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To our daughters, Hannah and Sarah: the unconditional love we share is beyond words.
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INTRODUCTION











FROM DR KAREN COATES


Are you ‘overtired, overstretched and over it’?


I’ve spent more than 30 years in private practice as an integrative medical doctor and I have heard some variation of these words too many times from my patients. And through all those years of private practice, I have taught my patients that there’s no need to feel like this. Welcome to How to Be Well, where we will teach you why you don’t need to feel stressed, exhausted or lacking in joy. My patients have learned they don’t have to feel like this. How to Be Well is your guide to learning how to live your best life – all day, every day.


In the first few years of my career, my heart would sink when I’d welcome a new patient and, when asking them why they had come to see me, the reply was: ‘I’m tired and I don’t know why’. I suspect that many doctors slide into indifference when an exhausted patient’s basic screening tests for thyroid and iron levels come back within normal range. My approach has been to secretly grin with excitement and say to those women ‘Yes! I can help you with that’.


Before making their way to my office, many of my patients had become so despondent with the way they felt, they had turned to ‘Dr. Google’ to find answers. Cyberspace can be a dangerous and often confusing territory, particularly for those feeling vulnerable and fragile about their health. Many of my patients were desperate to find some solutions, trying to find the first step to take. Thankfully, with some savvy investigation and planning alongside an integrative doctor such as myself, many of those tired and frustrated women are now on a solid wellness path with solutions and ongoing support.


As a passionate medical doctor, I become frustrated with this exhaustion endemic. In Australia, we have a world-class medical system, yet many medical professionals struggle to find time to provide advice for wellness due to the overwhelming demands of looking after the very sick. Time and time again I hear stories from women who are depleted and struggling, looking for advice on how to reconnect with the energy and wellness that they had enjoyed when they were younger. I have come to understand the solutions are rarely found in a doctor’s office.


And so, frustrated, these tired, struggling women turn elsewhere – mostly to the internet. Online there are a plethora of wellness transformation programs that claim to heal or fix nearly anything. Unfortunately, many of these programs are offered by people who have had little, if any, training or experience in the health, wellness or medical fields. For people who feel lost and are looking for the answer to their health challenge, it can feel like a miracle to see hundreds of testimonials preaching guaranteed success. And when you’ve ventured down the medical route to no avail, you think: ‘Why not try this? What have I got to lose?’. The answer? Quite a lot.


Sadly, many of these ‘gurus’ do not have the training to offer clients – women in need of an answer – the big picture. There are innumerable, intricately linked daily processes within our anciently designed body. Many ‘motivators’ fail to understand that exercise in itself can be a physical stress that can do both good and harm. Too much exercise can domino, creating a time bomb of potential health problems that may not reveal themselves for another 10–15 years. By which time it becomes even more difficult to right the wrongs.


What works for one person – guru or not – is not likely to work for another. This is apparent when we consider the emerging evidence from genetic research. Any health and fitness ‘guru’ who recommends a restrictive eating program or exhaustive exercise regime as a quick fix for your health problems are often failing to understand the complexities of the human body. And how unique our biochemistry is. This information is only available through proper medical channels and assessment.


This book is aimed at these gurus, too – in the hope that when they offer advice to women in need of support, they have a wider sense of what goes into understanding and supporting a woman’s health journey.


How to Be Well is a labour of love and a collaboration with my friend and colleague of more than 20 years, Sharon Kolkka. It has been born out of our joint intention to offer solid preventative health care information to those who are either looking for answers on how to improve the way they feel, or those who want to take a preventative approach to their wellness. At the core of our advice sits principles that are based on our combined 70 years of experience in the wellness industry. We have consulted with experts; we have researched papers on health and disease published in respected medical journals; and we are ideally placed to consider both evidence-based conventional medicine along with traditional healing systems.


Most importantly as two women living in the modern world, we also share experiences from our own personal healing journeys.


We hope this book is an invaluable resource in your health and wellness journey.


Welcome aboard.
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FROM SHARON KOLKKA


With such incredible progressions in the medical industry, why is it that so many of us spend our days feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, stressed and run down?


Having assisted tens of thousands of men and women throughout my career, I am deeply concerned there are still many stories left untold, and solutions that have not yet been presented.


As women, do we feel empowered to take our health into our own hands with evidence-based guidance? Or are we allowing our lifestyle choices to impact how we feel each day? Many of us say we eat well and exercise, yet we still feel exhausted by life in general. Why? After talking with so many women during the last 30 years, I have seen a common thread that binds us; we have an immense drive to get things done. And it’s unrelenting.


Without a doubt, women are extraordinary and have an immense capacity to keep all the balls in the air. We take care of family and friends (more often than not whilst still working full time); we want to feel needed, engaged and loved; we want to, and many have to, contribute to the family financially; we want to live life with passion and purpose; or we need to contribute to society in some way. All these goals and pursuits are noble and encouraged, yet there’s no denying that there’s a mental, emotional and physical fallout. Now is the time to ask, at what cost?


As women, let’s gather together and share our collective and authentic wellness wisdom. Not the fads or the quick fixes, but the old-fashioned tried-and-tested, along with the emerging new sciences. Let’s empower ourselves to continue to contribute to loved ones and society to get things done – to truly live a vital life. We are amazing, capable and incredible carers with ‘to do’ and ‘to be’ lists. There’s no escaping these lists – they will still feature in our lives. We hope to share with you that these lists are not the enemy, there is a way you can still tick all the boxes and not break yourself in the process. So that you thrive each day, rather than reaching the end of it exhausted.


Write this on the fridge, or in your diary:


‘If I break, everything around me breaks with me’.


As you dig deeper into How to Be Well you will realise just why it’s so important to put yourself and your health first. Because it’s not just about you, it’s about your children too. Although common, constant ‘busy and stressed’ is not a healthy nor natural State of Being.


