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INTRODUCTION


Although I originally trained as a doctor, I have spent most of my long and enjoyable career as a science journalist and TV presenter. This has enabled me to cover a lot of different subjects, but in recent years I have focused on exploring the science behind the many and varied health claims that I have come across. And, of course, trying things out on myself. I’ve done some pretty crazy things in my time, including infecting myself with parasites, getting leeched, injecting my face with some of my own blood and swallowing a tiny camera so I could watch the workings of my gut. But it was in 2012, when I discovered that I had type 2 diabetes, that I got really serious about wanting to understand the drivers of mental and physical health.


Discovering I had type 2 diabetes led to me making a programme called ‘Eat, Fast and Live Longer’, during which I came across research showing the benefits of intermittent fasting. Over the course of eight weeks, I lost 9kg by doing a form of intermittent fasting which I called the 5:2 diet, and this enabled me to get my blood sugars back to normal, without medication. That, in turn, led me to write, with Mimi Spencer, The Fast Diet, which became an international bestseller, then to write more books (often with my wife Clare, who is a GP and bestselling recipe book writer), covering subjects ranging from weight loss and sleep, to exercise and ways to improve gut health.


Then, in 2021, during the Covid lockdown, I did something very different. I made my first ever podcast series. It was for BBC Sounds and Radio 4 and it was called Just One Thing. Setting up a recording studio in my home during lockdown was a challenge, but as I will show you, trying out new things is really good for your brain, particularly an ageing brain like mine, and I loved doing it.


The idea of the podcast is simple: each 15-minute episode introduces Just One Thing you can do to improve your health. The series (which is ongoing) is full of quirky, fun and sometimes bizarre facts, and making it gives me the chance to interview eminent, and often very entertaining, scientists who are leaders in their field. In each episode we find a brave volunteer to give the thing a test run, and, of course, I also give it a go (if you listen to one of the early podcasts you’ll hear me yelping at my first blast of a cold shower. See for more on the science behind cold water immersion).


I was blessed with a very talented team, who made it happen and helped ensure it became a real hit. A big part of the appeal of Just One Thing is its simplicity, and I think that is also what makes it such a great way to turn good intentions into sustainable habits.


After all, most of us recognise the importance of keeping to a healthy weight, eating well, doing regular exercise, reducing stress and getting a good night’s sleep. So what stops us? Well, firstly we are bombarded on a daily basis by a lot of vague and often conflicting advice in newspapers, TV and social media: drink coffee, don’t drink coffee, cut down on fat, eat more fat, get out in the sun, cover up with sunscreen, exercise slowly or step up the pace…who to believe?


Then there is the problem of putting good advice into practice, of creating a new healthy habit and sticking to it. Many of us start off each New Year resolved to be healthier and more active, but within a month or so most of us have returned to our previous way of life. I don’t think this is because we are inherently lazy or weak-willed – it is because we haven’t created the environment where a new habit will stick. If you genuinely want to change then here are 10 rules, based on science, which I have found useful:


1. MAKE IT SIMPLE. The rationale behind Just One Thing is that you don’t have to do a major overhaul of your life; these are things you can easily build into your routine. Small changes really can yield big benefits in terms of better mood, improved sleep, a sharper brain and reduced disease risk.


2. BE REALISTIC. Although I am going to try to excite you about all the benefits that come from doing lots of Just One Things, begin by doing what you think you can manage. Start small and build from there. That, after all, is the great advantage of this approach. You can always add in Just One More Thing later.


3. CREATE A TRIGGER. You are much more likely to do something if it is attached to an activity you are already doing. As you will see in the next chapter, I do my resistance exercises straight after I get out of bed because I know if I don’t do them then I will never do them. I use ‘getting out of bed’ (which I have to do every day) as a trigger for these exercises. You can use ‘having a meal’ as a trigger to drink a large glass of water and that way you ensure that you drink enough water during the day (see here for the multiple benefits of doing that) or leaving a notepad and pen beside your bed as a trigger-reminder for journalling (see the benefits of ‘counting your blessings’). I practise standing on one leg while brushing my teeth, as a way of improving my balance because I know I will never go to regular yoga classes, but I do have to brush my teeth twice a day, so that seemed more realistic. You will come across lots more ‘triggers’ as you go through the book.


