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Praise for The Inflammation Spectrum


“Will Cole is one of the most curious and compassionate health practitioners we have worked with at Goop. In The Inflammation Spectrum, he shares his helpful, simple-to-follow toolbox, along with his compelling and empowering perspective on reclaiming and optimizing your health.”


—Gwyneth Paltrow, founder of Goop and 


New York Times–bestselling author of The Clean Plate


“Dr. Cole has done a terrific job highlighting the role of inflammation as a pivotal player in a broad swath of our most pervasive and tenacious health issues. Focusing on chronic inflammation and the lifestyle modifications that can facilitate its resolution is fundamental for regaining and preserving health, and these goals are wonderfully achieved in The Inflammation Spectrum.”


—David Perlmutter, MD, FACN, New York Times–


bestselling author of Grain Brain and Brain Maker


“The Inflammation Spectrum is the book we have all been needing. Just as he did with Ketotarian, Dr. Will Cole wows us again by shedding new light on inflammation with a fresh solution. With this book, you’ll not only learn how inflammation impacts your health, you’ll also discover the specific foods your body loves and hates, to start healing your health problems—no guessing needed.”


—Alejandro Junger, MD, New York Times–


bestselling author of Clean Gut and Clean Eats


“The Inflammation Spectrum is for anyone who is fed up with fad diets. My colleague Dr. Will Cole has used his years of functional medicine experience to brilliantly lay out a plan that anyone can use to feel and look their best. Achieve food freedom by finally discovering which foods are truly optimal for your body and how that can manifest into sustainable, lifelong wellness.”


—Mark Hyman, MD, director, Cleveland Clinic Center for


Functional Medicine, and New York Times–bestselling author of Food


“Inflammation is such a hot topic in the wellness world, and The Inflammation Spectrum finally provides us with the answers to all of our questions. Dr. Will Cole explains how inflammation exists on a continuum and shows you how to discover where you are on that spectrum. If you’ve ever been confused about your health, this is the book to read to start making positive changes naturally, through delicious food medicines.”


—Josh Axe, DNM, DC, CNS, bestselling author of 


Keto Diet and Eat Dirt


“Dr. Will Cole is a go-to expert on all things functional medicine for my clients’ health problems. The Inflammation Spectrum makes it easy to find which foods work best for your body. He takes it one step further by giving you the tools to apply that knowledge to your life in a very practical way through finding out which foods your body loves. This is grace-based eating at its best.”


—Kelly LeVeque, celebrity nutritionist and author of Body Love


“Inflammation is the root of all evil when it comes to health. It’s a serious problem that many of us are living with and we don’t even know it! With Dr. Will Cole’s The Inflammation Spectrum, there’s finally a program and a protocol to put us on a path to fight inflammation and achieve optimal health and happiness.”


—Jason Wachob, founder and co-CEO, MindBodyGreen, and author of Wellth


“If you could summarize what is at the root cause of all diseases of civilization, it would come down to inflammation, hands down. In The Inflammation Spectrum, Dr. Will Cole offers up his invaluable clinical wisdom on how to nourish yourself to keep the fires of inflammation at bay. This book will help you put out the fire that’s keeping you fat and sick with a whole food–based ketogenic diet that’s tailor-made for you.”


—Jimmy Moore, bestselling author of Keto Clarity and co-author of The Complete Guide to Fasting


“Healers like Will Cole are the great promise—and future—of preventative medicine. In his practice, Dr. Cole offers highly individuated and intuitive care that puts you on a wellness spectrum—with the goal of keeping you on the vital end. In today’s high-stress world, where autoimmune disease runs rampant among women, he brings a much-needed focus to stopping chronic illness before it takes hold.”


—Elise Loehnen, chief content officer, Goop


“Finally! All the smart questions you want your health practitioner to ask! My esteemed colleague Dr. Will Cole gets it right with The Inflammation Spectrum. As a gut-health expert, I know the root of most chronic inflammation is in the gut, and how individualized, tailored prescriptions for health through diet, recipes, and meal plans can change lives. Dr. Cole’s book features functional medicine–based quizzes that can help everyone be a sleuth to discover their unique inflammation and health profile.”


—Vincent Pedre, MD, bestselling author of Happy Gut


“In The Inflammation Spectrum, Dr. Will Cole eloquently explains the root cause of health problems and offers a fun, innovative plan to begin lowering inflammation and reclaiming optimal wellness.”


