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For my Dad, you have influenced me
in more ways than you ever knew.
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INTRODUCTION

We are very used to the idea that certain lifestyles are bad for us. We know we shouldn’t smoke; we’re aware that sitting at a desk for eight hours per day isn’t a great idea, and that we should avoid eating lots of sugar. Perhaps a less familiar idea is that our lifestyles can actually be medicine. It’s not just that we should avoid bad habits – it’s that the right lifestyle and nutrition can actually improve our well-being, reverse our health problems and even make chronic diseases like type 2 diabetes, obesity and depression disappear.

It took a while for this to come into focus for me. A few years into my job as a GP, I realized that I was probably helping only around one-fifth of the patients walking through my door. I could certainly give them a drug to suppress their symptoms, but I was failing to get to the actual root cause of their problems. The trouble with the way we both think about health and practise medicine is this: we forget that the human body is one big connected system. If a patient presents to us with symptoms of depression, the usual textbook diagnosis is that it’s a psychological condition, caused by a chemical imbalance in the brain. That will almost certainly lead to the prescription of an antidepressant. What I found was that depression, along with many other conditions, could just as easily be driven by poor diet, high stress levels, a lack of physical activity or, even more likely, a combination of all three. Similarly with eczema: the textbook tells us to prescribe a steroid cream for the rash, but the rash is just a symptom. There’s little awareness that the causes of eczema are many, among them an overreactive immune system which in turn may be caused by food intolerance, abnormal gut bacteria or even high stress levels. Why not treat these problems, rather than the rash, and get rid of the eczema for good?
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This is why I believe that the future of medicine will be about more doctors being super-generalists, rather than super-specialists. Just as our understanding of the human body is evolving, so the practice of medicine will also need to evolve.

The fact is, the body doesn’t work as the simplistic and reductionist textbook expects it to. It’s a highly evolved biological mechanism that is completely interconnected. This is why I was only managing to treat around 20 per cent of my patients. All too often, a symptom in one domain might actually have a cause in an area of the body that our medical training just doesn’t tell us to look at. This is why I believe that the future of medicine will be about more doctors being super-generalists, rather than super-specialists. Just as our understanding of the human body is evolving, so the practice of medicine will also need to evolve. Good health occurs outside the doctor’s surgery – not inside. Our lifestyles themselves are often the best medicine.

I’ll give you an example of how the current way we view health is tripping us up – with potentially very serious consequences. For years, doctors have struggled to treat a condition called chronic fatigue syndrome. This has led to it being one of the most frustrating conditions that we see, because we don’t seem to be able to help. I think the reason medical researchers are struggling so badly to find an effective treatment is that they’re seeking a single cause and a single cure. But my research into the interconnectedness of the body has convinced me there is no single cause of this condition. I believe that patients who develop chronic fatigue syndrome are usually experiencing multiple problems, and in order to help them we need to address them all.

Our bodies, and the minds that interact with them, are systems of almost unparalleled complexity. I’m heartened to see some research on this basis is now being conducted into ‘incurable’ conditions such as Alzheimer’s. It’s early days yet, and a lot more work needs to be done, but in that area at least it’s beginning to look as if the multipronged approach I endorse could achieve promising outcomes. I call such an approach ‘progressive medicine’. It’s the idea that we need to look at as many factors as possible when examining what creates wellness or illness. Because the body is so connected, with relatively distant parts of it affecting each other, the cause (or causes) of any particular illness might not be immediately obvious.

That this ‘interconnected’ view of health is presenting good outcomes comes as no surprise to me. Back in my surgery in Manchester, it has produced some truly eye-opening results. By taking this view, I find myself prescribing medications that merely address symptoms far less frequently than I used to. Today, I’m much more likely to prescribe a diet high in healthy fats, some meditation and more physical activity than a mood-altering drug for depression. In prescribing small lifestyle adjustments that promote rest and relaxation, encourage better sleep and diet and get people moving, I have managed to reverse type 2 diabetes, get rid of depression, eliminate irritable bowel syndrome, lower blood pressure, reduce menopausal symptoms without the use of hormones, conquer insomnia, help people lose weight, get rid of severe migraines and even reverse autoimmune conditions − all without the use of any medication. We’re all familiar with the idea that lifestyle can be the cause of disease. What’s not common knowledge is that a change in lifestyle can also be the treatment and prevent us from getting sick in the first place.

