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PRAISE FOR VIBRANT

“Dr. Stacie Stephenson is a lifestyle medicine doctor who understands that health begins with the basics you control: eating good food in small portions, moving every day, and connecting with the people you love. Anyone can do it, but not everyone knows how. This book contains everything you need to know to get started and stick with healthy habits for life.”

—Goldie Hawn, actress and founder of MindUP

“In Vibrant, Dr. Stacie Stephenson delivers on how we can achieve the goal of her book’s title. We all want to age and live vibrantly, and this book tells you how. Elevate your health by reading Vibrant!”

—Dr. William Li, New York Times bestselling author of Eat To Beat Disease

“Life is like a great banquet, at which each person is only well if everyone is well. This is how Dr. Stacie Stephenson sees her mission. Her energy is boundless and this book is an amazing achievement, with the admirable goal of bringing physical and mental wellness to all, so life can be the ultimate celebration for everyone. We don’t know how she does it, but she keeps on working to bring good into the world.”

—Andrea & Veronica Bocelli, The Andrea Bocelli Foundation

“The idea that health comes from lifestyle, rather than drugs and doctors, should be common sense, but somehow, it’s not. That’s why we need books like Vibrant. This colorful, warm, and energetic book can help anyone build (or rebuild) a foundation for vibrant health. Dr. Stephenson walks you through the essentials, while dipping into health wisdom from the wide variety of integrative fields she’s studied. Whether you are a beginner or you just need a refresher, this book can set you on the path to enjoy vibrant health for the rest of your long and happy life.”

—Dr. Will Cole, leading functional medicine expert and author of Ketotarian, The Inflammation Spectrum and Intuitive Fasting

“What an inspiring, exciting, vibrant book from my friend Dr. Stacie! I love how she combines accessible science, inspirational wisdom, deeply personal stories, and actionable strategies for individual health empowerment. We are on the same page all the way with our commitment to lifestyle as the primary path to health. We will always need doctors, but what you do for yourself right now is what will determine your health in the future, and that’s something you get to control! I love how this book walks you through the steps to make that happen.”

—Samantha Harris TV host, certified health coach, and author

“This book really struck a chord for me. Music is my arena, and music is all about vibration. The root of the word ‘vibrant’ is the same as the root of the word ‘vibration,’ and vibration has been used for centuries as a form of healing as well as inspiration. I can feel the positive, healing, inspirational vibrations emanating from these pages. My dear friend Dr. Stacie Stephenson has proven herself a master of vibrancy! This book is pure gold. Its straight—forward information, understandable for the layman, provides the key to unlock the secrets of vibrant health for all those who desire it but aren’t sure how to get there. I’ve learned so much and I’m so thankful that Dr. Stephenson was willing to put in the time and investigative work to create a roadmap for this wonderful and important journey. I’m truly impressed and I feel lucky to have this gem in my hands. I recommend it for anyone who wants to feel better, enjoy their lives more, and experience the profound vibration of deep inner health.”

—David Foster, producer, songwriter, and artist

“I am completely inspired to be vibrant! I consider myself a healthy person, but after reading this delightful and illuminating book, I’ve got a whole list of new habits to incorporate into my life. I want energy, glow, and joy for many years to come, and this book is a path to get and keep that amazing feeling of vibrant health. Brava, my friend! I am forever inspired by you and your heart to help others. Keep sharing your beautiful light.”

—Pia Toscano, singer and contestant on American Idol season 10

“Dr. Stacie Stephenson’s book Vibrant does exactly what the title implies. It provides an uplifting, can-do program for all of us trying to get the most out of the rest of our lives. It represents a road map for the achievement of vibrant health.”

—Jeffrey Bland, PhD, FACN, FACB, president of The Personalized Lifestyle Medicine Institute

“Only 15% of disease is due to genetics. That means your health is under your control. Dr. Stacie shows you how.”

—Dr. Joseph Pizzorno, author of The Toxin Solution and coauthor of the Encyclopedia of Natural Medicine

“Finally! Simple, easy-to-do actions anyone can take to reclaim glorious health. Dr. Stacie’s no-nonsense approach will delight you, and if you follow her savvy advice, you’ll soon see a vibrantly beautiful new you.”

—Lara Pizzorno, MDIC, MA, LMT, author of Your Bones: How You Can Prevent Osteoporosis and Have Strong Bones for Life

“VibrantDoc Dr. Stacie Stephenson has seen your future . . . and it is vibrant! In this book, she draws on her deep personal and professional reservoir to journey with you to truly vibrant living. Dr. Stephenson not only embodies the vibrancy she exudes in this book, she is catalyzing a more vibrant world through this message and her work. This book is truly a gift. Open it—and be vibrant!”

—Michael Stroka, JD, MBA, MS, CNS, LDN, CEO of the American Nutrition Association

“I was thrilled to learn that Dr. Stacie Stephenson is finally writing a book. I’ve long been impressed with her knowledge and natural, integrative approach to healthcare. Health has always been a priority for me, but when I experienced my own health struggles, I became acutely aware of how precious health really is. Read it for you. Read it for your family. Make your health a priority and take care of yourself using the techniques in this book, to lay the foundation for a long and healthy life.”