—Terry Wahls, MD, IFMCP, author of The Wahls Protocol


“Once again my friend Dr. Will Cole has created a means of education around a topic that is so controllable but often neglected. . . . As a chef devoted to changing the world through food, I am excited for you to enjoy the epic education that is found within the following pages.”


—Dan Churchill, author of DudeFood


“In The Inflammation Spectrum, my friend Dr. Will Cole brings love and grace back to wellness. Doing away with dieting dogma, Will teaches us how to find out which foods make us feel our very best.”


—Kelly Rutherford, actress


“Dr. Will Cole does an amazing job of showing us how inflammation plays a vital role in shaping our health. He brilliantly explains the roots of chronic health problems and provides hope and innovative, practical ways to overcome inflammation and come out on the other side with restored health for a thriving life.”


—Dhru Purohit, host of The Broken Brain
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To Amber, Solomon, and Shiloh:


When I look at you, I see the heart of God—


boundless love, grace, and acceptance.


May these qualities permeate the pages of this book.










Introduction


Your body is alive because of brilliant biochemistry. As a vast sixty thousand miles of blood vessels run through you, your body is producing 25 million new cells each and every second. There are more intricate connections in your brain than there are stars in the galaxy. In fact, the trillions of diverse cells in your body were actually formed from the same carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen in the stars that shone brightly billions of years ago. In other words, you are literally made of stardust. While these trillions of cells all have their own unique purpose, they also have one thing in common: They exist so that you may thrive. This is how intricately and profoundly special you are. For eons, throughout time and human existence, no one—not one person—has ever had your unique confluence of genes, biochemistry, and beauty, until you.


For each of us, every food we eat instructs our biochemistry. Every meal, every bite of food we take, constantly and dynamically influences how we feel. But because no one else is you, there are no hard-and-fast rules that will reveal one universal list of good and bad foods. The foods that work well for someone else may not be right for you and your unique biochemistry. This book is just for you. It is your personal guide to finding out which foods your body loves, hates, and needs to feel great.
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As a functional medicine practitioner, I specialize in helping people learn the language of their bodies so they can discover exactly what they are doing (or not doing) during the course of each day that may be helping or hurting their unique biochemistry. I have helped thousands of patients lose weight and regain vitality by teaching them how to tap into their own deep internal wisdom. What foods cause inflammation for you? What foods are nutritious and beneficial for you? Your body knows. Your diet should be exclusive to you, but how do you know the right foods for you? How do you learn to hear what your body is telling you so that you can nourish it and flourish?


The Age of Inflammation


Discovering your unique diet is important for optimizing health, but there is an even more important reason to intervene into the dietary and lifestyle habits that don’t serve you. There is a storm brewing. Clouds are gathering on the horizon and they’re coming our way. It is the storm of inflammation. The signs are already upon us. A shocking 60 percent of American adults have a chronic disease, and 40 percent have two or more chronic diseases.1 Today someone will have a heart attack every 40 seconds,2 cancer is the second leading cause of death worldwide,3 50 million Americans have an autoimmune disease,4 and almost half the population of the United States has either prediabetes or diabetes.5


Brain health problems are also on the rise. Around 20 percent of adults have a diagnosable mental disorder.6 Depression is now the leading cause of disability around the world. Around 1 in 5 American children ages three to seventeen (about 15 million kids) have a diagnosable mental, emotional, or behavioral disorder. Serious depression is worsening, especially among teens, with the suicide rate among teen girls reaching a forty-year high.7 Anxiety impacts more than 40 million Americans, and Alzheimer’s disease is the sixth leading cause of death in the United States. Since 1979, deaths due to brain disease have increased by 66 percent in men and a whopping 92 percent in women.8 One in 59 children are now on the autism spectrum.9


Why is this happening? There is one underlying commonality between all these different health problems—one link that binds these atrocities. Every single one of these health problems is inflammatory in nature. Sadly, this is the age of inflammation.
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What is the top, and oftentimes the only, option given by mainstream medicine for these chronic inflammatory health problems? Pharmaceutical drugs. A staggering 81 percent of us take at least one medication a day. But are all these pharmaceutical “fixes” actually helping?


