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			To all fellow humans who are seeking to improve themselves — so as to better their conditions and make the world more sustainable
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Preface

			When I was a teenager, there were a few people whose thoughts and actions have shaped the trajectory of my life. One of them in particular happened to be a friend I met in high school, but who was also very different from the people I have known up to that time.

			For example, this friend would carry his professional-looking bike every day to school, and talk about big ideas such as inequality, social justice, discrimination and the like. He would hand out pamphlets on social issues to the people he met, and participate in local community events as soon as the opportunities arise.

			Of course, none of us were being fully mature or sophisticated back then, but he was clearly someone who was way ahead of his peers at the time. So much so that the more time I spent together with him, the more I would become aware of the different problems we are facing as mankind.

			Fast forward to a few years later, this friend would move away from the town where we used to be living, but even so, his influence on me would continue to persist: I would continue to learn more about issues such as climate change and poverty, while engaging in activities that would characterize me as an activist.

			In fact, it was during this time that I found the term that explained what I did: sustainability. This is a term that I would come to regard as the most important term in our language, and a term that would define my philosophy and my ways of behaving and living.

			But just as I thought that I was on track to figure out my identity and my calling, I also began to experience many problems that forced me to re-evaluate many things. You see, I was myself struggling financially and barely fulfilling my needs, and my increasing myopia, hair loss, dental issues and eczema only made things more catastrophic.

			But then, that’s when I had an epiphany that countless people must have experienced before: that when your body is falling apart or your finances or relationships are in shamble, your instinct would shift from your ideals to the things you must do to save yourself. This is not so much because we are unenlightened or acting in an egotistical way, but because we’re hardwired to prioritize our survival before we can think of anything else. 

			And because the issues I was facing at that time were not exactly easy to solve, I was then forced to rely on myself to find ways to fend those problems off: I would study a subject matter non-stop and run experiments to confirm my theses, while revising my notes every now and then to help me get better with my approaches.

			And through this process, I was able to slowly pick myself up on many fronts — whether it’s about my physical condition, finances, productivity or mental health. These improvements would then trickle into other seemingly unrelated areas of my life, and this is when I realized that there is something in sustainability we rarely discuss:

			“Personal sustainability — sustainability at the personal level — may be the most fundamental form of sustainability we should tackle, because without it, other forms of sustainability may become improbable or even impossible.”

			In other words, when I decided to shift my focus and my energy back to myself, I was actually working on yet another field of sustainability all along. Except that this time, I was able to see how sustainability plays out in my own life — because its underlying concepts and principles have now become more concrete and more accessible.

			With this realization, I would begin to pay more attention to the things that sustain myself. I would become more immersed in topics such as diet, habit and self-mastery, and this would lead me to new discoveries that would widen my sustainability horizon.

			As I began to “crawl out of my hole” and delve into the concept of personal sustainability, I also began to envision the creation of a book around this very topic. A book rooted in the idea that sustainability begins with what we do to ourselves, which in turn can be achieved by dialing up our different life aspects to the optimal levels.

			So that’s when I began to think: “What if I were to put what I have learned over the past two decades into a single handbook?” And that’s when the Personal Sustainability Handbook, the book that you are reading right now, is born.

			And after almost two years of planning, researching, writing and revising (among other things), I was finally able to turn the book into a form that is ready for more people. It may also be the first book on sustainability that is centered around individual survival, but which is nevertheless relevant to the very concept of sustainability as a whole.

			In this particular book, I’ve chosen to focus our attention on the five pillars of personal sustainability: physical health, diet, mental health, finance and relationship. Within each of these pillars, I’ve also chosen to include a framework of around 12 actionable practices, where each practice (61 in total) also features a framework that makes it easy to adopt.

			So whether you’re looking to sleep more soundly, improve your diet or manage your stress, you may find some of the information here to be more nuanced than what you have seen before. And even if you’re seeking to optimize your performance or make the best out of your career, you may later find some of the procedures here to be integral in achieving your own goals.

			That said, if all you do is recite the passages found in this book, you may still find it difficult to sustainabilize your life and improve yourself. Instead, you need to adapt them into your practices day after day — so that you can begin to see your habits turning into more tangible results.

			Of course, by writing this book, I’m not suggesting that I am perfectly sustainable — far from it. But my years of immersing in sustainability have taught me some lessons about how our life works — some of which might point you toward durability instead of some decline that can affect your survival.

			Before reading this book, you might find it useful to take our Personal Sustainability Quiz at https://sustainabilitist.com/quiz first. It will give you a numerical assessment of your personal sustainability level, and you may even gather a few ideas or tips on how your habits can become more viable.

			And if you’re eager to build a life that is more balanced, fulfilling and productive, then I would encourage you to dive right in and begin perusing around! The world as we know it is facing an unprecedented level of challenges and issues, but mastering your personal sustainability may give you an entry point to alleviate those turmoils.

			[image: ]

			Thomas Lu
Montreal, Canada
July 27, 2024

		

	
		
			
Part I: Physical Health

			“Physical fitness is not only one of the most important keys to a healthy body, it is the basis of dynamic and creative intellectual activity.”

