



[image: ]






[image: image]




CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION


PART 1: YOUR HEALTH TODAY


PART 2: THE SEVEN WAYS OF HEALTH


Chapter 1 Passion & Purpose


Chapter 2 A Healthy Mind


Chapter 3 Nutrition


Chapter 4 Fitness & Flexibility


Chapter 5 Recharge


Chapter 6 Sex & Relationships


Chapter 7 Taking Control of Your Health


PART 3: MAKE IT HAPPEN





RESOURCES


ENDNOTES


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


PICTURE CREDITS




HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


I first came up with the idea for Live Well Every Day about three years ago. I was thinking about the patients I was seeing in A&E and – accidents aside – how I could help them from reaching the point where they had to seek emergency help. If they looked at their health holistically and made small but consistent changes in the areas in which they were lacking, the cumulative effects would be enough not only to help them with their acute conditions, but also to have a profound effect on their health as a whole.


This idea had to go on the back burner for a while, as my life took a rather unexpected turn and I found myself in front of millions of TV viewers on a nightly basis – more of that later! But there’s no doubt that in 2020 we all realized how much looking after our own physical and mental health matters. We had to stop and think about what we can do to live happier, healthier lives and to protect ourselves, as well as others.


My intention with this book is to put you back in the driving seat of your own health and wellbeing, and to show you how to take control and make incremental changes to your life that will last. Live Well Every Day is divided into seven chapters, named after what I believe are the fundamental areas of health. Not only are these pretty vital if we want to function at our best, they’re also areas in which we can make changes and that’s key. You can choose to have a positive effect on your health and happiness. I will talk to you about protecting your mental health, the power of good nutrition, the best sleep and relaxation techniques, and how important fitness is to both your physical and mental wellbeing. And I’ll look at how having a purpose in life and a passion for living underpin everything.


I’ve always tried to be honest with you guys on my social media channels or whenever I appear on TV, and I’ve carried on with that here – even if it makes me cringe a bit in places! This book is a combination of my personal and professional experiences and I’ve included stories of the times when I’ve made mistakes or done things that haven’t been healthy or helpful, and described how I addressed those things and turned my life around.


I hope this book will give you a personalized tool kit for a better you. Once you start to make changes, you won’t look back, I promise.
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On 23 July 2020, I received the most devastating news imaginable: my beautiful little brother Llŷr had, unexpectedly, taken his own life. It came without warning and my family and I were in complete shock. We never thought it was possible to feel such pain; we simply couldn’t believe it had happened.


Llŷr was only 19, with a career in medicine ahead of him. He already had a place at medical school and I was so, so proud of him. I miss him very much and, whatever I do, he is always in my thoughts.


Grief is an ongoing process, but I know I’ll never get over losing my little brother. He and I often spoke about health, particularly mental health, and we were both passionate about ensuring children and young people are taught how to look after themselves when things go wrong.


Before Llŷr’s death, I’d already been developing a ‘mental health tool kit’ with the aim of facilitating a structured curriculum for schools and universities around the country. This is something I intend to continue working on, to make sure children and young people who are struggling get the help they need. This work will now be carried out in memory of my little brother and will be a legacy for Llŷr.


Llŷr was very supportive about my ideas for this book and it’s been very emotional writing it, as I wish he could see it being published. All I can do is dedicate this book to him – another legacy for Llŷr.


I am a positive person and I’m not going to let what has happened to my family change that. I still believe there is so much hope in the world. After Llŷr passed, someone very wise said to me, ‘Life throws us into the deep end at times, but with the help of family and friends we can overcome even the most seemingly insurmountable challenges. Just know you’re never alone.’


It’s that last point that I want anyone reading this who is struggling to take onboard. If you feel you have no one to talk to, for whatever reason, there are fantastic charities out there, like Samaritans, Mind and CALM, and your GP as well, who are there for you, waiting to listen and ready to help (see Resources). If you are going through a tough time, please reach out. There is always hope of a better day.
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OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH OUR HEALTH


I’ve always been interested in how we can make small changes, whether in exercise or nutrition, in sleep or reducing stress. Little changes can accumulate and have a big impact on our overall health and happiness – an impact that is profound, but also sustainable. I’m not interested in fad diets and quick fixes; I’m talking about meaningful change that will improve our lives for good.


