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  For Jesse, Kayla, and Eliana.




  You heal my heart every day.
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INTRODUCTION




  The Key to Your Health and Well-Being Lies Inside You




  I have been a primary-care physician (similar to a general practitioner in the UK) for more than 2 decades on the front lines of modern medicine,

  hearing the health issues women struggle with most. I have held the hands and hearts of countless patients as they share the pain and suffering that these issues have caused in their lives. At

  least 75 per cent of my patients have the same constellation of complaints.




  They’re tired. They don’t sleep well. They’ve lost their sex drives. They suffer from some kind of chronic pain, such as headaches, back pain, or pelvic pain. They experience

  depression, anxiety, or both. And quite often, they also have allergies, autoimmune problems, or some other sign of their bodies attacking themselves. They may not have all of these symptoms at

  once, but they often have most of them over time. I certainly have.




  For years, I kept asking myself why so many women have some or all of these symptoms. Could this really just be coincidence? Might these symptoms all be connected? And might there be a way to

  address them together?




  As an integrative (or holistic) physician, I am fortunate to have the time to really listen to my patients and to hear what is behind their symptoms. I schedule an entire hour with my new

  patients to hear about their concerns and complaints and learn about their lives in great detail. Over and over, women talk to me about the same life challenges. My patients feel pulled in multiple

  directions by their many roles and responsibilities. They feel torn between taking care of their families and friends and performing at work. They are overwhelmed and exhausted by the blessing and

  burden of all their commitments. They answer society’s call to be ‘superwomen,’ yet regardless of the age and life stage, from recent college graduates in their twenties to

  retirees in their seventies, so many women are depleted by their lives. They are quite perceptive about their busy worlds, but they lack deep intelligence about their most important instrument

  – their bodies. My general practice colleagues see a similar epidemic of these symptoms. This set of complaints is so common that I have come to see it not just as a random collection of

  symptoms but instead as its own diagnosis: chronic body depletion.




  

    Listening to your body is not just about avoiding future illness. It is about wellness and vitality now and about your being able

    to have the life you – and your body – will love.


  




  Chronic body depletion occurs because of the demands that modern life puts on our bodies and because we have lost touch with our bodies’ intelligence. Many women in my practice and among

  my friends and family have come to accept extraordinary levels of pain and discomfort as normal, not realizing that their bodies are literally screaming at them to pay attention before more serious

  disease occurs. Yet listening to your body is not just about avoiding future illness. It is about wellness and vitality now and about your being able to have the life you – and your body

  – will love. I’ve come to see a person’s body intelligence – what we could call your body quotient, or BQ – as a fundamental measure of your health and well-being.

  Body intelligence is equally important for men, and if you are a male or transgendered person reading this book for yourself or someone you love, welcome! I have many males in my practice, but

  chose to focus this book on women so that I could speak clearly to women’s unique relationships to their bodies. But the principles and practices of being bodywise are just as relevant to

  males.




  As someone who gets migraines, I know the value of pain relief, when we need it, as well as anyone. And yet, patterns of headaches or other kinds of pain can be the body’s communication to

  us about something of value in our lives. After working at a large general practice for 7 years, where I was seeing patients every 15 minutes, I began to consider leaving to open my own holistic

  practice. Practising medicine with enough time to listen to and honour the hearts of my patients was what I desperately wanted, but I was afraid. I had young children, and I was concerned about the

  demands of starting a private practice. I had certainly never been trained to run a business, and I was concerned about failing financially and not being able to pay the mortgage or the grocery

  bills. And, I was also afraid that my more traditional physician colleagues would shun me for practising holistic medicine, which accepts that other healing traditions can have as much efficacy as,

  and at times more than, Western medicine. There is now a lot of research that demonstrates which complementary treatments work, and which don’t, but at the time, this was all very new. So, I

  delayed leaving. And, as I became increasingly frustrated with my inability to give my patients the kind of care they needed, I began to get neck pain for the first time

  since my medical internship, and migraine headaches for the first time in my life.




  I initially thought that the headaches arose from the neck pain and tried a course of physiotherapy. The therapy helped with the neck pain, but not with the headaches. It took my kind and

  talented osteopathic colleague – who was treating me for neck pain – to whisper in my ear, ‘You know, it’s interesting that you only get headaches on your workdays, not when

  you’re home with your kids.’ Hmmm. I began to realize that my body was trying to tell me something important. After much reflection and hand-wringing, I came to the difficult conclusion

  that I needed to leave my job to preserve my own well-being. I had stayed in a work situation that drained me physically and emotionally and was feeling fatigued and depressed. This was my body

  speaking to me.




  Finally, despite my fears, I listened to my body wisdom and resigned from my job. Interestingly, even though my contract required that I continue to work in my position for another 6 months, my

  migraine headaches completely disappeared. My body wisdom helped me – in fact, forced me! – to transition to the necessary next phase of my healing journey.




  Now, as a holistic doctor in private practice, I have never enjoyed being a physician more than I do today. Instead of draining me, my work fulfils, challenges, and inspires me. If I arrive at

  work in a bad mood, I leave in a good mood, uplifted by my incredible colleagues and the profound healing I get to witness in my patients.




  Our symptoms are simply our bodies trying to tell us what they need. We tend to pathologize and medicate the very signals that our bodies send us to direct us toward health. These symptoms are

  not annoyances that we need to numb or just outright ignore, they are important messages that we can use to seek our own wellness. I help my patients listen to the language of their bodies and,

  together, we treat the underlying causes of their symptoms, so they can avoid more serious disease and discover real, lasting health.




  I live and practise medicine in the US, and particularly, in sunny California. You will notice that some of the terms and references that I use are necessarily based on the US healthcare system,

  such as it is. But all of the medical information and the bodywise practices are universal, for both women and men, and are as applicable in South Africa as they are in the UK (two of my favourite

  places). Most of the supplements that I recommend are widely available at your local health shop. And if you can’t find them there, take a look online. Just be sure to get them from a

  reputable supplier (Appendix A is helpful with this!).




  The Most Powerful Diagnostic Tool




  The most powerful diagnostic tool I have in the treatment room is a woman’s own body intelligence. I often say that we will order tests, but that the best test I have is

  her insight about her own body – what she feels and why, when she is likely to feel that way, what makes her symptoms better or worse. Listening to what she knows about her experience is the

  key to unlocking the puzzle that causes her pain or suffering. When my patients pay attention to this natural intuition, the results can be quite extraordinary. They were for Sofia. A vivacious,

  petite woman in her mid-twenties with curly blonde hair, Sofia came into my office carrying her adorable toddler daughter. She laughed easily with her, and their mutual affection was apparent as

  they played with blocks on the waiting room floor.