—Cameron Mathison, actor and cohost of Home and Family

“Dr. Stacie Stephenson is one of the most vibrant women we know! Part of creating an energetic, effervescent life of health, happiness, and hope is doing for others as you take care of yourself. Through her work with Childhelp, Stacie has shown her loving spirit as an advocate for abused and neglected children. We have seen what good nutrition, recreational therapies, art, and lots of love can do to transform healing hearts. Vibrant is a book about cultivating that vitality in your life so it can shine upon the lives of those in need. Find your abundance, joy, and sense of vibrant purpose between these pages.”

—Sara O’Meara & Yvonne Fedderson, founders of Childhelp

Finally—a holistic, common-sense approach to overall wellness! In Vibrant, Dr. Stacie Stephenson offers a guided tour to optimal health that educates, informs, and empowers you to take control of your daily well—being. As the wife and caregiver of someone who suffered with Parkinson’s disease, I witnessed the power of conventional medicine when paired with integrative medicine. Vibrant offers a prescription for better health to those battling chronic illness as well as those of us looking to live our best lives.”

—Lonnie Ali, philanthropist and Parkinson’s advocate

“This indispensable book is your pathway to a happier, healthier, more vibrant you. Your trusted guide on this journey is Dr. Stacie Stephenson, who brings deep wisdom, inspiration, and passion to every page of this must—read work. Take that first step with her and you will soon be living your best life.”

—Michael Burton, president and CEO of Gateway for Cancer Research

“So many books to read—some for pure fun and some to improve your knowledge in a specific, defined area. But now, here is Vibrant, the book which will give you the knowledge for life itself! No question, Vibrant is a must-read if you want the knowledge to improve the quality of your life. Should you meet Dr. Stacie, the author, you would see this knowledge personified—beauty, intellect, grace, and health. Now available by reading and applying—Vibrant!”

—Horst Schulze, author of Excellence Wins and founding member of the Ritz Carlton

“If I had to recommend just one new book to read this spring, it would be Vibrant by my friend Dr. Stacie Stephenson. Full of energy, life, vitality, and vibrancy, this book is full of inspiration for how to own your health and live a more healthful life by making better choices. Her nutrition and health information is highly advanced—yet easy to understand and apply to your everyday lifestyle. Full of great advice, interactive assessments, and delicious recipes, this book can set anyone on the right path to a vibrant life! Brava, my friend!”

—Christine Avanti, CN, author of Skinny Chicks Eat Real Food

“When I was in training to become a physician in the early 1980s we were essentially taught to make a diagnosis, prescribe the right drug or refer them to the right surgeon, and to then quickly move on to see the next patient—the ‘sick care’ paradigm. We spent almost no time studying or practicing prevention or health promotion. In Vibrant, Dr. Stacie Stephenson drives home the concept of integrative medicine which embraces all of the best practices of psychology, regenerative medicine, clinical nutrition, lifestyle medicine, chiropractic care, anti-aging medicine, functional medicine, and more to provide the patient with a truly personalized, holistic approach to healthcare. She lays out a groundbreaking 30-day program to engage patients and their healthcare providers on a path to optimizing their wellness and health. And she does it all in a way that a ‘conventionally’ trained practitioner can wholeheartedly embrace. Dr. Stephenson’s approach embodies the future of healthcare; it places a new emphasis on wellness and health promotion which strives to keep the patient healthy and vibrant and to prevent sickness or injury. This is the direction we must go if we are to create a healthy, resilient, productive, and vibrant society.”

—Robert G. Darling, MD, FACEP, FFSEM, former white house physician (1996–1999) and founder and chief medical officer of Patronus Medical, LLC
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This book is for informational purposes only. It is not intended to serve as a substitute for professional medical advice. The author and publisher specifically disclaim any and all liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of any information contained in this book. A health care professional should be consulted regarding your specific medical situation. Any product mentioned in this book does not imply endorsement of that product by the author or publisher.
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To my beloved husband, Richard—the most vibrant man I know.
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INTRODUCTION

Set Yourself to Glow

Imagine you, but better. You, but with enough energy to zip through your day in a good mood without ever thinking about how nice it would be to take a nap. You, but with an immune system that vanquishes the colds and flus everyone else around you seems to suffer from, while you keep feeling amazing. You, but with firmer, clearer, more luminous skin. You, but with an inner glow that radiates outward, so that everyone who sees you wonders what your secret is. You, but at your ideal weight, which you easily maintain. You, but stronger, more resilient, and with less pain. You, but younger looking. You, but more vibrant.

Health is hard to define because it means different things to different people. To most doctors, health means the absence of disease. To others, it may mean not being overweight, or being pain-free, or feeling more energetic, or looking better or younger, or finally overcoming a chronic disease condition. When I assess someone’s health, whether it is one of the patients I used to see when I was in private practice, or a friend who comes to visit, or just someone I notice as I’m out and about, I assess their health according to whether or not they are vibrant.

The root of the word vibrant is “vibration,” and its original meaning was “light.” To me, this perfectly describes what it means to be vibrant: to be full of lightness and the vibration of positive energy. But vibrant is also something that I believe can be more objectively assessed. To be vibrant means to have:

•Good muscle tone, and the ability to walk, run, sit down, carry things like groceries, pick up children or pets, and get down on or up off the floor easily and without pain.