The basic idea is simple. Because every part of our body affects, to a greater or lesser degree, pretty much every other part, we need to take a much more rounded view of treatment, one that considers every aspect of the patient’s daily life. How well do they sleep? What do they eat? Are they sedentary at work? Are they constantly consulting their smartphone or tablet? This is what I call the ‘threshold effect’. The connected system that is in the human body can deal with multiple insults in various places – up to a point. And then the system begins to break down. The point at which it breaks down is our own unique personal threshold. When talking to patients, I liken it to juggling. Most of us can juggle two balls, even three or four. But when we throw that fifth one in, all the balls get dropped. We get sick. That sickness might manifest itself as a skin complaint or a blood-sugar problem or a mood disorder or difficulty sleeping. These complaints are signals that things – usually more than one – are going wrong elsewhere in the body. My approach prioritizes the cause over the symptoms.

The point of this book is to give you a simple, actionable plan to do the same. I want to go beyond the sort of health advice we’ve all been reading about for so long – beyond the fad diets and the quick-fix exercise programmes. We have overcomplicated health – I want to simplify it.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

There are four main elements, or pillars, to The Four Pillar Plan. The aim of the book is to examine and improve the manner in which you Relax, Eat, Move and Sleep. For each pillar I have set out five ways you might do this, summarized in the table below. The idea is to create balance across all the pillars – it is not about perfection in each individual one.

I would much rather you score 2 in every pillar, giving you a total score of 8, rather than 5 out of 5 in two separate pillars, giving you a higher score of 10. The numerical score might be smaller but the balance would be greater, and this is the real point of the book. Achieving balance is what will lead to the biggest improvements and, most importantly, the sustainable ones. This is designed to be a whole-life plan rather than a quick-fix gimmick.

For most of my patients, most of the time, scoring 3 in each pillar resulting in a total score of 12, seems to be about right. It is simply impossible, however, for me to say what will be the right amount for you. Some of you will need to do more, some can get away with less.

It is also possible to take each pillar in isolation. You may feel, for example, that your diet and exercise are already dialled in, whereas your sleep needs more attention. If so, feel free to go straight to that individual pillar and start there. You do not have to go through the book in sequential order. I would prefer you to personalize it to suit your own life.

Give equal priority to every pillar, and proceed at a pace that is comfortable for you.
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What I’m about to say probably sounds far-fetched, but here it is. The health problems of the majority of patients I see – yes, the majority – are driven entirely by their lifestyle. It’s not cuts or bruises or bacteria or a fungus or a virus or some tumour or hereditary disorder that’s the source of their pain, but the way they’re choosing to live. Their conditions are very often exacerbated by the fact that they’re super busy. They wake up fully stressed, rush to get the kids ready, do the school run, come back, try to juggle their jobs and their home life. On top of that, they might have other family members who require care and attention. From the moment they open their eyes, it’s all go, go, go. Then, when their kids are finally in bed, they’re straight into their emails or social media. At no point in the day are they just chilling out, or even alone. Everything they do is for someone else. When I mention this in surgery, they roll their eyes, telling me, ‘But I just don’t have time for me.’ To which I reply, ‘Well that, right there, is your problem.’
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GIVE YOURSELF PERMISSION TO RELAX

I never thought that, as a doctor, I’d have to give anyone permission to do anything. I see my patients as adults who can make their own decisions. But daily experience has taught me that, when it comes to relaxation, a surprising number of people don’t get any. So here I am, giving you doctor’s orders: I want you to give daily relaxation as high a priority as food, movement and sleep. I think our lack of routine switch-off time is one of the most pressing issues in modern society. For your health, it could hardly be more critical.

In this Relax pillar, as in the other three, you’ll find five different interventions. Whilst you are reading through them, start to think about which ones resonate the most, and which ones you might be able to introduce into your life right away. I would love you to adopt at least three, but if that seems too daunting, build up to it by taking on one at a time. I’m the type who’s always desperate to jump in and attempt the lot, but we’re all different, and it’s really important that you find your own pace. It really doesn’t matter how you get there, as long as you get there.

The Relax pillar is the one I struggle with the most. However, despite many challenges along the way, I’ve seen the benefits in my own life. I’ve also seen it in my practice. Potential gains include:


	Weight loss

	Improved resilience

	Reduced feelings of stress

	Improved ability to cope

	More balanced outlook

	Less road rage

	Improved ability to sleep

	More restorative sleep

	Better concentration



There is a reason why I’ve started this book with the Relax pillar. It’s the one that most often gets ignored, both by the public and also by the plethora of quick-fix health books that are out there. Which intervention should you start with? I genuinely don’t believe there’s much between them but, if you made me choose, the two I would prioritize are the first – carving out some me-time every single day – and the fourth – a daily practice of stillness. The benefits are not only immense but also can be rapid, which will help you engage with the others.
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1. ME-TIME EVERY DAY

Every day, for at least fifteen minutes, be selfish, and enjoy some time for you.