			— John F. Kennedy

			Physical health, as you may know, is a topic that is of interest to many people of different backgrounds. It is a subject that has been preached endlessly in different forms of media and publications, and it may even be something your friends, family, acquaintances or colleagues talk a lot about.

			And of course, there is a good reason why that may be so, for if you are suffering from some kind of illness or medical condition, it may very well cripple you or put your regular routine on hold.

			But what if you’re not suffering from any apparent physical condition? Do you still have any reason to work toward physical health? The answer, unsurprisingly, is yes. Because by working on your physical health:

			
					You may discover some warning symptoms you were not previously aware of (such as your lack of muscular strength or some mobility issues).

					You may experience huge improvement in areas of life you didn’t think much about (such as improvements in appearance, energy, productivity and mood).

			

			Whichever way you come from, the important point about physical health here is this:

			Physical health is not something that is a given. Rather, it is something that has to be continually maintained.

			And when your lifestyle and habits are fully aligned with what your body wants and needs, you’d have a vessel that is built to last instead of one that is destined to crumble. This may lead you to perform optimally and enjoy a greater sense of well-being, and you may even overcome more trials or achieve more things you have set out to do.

			In fact, this chapter is all about the different things you can do to fine-tune your physical health, so if you’re interested in learning more about anything from optimizing your sleep, harmonizing your physiology to harnessing stress and mastering your movement, then let’s dive right in! 

			
Practice 1: Tune Up Your Sleep Environment

			As humans, we all spend around a third of our lifetime sleeping.

			Because of that, it stands without saying that if we just improve our sleep, we would be doing a lot toward reducing our problems and improving our well-being.

			Indeed, when you sleep poorly, you tend to feel terrible throughout the day. This might even go on to affect your energy, mood, concentration and productivity — basically everything about you and everything around you.

			And if you ignore it, things usually don’t get better either. If anything, they usually get worse, much worse: your whole body might become inflamed, your blood sugar might go haywire, your immune system might become compromised, and your odds to chronic diseases might increase.

			But once you begin to sleep well, you might feel like you’re again on top of the world. You’d become happier, more focused, more productive and less disease-prone — as if everything just flows.

			But then, you might also be asking yourself: “Why is it so? Why are we forced to sleep so that we can function properly?” The answer, which might or might not surprise you, is this: because micro-damages naturally build up in our body.

			Indeed, every time you’re awake, you’d engage in a series of activities which the body considers work. These activities, ranging from movement and talking to thinking and manual labor, require conversion of energy and cause micro-damages to your body. That is the reason why you feel exhausted at the very end of the day, and that is the reason why you get sleepier the longer you try to resist sleep.

			In other words, sleeping is not a waste of time but a primary way to repair your body. But that doesn’t mean that all forms of sleep are created equal: certainly you don’t want to spend most of your days sleeping with little sense of recovery.

			So the question then becomes, “How can I get the best sleep possible in the least amount of time?” The answer, which you might know, is to improve the environment in which you sleep at many different levels. 

			You see, sleep is supposed to be a period where stimulation is kept to a minimal threshold, but that’s not necessarily the case for a significant number of individuals.

			The good news is, by eliminating any source of stimulation that might affect your sleep — you can usually transform your sleep quality even in a span of one day or two. For example:

			
					If you sleep in a room where the light intensity is kind of bothering you, you might want to consider using a curtain, blanket or a sleeping mask to block it off.

					If you often get annoyed or awaken by unwanted external noises, then you might want to consider eliminating the noises or sleeping with your earplugs on.

					If you often experience soreness, numbness or discomfort while you are sleeping, then you might find it helpful to identify and get rid of the irritant before you sleep.

					If some scent around the room is preventing you from falling or staying asleep, then you might want to reconsider cooking late at night or keeping the smell inside the room.

			

			In addition to the more obvious stimulation that is coming from the outside, there are also other sources of stimulation that are a bit more nuanced and subtle. For example:

			
					If you often feel uncomfortable because of too much heat or too much cold, then that could be a sign that you need to change your blanket or the temperature of the room.

					If you often need to wake up and go to the bathroom in the middle of the night, then that could be a sign that you need to refrain from drinking or having late meals.

					If you often have trouble falling asleep because you can’t relax your mind and body, then that could be a sign that you need to work on your breathing and relax your pupils.

					If you often remain awake because you are thinking or worrying about things, then that could be a sign that you need to learn to “freeze” your mind and let it go.

			

			Once your environment is set up so that you get a minimal amount of stimulation, you may find that you would fall asleep faster and remain asleep for longer. This should allow you to reduce your sleep time while getting a better quality of sleep, which can make you feel better and more willing to seize the day when you are ready to go.

			But most of all, you won’t need to say to anyone that you’re sleeping out of sheer laziness — because you would be operating at a higher efficiency level and acting more like the normal you.

