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To Ellie and Grace, we hope that your journey 
is filled with lots of joy and well- being.  
We love you more than anything.






Introduction: 
We All Deserve the Joy of Well-Being


How do you know when it’s time to change your life? Sometimes the realization is simply the slow accumulation of nagging voices inside your head. Sometimes that knowledge lands all at once, like a cosmic kick in the butt. Before mindbodygreen officially launched in 2009, we thought we were doing pretty okay. We were both deeply ensconced in the rise-and-grind lifestyle of early thirtysomethings with high-pressure jobs. Colleen had been working for years as an apparel executive for corporations like Gap, Walmart, and Amazon. Jason was flying one hundred thousand miles a year for business, often forgetting which time zone he was in, and constantly glued to his laptop. We worked hard, we packed intense workouts into our schedules when we could, we dabbled with trendy diets, and then . . . our bodies gave out.


Jason suffered debilitating sciatic back pain that made it difficult to walk, and then Colleen experienced a terrifying pulmonary embolism that took six months to recover from. These experiences spun us out and turned our world upside down. Before our bodies stopped us in our tracks, we thought we were doing pretty well, compared to other people we knew. Colleen went on multiple five-mile runs a week, and Jason would go to the gym for hours at a time. We knew we could do a little better in the eating ­department—Jason actually had his picture up on the wall at the Palm steakhouse in Midtown Manhattan, next to those of Adam Sandler and Joe Namath, to commemorate his loyal patronage. Colleen enjoyed happy-hour drinks with her co-workers and friends most evenings. But during the week we always ate salad for lunch, so we figured it would come out in the wash, right? Not exactly.


It turns out that the grain-fed steak and sugar-laden margaritas weren’t great for us, but the bigger problems were chronic stress and depletion. It’s something that sneaks up on all of us at one time or another and can linger quietly for years, chipping away at sleep and energy levels, not to mention our overall well-being. Then, of course, there was the misalignment of our values and our jobs. Neither of us was sufficiently challenged or passionate enough about what we were doing in our working lives to feel that we were being fulfilled emotionally. More often than not we found ourselves doing what we thought we “should” do, instead of what we really wanted to do or what felt good for our bodies. But the body is wise. And it doesn’t forget, even if we are in denial about what we are doing to it. Years and years of stress, dissatisfaction, and pressure don’t dissipate—they accumulate. Sooner or later, your body demands your attention. Jason’s body literally laid him out flat on the ground, not allowing him to move. Colleen’s body landed her in a hospital bed, attended to by some very alarmed doctors who also wouldn’t let her move. Eventually, we healed ourselves and changed our lives. But we had a lot to learn first.


Our bodies demanded we pay attention to well-being, and soon we learned that health and happiness are a virtuous circle. Your mental and emotional well-being drives your physical well-being and vice versa. Frequent margaritas and steaks might make us happy, but they don’t make us healthy. Boutique fitness classes might make us healthy, but now, with two young children at home, contorting our schedules and blowing up our sleep just to fit it all in would definitely not make us happy. It’s hard to make room for joy when you can barely keep your eyes open. When we first started on our well-being journey, we were shocked by the lack of clear-cut information about how to live a healthier life in a sustainable, low-cost way—so shocked, in fact, that we eventually decided to turn our quest for science-backed, holistic health and wellness information into a company that curates exactly that. That’s how we started mindbodygreen. We figured that there were probably plenty of people out there like us who just wanted to feel better, people short on time who wanted a happier, healthier, and more joyful life but were not sure where to start.


We realized very quickly that we were not alone in our confusion. The current landscape of health and wellness, like many parts of our society, is full of discord. It’s no wonder that so many of us are lost and overwhelmed when it comes to how to feel better in our lives. Fitness trends and nutrition brands are marketed to us like cultural identities. Are you keto or vegan? Do you fast intermittently or are you an intuitive eater? Have you tried the TikTok chlorophyll trend, or do you believe it’s a scam? Is fruit hijacking your blood sugar, or is gluten the real culprit? Should you do F45 or sign up for Orangetheory Fitness? We are unable to reach consensus on a variety of hot-button health topics from the safety of sun exposure to optimal levels of protein intake, to whether you should salt your food, to whether you should avoid mouthwash (yes, that’s a debate). Social media algorithms inadvertently encourage medical professionals who are on these platforms to have strong, polarizing points of view, because this approach will garner more views and engagement and enable more doctors to become “doc stars.”


We all want to be happier and healthier, even if we can’t agree on how to get there, and that desire, that need is more important than ever. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, we have all had experiences navigating helplessness, confusion, and conflicting information about our health. We have lived through a collective trauma and are left to process it on increasingly depleted energy reserves. Skyrocketing rates of anxiety, long COVID, and health fallout from years of chronic stress are all now piled upon the increasing rates of chronic illness, heart disease, diabetes, and mental illness that were there before the coronavirus upended our lives. Getting back to a baseline of health and happiness has never been more critical, and it has never felt more challenging.


