



[image: ]






Praise for The Self-Care Revolution:


“I love this book!” – Mandy Lehto, Psychologies Magazine


“An inspiring, intelligent, warm and friendly toolkit. One of those books that you’ll remember forever” – Nicola Elliott, founder of Neom Organics


“An essential bible of how to live your best life. I can’t wait to begin using my Vitality Wheel” – Anya Hayes, Pilates teacher and mindfulness coach


“With intimate knowledge of the ways in which we might be struggling, Suzy guides you to a place of innate self-care and kindness without ever overwhelming or over-promising. Inspired” – Eminé Rushton, Psychologies Magazine Wellness Director





For Charlotte, Teddy and Dave, thanks for keeping me on my toes!


And for all my wonderful personal training clients and yoga students, who proved to me that movement is medicine and good posture is truly transformative.
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How to use this ebook


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


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


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





Introduction


We all know we need to move our bodies to feel fit and healthy: 70 years of comprehensive research into the benefits of movement means we’ve got that message loud and clear. But exercise is just one part of the solution to feeling good. Living through lockdown in 2020–21 may well have alerted you to the damaging effects of sedentary life and how we sit – whether that’s at our desks, scrolling on our phones, in the car or even on our bicycles.


The average person in the UK sits for 9.5 hours a day – and in the US it’s closer to 10 hours – and spends just 2 hours a week being physically active. That’s only 2 hours of activity compared with 70 hours of sitting. These days, we sit on average for 3 hours more each day than we did just 20 years ago.


It’s not just the recent radical changes to how we live our lives that have cultivated this more sedentary lifestyle. The trend towards sitting for big chunks of our day has been apparent for decades, and has only been amplified by the restrictions of the global pandemic.





[image: illustration]





Advances in technology have literally revolutionized how we move through our day. It may have begun with the humble television remote control, but it has now evolved into sophisticated voice-activated gadgets, allowing us to modify our environment without even lifting a finger. Strolling the malls and supermarket aisles has been replaced by scrolling online, purchasing with the click of a mouse button from the comfort of your sofa. The advent of video calls and social media communities gives us the option to connect with others without ever leaving home.


Laptops, smart phones, email and WhatsApp groups make the “9–5” a genuine relic of the past. Our working day has been transformed: we are switched on and plugged in around the clock, which silently zaps our energy and eats into precious time for other pursuits, such as movement.


Where we work, how we work and the very nature and rhythms of our day have changed beyond all recognition over the last few decades. There are long commutes for office workers, who are then deskbound all day… and that’s if we leave the house at all. According to the American Heart Association, since 1950, sedentary jobs have increased by 83 per cent. In 1960 about half the US workforce was physically active, now that figure is less than 20 per cent1.


It’s not just our work life that poses a threat to our health; according to Ofcom, the UK’s broadcasting regulatory body, the average UK adult watches almost 30 hours of TV per week2. Downtime has become synonymous with sedentary screen time, and culturally we are constantly invited to “please take a seat”. Technology and lifestyle may have evolved at lightning speed, but we’re all housed in bodies perfectly designed for hunter-gatherer life. Our own physical evolution just can’t keep pace.


In all the chaos of recent years, you may have seen the message broadcast over social media: “other generations have been called to war, we have been called to stay at home and sit on the sofa”3. However, being anchored to the sofa has its own unique and very real challenges to our well-being. Incidental movement has gone out of the window, reduced to trips to the kitchen or the bathroom. Worldwide, within 10 days of a nation’s pandemic lockdown, there was a 5.5 per cent decrease in average daily steps, and within 30 days, a 27.3 per cent decrease4.


The chorus of voices emerging from lockdown reported feeling more sluggish, rotund, achey, creaky, tight, tense and jittery than ever before. And it’s crucial to note that even those who met guidelines for daily healthy movement were not immune to the creeping perils of too much sitting.


This is what the research is showing us, but the whole picture is more nuanced. The full spectrum of analysis – from examining the active sitting posture of tribesmen to the biofeedback research on the effects of “tech posture” – shows us it’s not just the sedentary life that’s bad for us, it’s how you sit that matters too.


Studies into the consequences of too much sitting have led the media to claim – for good reason – that “sitting is the new smoking”. We’ve learned first-hand through lockdown that a sedentary lifestyle is a sure-fire recipe for fatigue and muscular tension, which puts the kibosh on zest, confidence and a buoyant mood.