We spend more money than any other country on health care,10 yet our life expectancy is shorter, obesity is more widespread, and the rate of maternal and infant death is higher than in any other industrialized nation in the world. Prescription drugs, in fact, are now said to kill more people than heroin and cocaine combined.11 Certainly some people are alive because of medications, and modern medicine has brought us amazing advancements in emergency care. But who can look at these statistics and conclude that the mainstream approach to chronic health problems is effective or sustainable?


But why do we have to choose between modern medicine and getting healthy? There is a time and place for lifesaving conventional medicine. For every health decision we make, I believe we should ask, “What is the most effective option for me that causes the fewest side effects?” For some, medications fit this criterion, but for many others, they do not. Medications are not the most effective option for many people with many different kinds of health problems, even though drugs are often the only option conventional medicine has to offer. And most modern pharmaceutical medications have a long list of potential side effects (you’ve seen those drug commercials). How can we even call this modern system health care? There is very little health or care in mainstream medicine today. “Disease management” or “sick care” would be more descriptive.


Patients come to see me or consult with me online from all over the world for many reasons, but one of the most common is that conventional medicine has not provided solutions or relief for their chronic health issues. These health problems can vary widely, but what I see most often are cases of digestive distress, autoimmune conditions, hormone imbalances, persistent anxiety or depression, weight loss resistance, and unrelenting fatigue. My patients have a desire to address the cause of an issue rather than just masking it with pharmaceuticals that often have side effects just as bad or worse than the symptoms they are supposed to relieve.


When patients come to see me, I talk and listen to them extensively. I give them several questionnaires (which I’ve adapted for this book) to really investigate where their symptoms are rooted and where they are most vulnerable to inflammation. Then, unlike conventional doctors, who are taught to follow a model of matching symptoms to a diagnosis and a corresponding medication, I work with my patients to discover the underlying facets of their chronic health issues. I’m not just interested in “How do we stop the symptoms?” I am also interested in “How do we find and fix the root cause of the symptoms so they resolve on their own?” To me, this is a more sensible and direct approach, because who ultimately has health problems due to a pharmaceutical deficiency?


This is an important, even critical, difference between the way I practice functional medicine (more about that shortly) and the way conventionally trained doctors practice. You’ve probably heard the quote from Hippocrates: “Let food be thy medicine and medicine thy food.” How far have we strayed when the father of modern medicine’s words are considered radical and threatening to mainstream medicine? In conventional medicine, food is an afterthought, if it is thought of at all.


But food should not be an afterthought. Food is powerful medicine. The problem is, you aren’t likely to get much information about this kind of “prescription” from your conventionally trained doctor. Today in U.S. medical schools, students on average receive only about nineteen hours of nutrition education over their four years of school,12 and only 29 percent of U.S. medical schools even offer med students the recommended twenty-five hours of nutrition education.13 A study in the International Journal of Adolescent Medicine and Health assessed the basic nutrition and health knowledge of medical school graduates entering a pediatric residency program and found that they were able to correctly answer an average of just 52 percent of the eighteen questions. In short, most doctors would fail a basic nutrition exam because they simply don’t have the necessary training in this field.14


It’s ironic that nutrition is such a low priority for mainstream medicine, since a startling 80 percent of the most common chronic diseases (heart disease, cancer, autoimmunity, diabetes) are almost always preventable and reversible with lifestyle choices.15 If almost all of the chronic health problems we face as a world today are preventable, reversible, improvable, manageable, or overcome-able naturally, why would we settle for anything less? Just because something is common doesn’t mean it’s normal. Chronic inflammatory health problems and a growing prescription list are certainly ubiquitous, but they are definitely not normal.


Functional Medicine: The Future of Caring Health


Functional medicine is an emerging mode of health care that differs from conventional medicine. Functional medicine practitioners consider food and lifestyle medicine to be primary modes of health restoration, rather than prioritizing pharmaceutical intervention as the first (and sometimes only) option for managing chronic disease. Because of this, those of us experienced in this method of health care have extensive training in the potent effects of both food and lifestyle. We don’t have a problem with medication when it is needed, but the focus is on the bigger picture of a patient’s life because we know that what you eat and how you live directly influence your health and wellness. Since conventional doctors don’t typically have the training to guide people in lifestyle changes, people who depend on their doctors for help (especially those whose symptoms don’t fit the standard model) are often left with nothing but unresolved health issues and a growing list of prescription medicines and their side effects. Functional medicine offers another way, one in which food leads the charge.