  Sofia and her husband met and fell in love in their early twenties and were excited about building a home and family. Sofia loved to garden and cook. Creating a healthy home was what truly made

  her happy. I found myself surprised when I asked her what brought her in and, unexpectedly, she said, ‘I’m really afraid that I’m never going to have another child.’ At

  first, I did not understand her fear since, at just 26 years old, there was no reason that she should not be able to have another child. But then she continued, ‘I’m having recurrent

  dreams that a snake is biting me in the head and in the neck, and I’m terrified that something’s terribly wrong with me.’ I believe in listening very carefully to my patients, and

  I certainly respect the power of dreams and of the unconscious mind. Yet, to be honest, I did not know what to make of her fear and foreboding.




  Sofia was feeling tired to an extent that was unusual even for being the busy mother of a young child. She also was experiencing body aches, so I ordered a number of blood tests. The tests

  revealed that her thyroid function was low and her blood calcium was high. After further lab tests and brain-imaging studies, we found that Sofia had multiple endocrine neoplasia, which is a

  syndrome of cancers in many endocrine organs. She had a tumour in her pituitary gland in her brain and another in her parathyroid gland in her neck – just as her dream had foretold. And all

  of the tumours had made her infertile. We arranged special treatments for her condition and helped her emotionally to deal with this devastating news. The bright spot for Sofia was that because of

  her body wisdom, she was diagnosed with this condition very early, before any of the cancers could endanger her life. And her father was subsequently diagnosed – and effectively treated

  – as well.




  Although Sofia was unable to have more kids, her body wisdom saved her life and her father’s life. She continued to have exquisite intuition about her own body and her own needs throughout

  the treatment process, helping us as her doctors to help her thrive despite her diagnosis. After her treatment and recovery, Sofia opened a child-care facility in her home

  and continued to have a fulfilling life, doing what she loved most, which was nurturing and teaching children. She remained healthy and cancer-free, with careful follow-up.




  

    Becoming bodywise means discovering a new way of being in which you can know what you need, when you need it – and trust yourself to honour those

    beautiful needs. This is a simple and endlessly adaptable recipe for wellness.


  




  The journey to becoming bodywise is open to all of us, and I want to help you develop the body wisdom you need to thrive. This book is not actually about doing less, because most of my patients

  don’t want to do less. They love their families, and their work, and their lives, and they don’t really want to sacrifice any of it. I believe that the answer to good health is not to

  deny yourself what you love or to try to seek some imaginary life balance. Getting healthy is also not about adding more things to your to-do list. It’s not about following a specific diet or

  exercise programme, because the truth is that every woman’s body is unique and needs different things to be healthy.




  Rather than some universal prescription for all women, I will offer you the principles and practices that can support you in having the unique and vibrant life that you long for. I am going to

  teach you how to listen to your body so that you can better understand its messages, when something in your life needs to change. Becoming bodywise means discovering a new way of being in which you

  can know what you need, when you need it – and trust yourself to honour those beautiful needs. This is a simple and endlessly adaptable recipe for wellness.




  As a doctor, a wife, and a mother of three, people ask me all the time, ‘How do you do it all and stay healthy?’ First, I have to tell you that my health is not perfect. I get sick

  like everyone else. I have neck pain that flares up when I am stressed or not strengthening or stretching my body enough. I cannot tell you how grateful I am to have an extraordinary chiropractor

  and acupuncturist in my office. I get migraines with my menstrual cycle. And I have a tendency to have elevated blood sugar, from both hormonal and genetic causes (not to mention the Frosties and

  Doritos I grew up eating). Sometimes I do too much and compensate by drinking too much really fabulous coffee, which leads to my getting irritable and overtired.




  But what brings me back and helps me to heal is being bodywise. My life, like everyone else’s, is changing on a daily, weekly, and yearly basis. No static idea of ‘balance’ has

  ever worked for me. I am, like all women, constantly trading off time with my beloveds with time to work, exercise, and just to rest and relax. All of us are managing

  competing needs, our own and others’, but being bodywise allows us to navigate our well-being in the changing circumstances of life.




  What’s Your BQ?




  I’ve long noticed that many of my 40-year-old patients look and feel 60, and that many of my 60-year-old patients look and feel 40. Once I started seeing my patients

  through the lens of their own body wisdom, it began to make sense. Women who look and feel younger are responsive to the messages they receive from their bodies, which guides their decisions and

  gives them the kind of ageless beauty that only good health brings. Bodywise women can read their bodies’ signals and symptoms and have a felt sense of what they need to be well from year to

  year, month to month, and even moment to moment. But most important, they honour their knowing with doing. I’ll give you one example.




  Over the years, I have learned that listening to my body is the fastest way to get the life I want. When I was on call in the emergency room as a medical resident, working 100 hours a week while

  pregnant with twin girls, there was rarely time to pee or eat – in a system, ironically, that did not honour the health of the very practitioners who were trying to heal people. Not

  surprisingly, I almost suffered from premature labour and ended up on bed rest for nearly 3 months.




  I had taken care of premature babies in the NICU (neonatal intensive care unit) and desperately wanted to do everything I could to protect my daughters’ health. My body demanded the rest

  that I had simply not been giving it. Every week on bed rest, my husband and I celebrated the development that was going on in utero: This week we finally reached nervous-system development. This

  week we got lung maturity. At the end of my bed rest, I was lucky to have healthy, happy twin girls (6 pounds, 2 ounces, and 6 pounds, 12 ounces!). And all three of us benefited – bed rest

  probably saved my daughters from being born prematurely. My 4-year-old son also benefited. He loved all of the extra quality time we suddenly got together, being able to cuddle up with me to read a

  book . . . or a dozen.




  We all need to listen to the sometimes-very-clear signals that our bodies are giving us, which we too often ignore.




  The Necessity of Becoming BodyWise




  I always ask patients to come to their first visit with whatever medications and supplements they are taking so that I can see what is truly worth their time and money and make sure that nothing they are taking is harmful or contraindicated with anything else they are taking. I have patients walk in with literally bags of medicines,

  vitamins, and herbs. Some people are taking as many as 50 different supplements. And equally worrying, I see people who are taking 25 different prescription drugs. I’m not sure which scares

  me more. They both can be quite harmful and certainly mask the body’s own intelligence. If you’re taking a medication or supplement to make you more energetic – how do you know

  when your body is really tired? And if you are on constant ibuprofen for that neck pain, how would you know whether your poor posture at the computer is hurting you? One of my patients told me that

  her other doctor gave her Prilosec (Losec) for her reflux and told her that she no longer needed to worry about drinking coffee in the morning and wine before bed, or her exceedingly stressful job

  that made her feel like she needed to drink both. Something is very wrong with this perspective. Of course, we want to relieve symptoms, but not at the risk of exacerbating the underlying

  cause.