•An amount of body fat that helps your body function but does not interfere with organs, movement, or comfort.

•No chronic systemic inflammation (low-grade hidden cellular inflammation that is pervasive and insidious—you can’t necessarily feel it or see it, but it puts you at high risk for serious health problems including heart attacks and autoimmune conditions) as measured by advanced laboratory testing.

•Normal blood pressure, blood sugar, and cholesterol levels, as measured by standardized lab tests.

•Good cardiovascular fitness, including a strong heart, flexible arteries, and good lung capacity, as evidenced by the ability to walk a brisk mile or climb a flight of stairs without getting out of breath.

•No daily pain, such as joint pain, headaches, or stomachaches.

•Easy digestion without chronic bloating, gas, reflux, constipation, diarrhea, or nausea.

•A sharp, clear mind that can concentrate, focus, remember, and think quickly and creatively.

•A good sleep on most nights, with sufficient REM (dream) and deep (refreshing and reparative) sleep to regenerate the body and mind and feel awake and alert in the morning and all day long.

•A positive outlook and the capacity to feel a wide range of natural emotions without getting stuck in chronic depression and/or anxiety.

Vibrancy is also somewhat subjective. You likely have your own idea about whether or not you feel vibrant, and that’s just what vibrant is: an assessment of how you feel every day. How you feel indicates how healthy you are. Do you feel graceful in your movements, strong in your body, energetic and awake during the day, and soundly sleeping at night?

Do you eat and enjoy a diet full of a wide variety of colorful organic whole foods, from berries and fresh greens to wild-caught salmon and cold-pressed olive oil?

Do you move your body every day in ways that feel good and build your cardiovascular fitness, strength, and flexibility?

Do you have healthy relationships that feel supportive and rewarding? Do you love others, and know they love you? Are you involved with other people in your community, through work, personal projects, religious organizations, clubs, or social groups?

Do you feel like you have the brain of a younger you, even as you are getting older? Can you concentrate and remember things the way you always have?

Do you rarely if ever need to take any pain or antacid medications? Do you feel awake without stimulants like coffee, and can you sleep without pharmaceutical sleep aids? Do you choose clean food and clean living most of the time?

Do you stay well when everyone is getting sick, or recover quickly from illness or injury? Do you consider yourself to be resilient, both physically and mentally, in the face of any challenge?

To be vibrant is to have the motivation to do whatever it is you want to do every day, as unencumbered by fatigue and pain as you can possibly be. It means waking up ready to embrace whatever’s coming with passion and optimism. If you are slogging through your day, you aren’t vibrant. If you move through your day with a feeling of vitality, with a sharp mind and an open heart, that’s vibrant. When you feel not just physically but emotionally and mentally strong and stable enough to make good choices and act with empathy and courage, that’s vibrant. When you live mostly free of aches and pains and stiffness, as well as anxiety, fear, and overwhelm . . . that is what vibrant means to me. To circle back to my first definition, which I hope will mean even more to you now: To be vibrant is to be full of light and vibrating with life from the inside out.

As a doctor and as an individual, I have dedicated the last few decades of my life to the concept of vibrant living. To be vibrant is what I strive for personally, and it’s also what I’ve used as a barometer of health for my patients and associates, friends, and followers. For fourteen years, I was in private practice as an integrative practitioner trained in functional medicine, nutrition, anti-aging medicine, chiropractic care, acupuncture, and more. Today, I am the Chair of Functional Medicine for the Cancer Treatment Centers of America (CTCA), a board member for the American Nutrition Association (ANA), an American Heart Association (AHA) ambassador, and the founder and CEO of VibrantDoc (vibrantdoc.com), a health media enterprise dedicated to disseminating actionable, cutting-edge information about how to live a vibrant life.

In these capacities, but especially with VibrantDoc, my goal is to bring a meaningful understanding of what health really is to public awareness. This book is my way of reaching out to you, in a world that can be stressful, toxic, and challenging in ways that I believe deeply compromise inner health. I want to help you break free from crippling mainstream ideas of how we are supposed to live, so you can aim higher, with loftier, more empowered goals for health and vibrancy. And I want to help you achieve your goals. The more vibrant we are as a society, the more successful, resilient, happy, and long-lived we all will be.

This isn’t easy. We live in a climate where conventional medicine mostly ignores prevention and patient empowerment. Add to that the stress of everyday life along with the stress of big things like global health crises and natural disasters, and being healthy can feel impossible, or at least low on the priority list. The truth, however, is that the more strong, resilient, and vibrant you feel, the better you will be able to speak up for yourself, take your health into your own hands, and deal with the stresses of life in this modern world. Every step in a vibrant direction counts and can make your life feel a little better and a little bit easier, too.

You may have to do this on your own, however (or, with the help of this book!). Chances are, your doctor won’t tell you how not to get sick or how to create health. Most likely, your doctor will only want to see you if you are already sick. Doctors are not in the business of preventing illness and injury. They are in the business of managing it, most often with drugs or surgery. I know I’m not the only one who has often been left wondering: But wait . . . how can I keep from getting sick in the first place? What can I do to become healthy? In fact, these are the exact questions that got me where I am today.