Because crisis often amplifies what is already wrong in the world, we know that the hardship of the last few years has only deepened existing inequalities in health, stability, and well-being. The massive differences between our needs, our access, and our life circumstances have become more obvious than ever. And yet, we still find ourselves faced with advice that presumes we all have the same amount of time, money, and energy. In the current world of health and wellness, it can often seem like the brass ring of a happy, healthy, and long life is only for the people who have surplus of resources. The echo chamber of the internet and influencers have hijacked the concept of self-care. We feel like we are losing the self-care game if we aren’t taking a nightly bath with sustainably sourced Epsom salts and keeping up with our daily gratitude journaling. Our social feeds have images of Kardashian-level wellness, filled with lymphatic drainage treatments, expensive vegan meal delivery, and workouts for a perkier posterior. In another corner of the wellness world are the elite longevity optimizers who are measuring their lactate after workouts and calculating their VO2 max in a laboratory and wearing a continuous glucose monitoring device. These people offer great scientific insight, but at the same time they are bringing a technical intensity and rigidity to exercise and eating that sucks the fun right out of it.


We’ve got to face it: the internet does not get us closer to the work of understanding what will truly nurture our bodies and minds, nor does it help us understand what matters most in life. Some of us are hanging by a thread, others are taking it day by day, and many of us find ourselves in the position of making halting progress at best. We take a few steps forward; we take a few steps backward. Sometimes we have a hard time putting one foot in front of the other. We get on and off the wellness path, but we don’t know for sure where it’s even leading us.


The Joy of Well-Being is the title of this book, but we hope it’s also a reawakening. We want you to look at your health and happiness through a completely different lens: well-being. It’s a mindset shift that has the potential to change how you feel in your body, in your relationships, and in your life.


Wellness is about optimization and outcome. Well-being is about joy and journey.


You can dial in your VO2 max, eliminate gluten, and stabilize your blood sugar all you want, but if your relationships are in shambles and you can’t remember the last time you laughed, none of that matters. Better to go to a dance class, make some friends, and go out afterward for an old-fashioned full-fat ice cream. If you stress yourself out by spending too much time, money, and emotional energy trying to do everything you “should” do to be healthy or happy, it actually has the opposite effect. Your health will suffer right along with your quality of life. And that life is a long and winding road. When we reach for wellness, we’re sprinting for goalposts, as if hitting a certain number on the scale or logging the right number of hours at the gym will unlock everlasting happiness. Life isn’t about hitting your marks or avoiding pain and challenge. It’s about engaging fully with all of your experiences and cultivating the small moments of joy along the way that bring the resilience we need to thrive through the struggle.


Using the word well-being instead of wellness is not just about swapping out one word for another. It is a fundamental frame shift that can reveal what’s truly possible. Well-being is a state of being comfortable, healthy, and happy. It is not something we chase; it is something we weave together, day by day. Each day it looks different, asks something new of us, and provides fresh opportunities to find joy. Each person is the foundation of their own well-being. So, we must sit down, set our intentions, and try like hell to nourish ourselves in ways that support our bodies and sing to our souls. When we embrace the joy of well-being as our North Star, the cacophony of expert opinions dies away, the obsession with biometric data calms down, the confusion evaporates, and you are left with the only question that matters: will this next step support my health and bring me joy?


Of course, some steps are better than others. Some choices are wiser, more likely to bring you closer to well-being. After over a decade in the health space, we know that feeling better is easier to achieve than most people think, but we also know that there is a lot of noise out there. Which is why we are writing this book. Our goal is to provide you with the raw material you need to weave well-being instead of chase wellness, and to navigate the noise and integrate the goodness. Through our work at mindbodygreen, we have had the privilege of curating and sharing the best advice from all the most brilliant minds in holistic, science-based health. We are the product of our mentors—hundreds of the world’s most brilliant well-being minds, PhDs, MDs, LAcs, therapists, movement specialists, spiritual leaders, and journalists. We’ve learned that doctors are people too (even though some have a God complex), and sometimes they can be driven to have a strong point of view and engage in tribalism to leverage social media algorithms or sell a book. Over the years we’ve developed a strong set of internal BS screeners that help us blend sources of information and listen for meaningful points of overlap in the chaos. We consider this act of discernment both an art and a science. This book is a distillation of almost fifteen years of experience on the forefront of the well-being conversation. In other words, we’ve done the legwork so you don’t have to.


While this book won’t tell you what adaptogen-laden beverage to buy at Erewhon, it will help you navigate the notoriously tricky wellness space by providing research-backed, agenda-free wisdom in fundamental areas of well-being: breath, sleep, nutrition, movement, stress, regeneration, social connection, and purpose. The first chapter of the book will explore what true well-being looks like, the challenges we face, and the mindsets we need to cultivate in order to live our best lives. The rest of the book dives into the heart of the matter and reveals how you can start feeling better, right now. We like to think about the subjects of the core eight chapters as intentions as much as practices—in fact, we’ll use the words interchangeably throughout the book. Why? Because well-being is both ongoing choice and discrete actions. Intentions help you get into the mindset of meeting your commitment to well-being with determination and flexibility, every day. Likewise, we use the word practice because you must do the thing you set out to do, again and again, improving and reflecting on the process over time. Intentions help you see the big picture. Practices ground you in the moment.


