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Foreword

There is no shortage of health advice. We are deluged daily with products and programs that profess to have the “secret” formula. Reading too much or study alone leaves us with analysis paralysis. In my twenty-eight years of work with people’s health issues, I’ve witnessed amazing results once a person is ready to step into the driver’s seat of their own health process.

Not all of us possess the genetics to be in the triple-digit age club, or even aspire to live that long, but we all share a basic need to enjoy good health that enriches the quality of our lives. We now know we can change our brain and body chemistry through aerobic exercise, strength training, meditation, healthy nutrition, and countless other strategies. Research is rife with documentation of the healing benefits of these simple strategies that bring well-being.

Outsourcing a healthy lifestyle process is costly and ultimately unsustainable. Once you take the leap to embrace simple, small incremental changes, and then integrate these strategies into your lifestyle, true transformative results are harvested.

Scott Douglas—a man who values his own health journey enough to spend a considerable amount of his busy work day incorporating these doctrines—truly lives his beliefs. Scott begins each day practicing these simple self-care principles: running, restoring, aligning, fueling, and rejuvenating his body to invest in his health.

A true health advocate, Scott has been engaged in a lifelong pursuit of optimum health and fitness. I’ve had the privilege to run the roads, sample the fresh local food, and witness his impeccable journalistic integrity and relentless research stamina. I’m certain you’ll find the 100 tips in this book to be both enjoyable and beneficial. Enjoy them in good health.

—Phil Wharton,
President of Wharton Health Solutions


Introduction

The best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago. The second best time is now.

This Chinese proverb says a lot about improving health. Ideally, you established good habits decades ago. If you did, you’re more likely to be healthy and happy today. But if you didn’t, then right now is the best time to make some changes. And even if you already do a lot of the right things, like being active, eating well, and managing stress, there are things you can start doing immediately to be even healthier. After all, nobody has ever wished they were less healthy.

This book is focused on simple steps you can take today to improve your health and fitness. In many cases, you’ll see almost immediate benefits. This is not to imply that I’m providing one-and-done easy fixes. Good health is a lifelong goal, and therefore a life-long undertaking. Rather, the ideas in this book are manageable, realistic practices that, when you make them a regular part of your life, will help you feel better today and be in even better health years from now. Think of them as you would small but consistent investments into a retirement account. At any one time, what you’re doing might not seem dramatic or important. But over time, as your good habits build on one another, you’ll have a growing fund of wealth or, in this case, health.

I’ve divided the hundred tips in this book into five chapters, each focused on an aspect of your health: general, cardiovascular, muscular/skeletal, internal, and mental. As you’ll see, much of the advice will have benefits beyond its chapter’s topic. To take just one example, finding an aerobic activity you enjoy doing (item #28) has obvious cardiovascular benefits. But regular aerobic exercise will also strengthen your muscles (and in some cases bones), reduce your risk of some cancers, and improve your mood.

Each of the 100 tips in this book is meant to be self-contained. Feel free to start reading from wherever you like, based on the areas of health you most want to improve. If you read front to back, however, you might notice a key theme emerging, as I did the more I prepared to write. You’ll see several places where what’s being recommended is a deliberate step away from the trappings of modernity. In the twenty-first century, we have a way of life that would be the envy of nearly every human who has ever lived. And yet we’ll see several instances of our default mode of existence presenting a threat to our health. We’re among the first people in human history who need to make an effort to move enough and not eat too much.

The recommendations in this book are based on combining authoritative health research with real-world concerns. If you want the latest fads or “secrets,” this book might not be for you. If you want a distillation of reputable research into practical advice applicable to most people, keep reading.

A quick personal note: please don’t think I see myself as a paragon of health doling out sermons from on high. I have more room for improvement than most people in two key areas, posture (item #46) and time spent sitting (item #4). Because of earlier neglect of flossing (item #25), I now have periodontal disease. When I get busy I have to remind myself I’ll get more done and my mind will be calmer if I slow down and concentrate on one thing at a time rather multitask (item #85). And if it’s ever discovered that eating peanut butter by the spoonful out of the jar causes cancer, I’m a goner.

Like you, I want to live my full allotment of years and feel vibrant while doing so. Consider me a fellow striver who, through personal curiosity and professional experience, has done the advance work for you on key ways to meet our mutual goal of a long, healthy life.

While you read this book and think about how to improve your health, heed the words of tennis legend Arthur Ashe: Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can.


CHAPTER 1

27 Things to Do to Improve Your General Health and Fitness

In this first chapter, we’ll start with tips that have a global effect on your health or don’t pertain to one of your body’s internal systems.

#1: Become a Choice Architect

Let’s start with something that, in itself, won’t improve your health, but will make it much more likely that you’ll successfully enact some of the other 99 tips in this book.

Behavioral economists talk about the importance of choice architecture, or the environment in which we make choices. The classic example is the difference between an employer-matched retirement fund where participation requires choosing to enroll, versus enrollment as the default option. In the latter case, more employees participate. The gist of the field’s teaching is to make it easy to do the right thing.