A stressed body and mind is not living a vital life; it is an existence in a constant state of survival. This state depletes us, it consumes and bleeds the very life out of us. This more than anything contributes to our depletion and is the first step on the road to a disease.


In one way or another, I’ve been immersed in the wellness industry for most of my adult life. I started in the fitness industry in 1980 and moved into the world of health retreats in 1995. I have always been a researcher and interested in exposing hidden facts about wellbeing. Since I began, my passion and motivation has always been to use my knowledge to inspire and empower those I have the privilege to take care of and to influence them to prioritise their health.


These days, there is so much confusion about what to do in order to be well. Wellness is discussed in so many forums, but not always by those who have the latest in evidence-based research. Unfortunately, in our world of technology with so much at our fingertips, information can become watered down and misinterpreted.


In 2004 I became involved in creating a fully-immersive wellness experience, Gwinganna Lifestyle Retreat, with founder and owner Tony de Leede. When you visit Gwinganna you have access to the latest research and the opportunity to ask questions and experience all aspects of wellness for yourself. However, attending a wellness retreat isn’t accessible for all. Hence my desire to share the 40 years of valuable insights I’ve obtained in the wellness industry in a book.


I have also been lucky enough through my career to meet and get to know incredibly gifted practitioners and researchers, many of whom I now call friends. As a result, the information that I have at my fingertips about evidenced-based, preventative healthcare strategies is staggering. Sadly, we all hear stories about someone who has put their faith into the standard system only to have had it fail them for some reason or another. Western medicine is extraordinary in so many ways, yet it is overwhelmed. As Dr Karen Coates suggests, there’s little scope for the recommendation of preventative practices. Sometimes the prevention of a potential problem is the most important element.


Unless we seek relevant information on how to reach and maintain optimal wellness, we can find ourselves fighting health fires that have already been burning for some time, instead of preventing them from igniting in the first place.


More than 20 years ago I heard about an integrative doctor, who was tucked quietly away in the Currumbin Valley working from her home. It took me six months to get in to see Dr Karen Coates! I was sceptical that a doctor could see past a pharmaceutical solution, but I was mistaken. My first consultation with Karen lasted an hour and was like no other doctor visit I had ever experienced. What I found was an extraordinary human, highly intelligent and passionate about research, with her medical hat firmly in place. To my elation (and astonishment) she had also explored complementary medicine, and presented it with a great deal of common sense. From that moment on we became friends. My goal has always been to provide evidence-based advice, backed up by solid research. Dr Karen – the research bunny – delivered every time, and she still does every day.


To share this book-writing journey with her has been a gift. We have laughed, groaned and gasped in shock at some of the research. This book is dedicated to all those who need the information in its pages. It is also a gift for all women who do not have a doctor like Karen.


This book is for women of all ages. Share it, give it, refer to it often. Our purpose and reason for writing this is for you, your friends and family. We want you to be well, healthy and happy. To live your life with vitality and joy with healthy generations to come.
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How to USE THIS BOOK FOR OPTIMAL WELLNESS
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This book is going to become your new best friend, your reference guide, your journal and all round reassurance that you are on the right path for you. We want you to keep it close, refer to it as often as possible, or as necessary, whether it’s to reassure yourself, find out more, or follow the daily health and wellness guide at the end of the book.


Remember, each and every one of us is on our own personal journey. No two people’s road to wellness is the same. This book is your personal compass to finding out how you can feel the best version of yourself every single day.


We invite you to use highlighters, make notes relevant to your unique circumstances and diarise your progress. Continue to revisit the relevant chapters as you progress through the solutions we have outlined in each chapter for you and your family.


Today is the first day of the rest of your life.



WHERE TO GO FROM HERE


Now is the time to find your personal starting point on your lifelong wellness journey. Be sure to take the time to really honour your health. You can do this by finding some space to assess your current State of Being. Then you’ll be able to follow these steps to success.


STEP 1


Read through Chapter 1 and familiarise yourself with the Three States of Being. This is your starting point for your health journey and will provide relevance to your unique needs.


STEP 2


Read about the Five Pillars of Wellness (see page 41).


STEP 3


Complete your Personal Health Audit (see page 52) and keep a copy of your baseline results for future reference.


STEP 4


Continue to work your way through each chapter. Each chapter contains information relevant to your current State of Being and solutions to give you more information to move forward.


STEP 5


At the end of each section work through the Solutions and mark those that resonate and are relevant to your unique circumstances.


STEP 6


Make a commitment to the necessary long-term changes in order to achieve your short-term goals.







IMPORTANT NOTE!


As women, it’s our natural state to be hard on ourselves. Remember, this book is not about judgement. Rather, it’s about honouring your mind, body and spirit, to make the most of your true self every single day.


Be realistic when setting yourself goals. When making changes to your lifestyle, avoid raising the bar too high; be realistic, to ensure your success. Remind yourself to focus on making small changes with a big commitment. This way you’ll be continually moving towards better health. No matter where your starting point is, aim for a series of achievable short-term goals and congratulate yourself for every single win.


Commit to a maximum of three tasks at a time and cement those changes over a few weeks before moving on to the next.


For some, this may be a commitment to get off the couch and move for just 10 minutes a day. For others, it may be a commitment to give up two spin classes a week and replace them with a more gentle and restorative movement activity. For others, perhaps they’ll commit to drinking sufficient water and eating more plant-based foods.


This is your amazing life, live it well.
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1. THE THREE STATES OF BEING













Being:


the quality or state of having existence.
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Before we begin, let’s take a moment.


We want you to stop and ask yourself:


How do you feel right now?


Are you well?


Happy?


Sad?


Stressed?


Exhausted?


In pain?







Just existing?


How we feel physically and mentally is intrinsically linked: if you’re tired, then you’re unlikely to be able to deal with stressful situations: if you’re happy you’re more able to juggle several balls in the air without breaking a sweat.


