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Preface


I am writing this book during another extraordinary year in our lives. Personally and professionally, I cannot think of a tougher time to have lived through.


The world has changed in the space of three years. Like so many of us, I have had to make some big changes to my life in order to survive, let alone thrive. Working at a sometimes unsustainable pace, prioritising my time to make room for what is really important, getting rid of negative forces from my life, and thinking carefully about my purpose were all in the mix.


Many musings from this book can be found on my podcast, Saving Lives in Slow Motion, the feedback for which I have been greatly humbled by. If you happen to have listened to it, then you will have already heard some of my ramblings about various parts of this book. The podcast vignettes hopefully made sense, but of course there were pieces that were intentionally missing. Well, voilà – your jigsaw is now complete.


To protect the privacy and confidentiality of actual patients, I have combined features of several cases in each chapter and disguised any identifying information in each case. Those patients and their family stories that feature in this book should be regarded as fictional.


I have done my best to bring you what you need to either get started on or continue with your Health Fix journey. Some people will need a total reset, some a push, others will possibly resume after a pause.


Despite the strap line, there is no magic eight-week plan with any kind of curated timetable, no fads, no judgement and no unnecessary gloss. You will soon realise that the method laid out in this book is tailored to you. In my experience, people tend to feel better within eight weeks, often sooner.


I hope the book’s foundations will strengthen you, that the stories will inspire you and that The Health Fix will transform your life for the better.


Dr Ayan Panja


St Albans, Hertfordshire, UK


June 2022


“True healing is not the fixing of the broken, but the rediscovery of the unbroken.”
Jeff Foster





Why I wrote this book


About eight years ago, my health was at an all-time low. I was unable to think straight, my memory was failing and I kept falling asleep during the day. I couldn’t digest my food properly, my joints ached on most days and I was generally irritable and unhappy. On some days, I could hardly function. I remember walking into the coffee shop next door to my surgery one morning and not being able to place an order as my brain seemed incapable of making a simple decision.


Like most people who find themselves just not feeling well (as opposed to suddenly falling ill), it had all crept up on me in slow motion. It took me the best part of six months to figure out why I was so broken – and once I finally worked it out, I felt human again after eight weeks.


The answers lay not in medical interventions, but changes to my lifestyle. Despite seeing patients, day in, day out, I had somehow managed to take my eye off the ball with my own health, getting caught up in the throes of my busy work and family life, coupled with hitting the age of forty.


‘Honestly, mate, it all falls apart at forty,’ my friends were telling me at the time – but it really was more than that.


The final straw was when I met one of my best friends for dinner in London, and he said, ‘You OK, mate? You look fucked…’


What the heck had happened to me? And how could I fix myself?


My own symptoms sent me on a journey that has changed my life and the lives of many others. So far I have had thirty years’ worth of learning, clinical practice and teaching since I started medical school, and they have helped me build the framework and the tools I used to claim my health back. I am sharing this framework and these tools in this book. As you have probably guessed by the title, I managed to fix my health to a point where I could carry on enjoying my life to the full, and I hope that soon you will be able to do the same for yourself and your loved ones.



THE MISSION



I sometimes can’t believe I am having to write a book like this. The concept of ‘health is wealth’ is one that only dawns on us either when things go wrong or as we get older. When you were fourteen years old, you may have thought of someone who was forty or fifty as ‘quite old’. I am almost fifty myself now, but in my head I feel that my parents and their friends are still fifty (Mum is now nearer eighty, as it goes).


There is no arguing with the fact that as we age, we become more likely to develop long-term conditions.1


The truth is, time flies, and our biological functions slowly decline with time as our cells undergo more damage. As one of our ex-students once said to me as though it were some kind of revelation, ‘More stuff happens to people as they get older, doesn’t it?’ When it comes to maximising health, I like to think of myself as Bill Gates’s ‘lazy employee’.


“I choose a lazy person to do a hard job. Because a lazy person will find an easy way to do it.”
Bill Gates2


I want to stay as well as I can and enjoy my life for as long as I can, with minimum fuss. And this is what I want to share with you.



THE PROBLEM



The landscape of our health is constantly changing. By that, I mean our world at large: air pollution, soil quality, farming practices, climate change, our exposure to plastics, chemicals or radiation, the influence of social media, our reliance on technology, pandemic viruses… the list of things that can disrupt our health continues to evolve.3


The trouble is that because this all happens so innocuously, the chances are you won’t notice the invisible effects that these factors – and your own habits – are having on your health; that is, until you start to get symptoms or your health declines.