[image: illustration]





It is clear that we need to take action: we need to minimize the harm of unhealthy sitting by addressing our posture; we need practical strategies to break up sedentary periods; and we need inspiring ways to inject more movement into our daily lives once more.


As a psychologist, yoga teacher and personal trainer, I am uniquely placed to help you “sit to get fit”. In this book, I’ll help you to develop your mindfulness muscles – to become aware of your posture, to notice how long you’ve been sitting for, to create awareness of tension and stress, and to spot your body’s early warning signs before they manifest as injuries or conditions that need more serious intervention. I will also help you understand the psychology behind behaviour change and show you how to form sustainable healthy habits. As a yoga teacher, I can empower you with the knowledge of healthy posture, as well as teach you how to breathe well and dial down stress. Drawing on my personal training expertise, I will share exercises to improve your posture and provide practical movement inspiration to reduce your periods of inactivity.


In this book, we will work through a concrete plan of action in 28 days that will help you to make lasting healthy changes to how you sit and move.
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The health benefits of exercise have been clearly demonstrated since the 1950s, with studies examining the difference between workers who sat for prolonged periods and those whose jobs required physical activity. Sedentary bus drivers5, mail sorters6 and rail workers7 were shown to have a twofold greater risk of cardiovascular disease than their more active counterparts – the bus conductors, mail delivery workers and rail manual workers. But it’s not until more recent times that this has been understood in context: it’s not just that movement is beneficial, it’s that sedentary life is genuinely harmful. Prolonged periods of sitting have been linked to cancer8, Alzheimer’s disease9, obesity, heart disease, poor cholesterol profiles, type-2 diabetes10 and osteoporosis11.


In 2008, there were rumblings in the scientific community that the issue was not just too little exercise, but also too much sitting, with researchers stating that it was “time to consider excessive sitting a serious health hazard”12 and arguing that those risks are still relevant for those who regularly exercise13. In 2010, researchers began demonstrating that small breaks in sedentary time could have a significant impact. A higher number of breaks is positively associated with waist circumference, body mass index and triglyceride (a type of fat) levels14. (High levels of triglycerides are associated with increased risk of heart disease, heart attack, stroke, diabetes, obesity and problems with the liver and pancreas.) So, in addition to reducing time spent sitting, interrupting it helps, too.
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But it wasn’t until 2012 that the world really stood to attention and grasped the dangers of sitting, when a team of researchers from Harvard University aimed to quantify the effect of a sedentary lifestyle on major non-communicable diseases. The landmark paper concluded that prolonged periods of inactivity killed more than 5 million people every year globally15, a similar rate to smoking and obesity, leading to those headlines around the world claiming that “sitting is the new smoking”16.


This was supported by another report in 2018 studying 122,000 patients, where it was found that long periods of sitting were a massive risk factor for death, more dangerous than the risk associated with smoking, diabetes or heart disease17. The researchers concluded that a sedentary lifestyle should be seen as a disease. A team at Queen’s University Belfast and Ulster University in Northern Ireland released a sobering report in 201918 on the direct healthcare costs of sedentary behaviour in the UK, stating that prolonged sitting is linked to around 70,000 deaths per year, resulting in huge costs of £0.7 billion per year to the National Health Service for treating the health consequences.
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It’s the way we sit


But it’s not just the act of being seated, it is the way we sit in modern times that is so damaging. The advent of chairs about 5,000 years ago wreaked havoc with our bodies. When we are seated, we turn off the muscles in our legs and core, reducing the suppleness of our sinews and the range of motion in our joints, making it harder and harder to engage in the “active sitting” postures of our ancestors. Research on the hunter-gatherer Hadza community in Tanzania19 confirms that it’s not just sitting less, but how we sit that makes a difference. The Hadza had very similar patterns of movement and inactivity to Westerners, but their blood profiles and blood pressures were significantly different. While the Hadza spent nearly 10 hours a day resting, they spent 20 per cent of that rest time in “active sitting” postures, with their knees bent and their bottom off the ground, a posture that recruits leg muscles as much as 40 per cent as the act of walking. Their squatting postures meant that their bodies were not completely at rest, so they used 5–10 times more activation in their leg and core muscles than we do when taking a seat.


After a lifetime of sitting in chairs, few Westerners have the flexibility required in the feet, ankles, knees, hips and spine to engage in active sitting like the Hadza on their haunches. But we can certainly seek opportunities to stand rather than sit. We can reclaim the flexibility to sit as nature intended – at least for short periods – and we can break up longer stretches of sedentary time.
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