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INTRODUCTION


Healing is a matter of time, but it is sometimes also a matter of opportunity.


HIPPOCRATES 485 BCE









Have you ever longed to be healthy, have lots of energy, and be comfortable with your body weight? Well, then, this book is for you. Your Best Year Ahead was written with you in mind and countless other individuals I have had the pleasure of professionally helping over the years. Their stories, perhaps much like yours, are marked by confusion and frustration at the myriad of conflicting health messages and advice available. None of which appear to be achievable in the busy lives that we all lead.


Your Best Year Ahead is a book based on truthful and no-fuss health principles. This book is based on evidence and the principles should be easy to implement into our everyday lives. Although not appearing to be ‘rocket science’, when put into practice consistently true healing and health will be the result. After all, our bodies are remarkably complex but living healthily should not be. I have found quite the opposite. The simpler we keep things, the more likely we are to stick with any changes we make. 


Aside from a professional call to write this book, I have a personal drive to write down what I have learnt from my studies as well as my experience. You see I too found myself in a place of frustration with my health in the early days of my career. Around 15 years ago I was diagnosed with high blood pressure and high cholesterol. After consulting a heart specialist it was suggested that I attempt to change my lifestyle or face having to take medication for the rest of my life in order to control my significant health risk factors. Feeling bewildered and terrified I decided to start learning all that I could about healthy living. This book is the culmination of many of the principles I have learnt through my studies in medicine, biomedical science, nutritional medicine, personal training and health coaching. It is also what I have found works with my patients as the principles are tried and tested many times over.


Your Best Year Ahead offers a rare opportunity to discover all you need to know about how to be healthy, and have a waistline to match, in one book. By following the week-by-week advice within these pages you will see health emerge that you and your body deserve. You will start to regain the energy and vitality you thought you had lost, or had never previously attained. Your appetite and body weight will align with what is healthy for your frame. In essence, you will regain your health and, with it, your life.











YOUR PRESCRIPTION




So how do you get the most out of Your Best Year Ahead? Well, if you can humour me for a moment and allow me to use some ‘doctor jargon’, let me put it to you that this book is now your ‘prescription’. It is your prescription to the great health, energy and waistline you have been searching for. If you follow this book like a prescription written from me, your doctor, to you, then those results will be your reality. But if you do not follow these tried and true principles, just like a prescription that is never filled, you will not achieve, or only partly achieve, the best results.


Your Best Year Ahead is a week-by-week guide to improving all areas of your health including your mind, attitude and, of course, your body. You cannot separate, in my opinion, a healthy mind and attitude from a healthy body. They all go together. This book will essentially allow you to give yourself a check-up not just from the ‘neck up’, as the saying goes, but from the ‘ground up’. There will be no part of you not overhauled in a positive way by Your Best Year Ahead. Yes, 52 habits might seem like a lot but do not forget that you have a lifetime of habits to overcome and one year of your life to achieve great health is a short time in comparison to living a whole life not knowing what it is like to really feel and look good.  


Consider perhaps taking a year to challenge yourself. Make this your year to really take control of your health again, or for the first time. Perhaps even ask a friend or loved one to join you in this challenge. This creates some camaraderie, perhaps some friendly competition, as well as, most importantly, some accountability. If you can be accountable to someone else you are less likely to give up because you do not want to let someone else down. Consider starting an online forum or blog to document your health changes. This is another way to create accountability. 


As a way to visually record your progress consider using the week-by-week goal tracker labelled ‘Your 52 Simple Habits Prescription’ in Appendix A of this book. Tick off each habit as you work through Your Best Year Ahead and as you start implementing those habits into your lifestyle. Remember to build on the habits from previous weeks by not neglecting those habits you have already established but add to them with additional positive habits. You may find some habits harder to implement than others. We will discuss more about why this might be in the next chapter on Habit Formation. You might also find you need more than just one week to implement a habit into your lifestyle. There is no problem with this, take as much time as you need. After all, life is a marathon not a sprint and just like a marathon you sometimes need to slow down to conserve your energy for the long journey ahead. 











HABIT FORMATION


The key to getting & staying healthy is found in your habits







When was the last time you did something for the first time? According to Townsend and Bever1, ‘Most of the time, what we do is what we do most of the time.’ That is, most of our behaviour is habit driven. We truly are creatures of habit. The good news is that if we can change our habits to be more positive we will find that our health drastically improves in turn. So what exactly is a habit?




