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Foreword


BY CLARE BAILEY MOSLEY AND JACK MOSLEY

CLARE: The outpouring of grief when Michael died of heatstroke on a hillside in Greece in June 2024, one of the hottest recorded days, was extraordinary. The family and I were deeply touched by the warmth and kindness of the Just One Thing community. So many people shared how they had benefitted from Michael’s advice, and how he was like a friend to them.

Michael personally understood the challenges of pursuing a healthy and happy lifestyle, having struggled himself with his weight, diabetes and chocolate addiction. He would ask me to hide the chocolate to avoid temptation. Only a few months ago, a large bar of hidden chocolate fell off the shelf with a heavy clunk onto my desk! Yet, through his curiosity, research and clarity, along with an excellent team around him, he was able to help make healthy change achievable – JUST ONE THING at a time!

Michael was always passionate about supporting the nation’s health, knowing that so many of the chronic conditions that cause poor metabolic health across the Western world can be addressed by simple lifestyle changes. Our son Jack and I share this passion, and Jack has helped me pick up Michael’s work where he left off. Jack is a GP registrar with an interest in diabetes, weight loss and chronic disease, and has recently published a bestselling book, Food Noise. How proud Michael would have been.

Ever since 2012, when Michael brought his type 2 diabetes into remission using intermittent fasting, he took it upon himself to inspire people worldwide to make lifestyle changes to improve their health. However, he understood that we are often overloaded with lifestyle advice that can become overwhelming: how to sleep better, how to control your anxiety, what foods to eat, what foods not to eat, how to lose weight, the best way to exercise.

Michael believed that willpower was overrated. However, he understood the power of habit and the benefit of breaking down those lifestyle tips into bitesized chunks. That was one of the reasons why Just One Thing was so well loved, not just in the UK, but around the world. Through Just One Thing, Michael may well have improved the health of hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of lives across the globe.

I am so delighted that Just One Thing Volume 2 has been published, albeit posthumously.

JACK: The simplicity of Just One Thing, as well as my dad’s infectious enthusiasm and passion, meant that it was a phenomenal hit. He had a fantastic ability to break down complex scientific research and to communicate in such an understandable and interesting way.

Having such an amazing archive of material, from Just One Thing to his many TV programmes, felt like a blessing to our family in the aftermath of Dad’s passing. After he died, it took months before I felt able to watch or listen to anything he had produced. Eight months after he died, I started to relisten to his Just One Thing podcast and I was immediately hooked. Although it was emotionally difficult to listen at first, I was struck by the wealth of useful, evidence-based and easy-to-action information. It is a treasure trove of tips for people wanting to make small changes to their lives. The beauty of Just One Thing is that those changes, though seemingly small, have an incredible cumulative effect on helping you live a happier, healthier and more productive life!

My dad’s authenticity was a great part of his appeal, and a reason why Just One Thing meant so much to him and why it was such a great fit. For much of his life, he was far from perfect when it came to looking after his health. He had a sweet tooth and was likely addicted to chocolate. He struggled with insomnia, and would be the first to admit he was no lover of exercise. This meant that he really did understand what others were going through and meant he truly could empathise. I suspect it made him more passionate about improving the nation’s health, and figuring out ways to incorporate these changes so that they were not too much of a chore, and became a habit.

Over the last decade, there has been a staggering growth in interest in the ‘wellness industry’ worldwide. Through Just One Thing, Michael was on hand to cut through the noise, and help provide guidance on what really works and what is just hot air. Through the podcast, he met many renowned scientists who were performing cutting-edge research into an area of medicine that had been previously left by the wayside: lifestyle medicine. He found it fascinating, and was always sharing a story or an interesting piece of research. The last conversation I had with him was a long chat on the phone, which finished with him enthusiastically telling me about the latest way to exercise: Nordic walking!

His love for the topics he discussed really shone through. He left a lasting impression on so many. Who isn’t still brushing their teeth on one leg? He will be missed by many across the world, who felt like they had lost a friend when he died. Just One Thing we can take away from all this is the phenomenal legacy he leaves. It is not just the impact he had on his family and those who knew him, but on the many millions across the world. His legacy lives on and we are delighted to introduce this brilliant new book – Just One Thing Volume 2 – so that you can continue to improve your life bit by bit through the learnings of the one and only Dr Michael Mosley. Here are 40 slices of simple, accessible and actionable advice you can slot into your life and, piece by piece, make real and lasting improvements. While these ‘things’ featured on dad’s podcast, they have never before been published in book form. So what are you waiting for? Dive into this book and uncover what really works.
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Introduction



Just One Thing has become a remarkable worldwide success. Originally launched as a BBC Radio 4 podcast in 2021, the series – a bitesized format offering single, manageable health tips, one at a time – has now reached more than 25 million listeners worldwide.