I know that most of us like to think we know what we should do in order to stay fit and healthy. In theory, if we eat well, exercise regularly, sleep for eight hours a night and keep an eye on our blood pressure, how hard can it be? In reality though, managing and maintaining our health can feel like an extreme juggling act at the best of times. Typically, we address health issues once they need a cure, rather than thinking about the possible preventative measures we might have taken to stay well. You could argue we expect too much from our bodies and only patch them up as and when needed, rather than monitoring their needs and stepping in before we reach crisis point. Sometimes that critical point is when you end up waiting in A&E to see me!


The truth is that the Covid-19 global pandemic tells a similar story, albeit on a larger scale. The crisis shone a much-needed light on what happens when we expect too much from an infrastructure like the NHS; we assumed it could run a metaphorical marathon without any training or fuel. As one of the thousands of NHS workers across the country who put their lives at risk to care for the most vulnerable, I saw what happens when a nation isn’t ready for mass disease.


But that’s the extreme end of the health spectrum. As an A&E doctor who is also part of the everyday health conversation, I am presented with similar individual unpreparedness all the time. Obviously there are a million reasons why people end up in A&E – and some of those reasons (especially accidents) have nothing to do with how well you look after yourself or how many times a week you exercise. But overall, I keep coming back to the same thing: if you do the right things to protect and take care of your body and mind, you give them the best chance of long-standing good health and avoiding visiting me in hospital.


THERE’S SO MUCH IN LIFE WE AREN’T IN CONTROL OF, BUT DON’T FORGET THAT THERE IS A LOT THAT WE CAN CONTROL TOO.


POSITIVE CHOICES


Everything you do has a direct impact on your day-to-day health, your immune system, your mental health, your metabolism, your bone density, your heart health, your blood pressure, your energy levels and how you fight disease generally. How and what you feed your mind and body, the choices you make every day, can affect how you tackle more severe medical problems should they come up – in conjunction with modern medicine, of course. Your lifestyle is often your body’s biggest support system and the more robust you can make that, the more you can rely on it to get you through. Think of it as your life insurance policy.


I know, I know, it’s easy for me to stand here in my scrubs and stethoscope and tell people what they should and shouldn’t do. I don’t want to patronize, but I do know from what patients, friends and family tell me that it can be hard to find the right information and make the best choices. So, I want this book to feel like the ultimate handbook to your health – a place you can find tips, facts and inspiration to replace some of your habits with healthier ones. I want to encourage you to think about how to keep your body and mind working effectively.


I am passionate about the fact that we all need to maintain our minds and bodies constantly and I want this book to help you feel you can take some control. I want you to feel equipped to make changes that are sustainable for life and help you prescribe the right things for your own body and mind. Because the truth is that the best thing I can do for you is to help you stay well, so you don’t end up in my hospital waiting room.


Accidents aside, some of the people who end up in A&E are there because they have made potentially life-affecting bad choices in the past that end up culminating in illness. They have weakened their bodies and their minds to the point where it leads to bad health. A lot of people go through their lives eating badly, drinking to excess, smoking and not exercising, and they’re fine until they hit 50 and then the wheels come off.
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They get diabetes, they get high blood pressure, they get high cholesterol and then they have a massive heart attack. Now medicine can keep you alive for longer, but surely you’d want those later years to be ones you can enjoy, not ones spent having to deal with a multitude of health issues. Issues that you could potentially have avoided if you had been just a bit more sensible when you were younger.


We’re lucky enough to be living through a time when life expectancy is longer than ever. While smoking rates may be decreasing, Type 2 diabetes, obesity, dementia and mental health issues are on the rise. There is an increasing awareness of the importance of being healthy when we’re younger and building a strong foundation to ensure our good health is retained in our later years. It may not always be what many people want to hear, but we need to look after our bodies when we’re young to ensure it lasts us into old age.