WHAT IS A HABIT?




Habits are routine, usually unconscious behaviours performed on a regular basis. We start forming habits from birth. In fact, habits are adaptive behaviours, meaning they allow us to learn how to do something with the goal being to eventually be able to perform that behavior without having to think about it. A good example of this is driving a car. Initially, when we are learning to drive a car, we are very careful about every move we make. We may find that we are unable to concentrate on anything else except what gear to put the car in, or how far away we are from the car in front of us. But eventually, with practise, we no longer have to think about how to drive. In fact many of us probably drive to and from work and don’t really remember the trip because we have engaged our subconscious mind to do the driving while our conscious mind is thinking about other things.


According to behavioural psychologists there are usually three components to a habit:






	
Repetitive – meaning the action is something we do on a regular basis e.g. brushing our teeth before bed;


	
Automatic – usually something we do without thinking too much about how or when we should do it e.g. driving a car; and


	
Situational – situation-specific, meaning that we usually perform particular habits under particular circumstances e.g. eating snack food when watching TV (even though we might not be hungry, we are driven to eat in this situation).







So how exactly do we form a habit?


HOW DO I FORM A HABIT?


Habit formation is the process by which new behaviours become automatic. If you instinctively reach for a cigarette the moment you wake up in the morning, you have a habit. By the same token, if you feel inclined to lace up your running shoes and hit the streets as soon as you get home, you have acquired a habit. Old habits are hard to break and new habits are hard to form. That is because the behavioural patterns we repeat most often are literally etched into the neural pathways in our brains. Neural pathways are like highways – the more we repeat a habit the more ‘worn’ a highway becomes and the more difficult it is to break that habit. Changing our behaviour can be difficult and new behaviours might feel strange or unusual to us initially. This is because we are not used to doing them.


The good news is that through repetition it is possible to form positive new habits (and maintain them as well). This really is the key to creating a habit – practise it often. This starts the process of creating a new brain pathway. It takes around 21–40 days to form a new habit, so do not give up if the habit seems like hard work initially to maintain. Over time that habit will become an automatic behaviour and eventually a new lifestyle. This is the key to a healthier, happier you. You will be developing a lifestyle full of positive habits that will eventually be second nature and your new way of living.


A WORD ON WILLPOWER


Willpower was never meant to sustain us. Consider willpower like the petrol in your tank. When you initially start on a long journey of change you may be determined to reach your destination. But as the journey progresses, you discover that the journey is actually a lot longer and sometimes a lot more uphill than you realised. Sooner or later you run out of petrol and have to stop. Sometimes we never return to our journey of change to better health because the first time we tried it, it took too much effort. This is the problem with relying on willpower for long-term positive change.


The easier approach is to form good habits. Good habits are much like autopilot on a car. Once you have established them, which initially requires a short-term investment in energy and willpower, you do not have to concentrate so hard on the journey to good health. My advice is to stick with a habit until you have established it. Once this happens you move on to forming another positive habit in your life. Sooner or later you’ll find you have established a whole new way of living, all without burning out in the meantime. 


You may find you have developed a lifetime of bad habits by not exercising your willpower in the short-term to redirect your behaviour towards choosing a more positive habit. So how do we break these bad habits in our lives?


HOW DO I BREAK BAD HABITS?


Just like repeating a behaviour etches that behaviour into an established neural pathway, not practising a behaviour will start to cause that neural pathway to fade. It may never completely go away but it becomes less obvious. This means you are less likely to want to do that behaviour automatically. So to break a bad habit you first need to try and not do that behaviour at all (or as often). This involves removing yourself or avoiding a situation where you feel tempted to engage in that behaviour. If, for example, you find it impossible to avoid stopping at the local shop on the way home for a chocolate bar then one strategy might be to drive a different way home so that you are not tempted to stop. 


Breaking bad habits also interestingly involves replacing them with better habits. If we simply aim to stop our bad habits and do not in their place add a better habit we will find we relapse. For example, if we stop spending our time in front of the television but do not find another enjoyable activity to replace the time spent watching TV then we will find ourselves tuning back in to our favourite shows. 


