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Alix Bradfield may have had an unconscious interest in health and wellbeing before she was born. Her grandfather had been guided to vegetarianism by George Bernard Shaw. Her mother said she had eaten every possible nutrient while expecting. Her childhood was a series of moves across the globe as an only daughter of a naval officer, so she had to learn to constantly adapt, which she didn’t realise would be labelled resilience in today’s world. Alix lost her first tooth at the top of a tree in Cuba and, although she no longer climbs trees, she has remained physically active. Now in her late seventies and having led a very active, fulfilling life, Alix’s children and grandchildren are all adults. A vegetarian for 26 years, she’s been labelled disciplined but prefers to think that keeping healthy simply leads to having more fun, more choices and time to reach out to others. Alix was a relationship counsellor for 12 years and facilitated parent training courses. She also worked as a career strategy consultant for 20 years and, during this time, worked in corporate change management. She was a columnist for the Herald and co-wrote Job Loss: It’s a Family Affair.
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Dedicated to my parents and those I interviewed for this book, all of whom have taught me how to gain more energy for all I love to do.
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Introduction

How do we achieve an abundance of energy?

This book reveals how we can all create more of the vitality we crave to live a fulfilling and happy life, from our youth all the way to our twilight years. Each chapter draws from the wisdom and experience of professionals who specialise in areas of health and wellbeing, from exercise to managing pain to using optimism to stay healthy. I interviewed each one to gather their wealth of ideas, tips and advice and then wrote the chapters to be used by everyone for everyday and long-term vitality and mental wellbeing.

As a former relationship counsellor, parent educator and career strategy consultant, I have often engaged in the perennial nature versus nurture debate and agree with the popular view that we are a meld of both. We are born with a singular combination of genes that we can’t change, but we do have the power to make choices that will give our body and our mind what they need to thrive at any age.

Research into our genetic make-up indicates that we have a predisposition to certain diseases. Some of us are fatalistic, believing that our genes determine how healthy we are and how long we will live. Others are empowered by evidence that lifestyle choices play a significant part in influencing the way our bodies and minds develop.

We have one body to last a lifetime and it is a machine of miracles if we stop for a minute to appreciate it. Yes, I am referring to the one we were given, not those unrealistic, photoshopped versions we see on magazine covers. Sadly, it is common to drive ourselves to ever-demanding levels of performance when we neglect our body’s many needs and gifts. We all have busy lives that demand focus on a never-ending list of work, home and practical priorities, but, in the meantime, our health and stamina can be taken for granted. It’s not until we are bombarded with clear, often painful messages that we realise something is wrong: that we are run down and ignoring the signs our body is giving us. How often have you heard it said that people spend more time looking after their cars than their own chassis?

When we’re ill, we’re lucky that we can rely on everything modern medicine offers, including the remarkable skills of doctors and specialists. But how do we take care of ourselves in between doctors’ appointments? Beyond taking the right medication and keeping up with routine health checks, how do we focus on giving our body and mind the energy they need for life?

If we are tired and feeling unwell, every aspect of our life is affected. This is true at any age. We each have desired goals and pleasures and yet, once we feel under par, simple tasks grow in stature and even our energy for fun dwindles. Our temper and patience fray and our relationships become strained.

My parents were the oldest couple in Australia with a combined age of 206. No one in either of their family trees survived to anything like their centenarian-plus status, so I began to question whether genes are the real story of a long, vibrant life. However, longevity is not the subject of this book; most of us don’t yearn for old age if it means a life of diminished activity, accomplishment and enjoyment.

Seeing the choices my parents made as they aged, how they adapted and how they looked after themselves, has made a lasting impression on me. They never lost the energy fired up by curiosity. They were conscious of good habits and thrived on fresh experiences and new friendships. If they looked to the past, it wasn’t to bemoan the ‘good old days’ but simply to laugh over a happy memory. Longevity wasn’t a major focus of theirs; they always answered the often-asked question ‘What’s the secret to a long life?’ with a light-hearted quip and then continued to enjoy the day.