For at least fifteen minutes, every day, and more if possible, stop everything and be utterly selfish. Stop treating ‘relaxation’ as something that you do – or, more likely, don’t do – when everything else has been dealt with. Choose to relax. Make it a triple-underlined part of your schedule. Set an alarm. What will you do? Will you visit a local cafe, buy a coffee and indulge in a trashy magazine? Will you sit in a room with the lights off, listening to your favourite piece of music? Will you enjoy a relaxing bath? It’s entirely up to you. But there are three rules. Firstly, it must be something unashamedly for you and you alone. Secondly, it must not be an activity that involves your smartphone, tablet or computer. Thirdly, you’re not allowed to feel guilty about it.

CORTISOL SURGE

Had you told me this a few years ago, I wouldn’t have believed it, but simply setting aside little moments every day can make a massive difference to your health. There are many reasons why these breaks make a difference, but a principal one is that they can help us to switch off our overactive stress response. Now, we all have cortisol in our bodies, and we all need it. Cortisol is a hormone, and a hormone is a chemical messenger. When we feel hungry, satiated, aroused, angry and so on, it’s because particular hormones are surging around our bloodstreams. Cortisol has been identified as one of our principal stress-response hormones. Hormone levels tend to spike and fall at different times of the day, in natural cycles, and also rise and fall in response to the things that are happening to us. Our cortisol level surges when we’re stressed.

Contrary to popular belief, stress isn’t necessarily bad for us. We’ve evolved to experience stress for all sorts of good reasons. An onrush of stress primes our minds and bodies to tackle a sudden problem head-on. But we’re designed to experience stress in short bursts. When we endure it for a sustained period, it becomes a problem. To find out why this is, we must cast our view back hundreds of thousands of years. Humans are the product of an extremely gradual process of evolution that took place over many millennia. Our bodies and brains have been specialized, not for modern living in towns and cities, but for existence in roaming hunter-gatherer groups of no more than 150 people. Because this kind of evolution occurs so slowly, our ancient systems haven’t caught up with twenty-first-century life. Our machinery for responding to and dealing with stress is still largely prehistoric. And that mismatch between the ancient biological technology we have in our bodies and the complex, ultra-modern lives we’re living can have some pretty nasty effects.
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Imagine what kind of stresses our bodies were designed to cope with all those years ago. If we were attacked by a lion, say, that experience would be terrifying but it would also be short lived. Either we’d have run away and escaped, or killed the lion, and the danger would have passed, or we’d have been killed. That’s the kind of event our stress equipment has been built to deal with. Our autonomic nervous system is a bodily network around which signals and instructions are transmitted, and there are two parts to it, the sympathetic system and the parasympathetic. Cortisol works by activating our sympathetic nervous system. This is our fight-or-flight response. And what I’m seeing in my practice is that people are constantly in fight-or-flight mode. They’re spending their days with their cortisol levels continuously ramped right up, their sympathetic nervous systems activated. They’re not being attacked by a lion, they’re being attacked by their life.

[image: image]




THE TWO PARTS OF THE AUTONOMIC NERVOUS SYSTEM

Our autonomic nervous system regulates our automatic processes – the things we do without consciously thinking like breathing and digestion.

One branch of this system, the sympathetic nervous system, causes the body to release stress-response hormones such as noradrenaline and cortisol. It causes your heart rate to quicken, your lung tubes to widen, your muscles to contract, your pupils to dilate and it switches off digestion. It helps divert energy away from processes in our body such as digestion that are not necessary for our survival. It helps us release energy from our muscles and lowers immune system function. In the short term this helps us deal with the stress, but if activated long term this response can become problematic.

In the modern world, this fight-or-flight system activates when we’re rushing to meet a deadline, getting stressed on our commute, leaving late for the school run or putting ourselves through a tough workout. This response can be managed, as long as we take steps to balance it out with rest and relaxation.

This rest and relaxation involves the other branch of our nervous system, which is the parasympathetic. It works at a much slower rate than the sympathetic branch. When it’s activated our saliva production increases, digestive enzymes are released, our heart rate drops and our muscles relax. It allows us to digest food appropriately, destress and sleep soundly.

To help manage the stress of modern life we should be encouraging the activation of the parasympathetic nervous system – all five interventions in the Relax pillar will help you do just that.





CORTISOL STEAL

This is harmful for a number of reasons. Firstly, there’s something called the ‘cortisol steal’. All the hormones in your body are made from the same basic stuff, which is called LDL cholesterol. We naturally have a limited supply of LDL cholesterol and, when things are working well, it all gets portioned off nicely, so there’s enough to go round – enough to make your oestrogen, your progesterone, your testosterone – and also your cortisol. But what happens when you’re in one of these long-term states of stress is that cortisol steals the other hormones’ LDL cholesterol. Because it thinks you’re under attack, and in a state of crisis, your body prioritizes the generation of cortisol. It thinks you need it to cope with the drama and just makes more and more of it. That upsets the finely tuned balance of hormones in your body.