Lastly, sometimes bad habits are filling a need of ours that is not being met. I have helped many people who eat emotionally because they are bored, lonely or feel unfulfilled. Seek to evaluate whether that bad habit is an attempt by our subconscious to meet a need, albeit in a not-so-productive way. Sometimes we need some professional help to break a habit. Consider speaking with your local doctor, counsellor or health coach if you feel this is the case. 


So now on to some positive habits we can add to our lifestyles. These are laid out from habit 1 to 52, according to the weeks of the year, but are not in any particular order of importance. If you feel you have mastered some habits, gloss over these and focus on incorporating them into your lifestyle for 2–3 weeks before moving on to the next habit. At the end of each chapter is a breakout box titled ‘Your Weekly Challenge’. This is what you need to actually do that week and can be easily referred to if you need to come back to a chapter later on.













Simple health habit #1


KNOW YOUR MOTIVATORS




When embarking on any change in your lifestyle it is helpful if you first identify what keeps you motivated. Everyone has different motivators for wanting to modify behaviours, and recognising what your reasons are will help to keep you focused, especially when you face barriers or begin to feel resistant to change. The first part of this self-analysis process starts with defining what health means to you.






Health Fact


Only 50 per cent of people with chronic health conditions take the necessary steps to alter their lifestyle1. 







WHAT IS YOUR DEFINITION OF HEALTH?


No two people view health the same way. For some health might mean being free of aches and pains so that they can enjoy life to the full, for others it is about having enough energy to get through the day, and for others still it is about not dying young from something preventable. It is often useful to write your definition of health down and remember this when you are faced with having to make a decision about your behaviours. 


Perhaps try finishing this sentence: ‘Good health to me means ...’ (e.g. that I feel fit and am able to play with my children without feeling discomfort or pain). 


Be careful not to write down specific weight goals as weight in itself does not determine good health, as explained in Simple Health Habit #21, which talks about being healthy at any size. 


STRENGTHEN YOUR ‘Why?’


Once you have defined what good health means to you the next step is to strengthen your reasons for wanting to be healthy. These reasons will serve as powerful motivators for keeping you focused. The stronger your ‘why?’ the stronger your resolve to stay the course to living a healthier lifestyle. Examples of what might constitute your top five reasons for why you wish to live a healthier lifestyle may include:






	To improve your energy levels so that you can fully enjoy travelling with your partner


	To improve your sex life


	To be able to enjoy exercise without experiencing pain 


	To feel vital and youthful


	To be a positive role model to your children







Consider whether there have been reasons why you have continued with your current pattern of negative or not-so-beneficial health behaviours. In order to motivate you to shift what you are doing, your reasons for wanting to change need to be greater than your reasons to stay the same.




Along with defining ‘health’ and strengthening your underlying reasons for wanting to change it is also important to identify if you are truly ready for change. 




ARE YOU REALLY READY?


Modifying any aspect of our health involves transitioning through what behavioural psychologists believe are six stages of change2, as the schematic below indicates.
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The first stage of change is where we pre-contemplate altering our behaviour. We may have thought about making some modifications to our lifestyle but have not made any specific plans to do so. It may not be the best time to change due to too many other distractions or disruptions in our life at that moment. If this is the case consider waiting until the dust settles a little and then re-evaluate whether you are ready. The next stage is where we have contemplated changing a little more seriously and may have started to gather information about what to do. This can often lead to determining that we want to change and being prepared to go for it. Following from this is deciding to take action and making specific plans and putting this into place. Along the way, once we have put in place some specific measures, we may find that we relapse back into our old behaviours. This is a normal part of the process and should not be considered a failure. Once we have established some new behaviours in place of old behaviours we have reached the maintenance stage of change, where these behaviours start to become our new normal. 


By reading this book I am assuming that you are either in the contemplation, action or determination stage of change and are well on your way to making some positive new habits. 


RATE YOUR CURRENT HEALTH


Once you have defined what health means to you, strengthened your reasons for wanting to make adjustments to your behaviours, and then identified where you are on the stage of change model and if it really is a good time to start changing, then you can rate where your health currently measures up. Consider the following six areas of your current health and rate each one from one to ten, with one being poor and ten being fantastic.
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If you are not where you would like to be on the scale for each of these areas then consider what it would take for you to move up just one point. After all, it would be too much of an effort to move from, say, rating one to rating ten in one go. Small, progressive steps eventually get you there. An example might be if you are at rating five for energy levels, what would it take for you to get to rating six? It might be that you cut caffeine from 4 p.m. to avoid disrupting your sleep. Small changes make a big difference in determining whether we move up to the next level. Consider evaluating where you are on the scale once a month and writing down one or two things that you could try to help you move up one rating for each of the different areas of your health. 