One of the most powerful methods I teach to my patients about how to begin taking control of their health and getting to the root of their problems is how to use their meals as medicine. We start there, almost always, because every bite of food you eat is either feeding health or fighting it. Every meal is an opportunity to nourish wellness or erode it—to move you further along the spectrum toward increased inflammation, or in the direction of calming inflammation and improving your symptoms and overall health. There is no neutral food, no Switzerland meal.
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But here’s the tricky part: The foods that move you closer to or further away from health may be completely different from the foods that do that for anyone else. We’re all somewhere on a spectrum based on the degree of inflammation we have in our systems—but what moves us in one direction or the other is anything but one-size-fits-all. The reason I practice functional medicine is that it puts individuality first and foremost. Functional medicine practitioners understand that no diet or prescription will work for everyone—even those with the same symptoms—because too many other factors influence the way symptoms present themselves, and any given symptom could have many different possible causes.


But how do you know what foods to choose? How do you know what foods and lifestyle habits are boosting your health and which might be worsening your symptoms, contributing to your weight loss resistance, draining your energy, or causing you pain? The truth is that there is only one best and proven way to do this, without question and without competition: by doing an elimination diet.


The Power and Purpose of an Elimination Diet


To date, no lab tests can reliably and consistently detect your food intolerances and sensitivities. No lab test can tell you definitively that this or that food will cause symptoms for you in any manner close to the proven results you can get from doing a carefully planned and executed elimination diet. An elimination diet can precisely pinpoint the exact foods that are inflammatory for any individual. The problem with most elimination diets, however—the ones doctors and dietitians have used for decades—is that they are boring, generic, and unsustainable, even over the temporary time for which they are prescribed. And an accurate elimination diet must be longer than a week. You could end up feeling like you are in food prison!


But it doesn’t have to be like that.


The elimination diet I give to my patients is different. I know from years of experience that not everybody is likely to be sensitive or reactive to everything, and in fact people with certain symptoms are more likely to be intolerant of certain types of foods, as well as to benefit from certain types of food medicine. Knowing and acting on this truth can make the practice of an elimination diet more personalized, sustainable, and interesting.


The fresh elimination diet plan you’ll find in this book is designed to be personalized, rather than based on some generic idea of an unhealthy person. It takes into consideration the most bothersome symptoms and the greatest concerns and adds customized recommendations based on your unique symptom profile. It also goes one step further, including not just foods but lifestyle habits to add and to eliminate, in order to improve health from all corners, even beyond food. My elimination diet is targeted specifically to you—no matter who you are, where you live, or what you like to eat and do. It is more fun and interesting and more likely to keep you engaged in the process, because the truth is, an elimination diet won’t tell you much if you don’t finish it.


The questionnaires and quizzes I have designed for you in this book will help you define your areas of concern, and the tools, tips, and specialty information allow you to DIY your way back to health. You’ll find:


[image: clip0005]  Valuable information about where you fall on the inflammation spectrum, which will determine which of the two elimination tracks you should follow.


[image: clip0005]  Customized medicinal foods and therapies to address your symptoms at their source, neatly organized in your personalized toolbox.


[image: clip0005]  Step‑by‑step guidance through the process so you are never unsure about what to do.


[image: clip0005]  Instructions for creating a personalized life list of foods that are most nourishing and healing for you.


[image: clip0005]  Best of all, a new level of body wisdom and perspective on how to live well going forward, all fully customized according to your needs, goals, desires, and dreams.


You have never experienced anything like this in a book before.


While I do believe there are some foods that aren’t good for anyone (I wouldn’t recommend junk foods with additives like high-fructose corn syrup or trans-fat-containing foods to anyone, for example), within the world of whole, real foods, the ultimate diet for you really is a matter of your unique biochemistry, genetics, personal preferences, and gut microbiome balance. I have seen the “healthiest” real food work wonderfully well for one person and trigger inflammation in the next, and the plan in this book is your key to finding your personal food prescription.