4. KNOW WHY YOU ARE DOING IT. I strongly believe that if you really understand what the benefits are, and can remind yourself of them when the temptation to give up is strong, then you are much more likely to stick to something. That’s why this book contains lots of interviews with leading scientists, as well as references to scientific studies, which are easy to look up online. I want you to be convinced that these things are worth doing and persisting with. I also want you to tailor them to your own requirements.


5. STICK WITH IT FOR AT LEAST A MONTH. There is a widely held belief that you can introduce a new habit in 21 days. This is almost certainly untrue. A study published in the European Journal of Social Psychology concluded that it took anywhere between 18 and 254 days to ingrain a new habit, so stick with it!


6. TRY TO DISPLACE BAD HABITS WITH GOOD ONES. Many bad habits are deeply ingrained and may be almost impossible to shake. What you can do is try to displace them with better habits. This takes time and persistence.


7. TRY TO DO IT DAILY. Establishing a new habit is mainly about consistency and frequency. Although it is important to know why you are doing something, it is even more important to actually do it and do it on a regular basis. A lot of the things you will come across in this book can be done daily and even sometimes more than once a day. I have also tried to keep them short, as the shorter something is, the more likely you are to stick to it.


8. INVOLVE A FRIEND OR LOVED ONE. One of the main reasons why people pay for personal exercise trainers is that they feel they need someone around to make them do it – it’s not that they don’t know what to do. Doing a thing with a friend or loved one not only makes you more accountable; it can also make it more fun. Clare and I do a lot of things together, ranging from early-morning workouts to making fermented foods, because we have a shared interest in healthy living and because it keeps us motivated. A good reason to get a dog (another thing I should probably have added to the list), apart from the love and companionship, is that dog owners are far more likely to go for walks. In fact, a study carried out in the UK of nearly 700 people, a mix of dog owners and non-dog owners, found those with a four-legged friend were four times more likely to hit the widely recommended health target of 150 minutes per week of moderately vigorous exercise (see here). We have a King Charles called Tari, who is over 10 years old, but who still gets incredibly excited every time she even thinks a walk is in the offing. Her joy is a powerful incentive for me to go.


9. BE KIND TO YOURSELF. If you have found a thing that you really like the look of, but just can’t stick to it, then perhaps it is not right for you. Don’t beat yourself up: accept that this may not be the moment in your life when it works for you. Take a look through the book and see what else appeals to you.


10. KEEP A RECORD. As I pointed out earlier, I like self-experimenting, which means that I also like monitoring change. Try noting down some of your health markers and measurements – such as your weight, your waist, your heart rate, your blood pressure (equipment for this can be bought in a chemist or online) or your blood sugars (ditto). You may find it helpful to invest in a tracker. Keeping a record will show you how far you have come.


In summary: this book is all about quick and simple scientifically proven ways to improve health and wellbeing in a sustainable way. No one is expecting you to do all of them, or even more than one! Just pick and choose what works for you. The advantage of aiming for bite-sized goals is that they will get you thinking, ‘OK, I could manage that’, and then, hopefully, you might find you are enjoying the activity and end up tagging it on to your life.






choosing your thing


I am so convinced of the benefits of the Just One Things I write about in this book that many of them now form a part of my daily routine. I’ve chosen to fan out my favourite 30 things across a typical day so you can see how they might fit into your life. There is a wealth of things to choose from; and obviously I don’t want you to try them all at once! But I hope you find yourself tempted to start by trying one or two, and be encouraged by the benefits they bring.


For some of the things, the timing is important. A walk has added benefits when you get outside in the early-morning light; coffee is best drunk a couple of hours after you’ve woken up; you’ll get more vitamin D from a blast of sunshine in the middle of the day; and a hot bath works best as part of a snooze-inducing, wind-down routine in the evening, not the morning. But the rest? Mix them up as much of you like. In fact, a few things – such as drinking water, singing, standing up, taking a break and deep breathing – can be happily peppered at intervals throughout your day.