CASE STUDY – GEOFF


I saw a gentleman the other day, let’s call him Geoff. A big strapping man and really strong, although advancing in years. He told me he had always been an athlete and played a lot of sport and had physical jobs. He’d always been very health conscious, eaten well and, since retiring, walks everywhere and lifts weights every day. His muscles were strong, he wasn’t frail and his skeletal strength was amazing. He just looked healthy and alert, with bright eyes and colour in his cheeks. He honestly looked like a man 20 years younger. And it was only now, well past retirement age, that he had to come in to see a doctor about a few health problems. Geoff was really impressive.


The simple reason for all this is the way he looked after himself. And it struck me that he had made the right choices in his life; he respected his body and knew that if he looked after it, fortune willing, it would last him a long time. And he was right. I think we should all be more like Geoff.






MEDICINE AND ME



In all honesty the last few years do all feel like a bit of blur really. Thinking back to summer 2018 when this all started, I had a life-changing decision to make: carry on as a doctor in A&E or enter the Love Island villa as a contestant. I was originally approached via Instagram and asked to take part in the show – I genuinely thought it was a joke at first! I was offered an interview, but I kept saying no. It’s funny now when I think about it – I was probably the only contestant on the show who wasn’t even sure I wanted to be there, or wanted what was to come afterwards. One thing I would say is that being a reality TV star was never part of my plan or ambition, but I feel very lucky it provided the platform for everything I am doing now.


In my role as a doctor, the patients are the key to everything – I love hearing their stories, finding out about their lives and learning from them. I always tell medical students to make sure they learn something new from every patient they meet, no matter how irrelevant it may seem. People are genuinely amazing and I hope I never lose that sense of wonder about humans. As a doctor you have the privilege of being there to witness someone’s best and worst moments, with the opportunity to help and make a difference, and the privilege of that never stops blowing my mind.


Post-Love Island, I’m now in a position to reach out to my large audience and share my knowledge and experience, to give something back to all those patients I’ve admired and who told me their stories, and to educate everyone about the part they can play in their own health, highlighting the things they can control, with the aim that this will genuinely mean fewer visits to GPs and hospitals for all. I really want this book to help tackle health issues that affect everyone, especially millennials, who I believe can make a huge change to their own health outlook if they understand the basic principles of long-lasting health.


The first and most important principle is that our mental health is at the core of everything. I don’t think it is an exaggeration to say that every part of our body in some way affects every other part and our mental health is no different. How we feel and the health of our mental space are the key to everything else working as it should. It affects what and how we eat, how we move, how we sleep and how we manage stress. Everything pivots around mental wellness, something I found out first-hand during my medical training (see Mental Health Wake-up Call).



HOW IS YOUR HEALTH TODAY?



While I may be a doctor and this book may be packed with practical health advice, I must also say that it’s no substitute for a visit to your doctor when needs must (see Chapter 7 for more information). But something I’d encourage you to do now is to take a blank piece of paper and a pen. Then just write down whatever comes to mind about how your health is today. Scribble notes if that’s easier than writing full sentences; no one else needs to read it. You can even use voice notes if you like. I just want to get you thinking about health conditions you might be struggling with or have not yet addressed. How you feel on a daily basis, how you think your diet is, whether you feel fit, energetic, strong, happy…


This is just a starting point, food for thought. It’s a useful exercise though for placing yourself in the present – don’t think about the person you used to be at high school or who you want to be in the future. Take a health inventory of where you are right now.




DR GOOGLE WILL SEE YOU NOW…


One reason people end up in A&E is fear. There are a lot of statistics about people (particularly men) ignoring symptoms and not seeking professional medical advice when needed, leaving their conditions until they’re critical and they have no choice but to seek emergency treatment. And it’s this fear, the fear of finally knowing, that brings them to my door. To be fair, I think the medical world has to shoulder some of the blame for this – we could have been better at disseminating medical information in the past. We’ve tried to own medical information, rather than sharing it and therefore empowering people.