How you feel each day typically changes (even hour by hour). This is because your body is a living, breathing biological organism. Our bodies are a wonderful thing – they’re self-repairing and will age gracefully if treated with respect. They need to be nurtured and offered all the elements that are required for self-maintenance. If we don’t take the best care of our physical, mental and emotional health, the wheels begin to fall off and this is when a descent into discomfort, illness or disease can occur (just think about the last time you fell ill – we bet it was after a prolonged stressful or emotionally upsetting period).


Being present and being the best you can be, could help you prevent illness or disease.


Most of us are in one of three States of Being: Thriving, Surviving, or Depleted. Read through each State of Being on the following pages to find out which one resonates with you.
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THE STATE OF WOMEN’S HEALTH


At any given stage of life, women are dealing with various stressors: family, work, appointments, social life, exercise, housework… the list goes on. Is it any wonder we’re not living our best possible State of Being? Research shows that women are more like to experience:


Insomnia


Anxiety and depression


Fatigue


Adrenal burnout


Weight issues


Chronic health problems


Coronary heart disease


Problems with alcohol
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STATE ONE Thriving



In this state you are living your life with purpose and meaning. Your typical day involves waking up and feeling refreshed from a good seven to eight hours of sleep. Your first thoughts are positive and you are optimistically looking forward to the day’s events. As you get out of bed you can feel your energy levels rise.


You love to eat a nourishing wholefood diet and look forward to doing some gentle and dynamic exercise. You know that giving energy to yourself before you give to others feels right, and you love this ‘me time’ in your day. This self-care allows you to take care of others with energy and love, without resentment.


During the day you have energy to meet obstacles if and when they arise. You feel open and accepting that sometimes things might not go your way. You feel relaxed, patient and tolerant, with a capacity to acknowledge and accept that others may not be in the same state of thriving as you are.


This is me! Can I pat myself on the back?


This glorious State of Being feels as though your life is in flow, where it’s easy to find joy and happiness in most situations. However, this does not mean your wellness journey is done! It’s important to remain acutely aware that you still need to monitor and make any necessary adjustments to your lifestyle to sustain the ideal equilibrium and good health.





STATE TWO Surviving



We suspect many women fall into this category: you’re not unwell, nor are you leaping out of bed with energy and enthusiasm each morning. You don’t have any particular symptoms, but you also know that you’re not as healthy as you could be. You often feel wired but tired, and you know that something has to change. But who has the time to investigate when there is so much to keep on top of? You fear that if you stop you will lose the plot, become overwhelmed and under-achieving, and you are not sure you could pick it all up again. You can keep going, provided you are stimulated with caffeine, sugar, exercise or pressure. The truth is you are more tired and exhausted than you are willing to admit. Your eating and exercise habits are probably inconsistent, and there are some days you’re relatively healthy, and other days where you fall off the wagon.


This State of Being means you are not being particularly present within your life. Fuelled by caffeine, sugar and stress, you lurch from one task or stressful situation to another.


This is me! How can I improve my State of Being?


While this State of Being is maintainable for the moment, long-term you will find that you’ll no longer be able to recover as quickly from a weekend of overeating and drinking, or from sleepless nights or stressful situations. This is the perfect time to address your life balance.





STATE THREE Depleted



You probably feel as though you have hit rock bottom. Whether mentally, emotionally and/or physically, you are in a state of depletion. You lack energy from the moment you open your eyes in the morning (and even that is an effort!). A good night’s sleep is rare. As a consequence, everything feels difficult, as though the smallest of tasks requires superhuman effort. At times you wonder if you will ever feel different and have energy once more.


This lack of energy affects your daily outlook and your inner-voice may be incredibly self-critical. You may feel overwhelmed and unsupported by the people in your life. There seems to be too much to do and so little energy available to get it done. Perhaps life circumstances have prevented self-care from being a priority for you, due to stress, work or various life factors, such as a devastating emotional blow, a critical medical diagnosis or an accident (or perhaps all of the above). You may feel overwhelmed and wonder if you will ever feel really well again.


This is me! SOS!


If this is your State of Being, it’s time to begin your journey towards better health. The journey may be confronting and at times you may feel like giving up, and returning to the more stressful but familiar depleted state. Be brave, you are stronger than you think. We’ve got you.
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What now?


Identifying with one of the three States of Being is your first step towards better health: physically, emotionally and mentally. Each stage provides its own set of challenges for your wellness journey and requires a different plan of action.


As you read on you will see that we have provided strategies for your specific State of Being (Thriving, Surviving or Depleted).


Those who are Thriving


need to maintain the positive balance found in this state.


Those who are Surviving


need to work on the foundations of wellness that are lacking in their busy life.


For those who are Depleted,


take a big breath. You will have a longer road ahead of you, so it’s imperative that you are willing to develop new lifestyle habits that support health. We will start you with tiny steps, each of which is bathed in self-compassion and self-care.





MOVING FROM DEPLETED TO SURVIVING… TO THRIVING


The Recommendations within each chapter allow you to develop and implement the right strategies to move your health towards a thriving state of wellness. At the end of each chapter you will find Solutions to help you. Revisit these wellness messages and solutions to ensure you stay on the right wellness path for your life. Take note of the icons which identify important information for each State of Being.
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If you have identified with the Depleted state, there will be some non-negotiable strategies to move forward. Often these can be challenging, but some tasks will only be for a defined period to allow your body to heal and regain equilibrium.
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Should you consider yourself to be in a Surviving state, one of your challenges will be understanding the importance of recovery, as it is probably this essential element that is missing in your life. Recovery is how your body repairs, heals and recharges. In order to reach this stage, you will be required to make time for recovery in your life.
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Once you reach your Thriving state, it’s important not to rest on your laurels. You will still need to monitor and manage your lifestyle to maintain this ultimate expression of health and wellness. Keep this book close if a health challenge presents.