The idea is wonderfully simple: each 15-minute episode introduces Just One Thing you can do to improve your health. The series is full of quirky, fun and sometimes bizarre facts, and words of fascinating wisdom from eminent, and often very entertaining, scientists who are experts in their field.


In each episode, the researchers find a brave volunteer to give the ‘thing’ a test run. Of course, many people will associate the clever Just One Thing format with the instantly recognisable voice of medical journalist Dr Michael Mosley, who started presenting the first Just One Thing podcasts from a makeshift studio in his bedroom wardrobe during lockdown.


Indeed, Michael was the front man for seven series of the podcast, enthusiastically extolling the virtues of standing on one leg, taking an afternoon nap or walking in the rain, and, true to character, he always tried each ‘thing’ himself. Filming for a TV series of Just One Thing was already underway when his life was very sadly cut short in the summer of 2024 at the age of 67.


Michael was passionate about distilling scientific information and showing people how to improve their health, and even though he is no longer around to present future podcasts, Just One Thing will continue, and his legacy lives on in so many ways.


The first Just One Thing book was published in 2023 and was based on the tips from the first 30 podcast episodes. It’s changed countless lives in far-flung corners of the world, after topping the bestseller charts and being translated into 11 languages. Now the same team is proud to be bringing you Volume 2: an in-depth and up-to-date compilation of the amazingly beneficial science behind simple, easy lifestyle changes which appeared in the subsequent 40 podcast episodes.


In these pages, you’ll learn some surprisingly simple hacks that you can easily fit into your day. Did you know that eating reheated pasta or rice (see here) can reduce levels of systemic inflammation (a body-wide immune response, often initially triggered by infection, injury or irritation) and lower your risk of heart disease, autoimmune disorders, obesity and bowel cancer? Or that sipping green tea (see here) can improve your mood as well as your heart health and helps to protect the brain from cognitive decline? Perhaps you’ve heard that breathing through your nose rather than your mouth (see here) is good for you, but did you realise that it increases oxygen uptake and can improve your gum health as well as your immunity and memory? There’s something for everyone in the pages that follow, no matter your age or your fitness level.


A big part of the appeal of Just One Thing is its simplicity, and the way each ‘thing’ offers an intriguing way to turn good intentions into sustainable habits. The charm and relatability of this format is the way it manages to distil behavioural science into achievable actions, exemplifying how small changes can make a significant difference.


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, first, we are bombarded on a daily basis by a lot of vague and often conflicting advice in newspapers, on social media and on TV: 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. This isn’t because we are inherently lazy or weak-willed – it is because we haven’t created the environment where a new habit will stick.


This book, like Volume 1, 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. Just pick and choose what works for you. The advantage of aiming for bitesized goals is that they will get you thinking, ‘Okay, I could manage that,’ and then, hopefully, you might find you are enjoying the activity and end up making it part of your life.


SOME RULES TO GET STARTED


If you genuinely want to make changes for the better and to improve your health, here are 10 rules, based on science, which you might find 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. The suggestions are things you can easily build into your routine. Small changes like switching off the noisy notifications on your phone, or breathing through your nose, really can yield big benefits in terms of better mood, improved sleep, a sharper brain and reduced disease risk.


2. BE REALISTIC. Begin by doing what you think you can manage; don’t try to do all 40 ‘things’ every day! Start small and build from there. You can always add in Just One More Thing later.


3. CREATE A TRIGGER. You’re much more likely to stick with something if it is attached to an activity you are already doing: brushing your teeth, eating a meal or boiling the kettle, for instance. If you attach your new ‘thing’ to something you do every day, it is much more likely to stick as a habit.


4. KNOW WHY YOU ARE DOING IT. If you really understand the benefits of adopting a new habit, keep reminding yourself of these when you’re tempted to give up. Knowing why something works will make you much more likely to stick to it. That’s why this book contains lots of interviews with leading experts, as well as references to scientific studies, which are easy to look up online. Once you’re convinced that these ‘things’ are worth doing and persisting with, you can 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.1 Your stickability will depend on how easy and enjoyable you find the ‘thing’ and will be reinforced when you start to notice beneficial changes. So stick with it!