It’s common for people to google their symptoms, get a worst-case scenario – a totally non-professional diagnosis – and then hide away worrying about it. There’s no medical resource online or elsewhere that gives the other side of the story: how a healthy lifestyle has long-term benefits when it comes to developing certain conditions, allowing you to be better able to deal with them should they come along, with an improved likelihood of recovery.





I WANT TO GIVE PEOPLE MORE INFORMATION SO THEY CAN SEE THE BENEFITS OF A HEALTHY LIFESTYLE FROM THE GET-GO AND MAKE THE RIGHT CHOICES AS THEY PROGRESS THROUGH LIFE.


A QUICK HEALTH MOT


Forgive the car analogy (once a pistonhead…), but, just as you keep your vehicle roadworthy with a yearly MOT, so it’s useful to do the same for your body. I also think it’s important to know your baseline health before you start making any changes – otherwise how will you know what’s working and what isn’t?


When a patient is in A&E we’ll check and record their ‘vitals’ and it’s amazing how little these numbers mean to many people. They have no idea what their blood pressure should be, let alone what it is.


So I’d urge you to record the measurements listed on the next page, if you know them, and try to find them out if you don’t.




I can’t diagnose through these pages and I don’t try to. Instead, what I’m trying to let you know is that there is so much you can do, every day, to boost your all-round health and live your best life. And by keeping tabs on what’s normal for you, you can quickly recognize what’s not – and take action.
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YOUR HEALTH MOT


Maintaining a healthy weight – neither under- nor overweight for your height and frame – is undeniably important. Forget appearance, it’s about how your body works. I’m no advocate of standing on the scales every day, but it’s a good idea to do so from time to time, so you know what a healthy weight looks and feels like for you and can take action if it’s heading in the wrong direction.


Body mass index (BMI), while not without its critics, is a useful measurement to know what the healthy weight zones are for a person of your age, gender and height.


Waist measurement is another useful one to be aware of. A measurement of greater than 80cm (31½in) for women, 94cm (37in) for most men, or 90cm (35in) for South Asian men is a risk factor for Type 2 diabetes.


Resting heart rate (RHR) is the number of times per minute your heart beats while at rest. This number gives a snapshot of how well your heart muscle is working, and it’s also a good metric for fitness (lower RHR can equal better cardio fitness).


Blood pressure is a measure of the force your body uses to pump blood around your circulatory system. It’s given as two figures and measured in millimetres of mercury. Healthy blood pressure is generally considered to be around 120/80mmHg. Low blood pressure, which can make you prone to dizziness and fainting, can be caused by some medications or may indicate dehydration or heart problems. High blood pressure tends to be a result of smoking, drinking to excess, not exercising or being overweight. It’s a risk factor for coronary heart disease and kidney disease.


Having too much of a fatty substance called cholesterol in your blood can block blood vessels, leading to a heart attack or stroke. High cholesterol can be hereditary but is more often a result of poor diet and lifestyle choices. We measure it via a blood test and look at various different markers. Ones for you to be aware of are total cholesterol (good and bad, this should be 5 or below) and LDL (the bad type, which should be 3 or below).





YOUR VITALS


Your weight


Your body mass index


Your waist measurement


Your resting heart rate


Your blood pressure


Your total cholesterol and your LDL (bad) cholesterol








LOOK INTO YOUR FUTURE


Your family health history is also important. While many diseases are caused by our modern lifestyles, there are many others with a genetic component. Finding out if any of your family have certain conditions can help you protect yourself and be attuned to any early signs in your own body. So be a family health detective and ask your loved ones the following seven questions:


• Have any of my close relatives had cancer – what type and at what age?


• Has anyone in the family had cardiovascular disease, including high blood pressure or a stroke?


• Is there a history of high cholesterol?


• Is there a history of depression or other mental health conditions?


• Are there any other major diseases in the family?


• What did my grandparents and great-grandparents die of?


• Has anyone experienced fertility issues or early menopause?


I’m well aware this sounds like a pretty downbeat conversation to be having with your folks. But hey, it could well have its upsides too. You might find out you come from a long line of centenarians! My point is, it’s empowering to find out as much as you can about the hand you’ve been dealt when it comes to your health. And that’s because there’s always something you can do to prevent potential issues or improve your odds. Think of it like future-proofing. Knowledge is power.