Consider the following intentions:


■	I will use my breath wisely.


■	I will aim for deeper, more restful sleep.


■	I will eat real food.


■	I will move my body.


■	I will teach my body resilience to stress.


■	I will be a regenerative force in the world.


■	I will cultivate meaningful connection.


■	I will seek my purpose.


Each of these is important, useful, and potentially life-changing. The first five intentions focus on the changes we can make as individuals (breath, sleep, food, movement, resilience), and the last three concern our place in the world and our relationships with others (regeneration, connection, and purpose). Each of the practices we share to help you fulfill your intentions meet three criteria—they are easily accessible to everyone, they are science-backed, and they offer the possibility of joy. If it doesn’t hit all three, it’s not in the book. It’s as simple as that.


No matter what intention or practice you are working on, we will teach you how to integrate these changes in a way that works for your life and brings you joy. Because health and happiness are so deeply connected, in the long term, you can’t succeed at one without the other. Leave out the joy and you won’t be happy, and then those new healthy habits? Kiss them goodbye. We have seen it over and over again in listening to thousands of people talk about their own struggles and journeys. People who are physically fit but can’t sleep at night because of anxiety. People who are disciplined about their diet but lack meaning in life. People who are thriving at work but lack real connections with humans. By now we know that the all-or-nothing, “Try this! And this! And this!” approach to health and happiness doesn’t work. Worse? It’s exhausting. The opposite of joyful.


Choosing to support your well-being every day is far from impossible; moving the needle on all the markers of health is not hard when you have solid information, listen to your body, and use joy as a barometer for bringing new habits into your life. For some people, that might be by simply walking up a hill to work every day, and for others, it might be a yoga nidra class before bedtime. The secret is to develop the ability to listen to your body and be intentional about incorporating well-being into your life. These choices add up over time to improve your well-being status and become the lifestyle design elements that will change your life. By wisely weaving healthier habits and behaviors into your day, you can get to 80 percent of your maximum well-being—we promise. And we’re talking about minutes a day, not hours, and all that’s asked of you is integrating small moves that give you the biggest possible return on your investment.


But before you can do any of that, you have to take control. We call it being the CEO of your own health. Through a series of health issues that fell outside the ability of Western medicine to heal and alternative medicine to grasp, we have learned the importance of advocating for ourselves. There’s nothing worse than suffering and relying on professional help that ultimately does more harm than good. You have to know yourself, be able to call bullshit, and listen to your intuition. The best place to begin is by figuring out what gives you joy, how you feel in your body now, and how you want to feel tomorrow and next week, and when you are seventy-five years old. These questions are fundamental to well-being, ones we will come back to again and again in this book.


Whatever you are bringing to the table in terms of time, energy, and money, this book will help you feel better by working with what you already have, from where you already are. It will prompt you to ask the questions that will help identify your growth edges: Where could you bring more attention to your health? What doors to joy could be unlocked? We also want you to dream big: How do you want to feel in your body in ten, twenty, thirty years? If you are twenty-five or over, it’s probably time to start laying the foundation for sustainable well-being. We have both experienced the power of taking control of your own health and happiness, and we can’t wait to share what we’ve learned with you.


Ultimately, when life is going fine, you don’t invite radical change into your world, even though it might be exactly what you need. But when there are truly terrifying circumstances afoot, radical life change becomes a necessity. Our hope for you is that you don’t have to wait until there’s an emergency to make changes in your life. It’s time for us all to recognize the stakes of well-being. Health and happiness are not frivolous nice-to-haves; they are essential to making the most of our time on earth. We all deserve the joy of well-being.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


This book is a guide, and you are on a journey.


In the pages that follow, we will step away from the “do this, then do that” paradigm so that each person can uncover their own personal path to well-being. We will dive deep into changing out your wellness lens for a well-being lens, and then walk you through the practices that will help you feel better now. Once you’re done reading the book, which practices you choose to try first will be based on your reflections, your needs, and your excitement. Can you work on your sleep before you’ve conquered breathing? Of course! We know that not everyone will feel moved to focus on all eight areas, and honestly, you don’t need to. Even if you decide to focus on four now and tackle the next four at a later date, you will be making huge strides. The beauty of these practices is that they are timeless. As your desires, needs, and challenges shift over the years, you might find yourself remembering a chapter that you didn’t focus on before but that you really need in the moment. Our greatest hope for this book is that it becomes a well-being 101 reference text (one that’s actually fun to read) that you can come back to again and again for ideas and inspiration.








Chapter One


What Well-Being Looks Like


Our time on this beautiful blue and green orb is full of difficulties, but if you live in the Barbagia region of Sardinia, Italy, and your name is Giuseppe, living a long, healthy life is not one of them.


