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Introduction

Jennifer Peterson is a doctor who, not surprisingly, highly values her occupation. She’s seen the best it can do and has been moved by the lives she has touched through her job. But she also has a nagging frustration over the people she worries neither she nor any other physician will be able to help.

Her concern is based not on the limits of medical science but on the limits of communication. “In a national survey, fewer than one in five men said they would seek medical care if they were sick or in pain,” Dr. Peterson said with alarm. “At the same time, nine out of ten said their doctor was excellent. Imagine that for a moment. There is nearly unanimous agreement that their doctor was excellent—and that their doctor was to be avoided if at all possible.” At the same time, Dr. Peterson says, surveys of doctors reveal widespread concern that too many patients live in fear of medical treatment and fail to realize the many steps they can take to improve their health both in the short term and over the course of their lives.

Dr. Peterson is all too familiar with studies that describe people who have suffered with conditions for years. One day a traffic accident or some unforeseen circumstance brings them into emergency contact with a physician. The patients, almost against their will, find themselves receiving treatment they could have had years earlier for their preexisting condition. Often, their delay has tragic repercussions.

If there is one thing Dr. Peterson would like to say, not only to her patients but to everyone, it is that you should no more fear or ignore your health than you would fear or ignore any other basic need. “Ignoring your health, whether it means your daily habits or a medical condition you have, does not make any sense and will not help you today, tomorrow, or down the road. When you are hungry you eat, but before you are hungry you plan how to get food. It should be the same with your health. When you are sick you see a doctor, but before you are sick you should plan on how to be well.”

Dr. Peterson sees a clear role for both medicine and medical information in people’s lives. “Doctors can help you when you are sick, and of course you should visit us then. But health information can help you throughout the rest of your life. You can make a change. You can do things sensibly, approach things rationally, use a strategy, and create the best outcome possible for yourself.”

No book can take the place of a doctor, of course. “Consult a doctor about your condition or about important health changes in your life or about your looming fears. But read up on medical research to help you in your daily activities. You can avoid common practices that harm us and embrace common practices that sustain us.” A book about health issues, Dr. Peterson says, “just needs to give people basic information they can use, because many will. And people will be healthier. Lives will be lengthened and strengthened.”

Dr. Peterson’s concerns and advice guided me as I conducted the research for this book, combing through studies on habits, practices, and attitudes that affect our health. Each entry in The 100 Simple Secrets of Healthy People presents the conclusions of doctors and scientists. Each entry presents the core scientific finding, an example of the principle, and the basic advice health professionals recommend. It is intended as a tool for you to help examine your habits and attitudes with an eye toward being able to be a positive force for health in your own life.


Acknowledgments

My thanks to Gideon Weil, Liz Winer, and the staff of HarperSanFrancisco, and to Sandy Choron, my agent.


1

Use a Plan, Not a Piecemeal Approach

When a house is built, all the steps of the process have to be considered before construction starts. Otherwise, you could wind up installing the doors and then finding out the refrigerator won’t fit through them. Similarly, your health plans have to be considered together as a whole instead of one piece at a time. Your chances of sticking to a health improvement plan—eating right, exercising regularly, or quitting smoking—are higher if you focus on your overall health rather than just the task at hand. In other words, think about the things that you could do to improve your health and how they fit together, and each act will reinforce everything else you are trying to do.
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Six years ago, Lee was hobbling around with a cane. Now the seventy-two-year-old Chicago area man pumps iron for more than two hours a day several times a week. “I call it a lifestyle change,” he says.

“There was a time when I wasn’t in very good shape. I was about fifty pounds too heavy, had swelling in my knees, and was loaded with arthritis,” he says. But he got tired of living like what he calls an “old man.”

“I did research on nutrition, read studies and books on preventing aging,” Lee says. He started changing his diet and exercising. “I have seen so many improvements. I sleep better, have more energy, stopped having stomach problems, and my aches and pains went away.”

Lee adds, “I feel like I’m forty.”

Now Lee is taking his enthusiasm for healthy living on the road. He speaks about nutrition and exercise to various community groups and is putting together his health tips on a Web site.

One of his biggest fans is Kristina, who is forty years younger than Lee. “I heard him give a presentation, and I was so impressed with Lee. He asked me if I was ready to change my life and I said I was,” Kristina said. She has since changed her habits and feels better than ever. “If anyone would have told me a seventy-two-year-old retiree would change my life, I wouldn’t have believed it,” she said, “but now I know better.”