How’s your diary looking?


When was your last eye test, dental appointment, cervical smear, flu vaccination? You’re not sure? I don’t blame you, it’s hard to keep track. But it’s really important to keep up to date with appointments and not put off routine screening or vaccination when they’re offered. Trust me, nothing is given out for free in health care unless we know it works!


Turn to How’s My Health Diary Looking? to record your last appointments and when your next ones are due.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I want Live Well Every Day to be both a health transformation plan for you to follow and an everyday reference guide to good health and wellbeing. I’ve poured my heart and soul into these pages and, as I do on social media, I’ve been happy to share a lot of my own experiences. I figure it helps to know that whatever you’re going through, someone’s been there before you. There’s lots you can pick up from how other people dealt with something (or not, as is often the case).


Over my years as a med student, junior doctor and in A&E, I’ve seen thousands of different health conditions. So I bring some of that insight into this book too, in the form of stories and case studies. I think it all helps to bring the information I’m trying to convey to life.


By all means use the index to look up particular issues and find my advice. Or perhaps you’ll read a chapter that jumps out at you first. In the next section, you’ll see that I’ve broadly divided my writing into seven chapters, representing the seven ways of health that I think are key for our all-round physical and mental health. They are:


1. Passion & Purpose


2. A Healthy Mind


3. Nutrition


4. Fitness & Flexibility


5. Recharge


6. Sex & Relationships


7. Taking Control of Your Health


If one or more of these elements is out of kilter, your overall wellbeing is likely to suffer. But these seven ways of health are also interlinked and this may not be immediately obvious. If you’re sleeping badly, for example, your nutrition the next day may suffer because you’re tired and make poor food choices. And if you’re living a sedentary life and not getting any exercise or fresh air, your sleep is going to be impacted. You don’t have to be perfect in each of these seven areas; I’m sure there will be some that immediately stand out to you as needing more attention than others. But what I’m suggesting is you try and achieve a balance across all seven. They really will all help each other out.


For those of you who are already keen to make some positive changes to your health and your life, I’ve designed each chapter to be super practical, with lots of self-assessments, takeaway advice and actionable points. At the end of every chapter you’ll find a weekly challenge, where I suggest one change or a choice of changes you can try to keep up over the course of seven days and notice the difference. I know life is busy and stressful and big changes can sometimes feel overwhelming, so I’ve also included some mini actions you can take – ‘What can you do TODAY?’ I added those to show that, sometimes, even the tiniest change is all you need to feel you’ve achieved something. And that, in turn, starts you on a course to lasting positive behaviour change. I’ve seen it in patients – and I’ve tried it for myself.


In Make It Happen, I’ve included various worksheets, activities and pages for your notes, so you can keep tabs on how you’re doing. Plus there are lists of trusted resources, for when you need more help.


I really hope you find this book useful and empowering and that it becomes something you share with friends and family, and return to yourself again and again. It’s been an honour and a privilege to write it, and I hope it helps you live well, every day.
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1


PASSION & PURPOSE


WHEN YOU FEEL FULFILLED, THE TOUGH SIDES OF LIFE ARE EASIER TO BEAR. IT’S NEVER TOO LATE TO FIND YOUR PURPOSE: PURSUE YOUR PASSIONS AND GET ON THE RIGHT TRACK.





I try not to make a habit of quoting famous German philosophers, but I came across this and I’d like to share it with you: ‘He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.’ That’s by Friedrich Nietzsche and, without wanting to appear too highbrow, I think it sums up this chapter pretty well.


Everyone needs a purpose; it’s what gets us out of bed in the morning, drives and energizes us, and gives us a feeling of belonging and a sense of fulfilment. And the opposite can be true of not having a purpose. Living a life without purpose can result in anxiety, depression and low self-esteem. It can also be behind any poor lifestyle choices we make, such as bad diet, drinking too much alcohol or other potentially harmful vices. By using these things to compensate for lack of meaning, we’re in danger of our lives spiralling out of control.