			
Resource

For a more detailed guide on sleep optimization, see https://sustainabilitist.com/hub/health/physical-health/sleep-optimization


			
Practice 2: Adjust Your Waking Time Frame to the Daylight

			In the modern world, we all have our preferences as to when we would wake up and go to sleep.

			Indeed, this is something that is closely tied to our demands and our physiology: a teenager might stay up far beyond midnight and sleep until noon in the weekend, while a morning worker might sleep early at night and wake up before the sun comes out. 

			In fact, this difference in sleeping patterns is what led to the development of “chronotype”, with the “early larks” falling into the morningness chronotype, and the “night owls” falling into the eveningness chronotype.

			So the fact that different chronotypes exist is something that is now well recognized by many, but alas, that alone shouldn’t be taken as a sign that each chronotype is equally valid.

			To see how that is so, imagine that you’re someone who gets up at a most unlikely time of the day: the sunset. As you wake up, you begin to carry out your days, but your surroundings are both dark and quiet — something that may just be the opposite of what you need to get your best mood and energy.

			Then, imagine that you also head to bed at a most unlikely time of the day: the sunrise. As you get into your bed, your surroundings start to become increasingly bright and noisy — something that may just be the opposite of what you need to get a good-quality sleep.

			And as a result, you might spend more than 8 hours sleeping through loud noises and daylight, waking up every now and then before getting up feeling anxious and fatigued. You might also spend your day in an environment where vital elements are missing— all of the while being generally unfocused, unmotivated and even moody.

			Obviously, this example is an exaggerated case that hinges on the extremes, but it does illustrate that when you sleep can affect your alignment to your surroundings. Such clashes might cause you to lose hours of your days if you’re lucky, though they can also cripple your body or reduce your lifespan if you choose to persist.

			But the good news is, there’s also something you can do to avoid clashing with your environment, and that is to adjust your waking time frame to be in sync with your local daylight cycle: waking up around the time when the sun is just about to go up, and heading to bed around the time when the sun has already gone down.

			In fact, this actually makes a lot of sense if you think a bit about it: when you’re sleeping, you want to keep all forms of stimulation to a minimum, and that is best done at night when your surroundings are dark and devoid of noises.

			Similarly, when you’re awake, you want the stimulation to be high and energy enhancing, and this is best done during the day when your surroundings are bright and moderately lively.

			So that even if you would be sleeping around the same amount of time anyway, by adjusting your sleep-wake cycle to be similar to the cycle of the daylight, you may still experience a difference in quality of life that is rather astounding. For example:

			
					You may become less disturbed in your sleep and more likely to sleep in tranquility.

					Your sleep-to-awake transitional period may occur when things are still serene.

					You may start your day with little distractions and be provided with a lot of energy.

					You may receive a lot of daylight and stimulation which allow you to sleep like a baby.

			

			But you might be saying to yourself, “I’m an evening/afternoon/late morning person and I’ve been like that for years!” That might be true, but that might also be true because of the cues you are exposed to.

			
Did You Know?

For most people, circadian rhythm is actually a malleable by-product of the environmental cues they receive during the day. These cues, known as zeitgebers, include the time and intensity of light exposure, social interactions, physical activities and eating patterns.


			Instead, why not consider waking up with the daylight for a change? All you have to do is to go to sleep just a little bit earlier every day (say 15 minutes), until you can naturally wake up around dawn without much noticeable side effects.

			Of course, if you’re like most people, you may find that the first few days can be a bit rough, but if you carry on consistently, you may also find that you’d begin to rise when the sun is in and “fall” when the sun is out.

			As you do, you may begin to feel refreshed during the day and tired during the night — just the way humans are supposed to. You may even be surprised by the changes and the impact it has on you, and you may even wonder why you haven’t really considered it before.

			And by sleeping soundly at night and operating at your best during the day, you may even begin to enhance your energy and regain your lost time in loads. This may improve many of your biomarkers and make you healthier as a result — and it may even provide you with a strong basis so that you can think better and achieve more. 

			
Practice 3: Make Your Shower More Stimulating

			In many parts of the world (such as in Japan and the Nordic countries), people have the habit of stepping into sauna or hot spring on a regular basis.

			And if you were to ask them why they do it, they would probably respond by saying that the answer is pretty obvious: that doing so improves their blood flow, helps them relax and cleanses their body.

			In fact, if you have been to one yourself then you would know how good and soothing they are. But the full benefits of sauna and hot spring only emerge when they are used more regularly, some of which may have great repercussions on your health, performance and longevity:

			
					An increased sense of invigoration, focus and alertness 

					An increased tolerance to pain, heat and bodily injuries

					A reduction of inflammations, toxins and buildups in the body

					An improvement in blood pressure, muscular health and lung capacity

			

			And if you’re wondering about the mechanism that is behind those miraculous benefits, then it would be something that is now referred to as the controlled heat stress. Indeed, when our body is exposed to heat in a highly-controlled setting, it often responds by becoming healthier, more resilient and more clean.