  I am grateful for medicine when it is needed and for supplements that really work, often with fewer side effects than pharmaceuticals, but when you’re taking handfuls of pills to feel

  well, girl, you are really missing something. There is a fundamental problem that is not being addressed, or it wouldn’t take so much biochemical experimentation to help you feel better.




  Becoming bodywise gives you a basis on which to judge whether a particular vitamin or that antidepressant is really helping you or not. And having a felt sense of which situations or reactions

  raise or lower your blood pressure gives you better tools to keep your blood pressure in check naturally. I’m in favour of taking medications or supplements that are truly helping or

  protecting you, but, often, my patients can find healthy ways to reduce their need for chemical help by sensing and taking charge of their bodies’ reactions. And lowering your blood pressure

  by deep breathing or meditation – or even a healthy swearing session inside your closed car – has fewer side effects than any pill.




  As I said, I’m not opposed to taking medication when you need it, but my preference is that my patients heal themselves using their body intelligence and their lifestyle choices when

  possible. That is real, lasting healing and not just symptom relief. It’s a healing of the whole body. I have many patients who have dropped their cholesterol levels by as much as 100 points,

  have reversed diabetes, have ended chronic back pain, and have stopped menopausal hot flushes all by paying attention to their bodies’ needs and making lifestyle changes.




  No one but you can possibly know what your body needs. Not even your doctor. The practice of medicine is based on research studies that show what makes the average

  person ill and what therapies can help her or him get better. And ‘average’ is certainly weighted in the last 50 years toward white male study participants. But even in studies designed

  for a diverse range of women, ‘average’ results may or may not apply to you. You are genetically unique, as is your life experience, which we now know dramatically affects the

  expression of your genes. We no longer live in a time of one-size-fits-all medicine. We sequenced the human genome over a decade ago, and we are now able to measure the incredible diversity of

  human physiological activity. When one of my patients says, ‘I’m sensitive,’ I absolutely believe her. Medicines do not affect all people in the same way because our bodies’

  systems are not all the same.




  Don’t you know someone who can drink coffee just before bed with no problem? And some of us, like me, cannot drink caffeine after noon without being up until 2:00 a.m.! That is because

  some of us are fast metabolizers of caffeine, making the effect minimal, and others are genetically slow metabolizers of caffeine, making the caffeine effect longer and more significant. We could

  do the genetic test that differentiates these two groups of people, but laboratory tests are often unnecessary when juxtaposed with the intuitive awareness of our bodies. Someone who is bodywise is

  well aware of whether she can happily order a cappuccino at dinner or needs to make it a decaf.




  Inside each one of us, right now, is an innate wisdom that can give us specific feedback on how life affects us – from the medicines we take, to the food we eat, to the work we do, to the

  relationships we have. We need to pay close attention to the clues that our bodies give us to navigate our health and health care.




  Even a fantastic clinician – and there are many wonderful doctors and other practitioners – cannot, in 10 minutes, really understand deeply, or help you understand deeply,

  what you need to do in order to be well. He can diagnose common problems like urinary tract infections or sprained ankles, but it’s just not enough time to help you make broad changes that

  will lead to your long-term health and wellness. With doctors ever more pressed for time, it has never been more important for you to be bodywise about what helps you feel well, what makes you feel

  sick, and what you need to thrive in your life.




  I run a clinic where I practise with a naturopath, a chiropractor, an acupuncturist, a psychologist, and other allied professionals. I have deep respect and appreciation for these other healing

  traditions and how they are able to help patients, often in ways that are complementary to modern medicine. And in many cases, these traditions can help patients where the medical treatments are

  dangerous or ineffective. And even then, these practitioners cannot know what is happening in your body nearly as well as you can. It is a great blessing to find practitioners you trust, but you

  never want to hand over the responsibility of your health to another person, no matter how kind or talented she or he is. When any practitioner asks you to take a medication or supplement, listen

  closely to how your body feels – is this substance improving your health in a way that you can sense or measure? When you allow your intuition to have a voice in decision making, you can

  avoid taking chemicals, even natural ones, that are not really helping you.




  Healing Ourselves, Healing the Earth




  We are all born with a deep knowledge of our bodies and their needs. We could not have survived and evolved without it. Before the last century, when we were trying to find

  food, to survive the elements, and to give birth to and raise children, if we didn’t listen to our deep bodily intelligence, we would have died. Yet today, we are living in a world that has

  never been more removed from our basic physical needs. We can sit at a computer without speaking or moving for an entire day. We rarely grow or gather our own food; with the proliferation of frozen

  meals and delivery services, we don’t even need to cook it. We can take something to help us stay awake all night and take something else to sleep during the day if we want or if our work

  demands it. Essentially, we can ignore our bodies’ needs or signals most of the time and still survive. Eighty per cent of the diseases in developed societies are made far worse, or even

  caused by our 21st-century lifestyle, including heart disease, high cholesterol, diabetes, and many cancers. Our lack of body wisdom under such conditions is making us sick as a society and as

  individuals.




  I am passionate about helping women to become bodywise because I actually think it is the most powerful and revolutionary way to heal not just ourselves but our society as well. As you will see,

  when we honour ourselves and our health as women, we end up healing our families, our organizations, and even our relationship to the earth.




  When you listen to the voice of your body that’s been speaking to you your whole life, and you begin to understand your body’s language, you unlock the key to your own happiness and

  well-being. Decisions that were difficult become simpler. Eating becomes more of a pleasure as you understand what your body really wants. A new level of energy and inspiration is possible when you

  move, eat, and rest in the way your body needs. You develop a ‘second sense’ for choosing people who are positive influences, with your body intelligence as your talisman. You are less

  likely to become ill, as you listen to the early symptoms that your body is communicating to you. And you have the power and potential to heal your own symptoms of chronic

  body depletion. If you want to have joy and vitality and longevity, begin listening to your natural body wisdom and move from depletion to repletion – to a state of wholeness and full

  health.




  





  
PART ONE




  How Do You Become BodyWise?




  





  
CHAPTER 1




  How Do You Measure and Improve Your BQ?




