family thinking, eating and moving that we explore in this book are reflected in the latest recommendations of many of the world’s leading experts on children’s health and nutrition. These include, for example, the childhood obesity prevention recommendations of the World Health Organization’s Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity and Health,* which advise:


	Increase consumption of fruit and vegetables, as well as legumes (pulses: peas, beans and lentils), whole grains and nuts.

	Limit energy (calorie) intake from total fats and shift fat consumption away from saturated fats to unsaturated fats.

	Limit the intake of sugars.

	Be physically active – accumulate at least 60 minutes of regular, moderate- to vigorous-intensity activity each day that is developmentally appropriate.



These recommendations are simple, but they are often not so easy to put into practice. In writing this book, we have gathered the opinions of a wide variety of leading medical, scientific and academic researchers and experts on child health and nutrition around the world for their insights on helping children lead healthier lives. William and I have also interviewed a fascinating group of women who have interesting insights into children’s health and eating habits: a cross-section of Japanese mothers with young children in New York, where many of them were living as expatriates.

From these interviews, seven ‘secrets’ emerged that I believe can help many parents nurture and improve their child’s health, and I will introduce each one in Part 2.
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