			So does that mean that you should incorporate sauna or hot spring into your personal routine? Maybe. But there’s also a more cost-effective way to replicate their benefits, and that is to turn the shower in your home into a “heat stress machine”. 

			You see, we often think of shower as a place to clean our outer body: to get rid of dirt, oily residues and scents we don’t want others to notice. But alas, we often don’t think of it as a tool to boost our health and productivity.

			And by failing to see this, we might end up with lost opportunities that can come back to hurt us: maybe we would accumulate more toxins or more unwanted buildups in our body, or maybe we might suffer from more cognitive impediments and become less productive than we wished.

			But the good news is, by making just a little bit of tweak to your daily showering routine, we can easily turn your shower into something that can improve your health and your longevity. This is achieved by dialing up the water to the hottest temperature you can tolerate — but doing so in a gradual way without causing hyperventilation or burns to your skin.

			At first, you might find what we’re saying to be a bit strange or hard to believe, because this is quite different from how we typically use shower on a day-to-day basis. But bare in mind that the goal here is to actually deliver micro-shocks to your body — shocks that you can recover from quickly with just a bit of breaks in between.

			In fact, you will know that it’s working when your skin is tingling and your heart is pounding, but not in a way as if your skin is burning or you’re getting confused or even panicky. Your common sense should be able to tell whether the cells in your body are thriving — or whether they’re crying for help or in a state of some serious emergency.

			As intense as that sounds, showering this way can also be more flexible than sauna or hot spring. This is because you are more likely to control the water temperature almost instantly — just as you can decide when you want to get in and get out of water as you please.

			And if you do it every now and then for a span of 30 minutes or so, you may become amazed by how much tougher you would become or how much sharper you would feel. You may even begin to see it as one of the best gifts you can give to yourself — even though it might have initially felt very unpleasant or very uncomfortable.

			
Words of Caution

Instead of sticking to extreme temperatures for short durations, you may want to stick to less extreme temperatures for long durations. Doing so will reduce your risk of seriously traumatizing yourself — while allowing time and moderation to slowly work in your best favor.


			Similar to hot shower, there’s another way you can use shower to derive many health benefits, and that is to dial down the water temperature to the coldest temperature you can tolerate — but doing so in a way without causing frostbites or suffocations.

			In fact, this practice, also known as cold water immersion, has a reputation of drastically improving one’s mood, energy and immunity. It might not sound like a pleasant thing to do the first time you hear about it, but it certainly is something many people crave the more they get into it (especially if the weather is warm).

			What’s more, if you’re someone who has a bit of excess fat all around the body, showering with cold water may increase your metabolism and help you burn calories. It might even contribute to an improvement in your overall body composition — making you more appealing with minimal alterations to your personal habits.

			But be it hot or cold, using shower this way will acclimate you to extreme temperatures. This in turn may allow you to thrive under a wider range of thermal or external conditions — similar to the way stretching expands the movement range of your joints and muscles.

			And in the process, you may feel more alive and more resilient as you go. You might even come to enjoy your shower in a way you haven’t done before — while becoming happier, healthier, sharper and more productive as an individual.

			
Practice 4: Embrace the Sunlight Wisely

			As modern human beings, we’re often trained to believe that sunlight can be harmful to our body.

			Maybe you have heard from the media that sunlight can cause cataract or macular degeneration, or that it can damage your skin and cause skin cancer or premature aging.

			And because you don’t want to end up like those whose health is wrecked by repeated sunlight exposure, you might be tempted to use sunglasses, sunscreen or extra clothing whenever you go outside. You may also carry an umbrella or a hat whenever the sunlight is intense — and you may even avoid the sun by foregoing outdoor activities altogether.

			By doing so, you might be able to eliminate all the risks of sunburns and skin cancer. You might also be able to avoid all the medical conditions related to sun exposure — but usually at the cost of some other things that can become quite alarming in the long term. For example:

			
					You might feel less energetic or happy as a result of your sun avoidance.

					You might become deficient in vitamin D3 which can contribute to many disorders (such as osteoporosis, muscle weakness, rickets and immune dysfunction).

					You might develop little skin pigment and become more vulnerable to sunlight.

					You might operate with reduced cognition which can cause you to become inefficient.

			

			You see, the thing with sunlight is that it is not as black-and-white as we often portray it, and that while it could be a threat if we expose to it indiscriminately, it is also a source of profound health if we learn to harness it wisely. For example:

			
					It may trigger the release of many chemicals that can make us more positive.

					It may trigger the natural production of vitamin D throughout our skin.

					It may make us less depressed, less anxious and less prone to mood disorders.

					It may condition our body to sleep better and function more optimally. 

			

			
Did You Know?

In a systematic review titled “Estimating the Global Disease Burden Due to Ultraviolet Radiation Exposure” published by the International Journal of Epidemiology, it was found that the disease burden attributed to sunlight deficiency is far greater than that attributed to UV exposure.


			In fact, we can even argue that our body is made to receive the sunlight — given that we have vitamin D receptors scattered all over our skin. But then, sunlight is definitely not the same thing as vitamin D, and vitamin D is far from being the only benefit sunlight can give.