  If you’re anything like me, you weren’t brought up with the idea that you needed to master and maintain body intelligence, your BQ,

  along with reading, writing, and arithmetic. You could argue that, in most cultures, mastering the art of ignoring your body’s needs in the service of ‘getting important things

  done’ is part of maturing. And, of course, it is important to be able to delay physical gratification and do little things like provide food and shelter for oneself. But in our societal

  training, most of us have lost touch with a whole universe of inner knowing that can guide our lives in a healthier direction and create a lot more joy and fun – and who doesn’t want

  that?




  Understanding Body Wisdom




  Becoming bodywise consists of developing body intelligence at four different levels. I think of this as gathering information about our well-being from the outside-in. First, we

  gather measurements of our health using data we can collect, often using diagnostic tests or devices to do so. Second, we pay attention to our sensations within our bodies. Third, we track any

  feelings or emotions that are associated with those sensations. And fourth, we try to discern patterns of experience that help us understand what we sense and feel. Think of the fourth level of

  discernment as the detective level – combining all of our gathered data, sensations, and emotions and using those clues to lead us to broader insights about our health and well-being.
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              1. MEASURE: Gather measured observations of health




              2. SENSE: Attend to body sensations




              3. FEEL: Note feelings or intuitions about your body




              4. DISCERN: Look for patterns of experience that are trying to tell you something, including those influenced by the unconscious mind (dreams,

              visions, symbols)


            


          


        

      


    


  




  Measure




  Several years ago, Joe, one of the sweetest, most soft-spoken men I have ever met, walked into my office with a complaint of daily headaches. Unbeknownst to Joe, his blood

  pressure was 200/120 (normal being 135/85 or less). Joe’s headaches were from the pounding blood in his head. And the blood tests we ordered showed that his cholesterol and inflammatory

  markers were extremely elevated. Joe was a walking time bomb. We got busy on all fronts – stress reduction, exercise, diet changes, and blood pressure medication. Joe is now 20 pounds lighter

  and an exercise fanatic, with great cholesterol, normal inflammatory markers, and normal blood pressure (on good medication). And, of course, no further headaches. Measuring Joe’s health

  parameters literally saved his life.




  In Joe’s case, his head could ‘sense’ his high blood pressure, but, in most cases, we feel nothing when our blood pressure or pulse is high, which is why we need to have it

  measured occasionally. Paul, on the other hand, came to see me because he had measured his blood pressure, and it was high. The mystery was that Paul ate about as healthy a diet as anyone

  can, was a normal weight, exercised regularly, and had no family history of high blood pressure. Paul did not want to take medication, so we tried supplements, stress reduction, meditation, and

  more exercise. No luck. We then tried medication. Three different kinds. No luck. His blood pressure was still elevated. Then Paul’s wife came into the next visit (I swear this is why married

  men live longer than single ones) and said, ‘You know, honey, I asked you to tell Rachel about your snoring. . . .’ Hmmm. Paul was resistant at first to undergoing a medical sleep study

  – where he would literally sleep in a sleep lab while hooked up to devices to measure oxygen saturation, pulse, and sleep cycles – so we had him use one of the simple devices that

  tracks sleep cycles at home. The result? He was getting no deep sleep. And deep sleep is critical to good health.




  A lack of deep sleep can be caused by other issues, but the most common cause is sleep apnoea – literally a stopping of breathing at night. Since not breathing for more than 5 minutes is

  incompatible with life, the sleeper’s body wakes him or her up after a few minutes of apnoea, or no breathing. This cycle continues all night long, with snoring leading

  to apnoea, and the body awakening the sleeper after a short period of apnoea. This can happen every 6 minutes all night long. The long-term effects of sleep apnoea include daytime sleepiness, less

  ability to concentrate, depression, and, you guessed it, high blood pressure and significantly increased risk of heart attack.




  After his poor sleep results with his home device, Paul was willing to have an official sleep study done, which, in fact, showed severe sleep apnoea. Since then, Paul has been faithfully using

  his breathing machine (CPAP – continuous positive airway pressure – which keeps those airways open all night) and has normal blood pressure. Not to mention, he is more energetic and

  happier.




  Sometimes a little data collection (blood pressure, sleep-cycle tracking, sleep study) is just what you need to understand what your body is trying to communicate. With just a little help, you

  can obtain measured observations of your health: blood pressure and pulse, blood oxygen levels, blood sugar, cholesterol levels, weight and body composition, steps taken per day, sleep cycles, and

  other assessable parameters. Personal health-assessment tools are easily available, such as simply taking your pulse or stepping on the scale to measure your weight or body composition. Using some

  of the new health-tracking devices, often worn as wristbands or smartwatches, allows us to measure pulse, steps taken per day, exercise duration, or sleep cycles. These devices provide a whole new

  way to assess our health on an ongoing basis, and even track it online, or compare it with friends’. Medical assessments using blood pressure cuffs, blood and urine laboratory testing, and

  body composition testing (assessing how much body fat, cellular hydration, and lean tissue you have) are important general measurements of wellness. And even more advanced medical testing is

  available for assessing cancer risk or cardiovascular risk, for example. It is safe to say that we have never had access to such a wide array of devices and testing to help us understand our health

  and well-being. We will discuss a number of these devices and give recommendations in Chapter 2. When we combine this factual knowledge with a practised intuition about our well-being, we are much

  more capable of staying healthy.




  Sense




  After collecting good data about your wellness from the outside, you need to turn your attention inside your body. The simplest form of your inner knowing is becoming aware of

  basic body sensations that are signals of your body’s well-being: sleepiness, hunger, thirst, muscle fatigue, lightheadedness, the need to use the bathroom, pain of various types, sexual

  desire, and so on. Some of these are easy to interpret: for example, thirst means you need to drink more. Sometimes, it’s a bit more complicated. For example, you could

  feel sleepy because you need more sleep or because your blood sugar is low and you need to eat, or because you are thoroughly bored in your afternoon meeting. When we really start to pay attention

  to our body signals, we can gain a more nuanced understanding of how our body wants to be cared for.




  To some of you, this may sound strange, but not all of us can easily feel our body sensations. It’s not that the body isn’t ‘talking’ – but some of us have turned

  down our brain’s receptiveness to body sensation, and simply aren’t ‘listening.’ This is true for the classic stoic person, who is impervious to pain or hunger. We are all

  stoic from time to time, but for some of us, it becomes a habit – a dangerous one. For example, the women I care for who eat compulsively to satisfy emotional needs (and don’t we all

  from time to time?) can lose their ability to feel the sensation of being full. Without that sensation, overeating becomes the norm, as there is no satiety stop sign to keep us from polishing off

  that plate of nachos.