KNOW WHAT KEEPS YOU MOTIVATED


Knowing what keeps you motivated will help you to stay focused. Some people, for example, are motivated by rewards and others are motivated by recognition from others. If rewards are something that motivate you make sure you treat yourself after every achievement. Keep in mind that rewards should be non-food based in order to avoid emotional eating. If recognition from others is your primary motivator then join a network where constant support will be available. Be careful, however, that you are not motivated to alter your behaviours in order to please someone else. Positively transforming your lifestyle should be about you and your health and not about appeasing someone else’s wishes or desires. 


WHAT IS HOLDING YOU BACK?


We all have reasons for why we may not have altered our behaviours already. We may have all the intentions in the world to change, but if there are obstacles preventing us then these need to be dealt with first before we can break free of negative habits. Some common obstacles include:






	Lack of time


	Lack of resources


	Lack of support 


	Too busy at work


	Too many responsibilities


	Too tired or in too much pain


	Not knowing where to start


	Negative thinking 







Identifying obstacles and then working to overcome them is a necessary step. There may be times where our responsibilities at work or home override our own needs. This is okay for a short period of time, but if we continue putting others first we will feel frustrated, resentful, worn out and eventually sick. 


IDENTIFY YOUR STRENGTHS


The next part of putting into practice positive health habits and overcoming barriers to change is to draw on your strengths. I meet so many patients, particularly women, who downplay their strengths and therefore feel powerless to make a start. Consider answering the following questions as a way to empower you to move forward in being able to make positive changes.






My strengths and what I have going for me include. (E.g. my ability to be organised and think rationally or my physical stamina.)


My strengths have assisted me in succeeding in an area of my life that required effort. (E.g. my ability to be organised means that I run a busy household while still holding down a part-time job; or, my physical stamina has helped me to keep going with long hours at work in order to meet a deadline.)


These same strengths can be harnessed and used in order to make positive changes to my health. (E.g. I can use my ability to be organised by working out a schedule that incorporates exercise and healthy meal planning; or, my physical stamina means that I can plan to exercise at the end of my day because I know I will still have enough energy.) 







BE PREPARED FOR RESISTANCE


Any positive changes that we want to make in our lives will be met with resistance, so being prepared for this can help to keep you focused. This resistance might be from external sources; for example, from friends who do not understand why you want to make healthy changes. This type of resistance is often a reflection of their own insecurities and guilt for not prioritising their own health. 


The second type of resistance can come from ourselves in the form of excuses and self-sabotage. Making excuses is common and can be a normal part of change. Make a list ahead of time of the excuses you are likely to use, and come up with a list of reasons why those excuses will not hold. For example, an excuse might be that you cannot exercise because it is raining. An easy solution to this problem would be to have an indoor Pilates routine recorded or saved to your YouTube favourites. 


Self-sabotage, on the other hand, tends to be more subconscious and can be related to feelings of low self-worth. If you find you always give up just when you are doing so well then this might be self-sabotage at work. If recognition of and steps to make adjustments to this behaviour do not work, then talking to a trained counsellor, psychologist and/or hypnotherapist might be necessary.


MAKE YOUR PLAN 


Once you have done the above exercises and identified your key motivators, strengths and barriers to change, it is then time to write down a plan for action. Use this book as a guide for areas you feel you need to work on. Write a very specific plan of the how, what, when, where and why for each of the areas you know you need to change. When you have mastered these areas then you can move on to others. Update your list regularly as you master new habits. 


TAKE HOME POINTS


In order to stay motivated when making positive health changes, define what good health really means to you. 






	Identify your reasons for wanting to change. When the reasons to change are more compelling than the reasons for staying the same, you will find it easier to stay focused.


	Recognise where you are on the Stages of Change model. This can help put some perspective on what to expect if you decide to embark on truly wanting to change. 