How I Became VibrantDoc

I grew up training as a competitive figure skater, and throughout my teens and twenties, I assumed that would be my career. I never thought beyond that because I trained intensely and obsessively. It was my life. I was a good athlete. I ate well, I trained hard, but what I didn’t do was address my chronic stress. I was always pushing through the pain, the exhaustion, and the minor injuries. I thought I would always have endless access to energy and that I was invincible.

Then, one fateful day, I had a terrible accident and ended up in the hospital. It was the end of my figure skating career. I wasn’t invincible, after all, and I was devastated. I became quite depressed, and as I recovered over months, while dealing with chronic pain and mobility issues, one of my biggest disappointments was my medical care. I assumed the doctors could fix everything and get me back on the ice, but all I got were a series of diagnoses as my health deteriorated, and prescriptions to “help.” I came down with mononucleosis, rheumatic fever, and recurring strep throat. My immune system was shot. I began to realize that I was going to have to do a much better job of taking care of myself. I always had an intuition that there was more to what was wrong with me than my accident. Why did I have that accident? Was something going on that caused it to happen? I knew there had to be a bigger picture, but my doctors never seemed to acknowledge that I was a whole person, not just an injury. I have always been a competitive and ambitious person, so once I accepted that my Olympic dreams were never going to happen, I shifted gears and decided I could do better than those doctors who hadn’t been able to help me. I would go to medical school!

I was a good and serious student, studying hard and doing well in my classes. I was the one who chose not to go out partying because I had a test the next day, and I drove myself just as hard as I had as a figure skater. But medical school didn’t give me the opportunities I thought it would. I wanted my chosen career to reflect my values. I needed my work to make sense to me, and inspire me, but I quickly learned that mainstream Western allopathic doctors are trained in a very specific system of diagnosis and prescription—a name-it, blame-it, give-it-a-pill philosophy. I kept asking myself: Why are we only learning about sickness? and When do I get to take the classes about how to be healthy?

That lesson never came. Those classes weren’t part of the curriculum. Medical school is not about maintaining health or preventing disease, I was unhappy to learn. It wasn’t what I’d signed up for. I became unsure of where I belonged or what I really wanted to study. I began to search for alternative tracks and switched direction several times, as I tried to escape the “drugs and surgery” model and find a course of learning and practice that felt authentic to me. I knew there had to be a “building health” model out there somewhere. Isn’t it common sense to try first to avoid sickness, rather than wait for it to happen and only then try to cure it? Isn’t it common sense to optimize wellness so you never have to go to the doctor in the first place? Medical school didn’t seem to think so, but I knew the answer had to be out there somewhere. I knew from experience that the body knows what it needs to heal, and I wanted to learn how to support that process, rather than try to interfere with it, with the arrogant attitude that we doctors, with our pills and procedures, are wiser than the body itself.

Then, one day, some of my fellow medical students were attending a convention, and they convinced me to go along. Dr. Jeffrey Bland was speaking about a new field he was developing called functional medicine. At the time, I didn’t know what this was (few did), but I tagged along. In the lecture, I listened to Dr. Bland with wonder and amazement. I remember having a revelation: It wasn’t a profession I needed to choose. It was a philosophy—and what I was hearing was the closest thing I’d heard to something I could believe in and embrace.

Dr. Bland wasn’t talking about fixing health problems. He was asking why they occurred at all. This was a whole new way of thinking about health. Dr. Bland was asking: Why does the body slip from a healthy to a dysfunctional state? Where did things first start to go wrong? Why do some people get diseases, and others don’t? Why do some people get injured, and others don’t? Can we follow illness and injury back to their root causes?

That got my attention. Why had I gotten injured, when others hadn’t? Why was I then plagued with viral illnesses, when others weren’t? I went home that day with EPA/DHA supplements and glucosamine supplements and a whole new attitude. I had found a path I actually wanted to follow—one that would let me interact with and help people in a way that felt ethical and true. I passionately embraced the whole concept of lifestyle medicine as an alternative to conventional medicine, and I never looked back.

Since then, I’ve enthusiastically studied and trained in many different but related fields, including clinical nutrition, regenerative medicine, acupuncture, chiropractic care, psychology, environmental medicine, and anti-aging medicine. I’ve always chased knowledge with an obsessive curiosity. If it sounds like something that can legitimately help people, then I want to know everything about it, and I want to use that knowledge to help my actual patients.

But modern medicine is a stern and narrow-minded taskmaster, and even those of us who work in integrative medical fields must contend with it. After all, integrative means integrating the best of all approaches, including conventional ones. Candidly, I spent most of my years in private practice pushing the rules as far as I could when conventional medicine resisted an integrative approach. The truth is that when lifestyle medicine clashes with conventional medicine, it’s conventional medicine that has the money, influence, and power. However, I have always been (and remain) determined to continue to do what I think is right, for my own health and the health of my patients, family, friends, readers, and followers. When I was in private practice, I never shrank from what I perceived as my duty as a healthcare provider, or what I believed to be the rights of my patients. Have I been controversial? Sure. Have the powers that be always agreed with me? Certainly not. But what is new and empowering is often threatening to the establishment, and that’s the line I try to walk. I do it for you.