Choice architecture is key for daily and long-term success in healthy living. Knowledge is power, and I hope that this book will give you several ideas on simple steps you can take to almost immediately improve your health. But whatever you read here or elsewhere will remain more of an interesting factoid than life-changing guidance without the right environment in which to implement it.

Here’s a personal example: one of my favorite tips in this book is #59, about strengthening the front neck muscles to be able to hold better head posture. I learned this simple exercise from four-time Olympian Meb Keflezighi, who recommends it as a way to improve running form. I’ve found it immensely helpful in relieving, and even preventing, the shoulder and upper-back pain I get when I spend too much time in front of my computer.

As I’m writing this sentence, a small green ball I use for the exercise is inches away on the table where I am working. Keeping the ball in sight and in reach reminds me to take a short break two or three times a day to strengthen my neck. If I kept the ball anywhere else, I’d be much less likely to do this exercise, no matter how good my intentions are.

Similar examples abound: Keep your pantry stocked with healthful staples so that when you’re tired and famished, your default dinner isn’t to have a pizza delivered. (See #75.) Keep a water bottle at your desk to make it more likely that you’ll stay hydrated throughout the work day. (See #68.) Schedule exercise time as you do other appointments to increase the likelihood of it happening. Surround yourself with people with similar health goals so that your preferred way of living seems normal. And so on. Set up your life so that it’s easy to do the right thing for your health.

#2: Make More Than One Good Change at a Time

As I wrote in the introduction, this book is focused on small, simple steps you can take today to improve your health.

Simple isn’t necessarily easy, however, especially when it comes to establishing new health habits. Change is always difficult. Yet as counterintuitive as it might seem, you’ll probably make more progress by adopting a few new practices simultaneously than one step at a time.

Consider research from the University of California, Santa Barbara. In the study, half of the subjects transformed their lifestyles significantly, all at once: they worked out daily, kept a food journal to monitor their eating habits, and took time for stress-reduction mental exercises. The other half went about their standard collegiate ways. At the end of the study period, the several-things-at-once group were, of course, healthier and happier than the control group. What was surprising was that their increase in self-esteem and their performance on cognitive-function tests increased more than would have been expected if they had made just one big change, such as improving their diets.

The findings suggest that a few good new habits mixed together can create a positive-positive feedback cycle. Success in one area can motivate you in other areas, and success on one day can make it easier to do the right thing the following day.

Of course, you don’t want to overwhelm yourself with lifestyle changes. Too much too soon can lead to abandoning the whole project. A solution for tackling a few changes at a time? When time permits and doing so makes sense, cluster good habits. In my sport, running, it’s common for people to finish a run and do some stretching or strengthening while they’re flushed with the feeling of a good workout. Then, while they’re still in heightened self-care mode, they’re more likely to have a good post-run meal and try to extend their currently calm mindset to the rest of the day’s challenges. Along the same lines, you could easily integrate self-massage (#55), flossing (#25), and a screen-free bedroom (#6) into a healthful pre-sleep routine.

Inertia can be a difficult force to overcome, but once you’ve done so, it doesn’t take much effort to keep your momentum going.

#3: Enjoy Your Morning Coffee

Coffee fans, rejoice! Unless you regularly drink more than five cups, your daily routine has many health benefits. Here’s a brief overview.

Coffee’s immediate effect on your mental state is well known and well-loved. (See #91 for more on that.) There appear to be long-term effects, as well. Research has found coffee drinkers to be at lower risk for depression and suicide. Coffee might also slow cognitive decline and the onset of Alzheimer’s disease in later years.

According to the World Health Organization, coffee lowers your risk for liver and uterine cancer. Moderate intake has also been associated with a lower risk for heart disease, other types of liver disease, type 2 diabetes, Parkinson’s disease, and even tinnitus. Large, long-term studies have also found that coffee drinkers are less likely to die than coffee abstainers during a given period.

This item on the health benefits of coffee could be much longer. But you don’t really need me to convince you to drink some. And isn’t it time for another cup?
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#4: Sit Less

The health perils of being sedentary have been known for decades. What’s come into sharper focus are the particular risks of a key part of the sedentary lifestyle. Sitting, we’re increasingly learning, is really bad for you, even if you exercise regularly. The topic is such an area of concern that health researchers have coined the phrase “inactivity physiology” for the study of this hallmark of modern life.

Think about your typical day. You might drive to work, work at a desk for several hours, drive home, watch television, and pore over your phone. During those activities, and while eating, you’re probably sitting. One estimate has the average American sitting thirteen hours a day. Assuming eight hours in bed, this means spending more than 80 percent of your waking hours sitting.

In Chapter 3, we’ll see how too much sitting can harm your posture and even change how you walk. The focus of most research on sitting is how it can be an independent risk factor for many chronic diseases, such as diabetes, heart disease, and high blood pressure. That is, even when you account for other known risk factors, such as smoking, being overweight, or not exercising, the amount of time you sit can by itself make you more likely to have one of these conditions. To cite one of many examples: a study of more than 82,000 men grouped subjects by how much time outside work they watched television, sat at a computer, or read. Those who spent five or more hours per day in those sedentary activities were 34 percent more likely to have heart failure in an eight-year period than those who spent two or fewer hours per day in those ways.