For most of his life, Giuseppe lived much as his ancestors had for thousands of years. In this hardscrabble mountainous region of central Sardinia, the traditional way of life—farming and sheep herding, living in multigenerational homes, and matching daily routines with the seasons—has not changed very much. For most of his 102 years Giuseppe spent his days tilling the earth or herding sheep. He’d break for lunch and grab a nap before heading to the town square for a few hours to spend time with his friends, sharing wine and sardonic jokes in the soft afternoon light. Before the sun went down, he’d head back to the fields and work until it got dark. His wife would cook dinner for Giuseppe and their family, usually fava beans, hard cheese, and homemade bread. He’d drink at least a bottle of Sardinian wine a day, and when it was festival time, Giuseppe was reported to be a real party animal. As he got older Giuseppe slowed down, spending more time sitting and less time with the sheep. He lived with his daughter Maria and her family, who took good care of him, though he was expected to contribute to the household, doing chores and helping with childcare. He was surrounded by his grandchildren, engaged with their upbringing, and felt a sense of purpose and connection.1


When our friend Dan Buettner, a writer and researcher, went to interview the centenarians of Sardinia in 2004 for his bestselling book The Blue Zones, he talked to many people like Giuseppe who seemed to have found the secret to health, happiness, and longevity. Their lives weren’t easy—just try tilling a field for twelve hours a day—but they were full of movement, purpose, family, and good, simple food. There was wine, there was laughter ringing off the cobblestones in the narrow village streets, and there was often a long climb back up to whitewashed houses hanging on a hill. Most centenarians were free of heart disease and cancer, and remained cognitively clear throughout their lives. When they died, they were often surrounded by family in the houses where they raised their children. No one’s life is perfect, but the centenarians in Buettner’s book found theirs to be full of meaning and good health. And it was as simple as moving every day, eating the foods that their families had been making for generations, sleeping with the sun, and regularly gathering with lifelong friends.


The research in The Blue Zones revealed that the keys to the good life were not held by Sardinians alone, but in fact were shared by multiple zones in disparate parts of the globe. These Blue Zones include Ikaria, Greece; Okinawa, Japan; Loma Linda, California; and Nicoya, Costa Rica. When you look closely at the stories of centenarians in these places, patterns in culture, cuisine, and behavior emerge. Buettner’s work for the last two decades has been about mining the longevity lessons that can be found across Blue Zones. What these folks can teach us about avoiding disease, relating to one another, eating healthfully, and living with purpose is immense, and we will touch on Buettner’s findings throughout this book.


But to us, what is most shocking about Dan’s research is not the data—it’s how it made us feel when we first read it.


Our first reaction was a little bit of grief and a nagging feeling that that is how life should be, that is well-being. This was followed quickly by a desire to sell all our belongings and move our family to a mountaintop in Italy.


It’s safe to say that for most of us, the lives of the Blue Zone centenarians do sound a lot like fantasy, or at least life from a bygone era: rising with the sun, working with your hands toward a tangible result (Meat you can eat! Wool you can sell!), eating fish that you caught, drinking wine that your cousin made, playing games in the twilight with your grandchildren as the neighbors play music, and then crawling into bed for a restful eight to ten hours of sleep.


It’s not just the locales that make this description feel so dreamy (though they are); it’s the whole package—the low-stress life of eating good food, working hard, and making merry. To many of us, that kind of life feels utterly out of reach.


And friends, that is the problem.


ROADBLOCKS TO WELL-BEING


It says a lot about our reality that the pace of our lives, the quality of what we put into our bodies, and the rhythms of our social connection are so vastly different from those of the healthiest people on earth. It’s shocking that for most people living in the United States, one of the richest countries in the world, that what it really takes to be happy and healthy seems so beyond reach. After all, while some of us might want to quit our lives and move to a Blue Zone, that isn’t a possibility for most of us, and for many of us it’s not a solution—we want to keep our current lives, just be a little bit happier and healthier in them.


Often, bridging the divide between the ideal and the real can feel impossible. Many of us live in densely populated cities, rarely interact with neighbors, and find it hard to integrate community into our lives. Others live in rural or suburban areas that are ­physically distant from extended family and friend groups. Regardless of our geography, we are mostly sedentary creatures, sitting at our desks for eight hours a day under artificial lights. Our front stoops and backyards are not spontaneous meeting places for members of the ­community—they are highly private spaces that may be safe but often feel lonely. We work long hours at stressful jobs, counting down the days until the weekend. Even though we might not love our jobs, we need them to pay for the many aspects of our lives—food, housing, medical bills. At night, we’re exhausted, but we scramble to make dinner that seems “healthy” according to all the media we consume telling us what’s good for us and what isn’t. We get through the day, sometimes without being present or experiencing joy. Our commitment to our phones brings us more loneliness and stress than connection. We struggle to fall asleep, because our brains are already buzzing with tomorrow’s to-do list, and we inevitably wake up feeling behind.


That is life in this modern world.


It’s what we have to work with, and compared to the sun-soaked agrarian Mediterranean lifestyle, it does not always feel like we’re living our best lives. And sometimes that’s okay, and sometimes it just makes us sick and sad.


People who live in the Blue Zones are not more virtuous, they don’t have more grit, and they are not genetically superior. But they did win the geographic lottery. They were born into a culture and environment that was intrinsically supportive of health and happiness. The rhythm and shape of life in the Blue Zones just happens to match up with what the human body and spirit need to live a long, healthy life. We need access to healthy food, we need to move our bodies regularly, we need real-life social connection, and we need our lives to be full of ease and sleep, not full of stress. And yet so many of us are not getting these needs met. This is the state of well-being for millions of us.