Eventually, I left private practice to become the Chair of Functional Medicine for the Cancer Treatment Centers of America so I could help to bring an integrative perspective into an arena that tends to rely heavily on conventional medicine. More recently, as I’ve mentioned, I joined the board of the American Nutrition Association, and have forged a partnership with the American Heart Association. I want to have a hand in those national organizations that I believe work sincerely to empower patients, and I believe that operating at this high level is an effective way for me to trigger changes from the top down.

But I do miss private practice, and lately, I’ve longed to get back to spreading my message of prevention and health empowerment to people in all walks of life. Working for national organizations can help to gradually change policy, but I hope this book can help to change people’s lives in the here and now. That’s also why I decided to start VibrantDoc, a unique enterprise dedicated to educating, informing, and empowering all who wish to live a more vibrant life. I want to reach as many people as I can, to help assure that as a society we can begin to see that each of us can build health for ourselves and enjoy more vibrant lives. In doing so, we make our communities, countries, and world stronger, more unified, and more enlightened about what health and wellness are. With every improvement you make to yourself, you have the potential to set an example for how to achieve a vibrant health state, extended youthfulness, vigorous longevity, and a happy, fulfilling life.

We can’t rely on anyone else to do this for us. The more we give away our power, the less control we will have over our own quality and length of life. We can make ourselves stronger, better, more vibrant. I want to help you navigate your own path toward that goal. You can be stronger, better, more vibrant, and you can start moving in that direction today.

Becoming Vibrant Is More Important Than Ever

Those years of helping people with one hand and fighting the system with the other have stayed with me. What I think about most is how ironic that physician’s oath really is: “First, do no harm.” And yet, what does modern conventional medicine so often do?

Let’s look at some statistics.

According to patient safety experts at Johns Hopkins School of Medicine, medical errors are the third leading cause of death after heart disease and cancer, and 10 percent of all deaths in the United States are now due to medical error.1 Doctors and surgeons are incredibly prone to stress and burnout. According to a study that anonymously surveyed nearly 8,000 surgeons, 700 of them reported they were concerned they had made a major medical error in the past three months, and these were the same participants who had the highest scores for depression and burnout (emotional exhaustion and other signs of severe chronic work stress). Over 70 percent of them said the error was their own fault, not a problem with the system.2

Medical errors and other adverse healthcare events not only often lead to injury and expense, but they far too frequently result in fatalities. Deaths due to preventable adverse healthcare events each year exceed deaths from car accidents.3 Deaths from medication errors exceed deaths from workplace injuries.4 According to the National Safety Council, drug poisoning is the number one cause of unintentional death in the United States, and many of those drugs were legally prescribed by doctors.5 About 700,000 people a year visit the emergency room for adverse drug events, and approximately 5 percent of hospitalized patients experience adverse drug events.6

I could go on with more scary statistics, but what I see when I look at the current state of modern medicine is not a healthcare system. It’s a sick-care system. And with all those drugs, surgeries, and procedures, it’s no wonder that modern medicine could literally kill you. How is that doing no harm?

I’m not saying conventional doctors have bad intentions. I know they don’t. They dedicate their lives to helping people. The doctors at the CTCA are passionately committed to helping cancer patients in any way they can, using every possible resource and every new technology. When the system doesn’t work, it’s usually not the doctors who are at fault. The system is driven by special interests who mostly do not have patient-first care as their priority. When you have a heart attack or break a bone, modern medicine is great at swooping in and quickly fixing the problem to save life and limb, but when it comes to chronic health problems, conventional medical practice is often of little to no help. It’s just not designed for those medical issues that come from years of neglecting good health practices, living a stressful life, and existing in a toxic environment. Medications, surgeries, and symptom-focus are end-stage patches. They don’t do anything about causes and sources.

On the other hand, prevention and health optimization are accessible to you. Looking at where health begins and nurturing health and wellness at its source in the human body is the most natural, human-centered, whole-person way of living. It involves taking a close and curious look at what you eat, how you move, how you nurture relationships, how you deal with stress, how you sleep, how you keep your environment, and how you choose to view and respond to your circumstances. That is the journey I’m inviting you to join me on in this book.

We all have many daily opportunities to make poor health choices, but they are choices. You are in charge of what you do and how you choose to think about the things that happen to you in your life. If you don’t feel vibrant right now, chances are pretty good that you aren’t taking charge of how you live. You may feel like you can’t do it, or you don’t know how. That’s not surprising because, for many people, this toxic, stressful world we live in is taking its toll and the messages are numerous and confusing. It’s distracting, disillusioning, even debilitating.

Do you remember when, as a child, it felt effortless to run and play and be outside and eat well and sleep soundly and feel joy and delight at the smallest things? Somewhere along the way, we can lose that ease of living we enjoyed as kids, and now, in this time, in this world, most of us (sadly) probably will end up with a chronic disease. Maybe you already have one . . . or more than one. According to the CDC’s National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion, 60 percent of adults in the United States already have a chronic disease such as diabetes, heart disease, cancer, lung disease, kidney disease, or dementia, and 40 percent have two or more chronic conditions.7 Those statistics are incredible to me, and disheartening.