Born in 1909 and 1915, their lives included the challenges that defined the 20th century, through the Great Depression, the Second World War, moving countries and the many losses that are an inevitable part of a long life. They taught me that, while our genes play a part, sometimes dramatically, sometimes less so, our choice of lifestyle is essential in making the most of our genetic make-up.

A long life doesn’t have much appeal in itself. Most of us yearn to stay well so we can make the most of the days we do have, and to fill them with the energising and fulfilling activities we love. When we are faced with deteriorating physical and mental health, our capacity to enjoy our life is whittled away.

This book brings together advice from industry and medical experts who have generously shared with me their own stories about living well so I could offer them to you. My goal for this book is to provide some answers: how do we make lasting changes to our lifestyle? How do we look after ourselves every day, even when life tries to get in the way? And how do we increase our chances of good health, energy, vitality, contentment and, possibly, as a side effect, even a longer lifespan?

What does ‘energy for life’ mean to you as you pick up this book? Are you ready to make changes to feel better?

Of course, it is imperative to consult medical experts when there is a health problem as they are the ones with qualifications, expertise and experience.

Throughout our life, we wonder what steps to take to improve our physical health, our thinking, our spirituality and the priority we place on the choices and attitudes that help us thrive.

The specialists in this book have all influenced me to make choices that increase my feeling of vitality so I can continue to engage in fun and interesting days. I am grateful to them and hope some of their wisdom may be helpful to you, too.





Building Resilience 
Through Exercise

Francis Coffa, Personal Trainer and Myotherapist

Individuals who exercise regularly report many benefits, including improved sleep quality, mental focus, energy and vitality, digestion, posture, mobility, flexibility, pain management and immune function. FRANCIS COFFA

As the son of Olympic weightlifting coach Paul Coffa, Francis has been immersed in the world of health, fitness and physical training his whole life. He is a strength coach, personal trainer and myotherapist with expertise in corrective exercise and rehabilitation. He has over 20 years of experience at The Sports Clinic of Melbourne, where he works with a team of skilled physiotherapists and consults with orthopaedic surgeons to optimise specific rehabilitation programs for hip, shoulder and knee patients.

Francis’s passion for weight training has led him on a continuing journey of study in holistic health and a PhD in neurovascular physiology. He is passionate about giving back to the next generation and has tutored and mentored hundreds of trainers, physiotherapists and coaches. His joy is spending time with his wife and young daughter.

Physical activity energises our body and mind

Most people know that exercise can improve cardiovascular fitness, musculoskeletal strength and assist with fat loss. However, most are unaware these benefits, backed by scientific research, are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the importance of exercise to improve our overall health and wellbeing. Individuals who exercise regularly report many other benefits, including improved sleep quality, mental focus, energy and vitality, digestion, posture, mobility, flexibility, pain management and better immune function.

The benefits of exercise on our mental state are just as significant as the physical benefits. Many of us experience improved confidence, motivation and feelings of wellbeing as just the beginning of the positive effects of exercise on the mind. Family and friends will also benefit if we exercise more often: our mood improves and we have more energy to give to day-to-day social interactions. Many people even claim to be more pleasant at home and around work colleagues. We know that our exercise regime is working when others promptly remind us that we need to exercise when our mood deteriorates.

There is a powerful link between levels of physical activity and resilience when we are faced with mental and emotional stress. Our lives are filled with unexpected challenges, and exercise can help us adapt, adjust and build resilience. Many people report performing better at work when they maintain their regular exercise schedule and students often say that exercise helps them cope better with exam pressure. If we are more adaptable to mental and emotional stress, our overall health and happiness will improve.

Regular exercise also promotes better injury recovery and pain management. Patients recovering from conditions ranging from minor soft tissue injuries all the way to major post-operative shoulder, hip, knee and back injuries often remark that careful exercise builds strength and helps with recovery. Often, the success of pain management and recovery is closely linked to our adherence to homework exercise programs set by a health professional.

Listen to your body

Listening to our body is the process of intuitively recognising and providing what our body really needs, when it needs it. In the context of exercise, it may simply involve understanding when our body needs to slow down and do less exercise or get moving with additional physical activity.