	Rating current aspects of your health can provide an objective and measureable way to track your progress, which can help to keep you motivated. 


	Many people find regular rewards and positive feedback from others two things that help to keep them motivated with making positive changes. 


	Knowing what your strengths are and how you can apply these to the areas that you know need modifying is also an effective strategy for staying focused.


	Be prepared to face obstacles and resistance to change. This is normal, and if you identify what these obstacles might be ahead of time, you will find the strength to overcome them. 









Your WEEKLY ChallengE


This week your challenge is to identify your motivators, write down your strengths and your obstacles to change, and to make a specific plan to stay motivated. Use the exercises in this chapter as a guide on how to do this. 
















Simple health habit #2


DRINK TO GOOD HEALTH


Water is the single most important nutrient that our bodies need and it is involved in almost every bodily function. With around 60 per cent of our body composed of water it is essential for life1. Even our bones are made up of about 30 per cent water1.


Amazingly we can live for no more than 5 days without water as opposed to 30–40 days without food2. Yet many of us don’t drink enough of this precious liquid. Most of us live in a state of mild to moderate dehydration and don’t even realise it. 


A recent patient of mine who is a plumber and works long hours outdoors was always suffering from muscle cramps and headaches. When I asked him how much water he drank per day he said the recommended 2–3 L. But when we undertook some general blood tests his results indicated that he was suffering from a state of dehydration with an alteration in his kidney function. I advised him to trial doubling his water intake. Within a matter of days his symptoms had improved. I recently saw him again and he mentioned that his symptoms have abated just by making sure he is drinking plenty of water to compensate his losses through sweat. 


So what are some of the signs and symptoms that you may be suffering from dehydration? Some of these may surprise you!




SIGNS THAT YOU ARE DEHYDRATED






	Fatigue3



	Headaches3



	Reduced concentration4



	Dark circles under the eyes3



	Muscle cramps5



	Dry skin3



	Joint pains4



	Dry, sticky mouth (late symptom)3



	Constipation3



	Dizziness or light-headedness3



	Inability to lose weight4



	Digestion problems4



	Decreased urine output (passing urine less than 4 times per day)3



	Dark-coloured urine6








Given these symptoms, how much water should we be drinking?


HOW MUCH WATER DO YOU NEED?


Although research isn’t clear on exactly how much water to drink per day the general recommendation is 2–3 L per day or 6–8 glasses6. I generally make a more specific recommendation and say drink 1 L for every 25 kg that you weigh. 


Keep in mind, however, that if you are engaging in heavy exercise or are sweating heavily then you need to add an extra 1–1.5 L for every hour of heavy exercise or heavy sweating7. 


You know that you have drunk enough water throughout the day if your urine is straw-coloured or clear.


TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING?


Sometimes when I am presenting a workshop on the importance of staying hydrated I am asked if it is possible to drink too much water. The answer is yes, you can have too much of a good thing. 


There exists a psychological condition called psychogenic polydipsia where individuals are compelled to drink excessive amounts of water – sometimes reaching up to 20 L per day. At this level the body’s electrolytes are diluted so much that there is a risk of seizures and brain swelling7. So you can drink too much water but, in reality, many of us are unable to drink the amount needed to be harmful. If you stick to the recommended quota you will be well within safe limits. 






Homemade Electrolyte Solution8


1 L water    ½	level tsp salt    6 level tsps dextrose powder







WHAT ABOUT ELECTROLYTES?


I am often asked whether it is important to supplement drinking water with electrolytes. The current research suggests that this is only important if you are undertaking heavy exercise for about 60 minutes or more or are sweating profusely7. In this case adding a few scoops of electrolyte solution to plain water is reasonable, or make your own by using the formula on above.


For the everyday individual who works indoors and undertakes light to moderate amounts of exercise plain water is the best option.


WHAT IF YOU DO NOT LIKE WATER?


Every now and then I meet individuals who do not like drinking water because they find it too bland. This is often the case if someone’s taste buds are used to sweet or caffeinated drinks. As mentioned earlier in this book our bodies really only want what they are used to. If you are used to drinking anything but plain water that is what your body will crave. 