We Are Not Breathing Properly.


Despite the fact that our bodies were designed to breathe primarily through our noses, half of the population is breathing habitually through their mouths, which has real consequences for our sleep, not to mention our respiratory and dental health.2 According to James Nestor, author of Breath: The New Science of a Lost Art, “Ninety percent of children have acquired some degree of deformity in their mouths and noses. Forty-five percent of adults snore occasionally, and a quarter of the population snores constantly.”3


We Are in the Midst of a Sleep Crisis.


According to the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), about one-third of the population is getting insufficient sleep, which is correlated to chronic diseases like type 2 diabetes, heart disease, obesity, and depression.4 This is probably why the CDC and other sleep experts have called sleep deprivation in the US a public health epidemic.5


We Are Not Eating to Support Health.


In the United States, 39.5 million people live in a place where there is limited access to supermarkets, and 19 million people live in what is considered a “food desert”—meaning their ability to get to a supermarket and buy food is severely compromised.6 According to the US Census Bureau, the poverty rate is 13.4 percent, which is the equivalent of over 42 million people.7 In 2018, Americans spent $931 billion on eating away from home—restaurants, dining halls, schools, and airplanes.8 Only about one-third of Americans in 2020 reported cooking at home every day.9 And this was during the first year of the pandemic, when most of us were shut-ins with extra time on our hands! The consequences of not eating real food are dire—one study from France showed that a 10 percent increase in consumption of highly processed food led to a 14 percent increased risk of death.10 The bad news is that in the United States, two-thirds of all the calories consumed by kids come from highly processed foods.11 Outrageously, our government uses taxpayer dollars to disproportionately subsidize crops, like corn and soybeans, that are used to make the foods that are so damaging to our health.12


We Move Our Bodies Less Than Ever.


Twenty-five percent of Americans sit more than eight hours a day.13 James Levine, MD, of the Mayo Clinic, was so alarmed by the emerging research on the health effects of our sedentary lifestyles that in an interview with the Los Angeles Times he said, “Sitting is more dangerous than smoking, kills more people than HIV, and is more treacherous than parachuting. We are sitting ourselves to death.”14 And with the onset of the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, more able-bodied people than ever are working from home, which means they are not even getting the minimal exercise of getting in the car each morning, or walking to the subway.


We Are Chronically Stressed.


Since 2007, the American Psychological Association has done a survey all about stress in America and “its sources; its intensity; and how people are responding to stressors, both mentally and physically.” Since the beginning, the rates of chronic stress that the report revealed have been high, but in 2020, eight of ten Americans were reporting increased levels of stress because of the pandemic, prompting the APA to “sound the alarm” on the state of mental health in the US.15


We Are Removed from Nature.


Despite living for millions of years in close connection with the land, most of us are living farther apart from nature than ever before. We live in cities made of brick and stone and glass, eat food that came from halfway across the world, and sit inside all day under artificial lights. Our modernized world has pulled us out of physical contact with the natural world, and this distance has even been reflected in our cultural conversations. The Greater Good Science Center at the University of California Berkeley did a study of references to nature in popular culture and found that “Nature features significantly less in popular culture today than it did in the first half of the 20th century, with a steady decline after the 1950s.”16 Is it a coincidence that our move away from nature has occurred in the same timeframe as an unprecedented rise in man-made carbon emissions, extinction events, sea level, and global warming? We think not.


Social Disconnection Is at an All-Time High.


The isolation of working and living in your home is not only bad news for your health, but it has led to a deepening mental health crisis that was burgeoning well before the word isolation took on a totally different meaning. In fact, a 2019 study from Cigna reported that “Only around half of Americans say they have meaningful, daily face-to-face social interactions.”17 Can you imagine what that statistic is now?


We Lack an Understanding of Our Own Purpose.


Having a sense of purpose, an understanding and sense of what makes your life meaningful, is linked to better health and a longer life. An eleven-year study led by Robert Butler, MD, and funded by the NIH showed that people between the ages of sixty-five and ninety-two who had clear goals and purpose lived longer and had a better quality of life than those who didn’t.18 And yet, according to an article in the New York Times, only a quarter of Americans understand their own purpose.19


None of this is our idea of a life well lived.


And yet, most of us know these things are bad. Chronic stress. Lack of sleep. Financial insecurity. Aimlessness. Loneliness. They are all well-documented barriers to well-being that we as a society have totally failed to address on a community, state, and national level. And that is unacceptable. Let us be clear: while this book is largely about how you as an individual can help yourself feel better, the institutions and systems that are putting us in this position in the first place are ultimately to blame for the majority of the hurdles to well-being that we face. It should not be expensive or difficult to navigate a healthcare system. No one should be forced to buy fast food simply because it is the only thing they can afford to eat or access.


And while we keep fighting for systemic change, we also deserve to thrive. Even though there is a lot you cannot control—a major lesson of the pandemic for us all—we want you to know that what you can control is more than enough to help you live a better life and transform your well-being. And it all starts with putting a different lens on health and wellness by using well-being—what brings you health and joy—as your North Star.