To put it another way, you don’t just wake up one day with a condition like irritable bowel syndrome, chronic lung disease, arthritis, multiple sclerosis, depression, Alzheimer’s disease or type 2 diabetes. It takes months, sometimes years, of increasing dysfunction in the body’s biological systems for these conditions to manifest. We will explore this further later on in the book.


The other problem we are presented with right now is the challenges facing the medical profession. As doctors, we genuinely do our best to help patients, based on the most up-to-date scientific evidence from population studies and trials, as we grapple with increasing levels of illness.4 Yet the resources and tools we have to hand are often not the right ones to deal with the symptoms that are presented to us. This is particularly the case when it comes to treating individuals who come to us seeking help with vague, medically unexplained or non-emergency symptoms, including headaches, bloating, pain or fatigue.5 There is a disconnect, a palpable gap, with which both doctors and patients are familiar, and what is needed is a fresh, sustainable and non-faddish approach.


There are so many books out there about habits, health, self-help and improvement. The medical and scientific community are often sceptical about these publications, which often promise a better life. Many of them seem to contain quite a lot of overlapping content. Some are by celebrities or influencers with lived experience; others are written by those in the scientific community themselves.


With some of these publications, there is often an element of reinventing the wheel but with different spokes. I am all for scepticism as it helps us to call out hokum and snake oil, but we must also acknowledge that there is so much we still don’t understand in both science and medicine.


The other thing you may have noticed is that those who are eminent in their fields of science or humanities often put out content that chimes with that found in the lay-authored books, because their disciplines or areas of scientific or social research prove that these practices ‘work’. It could be anything from high intensity training, ice baths, forest bathing or using certain behavioural techniques. I have a lot of time for a number of academic experts writing in the field of health, including (at the time of writing), Tim Spector (epidemiology),6 and Satchidananda Panda (regulatory biology).7 Whatever their field, there is a lot of synergy in their output, whether it be about the brain, the gut, our habits or their own original research. As this book unfolds, you will see why.


My view is that, as patients, we have the power to make changes, but need some direction when things are not going the right way. With The Health Fix, my offering is neither that of a researcher or an academic professor, but nor is it simply my own lay views. I have the lived experience of being a patient, but I have also treated thousands of people over the years as a doctor. In order to practise medicine, one must keep up with the latest science. My expertise involves taking the patient’s story and using the available science and evidence to formulate an individual plan with them that is tailored to them alone.


Where people have access to it, modern medicine is rather impressive, particularly when it comes to procedures or protocols, such as surgically cutting out disease, or prescribing medication for long-term conditions. Medics are near enough amazing at dealing with acute presentations, such as trauma, life-threatening infections, heart attacks and strokes. But we do tend to struggle with the more nebulous, undefined, interpretive work8 involving complaints such as recurrent illness,* the rise in mental health distress, or conditions that seem to lack particularly effective treatments. Of the latter, the one that has been on my mind the most in the last year has been ‘long COVID’. We have struggled as a profession to help those afflicted with this syndrome, which often manifests as a cluster of debilitating symptoms. In my experience, the best campaigners for unmet needs are often doctors who are also patients.


. . .


The paradox of modern medicine hit me when I realised that my work as a hospital doctor had enabled me to save lives in emergencies, but when I was faced with a chap who came in and said, ‘Doctor, I get this horrible constant shaking feeling every day, but it’s just on the inside, if you get what I mean what do you think it could be?’, I realised I really hadn’t a clue about the reasons behind a lot of people’s symptoms and it was often easy to cast them into that well of uncertainty called ‘medically unexplained symptoms’.10


When they hear the story of my own illness, as I described it earlier, many of my doctor friends try to pin it all down to one diagnosis, because that’s how we are trained:


‘Maybe you were depressed?’


‘Maybe you had IBS for a bit, and it just got better?’


‘Maybe you’ve got Lyme disease?’


They were trying to give me a diagnosis or a label. In reality, multiple symptoms indicate some kind of system malfunction – that system being our own human biology.11


In order to change and control our biology, we need to look at the inputs that affect it and manipulate them to our advantage.





___________________


* I am mindful that, in some parts of the world, there are obvious factors like poor sanitation that claim lives from diarrhoeal disease and respiratory illnesses on a daily basis.9





Before we begin: How to use this book



I am not a psychologist, but as a general practitioner, I would say this book is really as much about you understanding yourself as it is about any kind of framework I’ll be sharing with you. It will give you a toolkit that you will be able to use time and time again.