  When I met Tamar, she was a very successful businesswoman who cried in my office about her inability to control her appetite and her weight. Tamar knew, like we all do, that being overweight was

  hard on her body, and she was already on the verge of developing diabetes. But she had stressful work and a habit of eating to help her feel calm and safe. Tamar had a history of sexual abuse as a

  young child and teen. This horrible experience is, unfortunately, not uncommon, with worldwide and US prevalence of sexual abuse ranging from 1 in 4 to 1 in 5 young women under the age of

  18.1 When we are victims of abuse, sexual or otherwise, it is common to psychically ‘remove ourselves’ – to exit the painful

  body experience of the abuse by blocking the sensations and absenting our consciousness. Our bodies may be present, but ‘we’ are not. As a result of this, many women who have

  experienced trauma develop a habit of being absent from physical sensation, either painful or pleasurable. The numbness to body sensation that started as a defence mechanism can actually endanger

  the health and enjoyment of the surviving adult. In Tamar’s case, she truly could not sense when her stomach was full.




  Many of us have periods of our busy lives where we ignore our body’s sensations. Certainly I was encouraged in medical school to ignore the need to sleep, eat, pee, or basically do

  anything other than care for patients or study. I remember a well-known female liver transplant surgeon at my medical school who refused to ‘scrub out’ of surgery even though her waters

  broke and she was about to give birth. God bless her, but talk about having to prove yourself and having to ignore your body sensations! Tamar’s healing involved

  learning to ‘re-inhabit’ her body and to identify and sense what was going on inside her – along with feeling the emotions that those sensations evoked. I referred Tamar to a

  trained trauma therapist to assist her in this process and to create a safe place where Tamar could heal, and learn to feel again. The therapist led Tamar in exercises where she reclaimed her own

  physical body and boundaries, and by focusing her attention inside her body, she began to sense her body sensations again. Peter Levine, PhD, is a psychologist and author who founded a school of

  trauma therapy, Sensory Awareness, that focuses on helping people restore their perception of the many sensations of the body. If you have had any kind of trauma, his books and the therapists

  trained in his methods are a valuable resource (see Appendix B).




  Tamar was ultimately able to experience the sensations of her stomach being full. The impact was huge. Tamar gradually lost more than 50 pounds over 2 years, reversed her pre-diabetes, and felt

  so much better in her body. And for the first time in her life, she was able to really experience not only the pleasure of eating, but sexual pleasure as well. She felt like a new, and whole,

  woman.




  Feel




  In this step, we can begin to turn our attention even deeper inward and note the emotions that arise in association with our body’s sensations. A few years ago, I had a

  discussion with one of my healthy patients in her mid-forties about whether or not to get a mammogram. The recommendation at the time was to do mammography screenings every 2 years between age 40

  and 50 (currently, they are not necessarily recommended at all between age 40 and 50). She’d had a mammogram the year before, so I let her know that she didn’t have to have one

  again this year, but that it was her decision. She said that she felt an intense pull in her gut as we discussed it, and, when she really felt into it, the sensation in her gut was fear. She

  didn’t know why, but she felt compelled to get another mammogram, so I agreed and referred her. With that mammogram, she was diagnosed with the earliest possible grade of breast cancer, and

  she was able to be cancer-free with a lumpectomy. Her ‘gut feeling’ literally saved her life.




  Our ‘feeling intelligence’ can save our lives. It helps us pick wonderful partners or spouses. It guides us to say what a potential client needs to hear to clinch the deal, or

  intuits when our children are truly ill as opposed to wanting to skip their oral history presentations. Our feeling brain is the staunch ally of our well-being, if we can ‘feel’ it and

  act upon what we’re told.




  In my office, there are multiple courses of action that may work for each patient, and I try to draw out of my patients which course they think will be most

  successful for them. They, therefore, get to take ownership of their own health care, and, because they intuit that this is the right course for them, it is much more likely to be

  successful. Keep in mind that the placebo effect – really our bodies’ ability to heal themselves – is 30 per cent, and even as high as 40 per cent, with any

  treatment.2 I want to engage my patients’ inner healing abilities, so I need their ‘gut feelings’ to lead us in our

  treatments.




  Our thinking and feeling abilities are present throughout our entire bodies. We have extensive plexuses of neurons around our hearts and around our intestines that moderate and guide our

  emotional responses. This emotional body intelligence is reflected in expressions like our ‘heart’s desire’ and our ‘gut feelings.’ In fact, HeartMath Institute in

  Boulder Creek, California, has demonstrated that our ‘heart thinking’ and intuition precede our ‘in the skull’ thinking and intuition in much of our predictive

  decision-making.3




  These nerve plexuses around the gut and heart are part of our sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous system and therefore directly linked up with our fight-or-flight stress response. This

  ability to ‘feel’ what we are thinking is fundamental to our survival skills. A woman walking down a dark street at night is hyperaware of her surroundings (the sense level of body

  intelligence) and is also paying attention to the feelings of her heart and her gut intuition (related to a feeling in her belly or a squeezing of her chest that she associates with fear). In only

  a few seconds, she puts together all of these body signals into a pattern she knows means danger (discernment) that instructs her to cross the street or hail a taxi, rather than continue on her

  way. These emotional ‘hunches’ are what kept us safe in the jungles and still keep us safe in the ‘jungles’ of our current lives.




  As an example of how you might access your body-feeling intelligence, I want to teach you an exercise that I first learned from Julie Schwartz Gottman, PhD, a brilliant psychologist and bodywise

  woman in her own right. The intention is to use your body as your divination tool to understand what you intuitively know – on the inside.




  Luckily for us, we can actually use our bodies as tuning forks for truth – our unique tool to understand our bodies’ intelligence. When one strikes a tuning fork of a particular

  musical note, and then brings it near a tuning fork of the same note, the second tuning fork begins to vibrate and ‘sing’ – even though it hasn’t been struck. It recognizes

  and senses the vibration of the other tuning fork. This exercise helps your body recognize and sing the musical note of ‘yes’ for an idea or concept that you feel alignment with –

  and to produce a discordant note when you do not feel in alignment.




  

    Exercise 1: Tuning In to Your ‘Yes’ and ‘No’


    

    

      

        1. Sit comfortably and take three deep breaths to relax and be present in your body. If you would like, close your eyes.




        2. Imagine an untruth, for example, ‘I hate kittens’ or ‘I hate roses.’ Repeat this statement over and over again to

        yourself. As in the ‘Quality of Sensation’ exercise on page 32, observe the sensations in as much detail as you can. You may feel tightness in your chest, heaviness on your

        shoulders, a knot in the pit of your stomach, shaking in your hands, coldness in your feet, or a lack of any sensation. Observe the sensations in as much detail as you can. Note the type of

        sensation (pressure, stabbing, aching) and its size, density, temperature, or colour. What you feel in your body is the ‘No’ of your body intelligence. It’s the sensation of

        your body reacting to and rejecting this untruth.