[image: image]

Dana-Farber’s Center for Community-Based Research studied workplaces where employers provided health, safety, and quitting smoking programs as one comprehensive service, and workplaces where such programs were offered separately. At the end of two years, the investigators found that more than twice as many workers quit smoking and maintained a healthy diet in the comprehensive service as in the separate programs.
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The Quest for a Perfect Body Is Doomed

Seeking a healthier lifestyle is an inherently good thing that will help you in many ways in your life. But seeking a perfect outcome—the perfect body—is neither good nor helpful. When we seek a perfect outcome, we set ourselves up for failure. In reality perfection does not exist because for every improvement we make, we can always think of something else that could be changed. Seek a healthy body that functions, not a perfect body fit for a display case. 
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Comedian and former talk show host Rosie O’Donnell has battled a weight problem for as long as she can remember. Rosie decided to start a club to encourage the overweight to improve their habits and fitness. Seeking a fitness coach, she said, “I didn’t want some Barbie doll type saying, ‘You can do it, you can do it.’ Anyone who sees that is going to think, ‘I’m never going to look like that, why bother?’ People would give up before they started.”

For the club’s head fitness coach, Rosie hired Judy Molnar, who stands six feet one inch and weighs two hundred pounds. “When I first met Judy,” Rosie said, “I thought, ‘Here’s someone who looks like me, looks like a regular person.’ ” Judy’s message—“If I can get fit, anyone can”—resonated with Rosie.

A few years before, Judy had begun walking for her health. At the time, she weighed three hundred pounds. “For the first time in my life,” she recalled, “it wasn’t about a diet. It wasn’t about getting to a certain body size. It was about my health.” Gradually her walking routine became a running routine. And while she was not focused on losing weight, it began to happen, “one doughnut at a time.” After a year she had lost a hundred pounds.

When O’Donnell’s club sponsored a run, she had a chance to meet countless club members. “These people told me I inspired them,” Rosie said. “Well, they inspired me.”

[image: image]

According to a study by the U.S Department of Health and Human Services, more than 98 percent of people surveyed named something they wanted to change about their bodies, with their weight being the most frequently mentioned feature. 
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Avoid Imagining the Worst

When something is wrong with us, we can easily imagine the worst outcome. We know the doctor is going to tell us how horrible our situation is and how awful the recommended treatment is. This process of exaggerating the threat not only creates anxiety; it also has the dangerous effect of encouraging us not to seek treatment. Don’t let yourself get caught in a guessing game that does you no good. Acknowledge what you don’t know, and find out the best answer from a medical professional.

[image: image]

Why do so many people with medical needs avoid going to see a doctor? “That’s the biggest question for all of us,” says Dr. Ed Hayer of South Carolina.

“’The doctor says’ is an awfully weighty phrase,” according to Dr. Hayer. “For a lot of people, there’s a feeling that the news the doctor brings will never be good, the answers will be hard or painful, and that knowing their fate would be a terrible burden.”

In Dr. Hayer’s field, cardiac medicine, this feeling can be disastrous. “We can do so much more the earlier we see a patient with heart problems. And fear is one of the major obstacles to seeing patients when we need to. What can happen is that fear of a terrible diagnosis actually helps create the terrible diagnosis because if the patient had not been fearful and had come in sooner, their outcome would be better.”

Dr. Hayer finds that communicating with people who have already been treated for cardiac trouble is much easier. “People fear the unknown, and in some respects, they have an easier time dealing with the recovery process once they’ve seen the medical process up close.”

Dr. Hayer’s advice for those who are worried about seeking medical care is to understand the value of information. “No one will force a treatment on you. You are free to walk away, to seek a second opinion. We’re here to help you.” Once you make the commitment to seek medical treatment, “Know that you’ll always be in charge. Write down questions you want answered. Speak up if you feel rushed or confused. Ask about alternative treatments. Get a second opinion. But get the information you need. It could save your life.”

[image: image]

In a study of those who suffer back pain, University of Michigan researchers found that people were ten times more likely to think surgery was necessary than was actually the case.
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Keep Healthy Foods Handy

People will eat what’s available to them. You will be amazed at how much less junk food you consume when you make it difficult to get. If you don’t regularly buy junk food, how often are you going to want a chip so badly that you would be willing to walk to the store and buy a bag? By the same token, if you make healthy foods easily available, your likelihood of choosing a piece of fruit for a snack rises dramatically. Be strategic about your food choices when you are not hungry, and you will be much more health oriented when you are. 

[image: image]

Gloria knows about the importance of eating habits. As a physician, she advises patients about how much and what foods they should eat. As a person, she struggles to eat right and maintain a healthy weight.

“I come from a long line of really big women. I was destined to be big,” she says. And while she rejects drastic diets, she knows and lives with the importance of eating right for her health.

Gloria’s house is full of fruit, available anytime for her four children. Junk food snacks are absent. And they eat a home-cooked meal every night to reduce the temptations of large portions and unhealthy foods they would find in a restaurant.

“Would I prefer it if I had lived my life at, like, 125 pounds? Well, yeah, definitely,” she says. “But we have to start swapping the way we see things. We have to get away from the blame game and all the shame, all the worry, and get focused on health. And the way to do that is to surround yourself with what you should have and keep what you shouldn’t have out of reach.”