The book is composed of three main sections:


The Foundations


The Aspirations


The Fixes


The Foundations section is all about our behaviours and our biology. This is an essential tour of the key aspects of our mental and physical processes; in essence, it’s about ‘what makes us tick’ as human beings.


The Aspirations section is a collection of real-world Health Fix cases, covering patients’ stories on emotional, physical and scientific levels. The cases represent the most common ‘health wishes’ I have come across over my twenty-four years of clinical work as a qualified doctor.


The Fixes are the strategies, tools and, dare I say it, hacks that you can use to improve your health. This section will also show you how you can put it all together for yourself.


Already, some readers might be tempted to jump ahead to this last section, but the book won’t work for you if you do that. The idea of The Health Fix is that it really works around you as an individual, and the Fixes you’ll adopt will vary depending on your own symptoms and needs.


There are a number of concepts that I hope will stay with you. Shortly, you will explore the IDEAL framework, which allows you to change behaviours.


Soon after that, you will come across the Health Loop. This is at the core of how you will ‘fix’ many of your issues, and lays out your current health in a way that you may not have thought about before, focusing on eight key factors.


You will then write your own Lifestyle Prescription, which will most likely lead you to a phenomenon called the Drawstring Effect, where everything literally tightens up and comes together.


There are also sections throughout called Deep Dives, where I expand on the science behind the stories I’ve shared. In addition, you will learn about the subtle power of How, What and When, as well as when to Drill Down and Diary Up.


Just let this wash over you for now, much like the overture at the start of a musical or an opera when the orchestra plays a few bars from each song, so that everything seems oddly familiar when you come across them later.


Now, let us begin.
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BEHAVIOURS AND BIOLOGY


Twenty-four hours a day, the body’s biological processes continue to keep us alive. During our waking hours, our behavioural processes join in and our days become a stream of continuous biological and behavioural actions. These actions have consequences that usually occur without much conscious thought. In simple terms, it is the mind and body working together.


Let’s start by taking a look at behaviour, and in particular how it relates to our health. Our brains are constantly receiving information and processing it, so it is important to think about what makes us tick if we are going to then use it to our advantage.


When it comes to health, simply using willpower or being told what to do by your family, friends, therapist, nurse, doctor or influencer will not work for a lot of people. Just think about how hard it can be to stop smoking or to cut down your sugar intake, or to start a new healthy habit, like taking up regular exercise for the first time. In order to make useful changes in your life, the bottom line is that you need to be able to change your behaviours.



Understanding our behaviours and how to change them



Most of our behaviours are learned from watching or reacting to the world around us. Slowly but surely, over time, these behaviours become ingrained in us, in the same way that most children do what their parents do, not necessarily what they say. In fact, our childhood experiences and how we were parented have a surprising amount of influence on our behaviour as adults.12


What fascinates me is that not only are our behaviours important to our health and wellbeing, they also absolutely define us. How many times do you find yourself saying something like, ‘My boyfriend’s just not the kind of person to ever take up running… he’s so lazy.’ Where does that kind of statement or judgement come from? It’s based on the boyfriend’s historical behaviours, habits and track record (or lack of – forgive the pun), all of which suggest to you, and possibly the rest of the world, that he’s not the kind of person who will take up running.


This can be quite damaging, not least because it can lead us to totally write someone off. And if that someone starts to believe what other people say, that in itself can be a barrier to change, becoming what psychologists call a ‘false belief’.13




I remember saying at a big family dinner some years ago that I might run the Great Wall Marathon in China, as a local friend had mooted it. Everyone fell about laughing as if I had told them a Spike Milligan joke.


‘Sorry. What’s so funny?’ I barked.


‘You can’t even run five kilometres! What was it last time? You were going to join that tennis club? Or was it that you were definitely taking up golf this year? Hmm, yeah – how did that all turn out again?’


The point is, they had made a judgement based on my past behaviours, or my track record, if you like. I am a dreamer, for sure.


When I was a teenager, my father used to tell me: ‘I know you better than you know yourself.’


What dad really meant by that rather forthright statement was that he knew my behaviours all too well.





Despite being defined by our behaviours and habits, the good news is that we can change these. A leopard can change its spots. We just need to work out how to change. But first, we really need buy-in as to why it is necessary to change in the first place.