That being the case, it’s not surprising that excessive sitting has also been found to increase your risk for the worst condition of all—dying. Obviously, we’re all going to die. When health researchers say that something increases your mortality risk, they mean within a given time period. In the case of sitting, one large-scale study of people in fifty-four countries estimated that sitting more than three hours a day contributed to more than 400,000 deaths in a nine-year period.

It’s thought that excess sitting suppresses lipoprotein lipase, a substance in skeletal muscle that breaks down potentially harmful triglycerides. When lipoprotein lipase is unable to do its job as well, triglyceride and blood glucose levels can rise, and HDL cholesterol (“good” cholesterol) levels can fall. Those undesirable occurrences then increase your risk for the common conditions listed above.

One of the most interesting findings about sitting concerns what have come to be called “active couch potatoes,” or people who exercise most days but otherwise spend most of their waking time sitting. It turns out that such people aren’t immune to the risks of excess sitting. One study looked at the sitting habits of almost 1,000 men who all had a high level of cardiorespiratory fitness (i.e., the type improved by aerobic activities such as jogging, cycling, hiking, and swimming). Even though the men were similarly fit and active, those who spent the most time sitting were 1.65 times as likely during the ten-year study period to develop metabolic syndrome (diabetes, high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, etc.). The bottom line: If you exercise regularly, keep at it. If you don’t, start. But either way, don’t think your workouts cancel out the bad effects of sitting.

There aren’t yet official guidelines on how much sitting is too much. There is, however, widespread agreement that most of us do too much of it. You certainly aren’t going to harm your health by sitting less. When in doubt, get out of your chair. Doing so at least once an hour is thought to lessen lipoprotein lipase suppression. Moving about for a few minutes—walking across the room, doing stretching exercises, squats, push-ups, etc.—is best. If that’s not possible, at least stand and move in place. At home, stand at least part of the time while doing things like being on the phone, watching television, and reading.

#5: Get Enough Sleep

People seem to enjoy telling others how little they sleep. The tales often have an undertone that equates not sleeping much with being more productive. The facts about sleep deprivation say otherwise, at least if you care about the quality of what you’re doing during all that time awake.

In the short term, sleep deprivation leads to impaired cognitive function, memory, and alertness, even after just one night of inadequate sleep. It’s been shown to double the risk for on-the-job injuries and is estimated to contribute to at least 100,000 car crashes and more than 1,500 fatalities a year. More subjectively, sleep deprivation leads to being more impulsive, irritable, indecisive, clumsy, and hungry.

Long-term sleep deprivation has serious health consequences, including an increased risk for high blood pressure, stroke, heart disease, immune system compromise, obesity, and depression. It’s also been linked with a greater risk of dying in a set time period than people who sleep more.

There’s no universal necessary amount of sleep, which makes it easier for people to convince themselves they’re getting enough. That said, most adults do best with between seven and nine hours of sleep per day. In the research mentioned above about increased mortality risk with long-term sleep deprivation, those who were at greater risk of dying in a given period reported getting fewer than six or seven hours per day.

One sign that you’re sleep-deprived is, paradoxical though it might sound, that you fall asleep almost instantly. This includes when you enter a dark environment such as a movie theater during daylight hours. Other signs include relying on an alarm clock to wake, feeling sleepy when driving, relying on caffeine to get through your days, difficulty focusing with your eyes, and not feeling rested when you get out of bed.

Sometimes, periods of sleep deprivation are inevitable. Research suggests that if you know you have such a period coming up, such as a crunch time at work or a days-long conference, you can bank sleep and lessen the effects of later reduced sleep. In one study, people who slept extra in the six days before going without sleep for twenty-four hours performed better on a physical test than they did when they followed their normal sleep patterns for the six days preceding an all-nighter. Another interesting takeaway from the study is how the participants got extra sleep—they went to bed two hours earlier than usual. Doing so didn’t lead to tossing and turning until they normally fell asleep. On average, the participants slept an additional seventy-five minutes a night when they went to bed early.

#6: Make Your Bedroom a Screen-Free Zone

Do you take your phone into the bedroom at night? If so, you’re part of a strong majority—depending on what survey you read, somewhere between two-thirds and three-quarters of American adults say they go to bed with their phone within reach, with the proportion even greater in people under the age of thirty.

While this practice is great for keeping up with what’s going on with your friends and social media, it’s not good for your sleep patterns, and by extension your health.

For starters, there’s the just-one-more-text phenomenon that can mean staying up later than you otherwise would. Even if you’re cooing over pet photos rather than getting riled up by someone’s political posts, your brain is engaged and stimulated. Think about how much easier it is to fall asleep when you’re calm and relaxed versus dealing with a racing mind.
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More specific to phones, tablets, laptops, and the like, the blue light that these gadgets emit is at a wavelength that interferes with your body’s secretion of melatonin, a hormone that helps to regulate your circadian rhythms. Exposure to blue light in the evening has been shown to delay the release of melatonin, with the result that your body thinks it’s not yet time to fall asleep. Then, once you do fall asleep, your body secretes melatonin later than it otherwise would, and you can wake feeling groggy.
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