Acknowledging and accounting for the personal hurdles to well-being that you have in front of you is a necessary precursor to finding a way around them. In every chapter of this book, we lay out the ways in which the solutions we’re discussing—how to breathe, sleep, and eat better—can still be accessed despite common barriers, and we provide strategies for integrating the micro changes that can tip the scales with minimal effort, time, and money. While not everyone has the resources or the knowledge to navigate around these challenges on their own, everyone deserves to be happier and healthier.


We’ll say it again because it’s so important: You deserve joy. You deserve to be healthy. You deserve to live a long life. You deserve more.


Spoiler alert: improving your well-being is not as hard as you think. But you’ve got to take the wheel.


APPOINT YOURSELF CEO


Here’s a riddle: how does a man who is six foot seven fit into an economy class airline seat? Answer: not well.


Okay, so that’s not exactly a riddle, but it was Jason’s reality for the better part of 2009. After the stock market crashed in 2008, Jason saw the funding for his start-up (Crummy Brothers Organic Cookies) dry up and blow away. The next year, he flew over 125,000 miles traveling to different Whole Foods Markets all over the country, trying to scare up funding and hawk extra delicious, undercapitalized organic chocolate chip cookies. The stress of start-up life combined with the literal contortions of jamming himself into a small space for hundreds of hours eventually caught up with him in the form of two extruded disks and a fiery sciatic nerve. Toward the end of the year, the pain in his back became excruciating, to the point where he could barely walk even a few steps at a time. Eventually it got so bad he was bedridden, left to lie and stare at the ceiling, stressing about money and the imminent collapse of the company he had co-founded. By then he had tried cortisone shots (no dice), and multiple specialists told him that back surgery was his only option.


The only problem was that Jason’s gut told him, very calmly, “Nope.”


It was a small but strong voice, telling him there had to be another way. And it was surprising, because it’s not like he was against surgery or that he thought it wouldn’t help—it’s just that it felt extreme. And although he couldn’t explain why, it didn’t feel right for him. So, when one of his doctors made a throwaway comment as he was walking out the door—­“Yoga might help”—Jason latched on. Despite not identifying as a yoga guy, he threw himself into learning the poses that a physical therapist taught him, and he did them every morning and evening. And little by little, they helped. Slowly he got out of bed and could walk, and then finally he could get back on a plane. Sure, he had to do some downward dog at the gate in his suit and tie like a total goober, but at least he could sit for more than ten minutes at a time. Over the course of six months, his back fully healed, and over a decade later, he still hasn’t had surgery. He is officially a former basketball-playing jock turned full-blown yoga aficionado.


To this day, Jason isn’t sure what possessed him to say no to surgery and yes to yoga, to go against what multiple professionals and doctors assured him was the only option. But whatever it was, it taught him a life-changing lesson: you are the one who has to live with the consequences of your health decisions, so you have to be the one to call the shots. This isn’t about not listening to your ­doctors—you should always take what doctors say very seriously. This isn’t about discarding science—science should always inform your decisions. This is about getting all the information, deeply reflecting on the options in front of you, and listening to your whole self. This is your life, and as we tell our daughters, you are the boss of your body.


Once Jason got a taste of how wonderful it felt to find the right answer to a difficult health question and find greater happiness as a result, he was hooked. He started wondering what other parts of his life had been on autopilot and, like his back, were a disaster waiting to happen. Realizing that cookies weren’t his passion, he got the idea to start mindbodygreen with the goal of making wellness accessible to the masses. He quickly realized that he wasn’t the only one having a difficult time navigating past the status quo and making sense of the conflicting advice about health and wellness. The mission of mindbodygreen to bring no-agenda clarity to the confusion has resonated with more people than we could have imagined back in 2009, and today it resonates more than ever.


Why? Because our healthcare system isn’t set up to focus on prevention. Its sweet spot is intervention—and even in that, the gold standards of treatment can often feel inadequate, even to doctors. If you have a chronic condition that needs to be managed, you are often told that your first stop is the pharmacy, not the supermarket or the gym. There are plenty of people living with conditions that are hard to diagnose because their symptoms are so generalized—fatigue, headaches, low energy—that what ails them could be almost anything. And if you don’t have a diagnosis in our healthcare system, it’s impossible to get help from medical doctors, which means many people are left hopeless, frustrated, and unhealed. About a decade ago, Jason was plagued by anxiety, fatigue, and a strange tingling in his legs. He went to a handful of doctors who ran all sorts of tests, but ultimately looked at him and said, “There’s nothing wrong with you.” Having learned a thing or two about following his gut, eventually he went to a functional medicine doctor, Frank Lipman, MD, and found out that he wasn’t crazy (“Are you sure you aren’t just stressed?” one of the previous doctors had said); he had a parasite. After a few weeks on medication to eradicate the parasite and months of supplementation, his symptoms disappeared, but his memory of medical gaslighting remained.