This leads to a wide variety of problems. Clinicians know we’re currently seeing an increase in numbers of men with low testosterone. This impacts things like sex drive, muscular strength, energy levels and even risk of chronic disease, and testosterone prescriptions now cost the NHS something like £20 million per year. I’m convinced the underlying problem in many of these cases is stress, leading to overproduction of cortisol at the expense of other hormones, of which testosterone is just one.

But it’s not just the cortisol steal we need to be concerned about. When we’re constantly stressed, our bodies respond as if we’re under attack, going into a kind of emergency mode and diverting resources to the processes most necessary for survival. To take just one example, digestion switches off. When you’re dealing with a lion flying at your head, the efficient processing of lunch is just an unnecessary diversion. A more pressing need is the generation of instant energy in your bloodstream. In the short term this is great, but when this becomes long term it creates a problem. It can lead to weight gain and sleep disruption and exhausts the immune system. Remember, all of this is happening because the body thinks it’s under attack all day. Whilst there are an infinite number of stressors in our environment, there’s only one main stress response. Your body can’t tell the difference between emotional stress, physical stress and nutritional stress. It can’t tell the difference between the stress of missing a mortgage payment or the stress you feel when someone’s been rude to you on Facebook. To your system, it’s all just a lion flying at your head and it reacts in the same way in every case.

IMPACT ON YOUR DIGESTIVE SYSTEM

You know when you get that mid-morning hunger surge? You’ve had your bowl of sugar-coated cereal, your blood sugar’s gone up, then mid-morning it’s crashed. You’re starving. You’re shaky. You need something to eat. When your blood sugar falls suddenly like this, that’s another stressor, another lion at your head. It can send your cortisol and adrenaline soaring. So even something as simple as choosing the wrong breakfast can tip your body into this emergency state. Then what happens? Not only are you likely to go hunting in your fridge or biscuit tin for some more bad food, your digestion is suppressed, so it’s a double hit on the weight gain. This is another example of why it’s crucial that we view the body as a massively connected system. One potential cause – in this case, a sugary breakfast – can have multiple effects, including stress, the cortisol steal and weight gain.

IMPACT ON YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM

But that’s not all. When your body thinks it’s under attack, it puts your immune system into an emergency state. This makes perfect sense from an evolutionary perspective. Imagine if you managed to survive that lion attack by fighting it off. It’s likely you’d be left with cuts that were prone to infection – the animal would’ve had nasty bugs in its claws or saliva and your wounds pick up dirt from your environment. This is why your immune system needs to go into a peak state. We call this heightened immune response ‘inflammation’ and, again, we’re not supposed to be in this state for an extended period of time. Chronic inflammation (in medical parlance, any nasty condition that hangs around for too long is referred to as ‘chronic’) underpins pretty much every single degenerative disease that we have, including heart attacks, strokes and even Alzheimer’s disease.

A 2016 paper published by researchers at King’s College London highlighted just one of the ways inflammation can have a surprising impact on the massively connected body. They showed a remarkable link between inflammation and depression. The scientists suggested we can predict which patients suffering from depression will respond to conventional antidepressants by giving them blood tests that show their levels of inflammation. Crucially, they found that patients with high degrees of inflammation do not respond to conventional antidepressants. The results confirm what other scientific research has been suggesting for years – that depression itself can be a symptom of biological changes in the body that are driven by inflammation. This is why antidepressants don’t work for these patients. If your problem is not in your brain – if it’s actually inflammation in your body – what’s the point in giving you a drug that’s going to tweak something in your head?

Think about how astonishing this is. If someone is depressed, the textbook medicine approach points our clinical gaze at possible struggles they’re having in their life, or past traumas, or perhaps even chemical problems in their brain. But the root cause might just as easily be inflammation that’s caused by having too much cortisol charging about their system, for too long. This is how healthcare needs to evolve – into an era of progressive medicine characterized by the growing awareness that the name of a disease can often tell us very little about the actual cause. ‘Depression’ is simply a name we give to a collection of symptoms – the word itself doesn’t tell us anything about the root of the problem.

Understanding all this is increasingly transforming the way I practise medicine. Recently I was consulted by Miranda, a fifty-two-year-old whom I hadn’t seen for about six months. She had been following all my advice but now had seemed to plateau, and was not improving any further. I spent a long time chatting to her to try to figure out why. As we got into her story, it became
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