6. TRY TO SWAP BAD HABITS FOR GOOD ONES. Many bad habits are deeply ingrained and may feel almost impossible to shake, so it can be easier to try to swap them for better habits. This takes time and persistence, but it works! So, if you are in the habit of pouring yourself a beer (or two) when you relax in front of the TV in the evening, switch to red wine (one small glass only!) or swap the wine for a cup of decaffeinated tea.


7. TRY TO DO IT REGULARLY. 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 sometimes even more than once a day. We have also tried to keep the things short, as the shorter something is, the more likely you are to stick to it. Just a few minutes a day is often all you need to see the benefits!


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 stick to a plan. Doing a thing with a friend or loved one not only makes you more accountable, it can also make it more fun.


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 right now. 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. Or try something that might feel out of your comfort zone – you might surprise yourself!


10. KEEP A RECORD. Make a note of some of your health markers and measurements – such as your weight, your waist circumference, your heart rate, your blood pressure (equipment for this can be bought in a pharmacy or online) and your blood sugars (ditto). You may find it helpful to invest in a wearable tracker which monitors your steps and heart rate. Keeping a record and seeing your numbers change over time will show you how far you have come.
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CHOOSING YOUR ‘THING’



You’ll find 40 fab ‘things’ to try in the following pages. Obviously, you don’t need to try them all at once.


Many are so surprisingly brilliant that they have multiple potential benefits, boosting your heart health and your mood, or even extending your life, but we’ve arranged the chapters in this book under broad health headings. It’s important to note that these chapter headings are simplified summaries and not medical claims.


So, if your primary concern is doing what you can to protect yourself from dementia, have a flick through the options in the Support Brain Health chapter across here. Or if you are concerned about weight gain or type 2 diabetes, turn to the Manage Your Weight chapter from here first to see if there’s any new habit you might be tempted to take on.


Start by trying one, then perhaps two, ‘things’ – and your confidence and commitment will grow. Once you’ve made your new ‘thing’ a habitual part of your life, browse the book again to see if there’s another you fancy trying. Many can be easily done at intervals throughout your day, happily incorporated into your daily routine.


One thing is for sure: your body and brain will benefit hugely.


So why not get started right away!













just one thing


BOOST YOUR MOOD
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take turmeric




How to do it: Add one teaspoon of powdered turmeric to your cooking every day.


Why do it? It may boost mood, sharpen memory and help ease aches and pains.
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Next time you’re cooking up a stew, soup or curry, consider adding a little something that could do more than just warm your taste buds.


Turmeric, with its distinctive golden hue, has long been a staple in kitchens across Southeast Asia. But increasingly, this pungent yellow spice is finding its way into the lexicons of scientists, doctors and wellness enthusiasts alike – not just for its flavour, but for its growing list of possible health benefits.


Most of us know turmeric as the dry, powdery spice that lends depth and colour to a curry. But if you come across it fresh, you’ll find it’s a relative of ginger, sharing that same gnarled appearance, with a pale brown skin that conceals a vivid, almost fluorescent yellow-orange interior. That striking colour comes from a compound called curcumin, the subject of hundreds of studies over recent decades, many of which suggest it may offer significant benefits for both body and brain.


Turmeric’s use in medicine is nothing new. In fact, its therapeutic reputation stretches back thousands of years. In Ayurvedic medicine, it was prescribed to ease liver complaints, digestive disorders, respiratory issues and even skin conditions. But modern science has recently started catching up, investigating whether there’s truth to the age-old wisdom. And so far, the findings are compelling.


In 2022, a major Singaporean study2 tracked nearly 2,700 older adults for five years. Those who regularly consumed turmeric – mainly in curry dishes – performed noticeably better on cognitive tasks than those who didn’t. Their memory and problem-solving skills stayed sharper for longer. Researchers believe the secret lies in curcumin, a polyphenol (a type of plant-based compound) thought to reduce oxidative stress (a chemical imbalance that can lead to cell damage) and inflammation in the brain – both key contributors to cognitive decline.


Similar findings have emerged elsewhere. In Australia, a randomised trial3 gave 80 adults a curcumin supplement and found measurable improvements in working memory and alertness. Volunteers also reported feeling less fatigued. It seems that turmeric may not only help with preserving cognitive ability but could also even give you a mental lift in the here and now.