        3. Then reverse what you’ve just said to yourself, repeating the true statement to yourself next, like ‘I love roses’ or ‘I

        adore kittens.’ Then, see how your body responds. What does your body feel when you’ve now spoken your own truth? You might feel warmth and opening in your chest or a tingling in

        your belly, arms, or legs, or a smile or softness around your eyes. Note the type of sensation (tingling, airy, expansive) and its size, density, temperature, or colour. This difference in

        internal body sensation is your gauge of truth, your body’s way of telling you what is true for you and what is not. What you feel in your body is the ‘Yes’ of your body

        intelligence. It’s the sensation of your body fully opening to that possibility.




        4. Now, take three more deep breaths and then open your eyes.


      


    


	


  




  For this exercise, find a comfortable place to sit that is free from distractions. If you have trouble feeling your body sensations, do not worry! We will be learning how to do that, in detail,

  in Chapter 2. You can listen to a recording of this exercise at doctorrachel.com.




  This exercise can help you sense your body’s own version of ‘yes’ and ‘no’ in any situation. With practice, you can learn to interpret your body’s language

  – the meaning of each of those sensations in the current moment – in order to make decisions for your benefit.




  Discern




  When I realized that I only had migraines on my workdays (I worked part-time) and not on the other days of the week, it became clear (with a little help

  from my osteopath) that this pattern of migraines was my body telling me that my job was literally ‘a headache.’ And when I listened to my body intelligence and quit my job, my

  headaches disappeared. I am frequently searching for these patterns of body wisdom in the stories of my patients in order to help them navigate their wellness. I have had at least six patients in

  my practice who complained of various kinds of gynaecological issues – pain with sex, chronic pelvic pain, recurrent bladder infections – and experienced spontaneous healing of their

  issues when they left the dysfunctional relationship they were in.




  Scientific studies are increasingly demonstrating how much the unconscious brain directs our lives. The ‘unconscious’ is like the enormous iceberg that is under the water, showing

  only the tip of itself to conscious awareness. This means that the huge majority of sensory information that we are exposed to – from both inside and outside the body – is processed by

  the unconscious mind. This is how seemingly magical experiences – like my patient Sofia (see page xiv) who dreamed of her cancer before it was diagnosed – occur. The unconscious mind

  – active in the background all along – brings something to consciousness in a dream or vision that informs you of what is happening in your body and in your life. It is possible to use

  the unconscious mind for your benefit by becoming aware of patterns of experience that may be trying to tell you something.




  One of the ways that the unconscious helps us is by linking current experiences to memorable experiences from our past. For example, in the section above, when we discussed the woman walking

  down a dark street at night, you can bet your life that if she had been mugged or assaulted in a similar situation in the past, her warning signs (heart rate, blood pressure, chest or belly

  sensations) would be activating off the charts, as opposed to giving her subtle suggestions. Our unconscious is trying to protect us from danger, and figuring out why we feel the way we feel

  is an important part of discernment. For example, my mother bakes the most outrageously delicious cinnamon sticky buns you have ever had in your life. They generally arrived in my childhood home,

  hot out of the oven and steaming with their doughy, caramel nuttiness, at Christmas (presents!) or when the family were all at home cosily celebrating Thanksgiving (warmth, comfort, love,

  safety).




  Through my powers of discernment, I am able to understand why I have a hard time walking past a cinnamon bun bakery without actively salivating on the floor. All of those sweet emotional

  experiences associated with cinnamon and caramel baked goods make it very tempting for me to stop in for a snack whenever I smell them. But what I really want when I get a craving for cinnamon buns

  has a lot more to do with my memories than my hunger, and being able to discern the difference between those two longings is a key to becoming bodywise.




  Measuring Your BQ




  Now that you understand the four levels of body wisdom, just how bodywise are you? I have developed a quiz to test your BQ, your body intelligence quotient, so that you have an

  idea of where you’re starting on the road to becoming bodywise. I want to give you a place to start in your quest, so that you know where you need to focus your attention to improve your BQ.

  And by improving your BQ, you can dramatically improve your overall well-being. Take this brief quiz now, and be honest. You don’t need to share it with anyone else unless you want to.

  I’m going to have you repeat it again at the end of the book, to see if you’ve been able to raise your BQ. And if you do well on this test, wonderful! You can use your bodywise talent

  to understand and implement all of the ideas to improve your health and your symptoms throughout the course of this book.




  BQ Quiz




  Measure




  

    

      1. Do you know your average blood pressure over the past 2 years?
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      2. Do you know your weight within 5 pounds? (If you avoid checking your weight because checking it has a negative impact on you, but stay in a stable

      range, give yourself a 4 or 5.)
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      3. If you are older than 45, do you know if your cholesterol is excellent, average, or too high? (If you are younger than 45, give yourself a 5

      – unless you know that your family has a history of high cholesterol and haven’t measured it.)
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      4. If you are older than 45, do you know what your fasting blood sugar is? (If you are younger than 45, give yourself a 5

      – unless you know that your family has a history of diabetes and haven’t measured it.)
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      5. Are you aware of the number of hours of sleep that you get and the quality of your sleep?
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      6. What is or was your average menstrual cycle length (the time from one period to the next)? (If you have never had a menstrual cycle, give yourself

      a 5.)
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      7. Are you aware of when you ovulate? (Or if you don’t ovulate, did you used to know when you ovulated?) If you know you’ve never

      ovulated, give yourself a 4 or 5.
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  Subtotal for Measure: _________




  (Add each of your 7 scores together.)




  Sense




  

    

      1. When eating a meal, are you aware of when you are full prior to becoming ‘stuffed’?
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      2. Do you stop eating before becoming ‘stuffed’?
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      3. Do you have a snack or meal within 30 minutes of feeling hunger pangs?
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      4. Do you typically go to the bathroom within 15 minutes of feeling the need to do so?
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      5. When you feel pain in your muscles or joints, do you stop activities that exacerbate your pain?
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      6. Are you aware when your neck, back, wrists, hands, or legs are tired from repetitive work activities (such as typing, writing, computer work, phone

      use, or driving)? Alternatively, if you do work that is mostly physical, are you aware when your body needs a break from the physical work in order to avoid pain or injury?
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      7. If your work situation allows it, do you take a break from repetitive work to stand, stretch, walk, rest, or otherwise care for your body at least

      every 90 minutes? (If your work prevents you from doing this, even if you want to, give yourself a 5 – and let’s see if we can find you another job.)
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      8. In the last year, how often have you experienced the feeling of sexual desire in your body?
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      9. Do you find a healthy way to meet your sexual needs (alone or with a partner)?
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  Subtotal for Sense: __________




  (Add each of your 9 scores together.)