Holistic and alternative medicine modalities are becoming more mainstream, but some of the wonderful solutions they have to offer are still accessible to only the most privileged and well resourced among us. Even if we can access them, it is hard to identify the legit practitioners from the charlatans who are looking to cash in on our desperation. After her pulmonary embolism and at the beginning of our fertility struggle, Colleen went to an energy worker who did an assessment of her and then bluntly delivered the news that she was “only at about 1 percent of health.” There to be helped and healed, Colleen instead walked away feeling both devastated and angry. She didn’t know what the energy worker was trying to sell her by diagnosing her as almost hopeless, but Colleen knew her body and her health were not that far gone. She later learned that her experience wasn’t unique; this celebrity healer was “working through his own shit,” and it had affected other patients as well.


With experiences like these, it’s no wonder that more and more, people are taking their health and happiness into their own hands. But being the CEO of your own health and happiness is not just about making the right call; it’s about advocating for yourself, being flexible and open to change, and most importantly becoming a better listener when it comes to your own needs and desires. And we’re not saying this is easy. We’re saying it’s important. Because who knows just how disruptive surgery will be to your life? Who knows that treadmills make you groan, but a walk with a good friend makes your heart sing? Who knows that fasting in the evening would actually be a relief, not a challenge? Who knows? You do. Learning how to truly take care of your own well-being will be one of life’s most meaningful journeys. If you’re going to be healthier, you’ve got to take into consideration what will make you happier. Not your doctor, or your partner, or your friends on Instagram. Getting healthier can’t begin with the word should, and feeling better doesn’t result from restriction, deprivation, or “no pain, no gain.” That’s toxic, self-defeating rhetoric. Real well-being is when your mind, body, and spirit are aligned with your values and with how you want to live your most authentic life.


As the CEO of your own well-being journey you have to take stock and determine what will matter most to your happiness and health, and bring you joy.


To get started with that, we suggest taking a look at your well-being baseline. In other words, where are you right now in your journey? Here are some questions to get you started:


■	What about your life feels sweet and fulfilling?


■	What about your life feels rushed and chaotic?


■	How does your body feel?


■	Are there any health issues that you are working with?


■	What could feel better: energy levels, sleep?


■	How about that big brain of yours? Are you challenged and engaged? Or are you on intellectual autopilot?


■	Would you say that your days are filled with purpose? How does that manifest for you?


■	Have you acknowledged, processed, or healed your trauma? (We all have some.)


■	What would you like more of in your life—love, time, connection, movement, meaning?


■	What are your wildest dreams for your life?


Answering these questions isn’t a one-and-done task. You should periodically check in with yourself by posing these questions when life feels challenging, when there’s a major transition, and when you’re feeling your best. You will gain valuable information that will help you identify what is always a struggle, what patterns seem to persist, and what you can lean into that consistently brings you joy. We recommend setting aside some time during your day—maybe a brisk walk, maybe some early morning journaling, maybe just some cogitating in the shower—to think about the answers to these questions. Feel free to pause here and reflect—we’ll wait.


THE HEALTH PILEUP


Our friend Martha used to be a runner.


When she was in her late twenties, she loved to put on her headphones, slip an iPod Shuffle (remember those?) in her back pocket, and race through Golden Gate Park in San Francisco, trying to reach the ocean before the sun dipped below the horizon. Then one day during a waitressing shift she felt a searing pain in her left heel, one that felt like she was stepping on a giant nail with every footfall. This went on for a year, and some days she couldn’t walk at all. She quit waitressing and joked that she started a new profession—patient. Cortisone shots, physical therapy, surgery. Three years later, it got better; she could walk again, just not very far, and no running allowed. Not long after, she developed pain in her left hip, then her lower back, then her glutes. An orthopedic surgeon confirmed that she had torn cartilage in her hip, and the option was more physical therapy or surgery. She did physical therapy for years and found she could manage the pain and occasional flare-ups. But she had stopped moving as much, started drinking a lot more, and found herself more tired and less happy. She gained twenty pounds and wondered if she’d ever be able to run again. One day, ten years after it began, she woke up and realized that she had high cholesterol, she was tired all the time, she was in therapy for anxiety, and she had no idea how to untangle the web of unhappiness that she found herself in. All her life she had been fit, healthy, and happy, but in the last decade things had gone completely off the rails. How did this happen?


We call this the Health Pileup, and it’s what happens when your health in one area—physical, emotional, or spiritual—is compromised and creates a domino effect in all the other areas. For Martha, a physical injury led to more physical problems, but also emotional and psychological issues. For others, it’s chronic stress that leads to health problems like high blood pressure, heart disease, and substance abuse. Sometimes people just feel spiritually adrift—maybe they’ve lost a job that they cared about, which can lead to a crisis of identity that brings on depression. At mindbodygreen, and in our own lives, we’ve seen a million different permutations of the same fundamental truth—that each aspect of our health and happiness is intricately connected and integrated, for better or worse. You can’t ignore your anxiety and be healthy. You can’t ignore an autoimmune disorder and be happy.


The good news is that the flip side of the Health Pileup is the Well-Being Wave—when you make one positive change and the other aspects of your well-being rise as well. Take sleep. Is there anything in your life that is not improved by a deep, restful, rejuvenating night of sleep? As people who are regularly woken up at three a.m. by the pitter patter of little feet asking for yet another glass of water, we feel this deep in our weary parent bones. We are happier, more energized, and in an altogether different mindset when we get enough sleep. Same goes for exercise, eating well, and getting out into nature with friends and family.