			Because of that, if you avoid sunlight and acquire vitamin D artificially — the effects you get may very well pale in comparison to the real thing. It may even drag you into practices that have very little benefit to your health — at the cost of wasting more energy or making the world more polluted than before.

			Instead, you want to stop approaching the sunlight as if it is a curse, and begin to approach it as a vital element that can be used to your great advantage. More specifically, you want to treat the sunlight as what we’d like to call the light stress, in that when the stress levels are well controlled your body will adapt as follows:

			
					Your skin will be damaged and repaired through skin regeneration.

					Your skin will develop more pigment to shield you from radiation.

			

			So what that means is that your skin tone and your “UV immunity” are actually not fixed. Rather, they have the ability to adapt to the sunlight you give to your skin. And by learning to listen to your body and control your sun exposure wisely — you may be able to repurpose the sunlight not to your peril but to your benefit.

			To do so, you’d want to approach it with the following three variables in mind: intensity, duration and tolerance level. These also often manifest in the form of the following rules of thumb — which you may find easier to understand and even more practical to follow:

			
					Prioritize direct exposures over exposures through clothes or windows (since the sunlight may not confer the same benefits when the light rays are significantly filtered).

					Expose the whole body to sunlight but limit your exposures during peak hours (such as between 10am and 4pm if you live closer to the equator).

					Think twice about applying topical substances when you’re under the sunlight (since they may interfere with vitamin D production and get heated and cause other problems).

					Seek shade and use objects to keep your sun exposures intermittent (since doing so may reduce your risk of burns without sacrificing sun exposure).

			

			As you spend more hours and gain more valuable experiences under the sun, you’ll develop a keener sense on what counts as good sun exposures over time. You would be able to tell whether a skin tingling is great for your body — or whether it is a sign that you are mistaken and “burning yourself alive”.

			And when you do, you’d acquire better dermal fitness than those who avoid the sun. Maybe you would improve your overall health and feel more energized and happy, or maybe you would depend less on an industry that preys on your fear of sunlight.

			
Practice 5: Move Your “Five Limbs” Every Now and Then

			As members of an increasingly technologically advanced society, we’re all aware that physical activities can be beneficial to our body.

			But as it stands, we’re also creatures with limited resources and many needs: maybe you need to work the entire day because a project deadline is approaching, or maybe you need to cook for your family because your children get home early.

			Whichever the reason, your priorities may put physical activities out of your list. After all, you have so many interests and obligations you need to fulfill, and spending some time on physical activities might prevent you from fulfilling those things.

			And as a result, you might continue to live your life with little movements or activities. This might make you less willing to move the more weeks and semesters pass by, and you may even develop a pattern of inactivity that can take a toll on your well being. For example:

			
					You may experience poorer circulation and your legs may get numb and tingly.

					Your bones and muscles might atrophy and make you more susceptible to injuries.

					You may compromise your mood and cognition and become unhappy or unproductive.

					Your cardiovascular system might worsen and make you more prone to diseases.

			

			In fact, even if you might not have those specific symptoms yourself, you might still be able to witness them in some of the sedentary seniors around you, who might experience cold limbs, tremors, frailty or difficulty thinking — as a result of being chronically inactive for many months or years themselves.

			And if you think about it, the reason why their body has become like that should be simple: they have stopped to move and use their body in a way that a small child would do — and as a result have stopped to possess a body that a small child would own.

			So the question then becomes: “How exactly does a small child move?” Well, a small child can run, jump, climb or twist their body, but if there is anything that definitively sums up the movements they usually engage in, it would be that they move their “five limbs” (head included) in a way that is relaxed and carefree.

			In fact, you might have seen a lot of children around you doing that very same thing — in the form of back-and-forth movements that make them appear relaxed and aligned with their body. And if there is any reason why this might be even relevant to our topic, it would be because it can make you more active without really changing your routine.

			You see, these back-and-forth movements don’t require you to go to a gym, yet they can still help you maintain a certain level of physical activity. Most of them don’t require space, good weather or equipment to carry out, and you can even do them while you are sitting, standing or in the middle of something. For example:

			
					While you’re in the kitchen, you can make these movements by nodding your head and moving leisurely.

					While you’re watching TV, you can make these movements by doing some form of “air drumming”.

					While you’re eating, you can make these movements by standing up and walking back and forth.

					While you’re reading, you can make these movements by slowly swinging your legs or feet.

			

			
Words of Caution

It’s one thing to move in a way that makes you feel relaxed and free, but it’s another thing to do it in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable or uneasy. If you’re moving your limbs in a way that causes unwanted discomfort to your body, then maybe that is an indication that you are not really doing it correctly.


			Obviously, these movements will not be enough to substitute physical activities, but if you do them for long durations and apply just a little bit of intensity, you may be surprised by how well they work and how quickly you can warm up your body.