I was lucky: I knew what I wanted to do from a young age and have managed to follow my passion and turn it into a career with purpose. I was fortunate that I had the support to do this and I’m grateful for that every day.


Finding what your purpose is has no age limit. Life being what it is, not many people have the opportunity to stop and take stock of where they are and whether they’re fulfilling their true purpose. Bills need to be paid and kids need to be raised, I totally get that. But the flip side of that is, if you do invest a little time into thinking about what makes you happy, and if there’s some way of combining that with the talents you already have and the values you hold, then the benefits will directly impact your daily life. Without getting too spiritual, I truly believe that finding your purpose and pursuing it is one of the most fundamental things you can do to achieve a fulfilled and balanced life. So it’s worth taking the time to do so – doctor’s orders!


I want to use this chapter to help people do just that; to look at where they are in their lives and to ask themselves if they feel truly fulfilled and, if not, what can they do about it. I’m going to tell you how I found my purpose and what it took to pursue that to get to where I am today. I’ll then share with you tools to help you work out what your true passions are and where your ultimate purpose lies. If you think you’ve lost your way or are not fulfilled in life, you can assess your path and then make adjustments that set you back on track. Even if you are content and feel that you’re on the right path already, it’s also worth taking stock – if nothing else it will confirm that you’re doing what you’ve always wanted to do and that you’re on the right track.





CHOOSING HAPPINESS


I’m going to start by telling you about one of the most inspirational patients I’ve ever met. It’s not a happy story, but it illustrates what I’m going to be talking about in this chapter.


Let’s call her Anna. She was born in Eastern Europe, came to the UK as a child and ended up in a foster home. She had a terrible time and left as soon as she could, still in her teenage years. Anna loved children, but an early diagnosis of cancer and the treatment for it left her unable to have her own, so she chose a career in education so she could at least work with them. She adored her work and told me she could relate to difficult children because her upbringing was so troubled; she was taking her negative experience and turning it into a positive one.


Unhappily, Anna’s cancer returned and when I met her she didn’t have long to live. But when she told me her story she was laughing and smiling. Initially I couldn’t understand how someone who had struggled so much could be so upbeat, but she said, ‘Alex, what other option is there? If these are my last days then I’d rather spend them being happy.’


Anna was so inspiring; despite terrible setbacks, she had pursued her passion and made it her purpose. She was fulfilled and, importantly, she chose to be happy. Sadly, I sometimes see people who are the opposite of Anna. I remember one middle-aged high-flying businessman who had been boozing since his early 20s and was in A&E with severe alcoholic liver disease. He told me he was rich but miserable, turning to vodka to numb the emptiness he felt. It seemed to me that he had found his passion – accumulating money – but not his purpose.


A lack of purpose can result in us making bad choices and ultimately harming ourselves. There’s nothing quite like earning a living from doing something you love, but making money purely for the sake of it rarely leads to true fulfilment and happiness. There were alternative careers open to me that could have been more lucrative than working for the NHS, but I followed my passion, found my purpose and my success followed on from that.


In my experience, living your life with a sense of purpose gives you the confidence to seek new opportunities. Love Island is a good example of that. Trying something new doesn’t always work out, however, and I’ve experienced some failures alongside the success – some might say Love Island is a good example of that too! I’ve learned to roll with the punches though and that becomes easier if you’re doing something you feel you were born to do.
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THE PURPOSE PRESCRIPTION



There’s a school of thought that says purpose sits at the intersection of talent, values, passion and expertise. Well, that was definitely the case for me and, even though I wasn’t consciously making the connection, my talents, values and passions, plus the expertise I accumulated by following them, gave me my purpose: to be a doctor and to help people.


Going back to the beginning though, I’d say my real talent was my emotional intelligence. If you were to ask my parents what I was like when I was younger, they would tell you – once they’d got the embarrassing stories out of the way – that I was always in tune with other people and that I could get a good grasp of what someone was like after being with them for just a short time. As far back as I can remember, I’ve always been interested in other people and it’s been a real asset, not just at work, but in my everyday life too.
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