The first thing on my daily list is always ‘intelligent exercises’ (squats and press-ups) because I know I’ll never get around to them if I leave them until later; likewise, I really enjoy a spoonful of sauerkraut with my breakfast omelette. But that’s me. You might like the idea of starting the day with a bit of mindful meditation and enjoying fermented foods with your lunch or dinner instead. It’s good to know that breaking into song will be just as beneficial whatever time of day the urge strikes.


So flick through the book, pick one new thing you want to try and give it a go. Once you’ve made that a habitual part of your life, browse the book again and see if there’s another you fancy trying.





Good luck! Michael
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How to do it: do a couple of minutes of squats or press-ups every day.
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I don’t know about you, but I used to find it incredibly easy to sleep through the night. When I was a teenager I slept in a telephone box, a graveyard and even on the platform of a railway station in India. Sadly, getting a good night’s sleep is no longer a given. These days I often wake around 3am, roam around the house for a bit, then make my way back to bed when I am feeling tired. What I am trying to do is teach my brain to associate ‘bed’ with ‘sleep’ and ‘sex’ and nothing else. The health benefits of sexual intercourse are many and varied, although this is Just One Thing I haven’t really looked into yet. There is, however, another form of exercise that I would heartily recommend and that I do first thing: intelligent exercises.


Whatever my night has been like, I wake up at roughly the same time every morning (around 7am), get out of bed, open the curtains, enjoy the early-morning light, wake Clare (who often grumbles), turn on the radio and together we start doing our first Just One Thing of the day: resistance exercises. I hasten to add that you don’t need to do them first thing, but I do think it is really important that you do them at some point in the day.


We all know that doing aerobic exercise (running, swimming, cycling) is good for your heart and lungs, but less than 5 per cent of people regularly do exercises which are specifically targeted at building muscle. And that is tragic because after the age of 30, unless you do something about it, you will start to lose around 5 per cent of your muscle mass for every decade that passes. And you need that muscle, you really do.


Being more muscly not only makes you look good, it improves your posture and reduces your risk of developing back pain. Muscles burn calories, even when you are asleep, and they are also, obviously, essential for keeping you active. So it is vital that you do what you can to build and preserve them. And it is never too late to start.


One of the best ways to build your muscles is to do more resistance exercises. Resistance exercises are any exercises where you use your muscles to lift or pull against resistance. This could involve lifting weights, or using resistance bands, which come in a wide range of sizes and strengths. But I prefer something I can do at home, or when I am on the road, filming, and which doesn’t involve any equipment. So instead of weights I do squats and press-ups, where you are using your own body weight to make your muscles work harder. As well as being simple to do, press-ups and squats are some of the best exercises for your heart and brain.


I normally start by doing 30–40 press-ups. That sounds like bragging, which it certainly is, but I have built up to this gradually. What I love about press-ups is that they are a fast and very effective way to build upper body strength. I also like the fact that I can do a lot more than Clare (though she is catching up). The number of press-ups you can do also seems to be a good predictor of heart health.


In a study carried out by researchers from the Harvard School of Public Health, 1000 firemen in their early forties were asked to do as many press-ups as they could in a minute. When the same men were seen 10 years later, it turned out that those who had managed to do 40 or more press-ups in the earlier test were 96 per cent less likely to have had a heart attack than those who managed 10 or fewer. Unfortunately, they didn’t do this test with women, but broadly speaking, you would expect a woman to be able to do half as many press-ups, for her age, as a man. A man in his fifties should be able to do 20, a woman at least 10.


As well as press-ups, I do at least 30 squats first thing every morning (squats are where you bend your knees as if you are about to sit on a chair). Squats work the biggest muscles in your body and are probably the best single exercise you can do. As I said, they are not just good for your body but for your brain too.


Damian Bailey is professor of physiology and biochemistry and director of the Neurovascular Research Laboratory at the University of South Wales. He told me that any form of exercise is likely to be good for the brain but they have found that the action of moving your body up and down against resistance (i.e. the squat) seems to be particularly effective at stimulating blood flow to a part of the brain responsible for learning and memory (the hippocampus). Which is why I call this an ‘intelligent’ exercise.


Doing squats not only provides an increased blood supply but also stimulates the release of a hormone called BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor) which encourages the growth of new brain cells and connections. Think of it as fertiliser for your brain.
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