As a personal example I remember a time when I used to drink diet cordial instead of water all day long. I was addicted to the taste and couldn’t stand to drink plain water. When I came to the realisation that all that cordial was not good for my body and that I needed to switch to plain water I had a real mental challenge on my hands. I had to re-train my taste buds to crave plain water – which took me around a month to do. Now I can’t imagine drinking anything other than plain water. My taste buds have adjusted. 


So what I say to individuals who are in the same situation is to keep at it. Continue drinking plain water until you are able to re-train your taste buds. 


Some healthy additions to water are sparkling mineral water with lemon or lime juice or even some ginger and mint. On the topic of mineral water, some people find that they suffer from bloating and indigestion from drinking carbonated water – that is often because the water has been artificially carbonated rather than carbonated via a natural process. In this case try drinking naturally carbonated water such as Vittoria or San Pellegrino. 


TO FILTER OR NOT TO FILTER?


To date there is no absolute evidence pointing to the benefits of filtered or bottled water over tap water in developed countries. Saying that, there is some preliminary evidence to suggest that the amount of chlorine and fluoride added to our water-purifying systems is harmful to our health and can be attributing to a number of health problems ranging from cancer and allergies to abdominal pains and headaches4.


Tank water is prone to being contaminated with bacteria and other organisms9. I recall a patient who came to see me to seek help for abdominal pains and diarrhoea of three months duration. When we undertook stool testing she in fact had a parasite infection called cryptosporidium from drinking contaminated water. Tank water must be regularly checked to ensure it is not contaminated. 


If you want to ensure that the water you are drinking is uncontaminated the best filtration system is reverse osmosis4. Make sure you purchase this from a reputable source. Many people choose to have a reverse osmosis filtration system installed under the sink. There is some evidence to suggest that choosing to add an alkaline filter to your system replenishes essential minerals in the body4. As an alternative to alkaline filters you can add a few drops of alkaline solution to each glass of water. Alkaline solution can be bought from most health food stores. Often bottled water is actually tap water filtered in this way and not ‘bottled at the source’ as marketing would have you believe.  


CHILLED, WARM OR ROOM TEMPERATURE?


This is another common query. Should our water be drunk at room temperature, slightly warmed or drunk cold? The theory behind drinking warm water or room temperature over chilled is that chilled water is too much of a ‘shock’ to our body, which typically sits at around 37 degrees. To date, however, there is no supporting evidence to suggest warm is better than chilled. In reality, most of us are able to drink more water if it is at room temperature simply because chilled water is often too cold to drink at once. 


SHOULD YOU WAIT UNTIL YOU ARE THIRSTY?


By the time we actually feel thirsty we are already dehydrated. This is due to the delay in response from brain osmoreceptors – an area of brain tissue that literally detects when we are running low on water. The best approach is to be proactive about drinking water and to drink it regularly throughout the day. 


Drinking your entire water intake at the end of the day because you have realised you haven’t drunk enough unfortunately won’t be of much benefit. This is because the body filters water at a certain rate, leading you to pass the excess water as urine. Waiting till the end of the day will most likely lead to disturbed sleep when you have to keep getting up to go to the bathroom! A better approach is to pace yourself and drink a glass or about 200 mL every 1.5–2 hours. If you find that you have to go to the bathroom more than once throughout the night try limiting fluids three hours before bed. 


Lastly, an interesting phenomenon occurs when we become dehydrated. Our body confuses thirst with hunger. So the next time you are feeling hungry try drinking a glass of water to see if your appetite can be curbed. 


STRATEGIES TO INCREASE YOUR WATER INTAKE 


Some ways to ensure adequate water intake are:




	Take a large 1 L water bottle to work and ensure you refill it at least once.


	Keep a jug of water on your desk and drink a glass every 1.5–2 hours.


	Choose water over juice or soft drinks at lunch. 


	Choose sparkling mineral water at restaurants rather than another glass of wine.


	Add a little lemon/lime juice and mint to water for flavour. 







TAKE HOME POINTS


You need water to survive and thrive.




	You need on average 2–3 L of water a day or about 1 L for every 25 kg that we weigh.


	You know you have drunk enough when your urine is straw-coloured or clear.


	Dehydration can occur even when you are not thirsty. The most common signs and symptoms are fatigue, headaches, muscle cramps, constipation and light-headedness. 


	Only add electrolytes to your water if you are undertaking heavy exercise for at least an hour.