[image: image]

University of North Carolina researchers found that for every additional supermarket in their neighborhood, people become 32 percent more likely to eat their recommended daily portion of fruits and vegetables—just because affordable and nutritious foods were more readily available.
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Easy Does It with Vitamins

 

If vitamins are helpful, then more vitamins must be even better for us, right? It doesn’t work quite that way. In some cases, the recommended dosage of a vitamin is all our body can process. In others, taking more than the recommended dosage is harmful. You should make sure your body gets the necessary vitamins and minerals humans need but resist the urge to devise your own supervitamin strategy. 

[image: image]

“Taking too much of an essential vitamin or mineral may be as dangerous as going without the nutrient at all,” says Dr. Beverly McCabe-Sellers, professor of dietetics and nutrition at the University of Arkansas Medical Sciences School. She notes the importance of the latest warning from the Institute of Medicine, the nonprofit arm of the National Academy of Sciences that for decades has created guidelines on how much of each essential nutrient a person needs. “In the most recent of a series of reports updating nutrients’ value to the human body, the institute sets upper limits—the maximum amount an individual may take without risks of adverse health effects—for such things as vitamin A, copper, iron, manganese, and zinc,” Dr. McCabe-Sellers notes.

Dr. McCabe-Sellers thinks the report needs to be understood by consumers because she has seen far too many cases of people “megadosing” on vitamin supplements by taking five or even ten times the recommended dietary allotment for a nutrient.

“Although men require 900 micrograms of vitamin A each day and women 700 micrograms, some supplements offer as much as 7,500 micrograms in a single dose. That’s more than twice the level set by the National Academy of Science report as a dangerous overdose.”

Adds Dr. McCabe-Sellers, “This is definitely a situation where you can get too much of a good thing.”

[image: image]

Doctors at Dana-Farber’s Cancer Institute in Boston have found that people exceeding the recommended daily allowance of vitamins and minerals can worsen the effects of cancer and reduce the effectiveness of conventional cancer therapies.
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What You Do Matters

Health is not like the lottery. We are not just randomly stricken with diseases. While some health outcomes are completely beyond our control, many diseases are affected by our decisions and behaviors. 
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Karen has seen more than her share of sickness in her family. Both her parents died of cancer, and she agonized as they suffered through its last stages.

She read everything she could on the subject to try to help her parents. “I tried to help, but there were no miracles available. But what I did learn is that anyone can drastically reduce their chances of suffering from major diseases like cancer. And I felt I owed it to my parents to try to live a healthy life in their memory.”

Karen embraced eating right and exercising as major facets of her life. “It not only makes you healthier; it just makes you feel better,” she said. “That’s the bottom line.”

Karen took up running, hiking, and resistance training. Karen’s interest in the subject even led to a midlife career change. She became an exercise physiologist, a person who teaches approaches to exercising.

Karen’s work now includes not only teaching exercising to help prevent disease but also introducing exercise programs to those suffering from cancer, because research show exercise improves a patient’s prospects for recovery.

Today, she can’t imagine living her life any other way. “If I sit at home, then I’m going to feel awful.” 
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Cancer is the number one public health fear. Most people believe it is impossible or next to impossible to prevent cancer. Researchers at the Mayo Clinic found, however, that half of all cancers can be traced to personal choices such as having a sedentary lifestyle, a high-fat diet, prolonged and unprotected exposure to the sun, and use of tobacco.
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Give Yourself Time

The average person feels that there isn’t enough time in the day. We rush around from one thing to the next, not stopping until the day is over. One of the easiest things to cut out of the day is a moment for ourselves. But time spent quietly alone is not a luxury. It is an important component of how we function. Give yourself time to sit, to think, to feel—every single day.
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Told to shut his eyes and shake his body vigorously with his limbs gyrating like rubber bands, Kevin began to reconsider whether he should have signed up for this.

“Is this guy for real?” wondered the New York City firefighter as he began Dr. Jim Gordon’s program of meditation, yoga, and alternative healing therapies to help firefighters deal with the emotional stress of the September 11 attacks.

The workshop took place not long after the end of the nine-month cleanup of human remains and World Trade Center debris. Now, Kevin meditates and “shakes” stress away nearly every day.

“It really calms you down,” said Kevin, who is helping Dr. Gordon launch a regular program for city firefighters.

Dr. Gordon, picked by President Clinton to head a two-year White House Commission on Complementary and Alternative Medicine Policy, has used similar workshops to help survivors of war in Kosovo and Bosnia. The founder of the Center for Mind-Body Medicine in Washington, he decided to adapt the program for firefighters.

But how do you get





OPS/images/threeapples.jpg
VEVEY)





OPS/images/9780061738043_Cover.jpg
THE 100 SIMPLE SECRETS OF

DAVID NIVEN, PH.D.






OPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