What the Well-Being Wave means is that we don’t have to change everything at once. We don’t have to treat feeling better like every day is New Year’s and we’ve got to do all the things at once. In fact, definitely don’t do all the things in this book at once. We want you to take stock of what you need the most and start there. What will have the maximum impact on your well-being status? This book is dedicated to the micro moments of health and happiness, because we know that they can have an outsized impact over time and across the different areas your life. And once that Well-Being Wave starts to swell, you’ll get better and better at learning to ride it.


Recognizing the interconnected nature of health and happiness is one of the most important steps to learning how to flip the script and turn a Health Pileup into a Well-Being Wave. It helps you understand that small moves have a ripple effect. As you’re reading this book, you’ll start to connect dots that you’ve never noticed before. Maybe you never realized how much going to sleep on an overstuffed stomach could impact your slumber, or the impact that physical fitness can have on your mental fitness. Or maybe you didn’t know that how you eat may be just as important as what you eat. Giuseppe from Sardinia ate a simple meal of ­home-cooked whole foods every day, and that’s important. But he also shared those meals with his family in a joyful and relaxed way. We know that social connection and interaction can help soothe the stress response, helping to keep us happy and even improving our gut health and digestion.20 And that’s just one example of the interconnectedness of well-being. You’ll notice as you read on that this book is full of them.


DO WHAT BRINGS YOU JOY


If you only remember one sentence from this book, let it be this one: Any healthy change you make has to be a joyful one. What do we mean by joyful? Changes that bring you pleasure, delight, or satisfaction and just plain make your days better. When we think of joy in this context, we think about our daughter when she gets out of karate class—grinning ear to ear, bouncing on her toes, and just generally excited to be alive. We don’t expect every adult to be able to bring that level of enthusiasm to the table (even if they do manage to break a piece of plywood in half with one chop), but each choice we make should be a step toward that feeling. There is so much value for our well-being in pursuing things that make us feel happy and fulfilled.


How you feel about a behavior change and how it fits into your life (or not) directly affects both how effective that change will be in helping you feel better and whether or not you’ll be able to stick with it. If your day leaves you depleted and you are managing to get through it only with multiple shots of espresso, then chances are adding in an hour of exercise a day is an unrealistic goal. If you love, love, love to eat meat, switching to a vegetarian diet is not going to last long, despite your best intentions. And if you can’t imagine your life without television before bedtime, vowing to eliminate screens two hours before going to bed is probably going to lead to some serious grumpiness. Why won’t any of these perfectly reasonable, healthy-seeming changes work for you when they work for thousands of other people and are recommended by a bazillion experts? Because you won’t be happy. Worse than not inviting joy, you might even be killing it. Life is way too short for that, especially when there are plenty of alternative solutions that can improve your health. So, whether or not it’s good for you, or you should do it to model good behavior for your kids matters very little. You’ve got to get real with yourself if it’s just not for you.


But admitting to ourselves that something that works for others won’t work for us is surprisingly difficult. We all want to believe we’ve got the willpower, the motivation, the grit to overcome challenges and win the day. Our bootstrapping, suck-it-up, and side-hustle culture of rugged individualism can often mean that we see failure where there is none. That’s the first challenge, but there are more. For starters, it can be difficult to really tune in to what we need right now—not what we needed ten years ago or what we think we will want in six months, but what feels good for our life in its current configuration. So often, major life shifts happen (kids, job change, moving across the country, going through menopause) and we forget to adjust and evolve our health habits so they work for the new chapter of life we find ourselves in.


It can be hard to stop spinning long enough to take stock of where we are in the first place and where we really want to be. We forget to ask what would really make us healthy and happy. When Colleen had a pulmonary embolism at the ripe old age of thirty-two, she had been living life with the volume turned up to ten. Sixty-hour workweeks, power yoga classes, and five-mile runs. Lattes, margarita dinners, and late nights falling asleep with her laptop on her stomach. Then one day, she wasn’t able to walk, never mind run, without shortness of breath. In the six months it took her to recover, diminished oxygen levels and a medical mess-up with her medication led to a crushing fatigue that had her taking naps for the first time since she was a toddler. She found herself wanting to stay in and go to bed well before her friends had even made it home from happy hour. Her body had sidelined her from the life she was living at high speed, forcing her to reflect on all the ways that that life had actually compromised her health. But even more interesting was the fact that when she did stop and take stock, she realized that what she had been doing wasn’t actually making her all that happy in the first place. The reason she needed all those lattes was because she was staying up late working on presentations, and the five-mile runs had been leaving her feeling pretty depleted whereas once they had been energizing. In those days we were beginning to talk about starting a family, and Colleen found herself getting more excited about slowing down and getting comfortable with life at home. What had started as a health disaster forced her to take a good look at what was working and what wasn’t, and what made sense for life now. What that began to look like was slow-flow yoga, the stirrings of a career change, and ditching the lattes for a good night’s sleep. Fortunately, you don’t need a pulmonary embolism to take a beat and reflect on where you are in life and what will bring you joy.
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