That means you can finally end your frustrating search for the “perfect diet.” I’m never going to tell you that everyone should go vegan or keto to be healthy. I’m never going to make broad, sweeping statements declaring that everyone should eat only plants every day or assume that everyone should be a carnivore. Even though my first book, Ketotarian, is a plant-based ketogenic food guide, we are all ultimately different, which is why I made Ketotarian with different vegan, vegetarian, and pescatarian keto options. Even within the paradigm of plant-based, keto, or any other way of eating, the optimal food choices within those diets vary from person to person. If you like to eat a certain way, that’s fine! But the actual foods you choose require a little bit of self-knowledge, and this book will help you get that knowledge and act on it.


This is the beauty of The Inflammation Spectrum. I will help you to discover the one way of eating that is right for you. Whether you prefer to eat plant-based, ketogenic, paleo, or Mediterranean, or you eat whatever the heck you want, you can achieve better health and slide back down the inflammation spectrum to a place of radiant wellness by finding out which foods work for you and which foods do not in a way that is pleasurable, nutritious, delicious, and most of all, doable. I believe food and wellness should be fun and magical and I try to convey that to my patients and in my writings: Ketotarian was the alchemy between plant-based and keto diets. The Inflammation Spectrum is the transmutation of food confusion into food freedom.


We in functional medicine know that health is a complex and dynamic force. Someone who appears to eat a junky diet may have glowing health because of the positive influences of a low-stress lifestyle, a supportive social group, and lots of exercise. Someone else may eat like a health rock star, throwing back kombucha and kale salads on a daily basis, but may be withering from loneliness or the crushing stress that can trigger serious health issues. Even if we limit our focus to food alone, one person’s health food may be inflammatory for another person—that kale you eat may give someone else digestive issues, and the dark chocolate your friend seems to enjoy without consequence may give you a migraine. This is why dieting dogma is antiquated and has no place here.


Instead, those of us in the functional medicine community look at people within the context of their environments, to see how well they are functioning and to assess the big picture: what they eat, how they live, and how every aspect of their existence may impact them physically, emotionally, and spiritually. My goal is to get you actively moving toward health by helping you discover the foods, lifestyle habits, and other therapies that best nourish and meet your individual needs in the context of your life. This is your big picture approach, and it begins with taking a good close look at how you live.


With its personalized profiling, customized elimination process, and clear, organized reintegration of foods, the Inflammation Spectrum program can help anyone discover what may be best and worst for them to eat, take, try, and do. It resolves the internal battle between lifestyle choices and health needs by answering that ultimate question: “What do I need?” Let’s illuminate your personal path to health.










1


ANTICIP8: How Bio-Individuality Determines What Your Body Loves and Hates


We all have the same rough outlines, the same external appendages and internal organs, the same basic processes happening within. Our hearts beat. Our blood travels throughout our veins and arteries. Our muscles flex and extend. Our bones hold us up. Yet the subtle fluctuations in each body’s biochemistry are unique to the individual.


Some of this variability has to do with genetics (the unique set of variations in your DNA) and epigenetics (how your lifestyle and environment influence the expression of your genes). Some of it has to do with the balance and diversity of your gut bacteria, the regulation of your immune system, the fluctuations in your hormones, and your level of inflammation at any given moment. In fact, what causes inflammation in you may be completely different from what causes inflammation in someone else, and how inflammation affects your health and functioning is also unique.


All these things and more are interconnected and mutually influential, creating the complex and ever-changing miracle that is distinctively you. You are different from anyone else, in a trillion tiny ways. You have your unique strengths and challenges. There are everyday factors (foods, activities, and thoughts) that make you feel great and others that make you feel lousy. You also likely have your own symptom set—maybe you are prone to migraines, fatigue, joint pain, rashes, or anxiety. Maybe you tend to have digestive problems, your hormones are imbalanced, or you have trouble losing weight. Each one of these issues is related to your health and is likely influenced in many ways, not just by your genetics and microbiome but by what you eat, how you move, how you live your life—even how you think.


Everything you do either increases your health or decreases your health—and in many cases, that means everything you do either increases inflammation or decreases it. But what exactly does what for you is unique to you. What makes you healthier or less healthy is not necessarily the same as what makes someone else healthier or less healthy. What a beautiful puzzle you are!


This puzzle, with its uniquely shaped pieces, is called bio-individuality. Recognizing bio-individuality is one of the foundational aspects of functional medicine, and as a functional medicine practitioner, I know that bio-individuality is the single most powerful source of information about you and your health. I see bio-individuality playing out in my patients every day. By the time they find their way to me, most of my patients are already eating dramatically better than the standard Western diet. They are already well-read in wellness and have been on their health journey for a while when they discover functional medicine. No matter what diet they might be on, they mostly eat real whole food. Yet despite their healthy intentions, they all come to me with some level of health dysfunction. Part of the reason is that the diet they are eating is not working optimally for them.