But it’s never too late to turn it around, and you are not a statistic. If you assume you will someday suffer from failing health if you choose to remain on your current course, why wouldn’t you choose a new trajectory? What have you got to lose? Many of you reading this book don’t yet have a major health problem, and you can keep it that way by refusing to be a victim of a culture that glorifies poor health habits. It takes some effort to achieve a vibrant life, but what awesome things are easy?

The secret I offer you in these pages is that achieving vibrant health isn’t as hard as you might think! If not quite there, you can achieve your ideal weight. You can get strong. You can become more limber. You can strengthen your immune system and generate all the energy you could ever want. You can glow from the inside out with radiance that comes from profound health at the deepest levels. I want to guide you toward a life in which you feel vibrant every day, live with intention and joyful effort, are able to eat well, move easily, sleep soundly, wake refreshed, cherish your relationships, contribute to your community, and love what you see in the mirror—both the external you and the vibrancy that comes from health and happiness. I want you to have vast inner resources you can draw on when you need them. My wish is for you to love your life!

If this is also what you want for yourself, then let’s get started now. With each chapter, we will gradually, incrementally remake you. You will still be you, but with an abundance of energy and excitement about your life. You’re going to feel younger, stronger, slimmer, fitter, and have less pain. We’re going to steer you away from a future of chronic disease and toward the body and brain you deserve—and that you can continue to have for years to come.

Your health is yours, and nobody can take it from you if you choose to own it. In this book, you will find the knowledge and inspiration to make changes in the way you live, and the guidance to know how to do it. You will experience firsthand real, tangible, visible shifts in your energy and appearance. You will be vibrant.

Yours in Vibrancy,

Dr. Stacie J. Stephenson
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Welcome to your vibrant life! I’m really happy you have decided to begin your quest for optimal health, and I’ll be with you at every step. I have a lot in store for you, but we’re going to start with the basics and work our way deep, deeper, and to the deepest depths of creating health from your inside out.

But how do I help someone reading a book, without being able to look at them? I can’t ask you to stand in front of me so I can assess you. I thought long and hard about this. I am a firm believer in the external as a reflection of the internal, and I also believe that personalized medicine is the imminent and necessary future, so that led me to the obvious conclusion: You are the expert on you.

You know your body better than anyone else in the world, including a doctor. You are always right there, feeling everything that goes on inside of you, and you always have the opportunity to evaluate yourself, inside and out. You may not know all the anatomical terms or be able to tell someone how your endocrine system works, but you have intuition and your body is always telling you what it needs. That means you are the best and most capable person on the planet for evaluating your own health.

So, together, let’s take a deep dive into what it means to be vibrant, how to gauge your current health state, and how to achieve more energy and glow by living the vibrant life.

Vibrant = Energy + Glow



CHAPTER 1

Becoming Vibrant

“You changed my life!”

I hadn’t seen my massage therapist (let’s call her Tina) in over a year, but when she came to my house, I had to do a double take. I barely recognized her. The puffy, overweight, blotchy-skinned, forty-something woman I’d first met had been replaced by a fit, curvy, beautiful woman, maybe fifty pounds lighter than she was before, with a sparkle in her eyes, enthusiasm in her voice, and a deep inner glow that radiated outward. That thick layer of toxic fatty fluid I so often see on unhealthy people was gone. She moved with ease, her skin was clear, and I could feel her positive energy—she was vibrant!

“You look fantastic!” I said. “What did you do?”

“I did just what you said!”

I vaguely remembered that she had shyly asked for just five minutes of my time back when she had first come to my house for our massage appointment the past year, but I couldn’t remember specifically what we’d talked about. All I could think to say was, “Tell me more!”

She laughed, then reminded me that she had summoned all her courage, knowing I was a health professional, to ask my advice, fearing it might be inappropriate but feeling desperate. She had suffered for years from allergies to “everything,” chronic unidentified skin issues, swelling and bloating, and she kept gaining weight, no matter what she did. She had eliminated so many things from her life, for fear she was allergic to them, that she spent almost all her time trying to keep track and figure out what she could and could not eat, touch, breathe, and do. It was exhausting. She had been obsessing about the materials in her cookware and food storage containers, her indoor air quality, detergents and shampoos, and everything else that touched her skin. She grasped onto every fad, thinking it might finally hold the answer—she’d tried to go gluten-free, dairy-free, keto, vegan, low-carb, and low-fat, but each successive diet was no better than the last, and she was never quite sure she was doing any of them right anyway. Vitamins made her sick, she reacted to every skin cream, and everything she ate seemed to make her condition worse. “Even fruit!” she told me. “Even salad!”

She told me that she’d had her hormones checked, she’d been to multiple doctors, but they all said they couldn’t find anything wrong. She knew there must be a missing piece out there—the magic potion that would finally alleviate her suffering—but her world had become small and she was losing hope. She hardly had the energy to work anymore, and the only reason she agreed to take my appointment was that she knew I was a natural medicine doctor. She thought maybe I could tell her something all the other doctors hadn’t.

I was already thinking about what I would tell such a person now, but asked, “So what did I tell you to do?”

“All you said to do was eat a lower-carb Mediterranean diet with no gluten or dairy,” she said. “And you told me what actually had gluten and what actually counted as a dairy product, because I’m embarrassed to admit that I didn’t know! And . . .” She paused dramatically, as if saving the best part for last. “You told me to forget about everything else I was trying to do until I got my food right!”