TAMING INFLAMMATION


Much of turmeric’s magic, scientists believe, lies in its ability to reduce inflammation. Inflammation is the immune system’s response to infection, injury or irritation – and is a known factor in conditions ranging from heart disease to depression and cancer. In one Japanese study,4 participants who took curcumin extract daily for several weeks showed significantly lower levels of C-reactive protein (CRP), a key marker of inflammation in the body. This anti-inflammatory effect has been particularly promising for people with joint pain and osteoarthritis, a condition affecting millions in the UK and around the world.


Dr Benny Antony, a senior research fellow at the Menzies Institute for Medical Research in Tasmania, has studied this area closely. ‘Turmeric has been thought of as an anti-inflammatory agent for centuries,’ he explains. ‘It’s also a powerful antioxidant and appears to have both antifungal and wound-healing properties.’


In one of his team’s trials,5 70 participants with knee pain were split into two groups: one received a placebo, while the other took turmeric extract daily for 12 weeks. ‘The results were encouraging,’ says Dr Antony. ‘Those taking turmeric experienced a greater reduction in pain and were able to cut back on their use of over-the-counter medications.’


Impressively, the turmeric group’s improvements were comparable to those seen in patients taking ibuprofen. This is a potentially game-changing finding, especially for older adults or people with stomach issues who may not tolerate anti-inflammatory drugs well. Interestingly, scans and physical assessments showed that turmeric didn’t appear to reduce inflammation directly inside the joint. This raises an important question: could it be working in a different way?


‘There’s a growing body of evidence suggesting turmeric may affect the gut–brain axis,’ says Dr Antony. ‘It appears to positively influence certain types of gut bacteria, which in turn may help regulate systemic inflammation. It’s a more holistic kind of benefit – not necessarily targeting one site but working across the whole system.’


Of course, the Tasmanian trial was a small study, and turmeric should not be considered a substitute for prescribed medication. You should always seek medical advice before making changes to your treatment.


Though most studies have looked at people with chronic conditions like osteoarthritis, there’s growing interest in turmeric’s effect on acute pain, too. ‘We believe it could have broader use, even in healthy individuals experiencing day-to-day aches and strains,’ Dr Antony says. ‘But more research is needed.’


OTHER BENEFITS


While brain and joint health are turmeric’s headline acts, there are other emerging areas of interest. Curcumin has shown potential in managing metabolic syndrome, improving insulin sensitivity and helping regulate blood sugar levels. Some small-scale trials even suggest it may ease symptoms of asthma by dampening inflammation in the airways.


It’s also under investigation for its potential role in preventing certain cancers, although findings are still preliminary. Lab studies6 suggest curcumin can interfere with tumour cell growth and replication, but whether these effects carry over into real-world clinical outcomes remains uncertain. What we do know is that turmeric is generally safe. Side-effects are rare and typically mild – usually digestive, and only if taken in very large doses.


MAXIMUM ABSORPTION


One major challenge with turmeric is that it’s not very well absorbed by the body on its own. That’s why traditional cooking practices – often combining it with fat and other spices – may be more than just a happy accident.


‘Curcumin is lipophilic,’ says Dr Antony, ‘meaning it dissolves in fat. You can boost absorption significantly by consuming turmeric with a little oil, and even more so if you add black pepper, which contains piperine. Piperine can increase curcumin absorption by up to 2,000 per cent.’


So cook it into a sauce or soup or stir it into full-fat yoghurt or milk to make a ‘golden latte’. Just a teaspoon a day could make a difference.


FROM KITCHEN TO MEDICINE CABINET


Turmeric’s transition from spice jar to health supplement is part of a broader shift towards more natural, food-based approaches to health. While it’s unlikely to replace medicines or magic away chronic illness, it may offer a gentle, accumulative benefit over time.


For the everyday cook, the message is clear: don’t be shy with turmeric. Whether you’re stirring it into scrambled eggs, spooning it into your soup or sipping it in warm milk before bed, you’re doing your body (and perhaps your brain) a favour.


There are few spices with such a rich combination of history, culinary versatility and promising health benefits. And with its golden glow and warming, earthy flavour, it’s not a hard habit to acquire.




WHAT ABOUT A TURMERIC SUPPLEMENT?


Dr Antony believes turmeric supplements*, especially those containing piperine, are likely to deliver a more reliable dose if you’re aiming for therapeutic effects. But not all supplements are created equal. Look for standardised extracts, preferably those combined with piperine, and always talk to your doctor if you’re considering adding supplements to your daily routine – especially if you’re on blood thinners or medication for diabetes.