The diet industry relies on the notion that some diets will work very well for some people. This is why you see so many books, articles, and blog posts about the next “miracle diet,” the one thing that finally helped. But that “one thing” someone found only worked because it just happened to be right for that person—it happened to be bio-individually appropriate for them. Have you noticed the fine print in those television ads that reads, “Results not typical”? If others try to replicate those results, they will likely be unsuccessful because their one thing is probably something different—maybe dramatically different. Maybe the exact opposite of whatever is being advertised. Their puzzle has completely different pieces.
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One person’s food medicine is another person’s food problem. Bio-individuality is the reason. If you are not aware of your intolerances or sensitivities, you may unknowingly be eating a food, maybe even daily, that is aggravating your symptoms, increasing your inflammation, or keeping you from losing weight (maybe all of these). You may believe this food is healthful for you, but many “health foods” can cause reactions in some people. This is bio-individuality in action.


Food Allergies, Intolerances, and Sensitivities: What’s the Difference?


Our world has undergone a rapid change over a relatively short period of time. Compared with the total span of human existence, the food we now eat, the water we drink, the depleted soil we grow our crops in, and our polluted environment are all relatively new. Research is looking at this mismatch between our DNA and the world around us as the major driver of chronic inflammatory health problems. Around 99 percent of our genes were formed before the development of agriculture, approximately 10,000 years ago.1 Because of this mismatch, we are seeing reactions to foods like never before in human history.


Reactions to foods can happen for three primary reasons: allergy, intolerance, or sensitivity. People often conflate, confuse, or misuse these terms, so let’s take a look at the differences.


▪ Food allergies: These involve the immune system and have the most immediate and potentially severe response. Symptoms of an allergic reaction can include rashes, itching, hives, swelling, or even anaphylaxis—a swelling of the airways that can be fatal.


The personalized program in this book is not for discovering these sorts of life-threatening food reactions. Instead, my aim is to help you discover whether you have either of these two types of food reactivities, which can lead to inflammation:


▪ Food intolerances: Unlike allergies, these do not directly involve the immune system. Instead, intolerances occur when your body is unable to digest certain foods (such as dairy) or when your digestive system becomes irritated by them. These are usually the result of enzyme deficiencies.


▪ Food sensitivities: These are immune-mediated, like allergies, but food sensitivities can result in a more delayed reaction. You might be able to digest a small amount of the food without issues, but overdoing it or eating that food every day could gradually increase your inflammation to the point that your health begins to suffer.


The symptoms of food intolerances and sensitivities include:


▪ Bloating


▪ Migraines


▪ Runny nose


▪ Brain fog


▪ Joint or muscle pain


▪ Anxiety or depression


▪ Fatigue


▪ Itching, rashes


▪ Heart palpitations


▪ Flu-like symptoms


▪ Stomachache


▪ Irritable bowel syndrome


Bio-Individuality and Lifestyle


Bio-individuality is a critical consideration when formulating a dietary strategy, but it applies to more than just food. It applies to almost everything about the way you live your life:


[image: clip0005]  Exercise. Some of my patients flourish on vigorous exercise—for them, it’s not only good for their cardiovascular systems but boosts their moods and reduces inflammation. For others, vigorous exercise causes fatigue and stress—for these people, vigorous exercise can be inflammatory, and they do much better with brisk walks in nature, a yoga class, or gentle stretching.


[image: clip0005]  Socializing. One person may get a rush of endorphins from lots of socializing. Social activity may actually be anti-inflammatory for them. Another might feel stressed from too much togetherness in a way that is inflammatory. They will feel best having some alone time.


[image: clip0005]  Stress tolerance. Some people have a high tolerance for stress and even enjoy a fast-paced, challenging day, while others have a low tolerance and need to be more mindful about slowing down, taking time to unplug, and otherwise managing the more stressful aspects of life. We know stress is inflammatory, so it is important to know what stresses you.


[image: clip0005]  Immunity. Some people catch every cold, while others hardly ever get run-down. This can be due to the impact of inflammation on your immunity—the more inflamed you are, the more likely you are to get sick.