Excessive fatigue and repeated pain or injury are sometimes signs that our body requires rest from exercise, or at least that we should decrease the intensity of the exercise we’re doing. When we are stressed and busy, we use exercise as an outlet for stress relief. But when we aren’t paying attention to our body, we are more likely to fall into the trap of ignoring signs that we need to rest. In many cases, the simple process of reducing our exercise intensity restores our energy levels, preventing repeated injuries and providing even better stress relief.

Feelings of irritability, anxiety and decreased mental focus are often signs that our body needs more exercise. We can use these feelings as reminders that we have missed our regular exercise sessions, or perhaps haven’t been paying enough attention to what our body needs.

We simply need to pay attention to our own unique response pattern to exercise, and to use this as a guide when making choices about everyday activities.

Practice makes good posture

Maintaining good posture through exercise is highly beneficial, on multiple levels, for our continued good health.

In myotherapy, remedial massage and other musculoskeletal therapies, one of the starting points in the treatment of pain and dysfunction is the assessment of a patient’s posture. Postural assessments can give therapists vital clues about imbalances in muscle tightness and weaknesses that may contribute to, or exacerbate, pain and dysfunction. There are many instances where this is not associated with posture, for example: many clients with ‘good’ posture present with pain or dysfunction and those with ‘poor’ posture present fully functional. However, in many cases there is a connection and, in those circumstances, this knowledge can provide vital insights for treatment.

In addition to better musculoskeletal health, postural improvement can also lead to increased confidence and self-esteem. Francis says that many of his clients have reported feeling taller, lighter, healthier and generally better about themselves as their posture has improved with exercise. Similarly, many older patients have reported feeling ‘younger’ as a result of standing up straighter.

Due to natural variations in posture, it’s very difficult to give specific recommendations for postural improvement without proper individual assessment. However, most posture-related aches and pains result from excessive slouching and hunching. This type of posture and its associated ailments are significantly improved if we remember to stand up straight and lengthen our spine, with shoulders sitting comfortably back. However, for many of us, this correction is easier said than done and requires specific manual therapy treatment and exercise training to achieve healthy posture in a lasting way.


[image: ]


Do we need to train hard or lift heavy weights to stay healthy?

We don’t need to train very hard and lift very heavy weights to benefit from exercise. However, we do need to train regularly and lift increasingly heavy weights suitable for our individual abilities for our body to grow stronger and more resilient.

Exercise works by taking advantage of our body’s ancient evolutionary ability to adapt to physical stress. This ability has evolved over many thousands of years to help us survive pre-modern times when our lifestyles were more physically active, for example, avoiding predators, catching prey and walking long distances carrying heavy supplies.

When our body is exposed to the physical stress of exercise, a cascade of adaptive physiological processes are initiated that lead to an improvement in our ability to deal with that same stress the next time we face it.

The level of exercise intensity (or difficulty) is crucial in stimulating an appropriate adaptive response. If exercise intensity is too high, we risk overload and injury. If it is too low, it will not be sufficient to initiate a beneficial change. A great way to put this into practice is remembering to train within the ‘goldilocks zone’ – neither too hard or too easy for us, but just right.

Of course, as we progress with exercise and get fitter and stronger, exercise difficulty or intensity must be gradually adjusted to stimulate further adaptation.

It makes sense to consult an experienced degree-qualified exercise physiologist or certified personal trainer to determine the most appropriate












	Do I prefer training alone, with a friend or in a group?

	Do I prefer to exercise with a trainer or unsupervised?

	Would I like to train unsupervised, but with a program written for me by a trainer?

	Do I prefer to train indoors or outdoors?

	Do I prefer training in a large gym, a small studio or something in between?

	Do I prefer, or possibly require, a physiotherapist to supervise my training?

	Would I like to play a sport either by myself, with a partner, a group or in a team?

	What training styles would I like to try: weight training, bike riding, walking, Pilates, yoga, dancing or jogging?










	Diarise time for exercise, making it a priority.

	Getting started will build motivation to keep going.

	Grab opportunities during the day for incidental exercise.
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