  Feel




  

    

      1. In the last 6 months, how often have you had a ‘gut feeling’ about a decision or a person that turned out to be true?
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      2. How often do you listen to and follow your ‘gut feelings’ about a decision or a person?
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      3. Close your eyes and take a moment to imagine the future loss of a pet or someone that you love. Can you feel where and how that sensation of loss

      lives in your body?
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      4. Imagine that you have just been told that you are going to receive a large sum of money for something that you have created to share with the

      world. Can you feel where and how the sensation of excitement or surprise or relief lives in your body?
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  Subtotal for Feel: _________




  (Add each of your 4 scores together.)




  Discern




  

    

      1. Consider an area of your body that is or has been in pain. Can you identify behaviours (activities, consumption of certain foods, supplements or medications, massage,

      or acupuncture) that relieve the pain?
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      2. Can you identify behaviours (activities, consumption of certain foods, or lack of sleep) that worsen your pain?
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      3. How easy is it to identify an emotional experience that can cause or exacerbate pain in your body (i.e., headache, menstrual pain, neck or back pain, injury)? For

      example, ‘I notice that when I’m under a lot of stress, my period is much more painful.’


    


  




  [image: ]




  

    

      4. Can you identify emotional experiences (stress relief during holidays, being with someone you love, being cared for) that decrease your experience of pain?
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      5. Take a moment to remember the last time that you were ill. How easy is it to discern the patterns of behaviour or exposure that contributed to your being ill?
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  Subtotal for Discern: _________




  (Add each of your 5 scores together.)
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    Once you begin to learn your body’s language, you will find that she is a clear and effective communicator and 100 per cent on

    the side of your having the life you really want and deserve. After all, your body is you. And when your mind, heart, and body are aligned, it’s amazing what miracles can happen in

    your life.


  




  If you are ‘excellent’ in all areas, congratulations! This book will help you become fluent in your body language and capable of preventing problems before they arise. You can use

  your body intelligence to utilize all of the resources and information in this book to create a joyful bodywise life. If you are ‘good,’ reading the next chapter, in detail, and doing

  the exercises will help you build the foundation of your body wisdom. If you ‘need improvement’ in your ability to listen to the language of your body and to care for yourself, this

  book is the perfect journey to support you on that quest. Even small improvements in your ability to understand what your body is telling you can make a big difference in your health and

  happiness.




  I have found, in my own journey of learning the language of my body, that my body is both resilient and forgiving. If I make even small efforts to care for myself (taking a small break from

  writing this book to stretch my neck and shoulders), my body feels dramatically better (no pain!). And, if I perpetually refuse to listen to my body, my body turns up the volume – like

  yesterday, when I didn’t take a break from writing to stretch and then had severe neck pain all evening. Once you begin to learn your body’s language, you will find that she is a

  clear and effective communicator and 100 per cent on the side of your having the life you really want and deserve. After all, your body is you. And when your mind, heart, and body are

  aligned, it’s amazing what miracles can happen in your life.




  





  
CHAPTER 2




  How Do You Build Your Body Intelligence?




  Improving your body intelligence quotient, or BQ, is easier than you might think. It all starts with learning the BodyWise Protocol: how to

  measure, sense, feel, and discern the language of your body. And although your body’s language is absolutely unique to you, the basic principles of how to learn and listen to your body are

  the same for everyone. Here are some suggestions and exercises to help you with each of the four levels. You may want to pay particular attention to the aspects of the BodyWise Protocol that you

  did not score well on in the BQ Quiz on page 11.




  Improving Your Ability to Measure




  Learning how to collect information about the healthy functioning of your body is perhaps the simplest level of the BodyWise Protocol. This part of body language we understand

  because it is translated into words and numbers – a human language that we are used to. We’ll discuss both simple and high-tech methods by which to measure your body’s health on a

  moment-to-moment basis.




  Pulse and Blood Pressure




  Let’s begin with the basics: measuring your pulse and blood pressure. Measuring your pulse and blood pressure is probably the quickest way to assess your physiology and

  stress state. And a bodywise woman can feel when her pulse is elevated or hear when her heart accelerates with excitement or fear.




  Your pulse is the regular ‘beat’ of pressure in your blood vessels that comes from your heart contracting and pushing the blood through your arteries. Your

  blood pressure is literally the pressure at which your blood is hurtling through your arteries and is measured with two numbers, for example, 130/75. The number on top (systolic blood pressure) is

  a measure of the highest point of pressure in your arteries. The number on the bottom (diastolic blood pressure) is a measure of the lowest point of pressure in your arteries.




  So why is this important? Your heartbeat (or pulse) reflects your body’s ability to get blood filled with oxygen and nutrients to the tissues of your body. Both your pulse and blood

  pressure elevate when the demand for oxygen increases, for example, during exercise. The more physically fit you are, the more efficient your heart muscle and blood vessels are, meaning it takes

  less pressure to move your blood around. For example, an average 40-year-old woman may have a pulse of 70 beats per minute (bpm), while a 40-year-old female marathon runner can have a normal pulse

  of 45 bpm.




  A relaxed, fit person will generally have a lower pulse and blood pressure. A stressed out, less physically fit person will generally have a higher pulse and blood pressure. Blood pressure can

  also be impacted by your age, genetics, and medications that you take. That’s why it’s so important to keep track of your blood pressure regularly: It can alert you to changes that are

  happening naturally or unnaturally in your body and allow you to take action sooner.




  Your blood pressure, especially the top number, or systolic, blood pressure, rises with any real or perceived stress. The body doesn’t differentiate between real stress (I’m

  about to be hit by a car) and perceived stress (I’m about to purchase my first car). When you are stressed, your body responds as if you are in danger of dying from physical causes

  – for example, being attacked by a sabre-toothed tiger. It is preparing you to fight (stand your ground and take on that tiger) or flee (get the hell out of there before

  you’re the tiger’s dinner). Your blood vessels dilate in the big muscles of the arms and legs so that you can run for your life and constrict in all nonessential organs (your digestive

  system or your genitals). This fight-or-flight reaction works beautifully to save you when you are about to get hit by a car – increasing your reaction time and strength. It does not work so

  well when you are trying to be cool and savvy when purchasing your first car.