[image: clip0005]  Environment tolerance. Some people react to every contact with pollution, chemicals, mold, and fungus, while others seem to be immune. Again, for many, these environmental toxins can trigger an inflammatory response, and those who already have more inflammation may also be more sensitive to these toxins.


[image: clip0005]  Personality. Glass half full or half empty? Artistic or logical? We are all different in so many ways, and that too is an aspect of bio-individuality—and related to inflammation.


Bio-individuality is also the main reason a conventional medicine approach helps some people but doesn’t help many other people to resolve their symptoms or discover the root of their health or weight issues. This is because doctors who practice conventional medicine are trained in a system oriented toward grouping and categorizing, rather than focusing on the individual.


This is how mainstream medicine diagnoses and treats diseases: When a lot of different people are observed to have the same general set of symptoms and lab test results, their condition is given a name, such as hypothyroidism, rheumatoid arthritis, or depression. These names are given diagnosis codes, which are a set of numbers and letters.


Medications are then assigned to these diagnosis codes based on how well research studies show those medications normalize lab results and diminish symptoms in some percentage of selected groups of people. For example, if medication X relieves the symptoms of fatigue in 52 percent of those whose symptoms match hypothyroidism, then that medication may become a standard prescription for hypothyroidism.


But what about the people whose health issues don’t fall into a predetermined set of symptoms? What about the other 48 percent of the people whose symptoms were not relieved by the recommended medication? This medicinal matching game plays the odds, so you can hope that you will be one of the lucky ones, but many people are not. For many, there is no associated medication for their symptoms, so they are sent home without help. For others, the medication assigned doesn’t help symptoms because they do not have the same cause as someone else for whom the medication works. Or the medication may relieve the symptoms, but also cause intolerable side effects—sometimes worse than the original symptoms! And then there are those people who question whether they really need to take any drugs. They want to know if there are more natural ways to address their symptoms and a more effective way to stop or reverse the disease process.


Moreover, what if your symptoms are vague and the lab test results are “normal”? If your symptoms fall neatly into the correct category and the standard medication works to manage your symptoms, great. But if you are an outlier with atypical symptoms or reactions to medications, or if you are more interested in healing your condition than in masking the symptoms with drugs, you may have trouble getting help using this conventional medicine model.


As you can see, there are many exceptions to the rules that define conventional medicine. The patients who represent those exceptions are the ones who most often come to me when the mainstream medical system does not work for them. They are in the group of people who are not helped by the medications they are given, or whose symptoms defy mainstream categorization, or who just aren’t getting the help they need.


But the real problem is not that the person’s symptoms don’t fit some predetermined model. The problem is that the model does not account for bio-individuality. If you gathered five people with the same conventional medicine diagnosis code in a room together, all on the same treatment, and asked each person how his or her treatment was going, you would probably get five different answers because each of those people has different genetics, a different microbiome, and a different biochemistry, and may have quite different reasons for their seemingly similar symptoms. It’s a complex picture. Fortunately, it has a common denominator.


The Inflammation Spectrum


Understanding inflammation is one of the most important aspects of understanding how bio-individuality can be used for better health in you. When you dive deeply into just about every health problem that we face in the world today—anxiety, depression, fatigue, digestive problems, hormone imbalances, diabetes, heart disease, or autoimmune conditions—they are all inflammatory in nature or have an inflammatory component.


But inflammation is insidious, and it starts brewing in the body long before these diseases become noticeable, not to mention diagnosable. By the time a health problem is advanced enough to be officially diagnosed, inflammation has typically already caused significant damage to the body. For instance, a diagnosis of autoimmune adrenal issues (such as Addison’s disease) requires a 90 percent destruction of the adrenal glands.2 This is true for many other chronic issues—major destruction has to happen for the diagnosis of inflammatory neurological problems like multiple sclerosis or inflammatory gut conditions like celiac disease.


But the inflammation attack that occurs in these conditions does not develop overnight; it’s the end-stage event of inflammation. When someone is diagnosed with an autoimmune condition, for example, they have already been experiencing autoimmune inflammation for an average of about four to ten years.3 The same is true for other chronic inflammatory conditions like diabetes and heart disease. You don’t become diabetic overnight. You don’t manifest heart disease out of nowhere. Inflammation has been brewing for years before fasting blood sugar is high enough to warrant a diagnosis, or before someone has a heart attack. We all exist somewhere on an inflammation spectrum, from no inflammation to mild to moderate to diagnosis-level inflammation that has resulted in a disease state.