			And before you know, you might enjoy moving and incorporating limbs into your routine. And even if you do nothing that most people would choose to see as proper exercises, your body as a whole might still benefit from the little movements you give to it. For example:

			
					Your blood flow and oxygenation may get noticeably better than before.

					Your bones and muscles may remain dense, strong and fairly agile.

					You may reduce your inflammation and feel more alive and more energetic.

					You may begin to think better and become more creative as you go.

			

			Granted, as you begin to consistently move your way toward health, there will be people who are going to find your movements either awkward or distasteful. They might think of you lightly or even take your inputs less seriously, or they might try to pathologize you and all the many different things you do.

			But by staying true to your physical needs and keeping your five limbs active, you’d become closer to an embodiment of health rather than an embodiment of frailty. This may make you stronger, sharper, happier and even younger — while other people are being penalized by nature because they chose to neglect their body.

			
Practice 6: Adopt Some Form of Practical Strenuous Activity

			For many of us, we’re often told that aerobic exercise is the key to being fit.

			And because of that, we might walk, run, swim or bike to meet our physical needs.

			In fact, if you are someone who is serious about your own cardiovascular fitness, you might fill your entire workout schedule with bike, treadmill and brisk walking. You may also complement these activities with some dancing or cardio kickboxing — thinking that doing so would provide you with the best way to optimize your physiology.

			But if all of your physical activities revolve around improving the condition of your heart, you can also neglect other parts of your body that require many different trainings. This may cause you to become physiologically unbalanced or gradually weaker, and you may even become less able to carry out some of your daily activities. For example:

			
					You might lose some of your muscles as a result of burning too much calories.

					You might cause your bones to become weaker and more prone to acute injuries.

					You might experience more pain and take a longer time to fully recover.

					You might acquire a body composition that looks thin but not exactly fit.

			

			So that even if your aerobic activities might have benefited your “inner body” greatly, it can also leave your “outer body” such as your tendons and tissues neglected. It may also cause your bones and muscles to atrophy faster as you age — giving you a system that is cleaner but also more musculoskeletally brittle.

			But if that’s the case, what can we do to make sure that our outer body remains durable? By applying good physical stress to strengthen our whole body of course! You see, our entire body is governed by the “use it or lose it” principle — and our different bones and muscles are definitely no exception to that rule.

			But because our bones and muscles run from our head all the way to our toes, it often makes more sense to use practical activities to keep them functional. Doing so may fill the gap left out by highly artificial exercises — while minimizing the time and money needed to fulfill our fitness goals.

			Indeed, when you’re engaging in things such as cleaning and backyard work, you’re often working many parts of your body while making progress on something else. This is to be distinguished from the more sport-like activities that involve fancy tools — which often come with very narrow benefits and are not functional outside its field.

			Of course, it’s up to you to decide how you add these labors to your life, but you don’t have to live in the remote countryside in order to do so. All it takes is to find some activity that is strenuous and actually useful — so that you can apply it to many scenarios and “kill two birds with one stone”. For example:

			
					When the weather is nice, you can use running to carry out medium-distance errands.

					Whenever applicable, you can move heavy objects using hands instead of your vehicle.

					For tall buildings, you can choose to climb up the stairs instead of taking an elevator.

					If your clothes are minimal, you can choose to wash them by hand using basic tools.

			

			
Pro-Tip

When you engage in these practical strenuous activities, you want to make a habit of warming up and scaling up the intensity gradually. You may also want to alternate between moderate exertions and ample rests — so as to minimize your occurrences of pains or unintended injuries.


			By carrying out practical activities that are physically demanding by nature, you may be training your body for the real-world tasks it needs to handle. And if you do it in a way without injuring or overstraining yourself, you may see your body becoming healthier, stronger, better-looking and more functional. For example:

			
					You may find it easier to perform labors that are previously difficult.

					Your bones, muscles, tendons and ligaments may become stronger and more flexible.

					You may experience a reduction of stress and an improvement in cognition.

					You may improve your physique and become more confident and appealing to people.

			

			And when you do, you might turn from hating physical exertion to liking it more. And by utilizing your muskuloskeletal system to a fuller extent, you may even feel better about yourself as your strength and quality of life grow.

			
Practice 7: Make the Natural Environment a Part of Your Routine

			As humans, we all spend our life in environments we have built for ourselves — in order to increase our chance of survival and live better as individuals.

			Indeed, whether it’s from our dwelling which gives us both comfort and safety, to our transportation vehicles which allow us to reach our destinations quickly, these environments provide us with things that make our life much easier, so that we can avoid tough problems and reach our goals with more efficiency.

			And if you are someone who currently lives in a fairly industrialized city, you might even spend much of your days alternating between stores and offices. All of these environments can contribute to an improvement in your standard of living — which in turn can make your life smoother and your experiences more appealing.

			But as you spend your days from one indoor environment to another, you may also have this nagging sensation that something important is missing. This may lead you to feel like you are living your life with your essence suppressed, and you may even see your body deteriorate in a way you didn’t see coming. For example:

			
					You might find yourself anxious or even depressed every once in a while.