Our aim is to help you thrive and to assist you, in times of need, to regain your momentum towards living a long, happy and healthy life.
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2. THE FIVE PILLARS OF WELLNESS



Pillar One


NOURISHMENT


Pillar Two


FUNCTIONAL MOVEMENT


Pillar Three


EMOTIONAL WELLBEING AND STRESS RESILIENCE


Pillar Four


SLEEP


Pillar Five


THRIVING IN A FAST-PACED AND TOXIC WORLD














The part can never be well unless the whole is well.


PLATO














WHAT IS YOUR CIRCADIAN RHYTHM?


This is our natural internal body clock that is reset by light and darkness every 24 hours. This clock operates our sleep-wake cycle and is the master control that ensures our natural biochemical processes operate in perfect alignment for optimal wellbeing.








If you believe in the theory of evolution, scientifically speaking the human body has evolved very little over the past 40 thousand years. In stark contrast, our physical and social environment has undergone many immense changes.


Some scientists theorise that our body responds best to the things we are ‘naturally’ designed to do, such as following the body’s circadian rhythm, squatting on our haunches every day, walking, being in nature, resting and eating a plant-based diet. However, what is ‘natural’ for our species is very different from what has become the ‘normal’ way we expect our bodies to live and exist in today’s world. We need to redefine ‘normal’.


We spend more than 100 days online every year.


It may be ‘normal’ for us to check social media and browse the internet into the late evening, but this cannot be considered ‘natural’. Sitting in a chair all day long is something we are not designed to do, biologically speaking – it’s not ‘natural’ and yet it is a very ‘normal’ part of our lives today.


So how do we define the difference between ‘natural’ and ‘normal’? The difference between the two is the health problems or issues that arise due to our lack of ‘natural’ living. Think of them as the grit of sand in the oyster – but in this case, a pearl isn’t created! This irritation creates disharmony in our cells, interferes with our circadian rhythm and our sleep, or disrupts the nutritional needs of our body. In other words, doing things we accept as ‘normal’ in our everyday life can lead to imbalances in our body.


Throughout the rest of this book you’ll find tips and solutions that will support the following Five Pillars of Wellness to ensure you feel and look your best throughout all stages of your life.


THE FIVE PILLARS OF WELLNESS


These five pillars work concurrently to ensure that you are living in optimum health with a balanced physical, mental and emotional state. When one or more of the five key pillars are out of balance, you can experience discomfort, pain or illness that affects the quality of your life.
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PILLAR ONE Nourishment



When we consider nourishment, we’re talking about how well your body is nourished on a cellular level. This starts with the food you eat and how well you digest it, whether the nutrients are absorbed from your gut, reaching the cells in your body, and the overall quality of your food. The food you’re eating may be healthy, but is it good for you specifically? Not always. There is no one size fits all for all sorts of reasons. Heritage can influence food intolerances. For example, if you are of Asian descent, you may have sensitivity to dairy as these foods have not been a part of your ancestral diet. Similarly, grains were not a huge part of the ancestral diet in Ireland and so many people with Irish heritage have a gluten intolerance. Many First Nations peoples have difficulty processing sugar (in all its forms) and have a higher risk of diabetes, because their diet for thousands of years was so incredibly pure. Additionally, many commercially grown foods may contain or have traces of toxins and chemicals which may impede or impact your ability to nourish the 50 trillion cells in your body.





PILLAR TWO Functional movement



Having healthy functional movement means the ability to retain independence well into your older years, as you avoid bone degeneration, stiffness and inflammatory problems that can impede your range of motion.


Our bodies respond to movement on an ancient, hardwired template. Human beings are designed to walk, run, squat, lunge, push and pull things and rotate our spine. As a species, we also seem to be hardwired to music. Have you ever noticed how your foot may tap when you hear your favourite song, or maybe you spontaneously dance to the beat of the music? Maintaining these functions involves an intricate dance between muscle, bone, the nervous system and brain. Posture, your basal metabolic rate (the energy you expend when resting), and your ability to maintain a healthy body weight also all come into play. If this dance is in perfect balance, all these elements work together to allow you pain-free movement.


The way you choose to move feeds information about your environment through the nervous system back and forth to the midbrain. These messages control your biochemistry. Get the balance of movement right and you will thrive. Get it wrong and the domino effect activates stress pathways that interfere with the way your body functions in everyday life.


Here’s one example. Sitting switches off your core muscles, tightens your hip flexor muscles and disrupts your posture. This pulls the body’s equilibrium out of balance, like a tent pole that is crooked because the ropes are pulled tighter on one side. Some symptoms from imbalances in your muscular system may include back pain, neck pain and headaches.





PILLAR THREE Emotional wellbeing and stress resilience



How happy you are, how you deal with pressure and how you process sad or anxious situations depends on your emotional wellbeing. This complex area of wellness can often be neglected by mainstream medicine, as it is common for this modality to treat the symptom rather than addressing the deeper cause.


The connection between emotional and physical wellbeing is hard to dissect. Both emotional and physical wellness are connected via the brain and nervous system. Your emotional wellbeing affects all your biochemical pathways and influences how you feel about your life and your place within it. Without a strong foundational emotional balance, your ability to manage stressful situations will be compromised.


We like to use the ‘bucket of water’ system. If your emotional wellbeing is balanced, your bucket is full. If a stressful situation arises, then you have water in your bucket to put out that fire. If your bucket is empty though, or doesn’t get refilled, that stressful situation becomes magnified.


Whether you identify with being stressed or not, the reality is the pace of the modern world is activating your ancient stress response. Advances in technology have resulted in unprecedented psychological and social stimulants at levels that far exceed anything we’ve been exposed to before in human history. By being ‘plugged in’ almost all the time, with huge expectations on yourself and others, life moves faster than ever, with little or no downtime.