* Just One Thing does not endorse any specific supplement or brand.
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FIVE WAYS TO COOK WITH TURMERIC



Turmeric is one of the most versatile and forgiving ingredients in your spice rack. With its warm, earthy flavour and a hint of bitterness, it blends beautifully into a wide range of dishes – from hearty stews to delicate teas. Here’s how to incorporate it effortlessly into your everyday cooking:


1. STIR INTO SOUPS AND STEWS. Add a teaspoon of ground turmeric to lentil soups, vegetable broths or slow-cooked curries. It provides depth of flavour and a vibrant colour. Sauté it briefly in oil first to release its aroma before adding liquids.


2. MAKE A GOLDEN LATTE. Also known as ‘turmeric milk’ or ‘golden milk’, this warming drink is perfect before bed. Whisk half a teaspoon of ground turmeric into warm milk (dairy or plant-based) with a pinch of black pepper, a grating of fresh ginger, a dash of cinnamon and a touch of honey.


3. ADD TO SCRAMBLED EGGS. For a breakfast boost, stir a small pinch of turmeric into your eggs as they cook. It won’t overpower the flavour, but it will add a sunny colour and subtle complexity. A pinch of turmeric will add punch and vigour to an egg mayonnaise sandwich, too.


4. MIX INTO MARINADES AND RUBS. Combine turmeric with cumin, coriander, garlic, lemon juice and olive oil to make a simple rub for chicken, lamb or tofu. Allow the ingredients to marinate for at least an hour to absorb the flavour.


5. BRIGHTEN UP RICE OR COUSCOUS. Just a quarter teaspoon of turmeric in the cooking water will turn plain rice a brilliant yellow. Also add toasted nuts and herbs for a Middle Eastern twist.


TIP: Always cook turmeric with a little oil or fat and a pinch of black pepper to help your body absorb its active ingredient, curcumin, more effectively.
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embrace the rain




How to do it: Go for a walk in the rain or head outside just after it’s rained.


Why do it? It may reduce stress and inflammation while lifting your mood.
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In the UK, it rains on 159 days of each year, on average. Rain is an unavoidable part of life – yet it is often unwelcome, frequently complained about and generally endured rather than enjoyed. But perhaps it’s time that we changed our view of drizzle. Far from being a grey inconvenience, there’s mounting scientific evidence that rain – and the air it leaves behind – may actually be good for us.


It’s not just our gardens and farms that benefit from a good downpour. Rain helps to clean the atmosphere, flushing out pollutants and significantly improving air quality. One Japanese study7 found that rainfall reduced the number of harmful fine particles in the air – the type that can lodge deep in the lungs – by around 20 per cent. This means that going for a walk in the rain, or shortly afterwards, doesn’t just offer solitude and moody skies. It also delivers air that’s cleaner and potentially better for your lungs than the air you’d breathe on a dry day in the city.


WHY RAINY AIR SMELLS SO GOOD


You may also have noticed the rich smell that follows rain falling on dry soil. That’s called petrichor, a term coined in the 1960s, but understood for much longer by anyone who has stepped outside after a summer storm. The main chemical responsible is geosmin, a compound produced by soil-dwelling bacteria and released into the air when raindrops hit dry ground. And it turns out that geosmin doesn’t just smell good – it may make you feel good, too.


In a recent study from Korea,8 researchers asked 30 healthy adults to handle soil containing geosmin, and compared various measures to those of a control group handling sterilised soil. After just five minutes of exposure, those in the geosmin group had elevated levels of serotonin – the mood-regulating neurotransmitter – in their blood. Brainwave activity also shifted into a more relaxed state, and their levels of C-reactive protein, a marker of inflammation (the immune system’s response to injury, irritation or infection), fell. In other words, the smell of wet earth may have calming, anti-inflammatory effects on both brain and body.


While the air after rain may be fresher, it may also be more productive. A 2012 study by Harvard Business School9 analysed patterns in worker output and found that productivity rose significantly on rainy days. The researchers theorised that because people are less distracted by outdoor temptations, they concentrate more fully on the task at hand. A dreary afternoon, it turns out, may be the ideal time to tackle your to-do list.