Knowing this, why would anyone wait until they are at the far end of this inflammation spectrum to do something about it? Wouldn’t it be much better to take care of inflammation in its earliest stages, when it is much easier to arrest?


The focus of my functional medicine practice is addressing the causes and manifestations of inflammation because the time to start caring about inflammation is long before you have a serious health problem. Once you get to the diagnosis stage, the only options typically offered to people are pharmaceutical drugs. I believe we can do much better. My practice and this book are about taking proactive steps to tackle inflammation before it leads to something more serious.


But even if you are already at the point of “serious,” there are still many things you can do to reclaim your health. Studies point to what many in functional medicine have been saying for decades: Lifestyle and foods are significant influencers to wellness or a lack of it, and I would add that lifestyle and foods are the primary methods for reducing the inflammation that leads to disease. In fact, studies estimate that about 77 percent of inflammatory reactions are determined by factors over which we have at least some control—our diets, our stress levels, and our exposure to pollutants—with the remainder determined by genetics.4 That means there is much you can do in the here and now to back down the inflammation spectrum rather than moving forward toward chronic disease.


In my experience, the vast majority of us wield quite a bit of power. We can take control of our health in the form of positive lifestyle health interventions right now. Whether those changes improve our quality of life by 25 percent or 100 percent, they’re a move in the right direction on the inflammation spectrum. Instead of repeatedly doing the same thing you always have done but expecting different results, you need to try something new. This is the only way to turn negative changes into positive changes.


You are probably reading this book because you have some symptoms you would like to resolve or are struggling with some chronic health issue. Here is a simple fact for you to consider as you mull over bio-individuality and your place on the inflammation spectrum: What causes inflammation in you (certain foods, certain exposures, certain kinds of stress) is bio-individual, and what inflammation causes in you (weight gain, fatigue, acid reflux) is also bio-individual. However, although inflammation causes a lot of problems, it is also a sort of skeleton key to discovering bio-individual reactions to internal and external stressors. What’s great about focusing on inflammation is that:


1. Inflammation is upstream from symptoms, meaning that it can cause or worsen many symptoms. Therefore, resolving inflammation can in turn reduce or eliminate the cascade of symptoms downstream that the inflammation caused—multiple symptoms resolved with one attack plan.


2. Inflammation is also downstream from some triggers. A confluence of factors, such as food reactivities, stress, gut problems, infections (bacterial, yeast, or viral), mold or heavy metal toxicities, and genetics is often the driver of inflammation. Cooling inflammation often allows your body to fix the primary dysfunction on its own, resolving the symptoms naturally by eliminating their cause. Inflammation gets in the way of the body’s natural ability to heal. If you can discover your own inflammatory triggers (what is causing the inflammation in you) and where your inflammation resides, you can learn how to douse it at its source.


This is how we solve the problem of your health issues: Lower inflammation by customizing your diet and lifestyle to eliminate what is increasing inflammation in you and add what fights inflammation in you. Doing this is likely to directly address your chronic health issues rather than just masking your symptoms.


And how do we customize your diet and lifestyle? We use the information we gain from a personalized and carefully organized elimination diet.


What Exactly Is Inflammation?


Inflammation is your body’s natural defense response. In its most acute form, inflammation is the redness, swelling, and pain you get at the site of an injury, such as a scrape, a cut, or a sprained ankle. Inflammation is a product of the immune system. In an inflammatory response, the immune system causes a rush of pro-inflammatory cells to the injury site to keep out bacteria, viruses, and subsequent infection. This is how your body heals. We would all be goners without a healthy, balanced inflammatory response.


The problems start when inflammation gets out of control or out of proportion to the problem, doesn’t go away after the injury is healed or the invader is conquered, or when the body activates it mistakenly in response to something that is not actually an invader. When any of these things happen, inflammation becomes its own problem and can trigger many kinds of symptoms in different areas of the body, depending on the cause and site of the inflammation. When inflammation doesn’t subside appropriately, continuing for long periods of time at a low level, this is called chronic inflammation. In this state, the immune system can become oversensitive and overreactive, releasing inflammatory cytokines constantly, spreading inflammation system-wide.
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