That’s exactly what I would have told her today because, in my experience, with chronic health problems, especially those mysterious ones that seem to deny a diagnosis because the symptoms are so variable and vague, the number one problem is usually food—and the number one intervention is also usually food. People tend to want to focus on everything else around them because they think food is the hardest thing to change, but food is actually the easiest thing to change because you have the most control over it. It takes a lot more effort to overhaul your entire environment than to stop eating bread and cheese. You may really like bread and cheese (I certainly do—I think it’s my Francophile proclivities), but it’s not complicated or expensive to say no to it, especially when you aren’t feeling well. You have more control over what you choose to put in your mouth than you do over your air quality, water quality, the toxins in the environment, or even how much time and opportunity you might have to exercise, especially if you have a sedentary job. Get the food right, and the other pieces will begin to fall in place: You’ll have more energy to exercise, more motivation to detox what you can, more clarity for making smart decisions, more calm for better sleep quality, and more optimism for a better quality of life. That’s not to say food is the only health influence. Far from it. But it is job one.

Tina continued, “So I went totally gluten- and dairy-free and started eating a lot more vegetables, fruits, and olive oil, and cutting out my two favorite foods, bread and pasta. I started choosing fish over beef and had nuts and seeds for a snack instead of something sweet. And, Dr. Stephenson . . .” She put a hand on my arm. “It was like a miracle! All my skin problems resolved, the blotchiness and hives went away, the bloating and swelling went down, and then I started losing weight so easily. I couldn’t believe it!”

If my memory serves, the massage I got that day from my vibrant massage therapist was a lot better than the one I’d had a year previous. This woman was remade. She was focused, she had energy and strength, and she was tuned in to exactly what my body needed during our massage. She was not only vibrant; she was better at her job! That’s just the start of what can happen when you tune in to what your own body needs and answer its call.

Was Tina’s core issue a gluten intolerance? Likely. A dairy allergy? Also likely, as these two often go hand in hand. Was it too many carbs, or too little healthful fat? Or just too many calories, exceeding her energy needs? These may all have played a role. Was it just a lack of knowledge? That certainly didn’t help, since she (and she’s not alone in this) didn’t know what foods contained gluten and which foods were dairy products. All I can say for certain, however, since she was not officially my patient and I didn’t do any testing on her, is that she found a way to live that was both sustainable and turned her health and her life around. Today, she runs a busy massage therapy practice with great success, and she feels and looks fantastic.

So what did she do that you could do?

You aren’t Tina (unless you are Tina, and happen to be reading this book). If you aren’t feeling your best, if you aren’t feeling vibrant, you may have a different set of issues, or more likely, a slightly different version of the same issues, since most people’s health problems have at least something to do with what they are eating. You could be inadvertently sabotaging your wellness, but the good news is that, for the most part, you get to decide how you live. With a little know-how, and the willingness to begin at the beginning and start paying attention to your body’s messages, you could (like Tina) turn it all around.


INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE 101

I fall into the integrative medicine camp because I believe in taking the best, most effective, most natural, and least harmful elements from all healthcare systems, therapies, and techniques, both holistic and allopathic, ancient and modern. Modern medicine does some things very well, but there are also wise and useful therapies and strategies in many other, more holistically oriented approaches to health, both ancient and new.

My “secret sauce” has always been a willingness to invest all my time (and, in the early days, most of my money) into learning, practicing, and getting certified or licensed in many different disciplines. My goal is to come at health from diverse angles, so I’ll be referencing some of these perspectives in this book. You may also hear about others as you read health information out there in the world, so in case you aren’t sure what some of them are, or need a refresher, you can find a quick-start guide to some of the more common integrative terms in the appendix at the back of this book.



HOW TO START DIAGNOSING YOURSELF

There is a lot I can tell just by looking at someone, before they even say a word. When I assess a patient (or a friend), there are a few things I look for that almost without exception indicate that person’s health status. I can tell at a glance if someone has energy or not. Energy might be the most obvious and most powerful indicator of vibrancy. It is ethereal and intangible, but you can see it in someone, and you can see when they don’t have enough.

I also look at external features that indicate internal health or the lack of it, like skin tone and color, nail length and quality (unless this is obscured by a manicure), the brightness and animation in someone’s eyes that can indicate both physical and mental health, how freely and easily someone moves, what their posture is like, how clear and easy their voice is, and the general shape of their body. All body types can be beautiful, but if your natural healthy body shape is hidden due to excess weight, you will feel more vibrant if you set it free.

Each of these seemingly superficial aspects of the body is actually a deep indicator of health, and is very telling. Your health is evident through these internal and external, subjective and objective indicators. In other words:

Vibrant = Energy + Glow


A NOTE ABOUT DOCTORS

I’ve amassed quite a lot of knowledge over the years about what it takes to regenerate vitality and restore health. There is an amazing intuition that exists within each of us. If you let people talk long enough, they will tell you what’s wrong with them, even if they don’t realize that’s what they’ve done. Sometimes it only takes a few minutes for me to see what’s going on with someone, but I always give people enough time to talk. I have always allotted at least a full hour for appointments.