Since Covid-19 has entered the world, the baseline level of psychological and psychosocial stress has skyrocketed. Alongside a pandemic, society has, and is facing, a mental and emotional health crisis. Your ability to navigate the perceptions created by your beliefs and experiences has never been more important. The expectations to disseminate information, news, world events and social or family demands can be overwhelming. For some, the ‘ting’ of a message creates a Pavlovian response: to do, to act, to reply. There is a different way to approach life, one that allows you the freedom to enjoy the present moment and reduce feelings of pressure and overwhelm.
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PILLAR FOUR Sleep



This pillar is non-negotiable: sleep. Ask any new mum, busy mum, working woman, or just any woman – if they get enough sleep. Most likely, the answer will be, ‘No!’ (or something less polite).


Sleep is not a luxury. Sleep is a necessity! Yet, lack of quality sleep is a modern-day plague that stems from overstimulation, technology, artificial lighting and an increasingly fast-paced way of living. Without sleep your body cannot repair cells, detoxify itself or function well. What does this mean? Without long-term quality sleep you will be more susceptible to stress and disease, fat gain, not to mention the inability to make well-balanced decisions for your health as you may continue the cycle of reaching for caffeine and sugar in order to power your way through the day.


It’s time to prioritise good sleep habits.


Until you take the appropriate action to improve your sleep, increased vitality and optimal wellness will be an elusive dream.






Did you know that the hormonal changes of breastfeeding are designed to protect new mothers from the negative effects of sleep disruption?


MORE IN CHAPTER 9 (SEE PAGE 334)











YOUR PERSONAL HEALTH AUDIT


Before you read through the chapters detailing the Five Pillars, complete your personal audit. You don’t need to share this with anyone, nor is anybody judging your answers. These are for your eyes only. You may find that you’re strong in some pillars, and not as strong or focused on others. The idea is to find out which areas need work, and which areas may be allowed to rest in the background while you do so.


Now is the time to be scrupulously honest with yourself about the way things really are. Only from here can you begin to take the actions that will lead to the wonderful changes you are looking for.


Change is good.


When it comes to making health or lifestyle changes, it’s typical to gravitate towards things or situations you feel comfortable with, and avoid ones which are uncomfortable or too challenging. You may find that tackling those areas you resist the most will result in the biggest reward. So, take a deep breath, sit down with a cup of herbal tea. It’s time to find out how you are going to live a happier and healthier life.


There may be a difference between the person you present to the world compared to behind the scenes, and what you are truly experiencing, or thinking. Perhaps you don’t want to be a burden, you don’t want to let people down, or don’t want to be perceived as a failure. So instead, you may present an image or ‘window dressing’ of what’s really going on behind a brave face. Perhaps, since we have all faced a Covid-19 crisis, it’s now time to be really honest about what is going on and unpack the true state of your physical, mental and emotional wellbeing.


Create a life that feels good on the inside, not one that just looks good on the outside.


Remember, comparison is the thief of joy. Behind the glamour, or the seemingly flawless lifestyles you see on your Insta squares is a person, just like you. Someone that, at times, will be filled with self-doubt or self-loathing, with despair or confusion. The truth is, it doesn’t matter how people present themselves, underneath it all, everyone shares profound similarities in their insecurities and fears.


If there’s one message we hope you take away from this book, it’s this: you’re not alone. Yes, you are unique, and only you are going through your specific journey. But, ultimately, (as we have all learned since 2020) we are all in this together. Undoubtedly, there is someone else reading this book who, like you, has some work to do to improve their wellbeing, or is looking for some simple tweaks to ensure they stay on top of their game. Either way. This is for you. Let’s go!
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HOW TO BE WELL AUDIT QUESTIONNAIRE


Answer each audit question and mark the column that best fits with your current State of Being. Remember, there are no right or wrong answers, just your truth.


HOW TO WORK OUT YOUR SCORE


Score ZERO for each answer in Column 1


Score 2 for each answer in Column 2


Score 3 for each answer in Column 3






	 


	QUESTION


	1


	2


	3







	1


	Energy levels?


	Low


	OK


	Great







	2


	Have you ever been treated for cancer?


	Yes – within the past two years


	Yes – more than two years ago


	No







	3


	Have you had chemotherapy?


	Yes, within the last five years


	Yes, more than five years ago


	No







	4


	Are you currently being treated for any chronic medical disease? *


	Yes


	 


	No







	5


	Do you have high blood pressure?


	Yes


	Don’t know


	No







	6


	How many alcoholic standard drinks per week do you have?


	More than 7


	4-7


	0-3







	7


	Has anyone commented that you may drink too much alcohol?


	Often


	Occasionally


	Never







	8


	Do you smoke?


	Yes


	 


	No







	9


	How often do you open your bowels without laxatives?


	I’m constipated


	Every 2-3 days


	Daily







	10


	Do you buy organic food and personal care products?


	No


	Occasionally


	Over 80% are organic







	11


	Do you drink 8 glasses of filtered water per day?


	No


	Occasionally


	Always







	12


	Daily vegetable serves (1 serve equals about ½ cup)


	Rarely have them


	1-2 serves every day


	More than 3 serves daily







	13


	Do you eat nuts and seeds?


	Rarely


	A few times per week


	Every day







	14


	Do you have fast food takeaway meals?


	Yes. More than 2 times per week


	Yes. 1-2 times per week


	Rarely. 1-2 times per month







	15


	Do you exercise or do movement that makes you puff?


	No


	1-2 times per week; more than 4 sessions per week


	Up to 4 sessions weekly







	16


	Do you work regular night shifts?


	Yes. More than 5 nights monthly


	Yes. Less than 6 nights per month


	No







	17


	How many hours of sleep do you have per night?


	6 or less hours


	More than 9


	7-9 hours







	18


	Is your body weight a problem? (Brutal honesty here, please)


	Too high


	Too low


	Just right







	19


	How stressful is life at the moment?


	Terrible


	OK. Just the usual


	Not much stress at all







	20


	Have you experienced the loss of a significant person (or pet) in the past two years? Or have you experienced a death, divorce or break-up?