  Measuring your pulse is easy once you get the hang of it. Try putting two fingers on the inside of your wrist below your thumb, and see if you can feel your pulse. Move your fingers around on

  your wrist until you find the best spot. Try both the right and the left wrists, as it might be easier to feel it on one side than the other. If this is difficult, try feeling for your pulse at

  your carotid artery (a bigger artery) by lightly pressing two fingers on your neck, below the angle of your jaw. Do not press hard on the carotid artery in the neck as the

  brain doesn’t like it when you cut off its blood supply!




  The easiest way to measure your pulse is to count the number of beats for 6 seconds and add a zero to the result. If you want a more accurate assessment of your pulse, count for 30 seconds and

  multiply by 2. For example, 36 beats in 30 seconds calculates to 72 bpm. The range of a normal pulse in an adult is from 60 to 100 bpm. However, if your pulse is between 45 and 60, you are

  physically fit, and you do not have issues with lightheadedness, you are probably just fine. Elite-level athletes routinely have a resting pulse between 45 and 55.




  

    When we breathe deeply, we activate the opposite reactions of the sympathetic nervous system. We slow our pulses, lower our blood pressures, relax our

    muscles, and send more blood to our digestive systems and genitals.


  




  Counting your pulse is easy if your pulse is regular, meaning that the beats occur approximately the same length of time apart from each other, like a musical drumbeat. Most of us have a regular

  pulse. It is normal for the pulse to speed up a bit if you are anxious or to slow down if you relax with a few deep breaths. When we breathe deeply, we activate the opposite reactions of the

  sympathetic nervous system. We slow our pulses, lower our blood pressures, relax our muscles, and send more blood to our digestive systems and genitals.




  Some of us have an irregular pulse, meaning that the length of time between beats is not regular. It can feel like we have ‘skipped’ a beat or multiple beats. The great majority of

  the time, these irregularities are benign, meaning not dangerous. Some of us can sense them as a ‘flutter’ or ‘flip-flop’ in the chest. Almost all of these premature beats

  are increased in quantity by stress and stimulants. It does happen, however, that sometimes heartbeat irregularities can be dangerous. If your pulse feels irregular to you, it is always best to

  have it evaluated by your doctor.




  

  

    Try feeling your pulse while imagining a stressful situation. Does it increase? Now take three long, deep breaths into your belly. Does your pulse slow

    down? Our pulse rate can measure the basic stress setpoint of our bodies. It is a direct reminder of our ongoing stress levels and our need to slow down and take a few breaths. If you happen to

    have an electronic activity tracker (such as a chest band heart rate monitor or a wristband that specifically measures heart rate), you can use it to measure your heart rate and its

    changes.


  


  




  Measuring blood pressure can involve a little more equipment, but it is still a very easy thing to do. You can purchase an automatic arm blood pressure cuff (the wrist

  ones don’t work as well) and take your own blood pressure at home. There are manual blood pressure cuffs that are very accurate, but require the use of a cuff, a stethoscope, and generally

  another person in order to listen and observe the pressure readings. There are also a variety of health apps that will help you track your blood pressure, pulse, weight, activity, and other health

  parameters. Many of them can link directly with your blood pressure cuff. If you’re tech savvy, you may want to consider purchasing a blood pressure cuff that can synchronize with an online

  app and your other electronic activity trackers, if you have them. If you’re curious about your blood pressure but don’t want to purchase a blood pressure cuff, it is fine to try the

  blood pressure machines at your local pharmacy. Most of them are fairly accurate.




  The reason it can be valuable for you to measure your blood pressure in a relaxed environment is because blood pressure is notoriously elevated at the doctor’s office. I don’t wear a

  white coat, but I can tell you that many of my patients, even those that feel very comfortable with me, have dramatically elevated blood pressures in my office and very normal blood pressures at

  home. They may not think that they are stressed when they see me, but their bodies say otherwise! No one wants to be started on blood pressure medication unnecessarily, so if you have had

  elevated pressures at the doctor’s office, I strongly recommend doing some home testing first to get a full picture throughout the day.




  Blood pressure, like pulse, varies greatly throughout the day depending on your activity and stress levels. I think it’s more useful to think of blood pressure not as a number, but as a

  range of numbers. At rest, it is ideal to have the top number (systolic blood pressure) lower than 135 and the bottom number (diastolic blood pressure) lower than 85. We define high blood pressure

  as 140/90 and above. But your cardiac and stroke risk begins to increase for every increment over 115/75 as illustrated in the graph (opposite).




  Normal blood pressure can be as low as 85/55, but if you are this low or lower and having symptoms – lightheadedness, nausea, fatigue, blurred vision – please see your doctor! There

  may be treatment available to help stabilize your blood pressure.




  As you get comfortable measuring your own blood pressure, take note of when it is relatively high. This is a good indicator of your body’s stress response. How is it at work? After being

  in rush-hour traffic? After a fight with your loved one? And how effectively can you lower your blood pressure? I mentioned that many of my patients have relatively higher blood pressure when

  they’re in my office. It is also true that most of my patients can, with three simple, deep breaths, lower their blood pressure levels by as many as 20 points. We have such intimate control

  over the stress response of our bodies! If you know that your blood pressure rises after stressful work situations, you can protect your heart and brain by taking action to lower it, naturally.

  Take your pulse (and your blood pressure, if you can) right now. Then try the simple, but surprisingly effective, stress-lowering exercise below. This 5-2-7 breath is an ancient practice that has

  also been endorsed more recently by Andrew Weil, MD.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Now, measure your pulse (and blood pressure, if you can) again. Did it change? When you become adept at using your breath to relax, you can diffuse tension in even the most trying of

  circumstances. I have used simple belly breathing to help patients diffuse everything from severe panic attacks in my office to marital conflict. It can literally take the ‘fight’ out

  of your aggressive fight-or-flight reaction and restore your equanimity, so that you can think clearly and resolve your conflicts, without verbal or physical violence. And

  being more relaxed and patient can help with your relationships at home and at work.




  

    



    Exercise 2: Belly Breathing




    

      

        1. Inhale through your nose and exhale through your mouth.




        2. Put your hand on your belly and breathe deeply into your abdomen, feeling it push out your hand. This is simple belly breathing.




        3. If you want a deeper practice, inhale through your nose to a count of 5, and then pause for a count of 2, feeling the stillness between

        breaths.




        4. Exhale slowly through your mouth to a count of 7, allowing tension to release.




        5. Repeat at least five times, or until you feel relaxed.
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