As I’ve said, you are the best person to tell whether you are healthy or whether something is wrong, but sometimes you really do need to go to the doctor. If you do, you will have the best and most productive experience if you find one who takes the time to really get to know you. This is much more likely with an integrative practitioner, such as a functional medicine doctor.

I may sound like I’m getting on my soapbox here (and I guess I am), but one of my criticisms of today’s conventional medicine is that doctors typically only spend a few minutes with patients before rushing on to the next exam room. (This is often because of pressure from hospitals or large practice requirements, not the doctor’s choice.) This isn’t nearly long enough to figure out what’s really going on. I was always fully prepped for a patient, and the entire office was focused on what that patient needed. I believe doctors should already know the patient’s name, all lab information, all reports, and should not waste the patient’s time looking over all of that in the exam room.

You should not have to wait in a waiting room longer than a minute or two, either. I believe your experience at your doctor’s office should be like pressing the pause button on the hectic doctor’s office environment. The entire appointment should be about digging into the things about your life, and your health, that may not be evident from the paperwork. It should be about understanding how you live, and about building the doctor-patient relationship.

If you don’t have a personal relationship and rapport with your doctor, how can they help you? How can they ever see the big picture of your health story without taking some time to listen to you, look you in the eye, touch your skin, and assess your color, movement, energy, expression, skin quality, hair quality, the brightness or dullness in your eyes, and the presence or absence of that inner glow that reveals health at the deepest level? Maybe your doctor will even hug you—you probably need it! A doctor can’t know your context if they don’t find out about how you live, where you came from, and what health issues other relatives have. This is the essence of lifestyle or holistic medicine. Doctors should take the time necessary to understand the big picture.

And one more thing—I want to say something about telemedicine. Seeing your doctor over video certainly has its benefits. People may have greater access to doctors and waste less time traveling to appointments and sitting in waiting rooms. Doctors may be able to quickly alleviate anxiety about minor problems, and there may be better follow-up frequency. However, on the side of the healers, there is a price. We get a lot from our patients just by being in physical proximity to them and feeling their energy. We can read their emotions and get unspoken information about how they are doing, and this is a lot harder to do through a screen. Also, when patients don’t have to make as much of an effort to see a doctor, they may be less motivated to follow the doctor’s advice. It’s a trade-off and I certainly understand the need for it in many situations, but I do hope we won’t ever lose that genuine physical connection between doctors and patients that tells us so much about what is wrong and how to help.



Throughout this book, I’m going to keep reminding you and giving you guidance for self-assessment, body awareness, and internally directed intuition. Your goal is to be more observant of, sensitive to, and in tune with your own body. Everyone does this to some extent. You know when you get a rash. You know when you are bloated or constipated. You know when you look pale, or feel exhausted. But you can fine-tune this natural awareness to the point where you can tell when you are vibrant, and when you aren’t. You will soon be equipped to detect much more subtle signals. And as for a diagnosis, every single one of the indicators of health in the above list is something you can assess independently. All you have to do is look in the mirror.

One of the first pieces of advice I have for you is to begin each day with a mirror assessment. Strip down (or wear close-fitting clothing, like leggings and a tank top) and take a good hard look at yourself in a full-length mirror with an eye for diagnosis rather than criticism. Many of my women patients tend to be appearance-conscious anyway (our culture is so fixated on female appearance), but women also tend to be self-critical. Or, they are in denial, only glancing at parts of themselves at a time—face, shoulder, calf—so they don’t have to see the big picture. It’s time to let that go. I want you to look at yourself every morning, head to toe, not with criticism, but with curiosity. You are getting to know yourself and your fluctuations better. You are fine-tuning your awareness. Imagine you are a compassionate and caring doctor, and the woman in the mirror is your patient. What do you see?

•ENERGY. Do you look energized, alive, bright, or do you look tired and dull? Energy is perhaps the most obvious and most powerful indicator of vibrancy.

•SKIN. Skin is an obvious indicator of health. Does it glow? Does it have tone? What is the texture?

•NAILS. Are they thin, splitting, curving up; are there dents, pitting, ridges, lines; or are they thick and strong? If you can’t tell due to a manicure, consider taking a break and letting your nails heal so you can fully assess them.

•EYES. When I look into someone’s eyes, I’m looking for animation, light, excitement, and joy as well as clear irises and white whites that are not bloodshot or yellowing. What do you see in your eyes? They reveal much about physical as well as mental health.

•GUMS. Are they pink and full or pale and receding?

•TONGUE. Is it pink and textured or swollen and coated?

•POSTURE. Note how you are standing—or how you were standing before you read this line! Are you upright, with your ears, shoulders, hips, and knees in line with the arches of your feet? Or are you slumped with a bowed back, your head jutting forward, or throwing all your weight over to one hip?

•MOVEMENT. Walk back and forth in front of the mirror. Do you move freely, easily, with supple joints and supportive muscles, or can you tell you are stiff, in pain, or that your body is hindering your movements? Does your movement look strong and energetic or weak and frail?

•VOICE. Say hello to yourself. Is your voice lively, animated, and expressive, or does it sound sluggish, distracted, hoarse, or congested?

•SILHOUETTE. Can you see the natural shape of your muscles and bones, or is your silhouette
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SUPPLEMENTS 101: MY DESERT ISLAND FIVE
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