MOOD-LIFTING POTENTIAL


Perhaps the most intriguing evidence of rain’s effect on the body, however, lies in its ability to alter the air’s electrical charge. When raindrops collide with hard surfaces – particularly during heavy downpours – they generate negative ions, which are tiny, charged particles that have long been associated with enhanced wellbeing.


Dr Michael Terman, a clinical psychologist at Columbia University in New York, discovered the mood-lifting potential of breathing in negative ions by accident. While studying the benefits of bright light therapy for seasonal affective disorder, he and his team needed a convincing placebo treatment. They turned to negative air ionisation – a method long regarded as folk science – to provide a plausible placebo. ‘We fully believed it wouldn’t work,’ he says.


To their surprise, it did.10 In a clinical trial, participants were divided into three groups: one received bright light therapy, one received high-density negative ion exposure, and the third received low-density ions. All were told they were being treated for winter depression. The group exposed to high-density negative ions showed significant improvements in mood over three weeks – comparable, Terman says, to people treated with antidepressants.


BUT ION THERAPY IS FREE FROM SIDE-EFFECTS


This wasn’t an isolated result. Terman later saw similar improvements when testing ion therapy in patients with chronic, treatment-resistant depression, which is a very serious syndrome where there’s virtually no relief from depressed mood for years at a time. It is very hard to treat with medication or psychotherapy – and yet exposure to negative ions was able to produce a statistically measurable lifting of mood. Even when testing on people without clinical depression, he found a single 30-minute exposure to negative ions helped those who experienced blue moods feel better.


There’s been very little research into the mechanisms at play, but Terman has his theories: ‘I like to hypothesise that inhaling negative ions may super-oxygenate the blood, mimicking the effects of aerobic exercise, and giving a mood lift,’ he says.


Crucially, the level of negative ions measured after heavy rainfall is not far off the high-density levels used in Terman’s studies. While more research is needed to confirm the precise links between rain, ions and mental health, the findings are certainly enough to reframe the idea of a walk in the rain. If you are struggling with your mental health, however, it’s still important to seek support from a qualified healthcare professional.


Knowing that something beneficial is happening in the air around you after it rains – that you’re breathing cleaner air, inhaling natural mood-lifters and quite possibly giving your immune system a nudge – could make going out in wet weather feel less like a trial and more like an opportunity.


So rather than resent the rain, we might be better off embracing it. A short walk, ideally in a park or woodland just after the rain has passed, could both lift your spirits and lower your stress levels, too.




[image: ]



CASE STUDY



Dennis, a PhD student from Essex


‘I spend most of my time indoors, and if I go for a walk, I usually do so when it’s sunny, but when I tried walking in the rain I was surprised by just how amazing the scent was. It was as if the earth was giving off a sweet fragrance. Everything feels so fresh and new. I felt refreshed and invigorated afterwards.


‘I’ve walked in the rain a few times now and I’ve noticed that I feel more present and chilled out. I’ve realised that I don’t have to wait for fine weather, and I might as well make good use of the rain to get out. It seems to have improved my productivity – I feel more focused and motivated.’







HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF A RAINY DAY




	
★ GET OUTSIDE JUST AFTER THE RAIN STOPS. That’s when the air is at its cleanest, and you’ll still benefit from the petrichor as well as the ionisation in the air.



	
★ GO FOR A WALK. Even 15 minutes is enough to see benefits.



	
★ BREATHE DEEPLY. Slow, deliberate breaths through the nose can help you absorb more of the beneficial air particles.



	
★ OPEN A WINDOW. If you can’t get outside, open a window after it has rained to let the fresher air in, and then breathe deeply.
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be kind




How to do it: Perform three varied acts of kindness each week.


Why do it? This may improve your mood, relieve pain and reduce chronic inflammation.
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Performing a simple act of kindness isn’t just a very good thing to do for someone else: studies show it could be good for you too, improving your mood, helping to relieve pain and even reducing levels of the chronic inflammation (a response by your immune system that persists long after infection or injury) that can lie behind diseases such as arthritis, cancer, heart disease and type 2 diabetes.


In fact, the science shows that even small acts of kindness, such as smiling at a stranger on the train, picking up someone else’s litter or bringing in a neighbour’s bins, can benefit the giver just as much as it does the receiver.


In a recent study,11 scientists randomly allocated people with mild depression, anxiety or stress to three groups. One group performed three acts of kindness each week, the second group was asked to be more sociable and the third group tried cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which is known to help ease stress. After five weeks, the scientists found that acts of kindness had the greatest effect on mood, significantly reducing anxiety and depression in that group.