					You may notice that you would struggle to tap into your full cognitive potential.

					You may carry a more sedentary life and become more affected by illnesses.

					You may become less joyful as a person and feel less connected to the world.

			

			To be sure, these are all tell-tale signs that your exposure to nature is too low. You see, our modern environments are great at meeting our outer needs, but they are often conceived in a way that is hardly conducive to our inner health.

			For one, these environments are often devoid of the so-called vital elements — elements such as sunlight, space, wind and fresh air that are abundant in nature. That is why these environments can make us feel sick the more we stay in them, because they essentially detach us from the habitat our biology is used to.

			
Did You Know?

The American journalist Richard Louv also highlighted this issue. He noticed that a lack of exposure to nature can cause a person to misadapt, and even coined the term “nature deficit disorder” to refer to this phenomenon.


			But once you have come to the realization that these environments can literally drain you, you can also begin to embrace high-vitality environments that enhance your health. These are often the environments that have a close resemblance to the wilderness, and which exhibit little developments that can compromise their natural wonder.

			Of course, such environments tend to be less pronounced in the developed regions, but that is not to say that they are far inferior than being in the wilderness. If anything, you may not have to travel far to get a taste of their benefit, and there are also many approaches you can use to put them into your calendar. For example:

			
					Before the breakfast, you can take a few minutes to visit a park around you.

					After finishing work, you can take a trail path instead of hitting the road.

					After the dinner, you can bring your loved ones to an open area to relax.

					During the weekends, you can head to seashores or mountains to contemplate more.

			

			At first, you might be tempted to think that these outdoor times lead to nothing, but as you begin to retreat into nature more deeply and more consistently, you may also discover that these retreats can have benefits that are far-reaching. For example:

			
					You may notice that you would become less tense and less worried about many things.

					You may experience less heart palpitations or inflammations in your body.

					You may become more upbeat and benefit from a boost in focus and energy.

					You may come up with better ideas that are more useful or groundbreaking.

			

			What’s more, you may even begin to see that nature is like a sanctuary — a place you can go to to restore yourself and come back more refreshed than before. It’s the place that every single human on Earth originally called home, and it’s a place you can always return to to fully realign with your root.

			And when you do, your health, cognition, productivity and mood would improve. You may even regain a bit of what it feels like to be truly alive and free — just like what your ancestors may have felt when things weren’t as developed.

			
Practice 8: Engage in Some Form of Physical Defense Training

			In modern societies, we often rely on police to maintain our safety.

			Indeed, whether it’s home invasions, assaults, altercations or robberies, they are often the most qualified personnel to handle these types of things.

			In fact, if you have ever had any personal experience with violence, you might have noticed that your first response is to reach out to the police. You might reflexively avoid situations that can seem a bit threatening, and you may even adjust your behaviors to minimize the odds of personal conflicts.

			And while those responses aren’t necessarily unwise or ill-informed, they can also make you dependent on many people with authority. You may even become complacent because of the safety they can provide — while becoming less able to deal with physical threats in your personal routine. For example:

			
					You might not know how to handle an unwanted advance or a knife stabbing.

					You might become mentally paralyzed when a sudden altercation hits.

					You might have little way of stopping or subduing some perpetrator.

					You might fail to react promptly after facing some physical conflict.

			

			And as a result, you may become unable to defend yourself or your surroundings. This may cause you to feel vulnerable and insecure in many settings, and you may even become helpless in situations when authorities cannot intervene.

			But just as you can go down the path of becoming both defenseless and weak, you can also choose to become stronger by taking self-defense seriously. Doing so may increase your awareness of the possible threats around you — and minimize the harm these threats might inflict upon you or your surroundings.

			What’s more, by engaging in some form of physical defense training, you may end up with a stronger constitution that allows you to become more disciplined. This may help you become better prepared against violence and emergencies, and you may even develop many levels of strength that can boost your skills and self-esteem.

			Of course, that alone doesn’t mean that every training is equally valid: some martial arts — such as taekwondo, aikido, karate and kung fu — may be more impressive and showy than they are actually useful in practice, while other activities — such as cardio boxing, fencing, qigong and tai chi — may be so watered down that they actually deliver little benefit in practice.

			Because of that, when you choose a training such as a martial art or a combat sport, it’s important to keep in mind that not all of them are self-defense-oriented. You might also want to keep the following questions in mind as you search for your training — so that you can filter out the trainings that are proven to work from the ones that aren’t:

			
					Is this a training that is focused on defending yourself in real-world situations, or is this a training that perpetuates a miniaturized form of combativeness?

					Is this a training that is recommended by security personnel and professional fighters, rather than one that is promoted by celebrities or the specialists within the field?

					Is this a training that is founded based on solid principles and evidence, rather than one that focuses on a tactic or a specific portion of the body?

					Is this a training that is open to ongoing revisions and constant improvements, rather than one that is focused on maintaining the institution or the status quo?

			

			
Words of Caution

Remember, the real aggressors are not going to hold back and play by the rules. This is why you want to train holistically by going through a variety of scenarios — so that you don’t get caught up by surprise when a new scenario hits you.