	Yes


	 


	No







	21


	Do you have someone that you can share your problems and worries with?


	No


	Maybe


	Yes







	22


	Do you meditate or have other restorative practices in your routine?


	Never


	Occasionally


	Regularly







	23


	Do you consider your mind to be ‘busy’?


	All the time


	Much of the time


	Rarely







	24


	Do you have a short fuse?


	Always


	Sometimes


	Never







	25


	Do you find yourself crying or feeling sad for no reason?


	Regularly


	Occasionally


	Rarely







	26


	Do you put other’s needs before your own?


	Yes. Always


	Yes. Sometimes


	Rarely








*Chronic diseases include cardiovascular disease, hypertension requiring medication, diabetes, autoimmune disease, any condition requiring regular medical supervision, medication or causing chronic pain.





YOUR HEALTH AUDIT RESULTS


Total up your points for your Health Audit score.


This is your BASELINE score. The higher the number, the closer you are to a Thriving State of Being. A good way to determine how you are improving in certain areas is to retake this audit every few weeks. A change in your score can be a great incentive to continue on your positive wellness path.


334Of course, this table is not a comprehensive assessment of your health and State of Being. We find it very useful to identify the important areas of wellness that require special attention in women’s lives. If your score result concerns you, or there are specific areas of your health and wellness you want to work on, please take a look at our Resources (see page 452) to seek out some professional one-on-one guidance.






COME BACK HERE!


You might like to mark this page with a sticky note or bookmark. Then you’ll be able to easily refer back here to check your progress against your current State of Being.
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SCORE 0 – 35: YOUR CURRENT STATE OF BEING IS DEPLETED


If your score says you are in a Depleted State of Being, it’s probably no surprise to you. You may even be relieved to finally acknowledge just how run down you have become. Our advice? We prescribe rest, self-care and kindness. However, after months or years of taking care of everyone else and overlooking your own health needs, it may be difficult to know where to start.


As you read on, you’ll discover how we can work with you to restore you to optimum health. But firstly, you need to make a commitment to your own health. Which means you will need to prioritise your own self and let go of unhelpful habits that may interfere with the optimal functioning of your body. We hope you are prepared to face some shifts in your perception and in your daily routines. The benefits will be well worth it.


The following chapters will clearly define the non-negotiable lifestyle changes that you will need to adopt as part of your recovery to allow your physical body and your emotional self the time and space to heal. While these changes or new practices may feel challenging (or even impossible) at times, please be patient. Trust the process and remind yourself that achieving optimal health may take some time (after all, less than ideal health doesn’t tend to happen overnight either).


If you support your body, manage your mind and honestly experience your emotions during this process, your energy will improve and you will be firmly on the healing path. Commit to yourself and become your own best friend. Your goal is to work towards a Thriving State of Being. Practice patience until you build momentum. Be brave – your body knows what to do, let it be your guide.





CASE STUDY | DR KAREN Leanne State of Being: Depleted



Leanne, a mother of two teenagers, works in her own design business and supports her husband, a self-employed builder. The dominos started to fall after a particularly stressful Easter when her husband broke his leg and was unable to work for several weeks. Leanne entered that winter more run-down than usual. She wasn’t sleeping well and found herself waking in the early hours of the morning, her mind already busy with thoughts of her to-do list for the next day. A minor respiratory tract infection came into the household from school, and Leanne had to take to her bed for over a week. She ended up taking a course of antibiotics when the cough extended into its third week.


Several weeks later she made an appointment to see me, worried about some chest pains and shortness of breath. All the standard medical tests, blood pathology and chest X-ray were reported as ‘normal’. Instead of reassurance, this lack of explanation for the way she was feeling created a layer of fear, as she struggled to find the energy to care for her family and meet the demands of her business.


Leanne had always been the queen of multitasking, sometimes surviving on only a few hours’ sleep a night to meet work deadlines, while caring for her young family. Her frustration at her lack of diagnosis was compounded by poor sleep, despite her ongoing exhaustion. Weeks later she described how even the smallest sound at night could drive her crazy: ‘Even my husband’s breathing sounds like a freight train in the bedroom at night’. She went on to explain that she had to remove all the clocks in the house because their ticking annoyed her. She found herself on a short fuse with any noise coming from the children as they played their video computer games or watched TV. ‘And I can’t even remember the smallest things now,’ she explained, concerned that there may be a more serious problem with her memory.


On further questioning, Leanne was also frustrated by a new deposit of fat around her middle, even though she had lost her appetite and was eating less. I also noted that her blood pressure was elevated above normal levels for the first time in years.


FROM DEPLETED TO SURVIVING TO THRIVING


So what happened to Leanne? Her road to recovery was a slow and gentle unpacking of her lifestyle habits, to make small ongoing adjustments to her daily routines. These are the strategies we share in this book. Today, Leanne looks back on that time and is grateful that she took the time to prioritise self-care.




WOMEN AND STRESS HORMONES


If you identify with Leanne, take special note of Pillar Three. Then read Chapter 11, Secret Women’s Business – Finding Hormonal Harmony (see page 378), which outlines the effect of stress on female hormones and how this may manifest itself. The domino effect of stress on a woman’s body and what it does to your female hormones adds a layer of complexity to any health solution. Younger women pay a different price for stress than their older counterparts. But for women of all ages, it can take its toll on your health, happiness, relationships and your ability to get the most out of the day.
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SCORE 36 – 60: YOUR CURRENT STATE OF BEING IS SURVIVING


If you score or identify with the Surviving State of Being, welcome to the club! There are a lot of members here! And no wonder. Today’s world is overwhelming. There can be so many ‘to be’ and ‘to do’ lists that life can feel as though you’re on a never-ending treadmill. But you can’t run forever; your body cannot maintain a stressed survival state permanently. At some point something will give and it’s usually your health and your emotional wellbeing.