Brain scans show that, when someone decides to be generous or to cooperate with others, this activates a reward centre in the brain called the striatum, which normally lights up when we eat delicious food, triggering a warm glow of good feelings.


Acts of altruism also appear to have some kind of mitigating effect on the brain’s perception of pain. In one rather cruel multi-part study,12,13 volunteers were asked to donate money and were given painful electric shocks while they deliberated. Those who did donate reported feeling less pain. Another part of the study found the perception of pain when donating blood is less than when having blood taken for a routine test – even if the needle is twice as thick!


A 2019 study by researchers in China used MRI scans to look at brain activity and found reduced activity in parts of the brain which control pain after altruistic behaviour, with the effect more marked with more meaningful altruistic behaviour14 (so you need to really feel you are being kind, and not just be going through the motions!).


REDUCES INFLAMMATION


It probably isn’t too hard to imagine how a kindness mindset could lift your mood, but it is amazing to think that kindness can have a powerful effect on the immune system, by reducing inflammation and protecting your body from a host of chronic diseases, too.


Dr Tristen Inagaki is Associate Professor of Psychology at San Diego State University and has studied the way kindness can reduce the inflammatory response.15 By testing levels of an inflammatory marker in the blood called interleukin-6 (IL-6), she was able to establish that volunteering or being kind to friends, family and organisations can effectively lower inflammation in ways that receiving kindness from the same people or sources does not.


This could have a dramatic impact on your health. Dr Inagaki explains: ‘Systemic inflammation circulating in the blood potentially affects the whole body and leads to a host of different diseases, such as cardiovascular disease, cancer and even depression.


‘Inflammation is one of the underlying mechanisms related to diseases of ageing, so it’s really good to lower your levels if you can.’ The more acts of kindness the better: ‘A greater frequency of kindness was related to lower inflammation,’ she says.


Dr Inagaki says that very large population studies support this theory by showing that kind people tend to live longer, and she believes this is probably because of the ways in which giving to others reduces subliminal perception of threat. This can help to ease stress levels, which impacts health because chronic stress has a very strong link with inflammation. ‘We have evolved to have mechanisms in place to help us care for vulnerable infants in order to perpetuate the species, and now these mechanisms appear to help us care for those outside our immediate family,’ she adds.


In one study,16 Dr Inagaki and her team divided people into two groups and asked one group to write a kind, supportive note to someone in their life who might be struggling, and the other group to write a bland note about their route to work. The participants were then put through a stressful interview process involving mental arithmetic in front of a panel of judges, and their stress levels were measured throughout. Amazingly, the people who had written the kind note had a much lower physiological response to stress.


Dr Inagaki says the best way to glean the health benefits of kindness is with small but regular gestures that can fit seamlessly into your daily life. ‘Maybe you can bring someone a cup of coffee or tea,’ she suggests, ‘bake a cake for a neighbour and leave it on their doorstep or come back from your lunch break with a drink for a work colleague.’


She says the optimal ‘dose’ is three acts of kindness per week – maybe one for your partner, one for another family member and one for a colleague – and she recommends varying those kind acts for maximum effect.





KINDNESS INSPIRATION



There’s no limit to the number of kindness opportunities available, but if you’re stuck for ideas, try these:




	
★ Compliment the first person you talk to today.



	
★ Send a positive text message to someone you haven’t contacted for a while.



	
★ Smile and say ‘hello’ to the person next to you on the bus, on an escalator or in a shop queue.



	
★ Wave someone in front of you at the supermarket checkout if they only have a few items in their basket.



	
★ Send a ‘thank you’ email to someone at work who deserves more recognition.



	
★ Offer to babysit or dog walk for a neighbour.



	
★ Compliment a parent on how well behaved their child is.



	
★ Leave a post-it note for your partner telling them why you love them.



	
★ Email a former teacher who made a difference in your life.



	
★ Slow down so someone can merge in front of you in traffic.



	
★ Pick up a piece of litter and find a bin for it.



	
★ Talk to a stranger at any event who looks like they don’t know anyone.



	
★ Add a positive comment to the conversation if office chatter becomes negative.



	
★ Compliment a neighbour on a feature of their home.



	
★ Call your parents or children just to say, ‘I love you.’



	
★ Tell a friend what you love about their children, dog or other loved one.



	
★ Give a friend a book you think they’d like.



	
★ Forward a photo you took of a friend or their child.
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