			As you begin to engage in your physical defense training more regularly, you may begin to see this training as a representation of something else: something that can lead you to better control and maneuver your mind and body; something that can assist you in your own development and personal growth. For example:

			
					You may enhance your fitness and become much stronger and more flexible.

					You may improve your health and make many of your biomarkers more stable.

					You may become much sharper and more in control of your own emotions.

					You may become more disciplined and more at ease at expressing yourself.

			

			In fact, even if you don’t get to use your developed skills in real life, you may still come to see your training as something that can nurture you and transform you: maybe it would turn you from a weakling into someone who is assertive and confident, or maybe you would begin to see it as a way of life that cultivates your best self.

			And when you do, you would be better qualified to combat disharmonies of all sorts: maybe you would have more tools in your arsenal to stand up against physical threats, maybe you would prompt others to become stronger and fitter as individuals.

			
Practice 9: Refrain from Staying in Narrow Environments

			In our technologically advanced world, we all have access to many indoor activities that our ancestors can only dream of.

			And because of that, we often choose to adopt these modern activities to make our life more convenient or more comfortable. 

			For example, if you’re an average person living in a fairly developed city, you might spend a big part of your day in front of some screen or some table. And even if you don’t watch TV or use computers or mobile devices, you might still use reading, writing, crafting or games to keep your life enjoyable.

			But by spending the majority of your time on indoor activities that are close-ranged, you can also deprive yourself of vital elements and limit your visual field. This may cause you to develop muscular issues or persistent eyestrain, and you may even develop more chronic conditions that can take a toll on your health. For example:

			
					You might feel a lot of tension around your body that you can’t really explain, but which can later affect your mood or make your days less enjoyable.

					You might begin to move less and get exposed to less fresh air and sunlight, which in turn can sap your energy and make you less focused or less functional.

					You may be conditioned to remain immobile for a prolonged period of time, which in turn can affect your fitness and make your heart or muscles worse off.

					You might see your vision becoming blurrier and blurrier over time, which in turn can increase your myopia and make many tasks more difficult.

			

			And as a result, you might become more anxious, more nearsighted and more fragile. This may force you to get stronger and stronger lenses to remain afloat, and you may even feel less and less alive in the different activities you do.

			But just as you can restrict your visual field and lose your ability to see far, you can also choose to stay in wide space that your body has been long adapted to. Doing so may improve your visual well-being and make you more willing to move, and you may even enhance your mood drastically and increase your productivity level.

			Indeed, by expanding the environments that you often find yourself in, you may be able to stay in places with better airflow where objects aren’t nearly as close. This may improve your lymphatic system and reduce the inflammation in your body, and you may even become less dependent on lenses to carry your usual tasks well.

			Now, does that mean that you have to give up everything and live in the wild? Not at all! If anything, you may still be able to do the same things you have always wanted to — as long as you do them in a way that is friendly to your eyes and conducive to your health.

			To that end, you may want to take note of the close-range activities you do — so that you can come up with ways to perform the same activities from afar. The key here is to reduce your engagement with close objects for long durations, and you may be able to use the following rules of thumb to give you a great start:

			
					Replace close-range activities with the ones that require no nearwork (such as listening to an audiobook instead of holding and reading a physical book).

					Increase the distance at which you perform your nearwork beyond one meter (such as by working on a larger monitor instead of staring at your tiny smartphone).

					Reduce the duration of any nearwork to 30 minutes or less (such as by taking a break every now and then until the cumulated eyestrain is gone).

					Use the smallest and weakest lenses you can use to do your tasks well (including taking your prescription lenses off whenever you don’t really need them at all).

			

			
Pro-Tip

In addition to increasing your general viewing distance, you may also want to widen your vision by staying in places with few obstacles. This would ensure that your peripheral vision is truly both far and expansive, and you may even reduce your stress and improve your mental well-being as a result.


			At first, you might perceive these changes to be a threat to your current lifestyle: maybe you would struggle to get off your screen because of all the conveniences it can bring, or maybe you would stick to crafting your own things because that’s what you have been doing for so long.

			But by opening up your environments gradually and seeing more of the objects around you, you may begin to regain your visual freedom and become more attuned to your health. This may lead you to reduce your discomfort and feel more at peace from within, and you may even improve your chronic conditions and make you more fit or more well. For example:

			
					You may begin to feel less eyestrain or dull pressure around your body. 

					You may find that your nearsightedness would stabilize or improve a bit.

					You may begin to feel better and operate at a higher efficiency.

					You may begin to become more active and more lively as a human being.

			

			More importantly, you may even begin to see narrow space as some kind of toxin. This may lead you to become more repelled by nearwork almost automatically, and you may even spend more time engaging in farwork that can do wonder your body.

			And when you do, your far vision and your visual experience would benefit: maybe you would improve your overall eyesight and enhance your internal harmony, or maybe you would improve your general fitness and your aliveness as a human being.
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