It’s time for you to Be Well: To regain balance in your life, you need to make a commitment to yourself to do everything you can to support your body’s natural healing systems. This may require a lifestyle overhaul or simply a shift in perspective. Do you have any habits or ingest any substances that sabotage your body’s ability to renew and heal itself? Take a good look at your current ‘daily grind’. Your body is likely to be running on stress hormones: this needs to change. The adrenal glands tend to be seriously under the pump for most people in the ‘survival’ state. This dominos into symptoms that include insomnia and hormonal imbalance – symptoms which are so common in both women and men in the modern world. Much of the content in this book will both assist and challenge you. It could be that your current habit is to adopt the ‘I am fine’ mantra, but underneath it all you really aren’t fine. The consequences simply may not have shown up yet, and you may be heading towards a Depleted State of Being.





CASE STUDY | DR KAREN Lorraine State of Being: Surviving



Lorraine was always very physically active from a young age. She enjoyed boundless energy and thrived on being busy. In her twenties she was a part-time personal trainer on top of her administration job in the family business. She came to see me for a pre-conception check-up a few months after stopping the contraceptive pill. Her periods were regular but heavier than they had been during the years she’d been on the pill.


During this consultation Lorraine told me about her plans for the future. She intended to fall pregnant in the next six months, work up until two weeks before her due date and would be able to take three months off after having her baby.


I reviewed her daily activity schedule taking notes on some important lifestyle choices that could potentially impact on both optimal health and fertility. Because of her busy lifestyle and long hours at work, followed by her personal training classes, evening meals were often on the run. The meals were usually from convenient takeaway outlets and not particularly nourishing or balanced. Given her long work hours during weekdays, mealtime was often at around 8pm, in front of the television. Her husband kept the same gruelling schedule, and they both would usually fall into bed exhausted at around 10pm, after watching an episode of their favourite Netflix series and checking emails.


Lorraine considered her sleep patterns and quality to be ‘good’. She noted that she was so exhausted by bedtime that she was asleep within minutes. Two or three times per week she would wake around 3am with a busy mind, going over the work issues of the previous day and planning her day ahead. The alarm would often wake her just as she was returning to a deep slumber around 5am. She told me that she struggled to get out of bed but felt better after her morning dose of coffee.


When I asked her if she felt stressed, she replied that her busy life energised her. Recently, however, she had noted that her energy levels dipped just after finishing her periods and she felt as though she was on a shorter fuse at work.


LORRAINE’S PATH TO WELLNESS


Whilst Lorraine had a perception that she was healthy – due to being a very fit woman – her sleep patterns, high exercise activities and inconsistent eating habits were leading her down the path of imbalance. This imbalance was affecting her hormonal balance. I counselled her that preconception care was an important component to fertility, a smooth pregnancy and healthy child. We spoke about priorities: the importance of trying to switch some of the more gruelling exercise classes and include some more restorative options; prepare more nourishing meals ahead of time for freezing if she was time-poor; prioritising spending time in her Blue Zone (covered further in Chapter 6, 7 and 8), rather than checking emails before bed and falling asleep watching TV, to decrease her stress levels and offer her a more consistent sleep. I encouraged her to follow the principles we outline for stress resilience in Chapter 8.




Sound familiar? As you read this book you will find more information and helpful advice to help guide you to the path of Thriving, the ultimate State of Being.


Many women sit in the Surviving State of Being: often unaware of the potential to feel better, and not quite unwell enough to be motivated to actively seek change.
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SCORE 61 – 78: YOUR CURRENT STATE OF BEING IS THRIVING


If you score or identify with a Thriving State of Being, congratulations! This is a natural State of Being, yet the demands of modern life have made it fragile and rare for many of us to stay here. Strong boundaries and personal commitment are required to maintain this level, and you are clear on what you want and need.


How to continue to Be Well: Even though this is the optimum state we want women to achieve, there’s still work to be done to maintain your thriving state. It’s important to be vigilant about the messages your body sends you, so pay attention to what it’s trying to tell you. Your body is constantly giving you feedback: try to notice anything that feels not quite right. Some messages like changes in the frequency and heaviness of menstrual periods, are impossible to ignore, while others can be quite subtle.


The secret is to ‘do a little’, before you need to ‘do a lot’.


The information in this book will offer insight and strategies to maintain this optimal wellness state. We recommend you familiarise yourself with the other States of Being – both Depleted and Surviving – as it is worthwhile to be aware and mindful of the common saboteurs of wellness.





CASE STUDY | DR KAREN Nadine State of Being: Thriving



Nadine, a 34-year-old mother of two, came to see me for a routine check. She was a long-term patient who had breezed through her uncomplicated pregnancies and delivered healthy babies who were now three- and five-years old. She was beginning to wean, but she and her son Oscar were still continuing to enjoy breastfeeds two or three times per week.


Nadine had embraced optimal health choices for most of her adult life. As she was a long-term patient of mine, she understood that her love of hard aerobic exercise was likely to cause stress on her body. She chose to eat organic whole foods, balancing her aerobic exercise with yoga and Pilates classes during the week, whilst being mindful of time management. I also cautioned her that she had youth on her side and that as the years passed, she would need to modify her love of spin classes.


She shared that the main purpose of her visit was to ensure she was in peak condition for an upcoming holiday trek in three months’ time. One of the prompts to see me was her mother’s recent heart scare.


Nadine seemed an ideal example of a woman in a thriving state. She had great muscle mass and tone and her body weight was perfect for her height. She was sleeping well and felt that her energy levels were good, considering the number of activities she scheduled into her full week.


NADINE’S PATH TO CONTINUED WELLNESS


We did some testing to ensure that Nadine’s body could cope with the increased demands required for her very physical holiday. Her results showed good iron stores and healthy levels of key nutrients along with low inflammation markers. Her baseline heart check included an ECG heart tracing and in my opinion she was in good shape for her planned adventure. Nadine was mindful she would need to allow recovery time on her return.
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MAINTAINING A THRIVING STATE OF BEING INVOLVES REGULAR HEALTH AUDITS


Every day you will be confronted with different daily stresses sent to challenge you, as you move through different hormonal phases of your life. While your health goal posts remain the same, your life choices can have subtle impacts on nutrition and hormonal pathways that can sabotage your ability to thrive.