Most of us have some repetitive behaviours, which are effectively habits, and habits become automatic. For instance, you might pick up your phone first thing each morning and read the same daily news feeds, or you might take a shower at the same time each day, or go to the same shops each week, or take the same route to work every morning.


What’s all this got to do with your health?


Well, there are some behaviours or habits that are harmful and easy to recognise as problematic, especially if they become ‘automatic’ (such as smoking) – but there are other harmful habits that might not be so obvious.


This means two things need to happen:


1. Identifying and understanding if and why a habit is causing you harm.


2. Changing that habit.


A quick word on behavioural theory


According to Stanford’s Professor B. J. Fogg, a world-leading behaviour-change expert, there are three elements that need to come together to enable you to change a behaviour or habit: motivation, ability and a prompt. Fogg calls ‘B=MAP’:14
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(Credit: B. J. Fogg)


What does this actually mean?


Well, in order to create behaviour change:


• We need to be sufficiently motivated to make a change.


• We need to have the ability to do it.


• We need a prompt to turn it into an action.


Let’s take a common example. You’ve been thinking about taking up running. You’re really motivated because you want to get into better shape for your wedding. You have the ability to do it (i.e. you have all the kit and the time you need). But you just haven’t got round to it – in other words, there is no prompt. So what can you use to prompt you into action?


The secret is to make it easy. Leave your trainers and joggers at the door; leave apples out in the fruit bowl. Much of this is about controlling your environment, as you will see a little later.


Reminders like sticky notes and alarms can be useful as prompts that make you ‘do it now’, but to really answer this properly, we ought to look at how you might have changed your behaviours previously.


Behavioural theory is all well and good, but having carefully listened to my patients and their stories over many years, I have realised that there are only a handful of real-world reasons that make us change our behaviours. As you read on, take a moment to reflect and see if any of these scenarios sound familiar.



HAPPY ACCIDENTS



This is when something happens totally unintentionally, but has positive consequences. For example, a while back I forgot to have a coffee one morning, and only realised the next day that I hadn’t had any caffeine at all for twenty-four hours. I absolutely love coffee, by the way – the smell, the taste, making it, slurping it. Like many medics, I had become a bit reliant on it as a junior doctor. But as I hadn’t noticed not having it for a whole day, and because I seemed to feel better without it, I decided to see if I could stay off it. As it goes, it was so easy and I felt so much calmer without it.


UNDER ORDERS


This is when external rules or laws temporarily force our habits and curb our behaviours.


Think about the no-smoking signs on a plane, or the way alcohol is not available to drink in certain states or countries. These examples are particularly powerful, as even the most hardened smoker will tell you that she doesn’t seem to crave cigarettes on a plane because it’s simply not an option. And if beer and wine are not on a menu, then you have to order a soft drink. This kind of external enforcement makes you realise that our minds are very powerful. You really can go without a cigarette for fourteen hours if you have to. Somehow, it’s easier to follow rules made by others than to enforce your own. Essentially, these situations make it difficult for you to engage in a behaviour because of imposed restrictions.



THE UNTHINKABLE



Tragedy is a brutal leveller. All too often I have heard heart-breaking stories of unexpected loss or illness. A best friend dies of a heart attack, or a loved one gets diagnosed with terminal cancer. These unthinkable events can act as a prompt, often jolting us into making changes that are rooted deeply in fear or purpose.


COMMUNITY SPIRIT


Doing things with others as part of a group – what some people call ‘finding their tribe’ – can be a great behaviour-change prompt.


Take Parkrun, Weight Watchers or Slimming World; none of them offer any kind of magic pill or potion or Nobel Prize-winning discovery, but they have effectively harnessed the remarkable power of community and understood how it can change behaviours, and so help people change their lives.


FRIENDLY JEALOUSY


Imagine you meet up with a friend you haven’t seen in six months. He looks and feels fantastic compared to when you last saw him. You almost can’t believe the transformation. He has clearer skin, seems calm and confident, and has clearly improved various aspects of his work and home life. You go home and think, ‘I’d like some of that myself.’ Your friend is the prompt, especially if you have been thinking about some changes for a while without getting round to making them.


GRASPING THE NETTLE


By this, I mean forcing yourself to do something through sheer bloody-mindedness.


This is really hard work, and only for people who are able to follow their own imposed rules without rhyme or reason. It relies heavily on willpower, which, as I explained earlier, is not a good strategy for everyone.




The happy accident, under orders and to some extent the unthinkable are out of our conscious control. This is why they often work without much conscious effort.