Depleted or Surviving States of Being? It’s time to make some changes.


Now that you have your baseline score, you are ready to move forward through the chapters. Keep a pen and paper handy so that you can take notes of where you need to do the most work and how best to go about it.








Change starts here.


You are entering Pillar One…
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3. NOURISHMENT















Eat food, not too much, mostly plants.


MICHAEL POLLAN










How well do you eat? Do you eat for fuel? For nourishment? For energy? Or do you find emotional comfort in your food? What you eat, how you eat and when you eat are all equally important, and can affect the way your body digests your food, absorbs the ingredients and goodness and, ultimately, how your cells use food to perform their many tasks.


EVERYONE EATS A DIFFERENT MEAL


There is no one-size-fits-all eating plan that will perfectly nourish every single one of us: we are all different, with unique nourishment needs. Heritage, genetics, digestion, stress levels, food allergies and intolerances, metabolic rates and age – all these factors impact the way our bodies process food. It’s important to find out what works for you, because your health, wellbeing, mood, energy and self-esteem are directly affected by everything you consume. Both positively and negatively.


There’s far more to food than simply energy in versus energy out, and many elements collide to impact your daily intake. Time pressures, level of interest, cooking skills and budget are just some of the things that affect the way you eat. Fad diets, conflicting advice, food habits and beliefs also influence your choices. In fact genetic research shows that those who ‘eat right for their genes’ are more likely to lead a healthy life, free of chronic disease and that they have less of a battle with body fat. Let’s start by investigating if your food intake is fresh and whole, with minimal processing.


THE BUSINESS OF FOOD


Humans have been consuming food for thousands of years. It is only in the last one hundred years of human existence that we have begun to manipulate and change the natural state of our food.


The way in which foods are marketed and advertised has complicated our understanding of them. The more they are processed and the more health claims that are made around what these foods can do, the harder it is to see them for what they really are.


SPOT THE DIFFERENCE


Think of the altered ways an orange and orange juice are presented at the supermarket. The orange will have no packaging and a tag at the front of the shelf stating the price and country of origin. The orange juice will be packaged, with a label stating the brand and promises of vitamins and lack of sugar. Beside the juice will be a range of other juices, with competing claims. Without spending half the day reading nutrition labels, it’s hard to know which is the healthiest option.


Of course, the best option is the orange in the fruit and vegetable section, packaged perfectly in its own skin by Mother Nature. In its natural state, the orange provides fibre and other essential elements that help your body absorb the nutrients from the juice without spiking blood sugar levels the way pure juice in a container does.


FOOD: FACTS AND FICTION


Food myths also have a big influence on our perception of foods and why we should be consuming them. Take cow’s milk, for example. Many believe that the best way to avoid osteoporosis is by consuming as much cow’s milk (and cow’s milk products) as possible. For some this is not a problem, but for those with an intolerance this causes more problems than solutions. Many people have trouble digesting the lactose (sugar) or casein (protein) in cow’s milk products. This can be the result of the lack of a gene called the Lactase Persistent Gene or caused by a disruption of the gut lining. This isn’t so surprising when you consider that cow’s milk is designed to grow calves into very large animals. Although cow’s milk is a good source of calcium, it’s not the only source. While this mineral plays a role in bone strength, there is more to the osteoporosis story than dairy and calcium alone.


If you have an intolerance to cow’s milk, you may find that goats’ or sheep milk products do not pose the same health or digestive problems, plus they’re a good source of calcium. As goats and sheep are smaller than us, the protein in their milk is easier for us to digest. You should always check with a qualified nutrition expert if you suspect an intolerance or allergy to anything that comes from an udder before you stock the fridge with these alternatives.


HOW NAKED IS YOUR SHOPPING?


To avoid being caught up in the business of food, it’s best to consider how far it has progressed from its natural state. The general rule is to choose whole foods which come in the same packaging as created by Mother Nature, and to stay away from human-packaged foods. Don’t get sucked into a good marketing campaign by believing the promises on the packaging. Most are, at best, misleading, and some are outrageously untrue. The real truth is that packaged food comes with little to no consideration of nourishment and the finely tuned interplay between your food and your genes. The real food that will nourish your body comes from farms and is found in the fruit and vegetable section, ideally at the farmer’s markets or from your own garden. The less your food (and the animals that become food) has been tampered with by humans, the better the food is for you and your family. In an ideal world, pantries should be small and contain only essential items such as whole grains, dried herbs, oils, spices, nuts and seeds. Refrigerators should be large and stacked with clean fresh food.





LEARN TO READ LABELS


Taking control of the foods you buy and consume begins with education. Knowing what to look for on food labels can help you make better, informed choices.


SERVING SIZE


Some food labels swear that their product serving size will suit one person, when in reality it’s slightly bigger than that. For instance, a 150g pot of yoghurt is enough for 1 ½ people. Keep in mind that a serving size is 100g per person (in most instances). By dividing the serving size between one-and-a-bit people, the amount of sugar, fat, salt and calories appears to be lower.


BAKING


Beware of baked goods! If you’re buying a product in store, such as chicken that is pre-baked, it may have undergone a cooking process similar to frying. The better option is to bake your ingredients at home where you have greater control over the process.


NO ADDED SUGAR


Possibly the most misleading label of all. The words ‘No Added Sugar’ doesn’t necessarily mean that a product does not contain any sugar. It means that the manufacturer has not added any white sugar or sugar products but sugar can still naturally occur. For example, a two-litre bottle of fruit juice may be labelled with ‘no added sugar’ but it may contain up to one cup or 250 grams of sugar from the sugar that’s already present in fruit.
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