Community spirit, friendly jealousy and grasping the nettle all require that B. J. Fogg triad of motivation, ability and prompt.





Do any of those examples ring true to you? What all of them illustrate is that changing our habits is entirely possible, and even easy given the right circumstances. They also involve a level of control.



The IDEAL framework



To make it easy, I have come up with a framework called IDEAL. Don’t worry about having to actively remember this, as you will come across it throughout the book and it will become totally instinctive after a while.


The IDEAL framework is a really easy way to start changing your habits.


IDENTIFY what you would like to do (e.g. taking up running; stopping smoking).


DEFINE one or two small changes you can make (e.g. running to work instead of walking; deciding to leave the house without cigarettes).


ENGAGE by preparing and controlling your environment to make change easy (e.g. set out your running kit the night before; make sure you have no cigarettes in the house).


ACTIVATE yourself by sticking your new habit(s) on to an existing one, or use them to replace a bad one. We’ll explore this in more detail shortly.


LOOK BACK at yourself in the mirror and say, ‘Hey, you did it. Well done.’


 


The last one might sound silly. You don’t actually need to look in the mirror, but you should pat yourself on the back each time you perform the new habit. It’s important to acknowledge your efforts. Think of it as the opposite of being hard on yourself.


By now, I hope this is all beginning to resonate with you as something that is relevant to your health but also doable. Soon, you will be able to change your habits for the better. This may seem nebulous at the moment, but once you’ve read the next section, which explores our biology, I hope you will see why this section about behaviours was so important.


A IS FOR ‘ACTIVATE’


One key factor, again championed by B. J. Fogg, is to add a new habit or behaviour to an existing one. This is what I call ‘activate’ in the IDEAL framework, and the idea is for the new and old habits to feed and encourage each other. New habits are far more likely to ‘stick’ this way, rather than falling by the wayside after a few weeks, like all those New Year’s resolutions.


For instance, if you decide you want to do two press-ups a day or learn a new fact each morning, why not do it straight after something that you already do every single day, like brushing your teeth? Or, if you want to start a weekly outdoor habit, like going for a run, how about doing it just after you put the bins out? After a while, it will become a familiar association: we are familiar with coffee and cake or milk and cookies but how about brushing your teeth and press-ups?


Now imagine the difference between you and your imaginary twin, who has been doing two daily press-ups and learning a new fact every day for ten years. Your twin would be stronger (and better at Christmas quizzes, most likely). But in all seriousness, the point is that even small regular habits and behaviours can give huge rewards if they are carried out regularly and continued. It’s all about the power of marginal gains over time, which works much like compound interest. Some benefits are invisible; others are obvious. But if anything should demonstrate why it’s worth ‘sticking with it’, it’s this graph:


How habits improve over time
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Bad habits and managing your monkey brain


How many times have you said to yourself, ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time…’? If you stop for a minute and think about any bad habit you might have that you would like to change, have you ever wondered why you still do it even though you know it’s bad?


I remember being in a queue for a barbecue buffet in a hotel in Egypt many years ago. I got chatting to a guy called Tom behind me. He was smoking a cigarette and he said, ‘This is so stupid. One part of my brain really wants to smoke this fag, but the other part knows it’s killing me… what the heck is going on, doc?’


What he was referring to was his ‘monkey brain’. We all have this primitive part of our brain (namely the prefrontal cortex and limbic system) which is powerful, impulsive, reactionary and emotional. We need to acknowledge our monkey brain, but also stop it from controlling or hijacking us.


Have you ever felt bad because you snapped at a friend? Or reached for a packet of doughnuts and eaten all of them in one go? Or felt road rage? Don’t worry – most of us have. That’s our monkey brain at work. All of these things give us a quick hit or fix of something ‘without thought’. Often, the actions we take make us feel emotionally or physically terrible, or racked with guilt afterwards.


One of my patients from years ago used to binge on a popular fried chicken brand. His job meant he was on the motorway every day, so whenever he saw a service station and was hungry, he would crave fast food. He would eat it and then, within an hour, feel terrible to the point that he once had to pull over and be sick. Yet he kept on doing it for years. Why?


We will come back to the monkey brain later. But for now, just be aware that it is there, respect and acknowledge it and understand that it can be powerful, needs to be controlled and is looking for ways to get what it wants quickly, based on impulse rather than logical ‘thinking’, whether that be seeking immediate pleasures or making us react with anger. The monkey brain really comes to the fore during our toddler and teenage years, but adults also succumb to it often.
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