	Our body tends to want what we normally give it. Over time, with consistent water drinking, our bodies will learn to love this vital liquid. 


	If you choose to filter your water the best water filtration system is reverse osmosis with or without an alkaline filter.


	You can often drink more water if it is at room temperature.


	Try to drink consistently throughout the day by always keeping a bottle or jug filled with water nearby.









Your WEEKLY ChallengE


This week your challenge is to increase your water consumption to 6–8 glasses a day or 2–3 L. If you are not used to drinking this much water, start by adding one extra glass a day until you build up to the recommended amount. Remember to spread out your water drinking throughout the day.


















Simple health habit #3


AVOID SHRINKING YOUR BRAIN


As mentioned in the last chapter on drinking to good health, water is the single most important nutrient our bodies need. Hydrating our brain is especially important as it is composed of around 75 per cent water1. When we do not drink enough water our brain cells become dehydrated. This can lead to various symptoms ranging from mild to debilitating. I call these symptoms warning signs that your brain is ‘shrinking’. 


So what are some symptoms of brain shrinkage?


COMMON SYMPTOMS OF BRAIN SHRINKAGE FROM DEHYDRATION


Dehydration of brain cells leads to the following symptoms:






	Headaches2 (particular worse with movement, bending down or climbing stairs)


	Fatigue2



	Dizziness2



	Confusion3



	Reduced concentration and cognition3








WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO SHRINK YOUR BRAIN?


A team of scientists in the UK found that 90 minutes of sweating without replenishing lost fluids shrinks the brain as much as a year of ageing4.


The same study revealed that dehydration not only affects the size of the brain but how effectively it works. At just 1 per cent dehydration researchers observed increased brain effort required when performing common cognitive tasks such as short-term and long-term memory recall, maths calculations and general problem solving4.


The good news is that the shrinkage and adverse effects on brain function can be easily reversed by rehydrating with adequate amounts of fluid. How to rehydrate is explained in detail in the previous chapter. 


Aside from not drinking enough water, increasing the rate at which your body loses water through urine is a common cause of brain shrinkage. This is what happens when we drink alcohol and caffeine. 


CAFFEINE & YOUR BRAIN SHRINKAGE


Caffeine is the most common drug consumed in the Western world5. It is a known stimulant and can be consumed safely in the right amounts. 


The most common sources of caffeine include coffee beans, tea leaves, cocoa beans, kola nuts and guarana plants6. Caffeine can also be produced synthetically and subsequently added to various foods and beverages including tea, coffee, cola, chocolate, energy drinks and iced coffee.


A side effect of caffeine is that it acts as a diuretic by telling your kidneys to excrete more water. The more caffeine you drink, the greater the effect on the kidneys. This can quite quickly lead to dehydration especially if you are not drinking enough water to compensate. 


It can be hard to know how much caffeine is in our food, so here is a table outlining common food and drink sources containing caffeine6.








	FOOD OR DRINK

	CAFFEINE CONTENT

	SERVE








	Instant Coffee

	60–80 mg

	250 mL cup








	Café Coffee (e.g. latte or cappuccino)

	113–282 mg

	250 mL cup








	Espresso/short black

	107 mg (25–214 mg)

	1 shot








	Energy drink

	80 mg

	250 mL can








	Cola

	36–48 mg

	375 mL can








	Iced Coffee

	30–200 mg

	500 mL bottle








	Starbucks Breakfast Blend (brewed coffee)

	415 mg 9300–564 mg)

	600 mL (‘Venti’)








	Black Tea

	25–110 mg

	250 mL cup








	Green Tea

	30–50 mg

	250 mL cup








	Milk Chocolate

	20 mg

	100 g bar











Sources: Food Standards Australia New Zealand: Australian Institute of Sport Caffeine Fact Sheet




The safe amount of daily caffeine is around 200 mg for adults, 90 mg for teenagers, and very little for children6.






Health tip


The safe amount of caffeine for adults is 200 mg, which is equivalent to about 2–3 cups of coffee or 3–4 cups of tea per day.







Due to the fact that caffeine can be hidden in food products, especially those promoting improved ‘energy’ or ‘weight loss’, it is important to read the labels. 


I recall one patient of mine who was having difficulty with insomnia, headaches and anxiety. When I asked her how much caffeine she had in a day she said that she thought she was having very little. But when we examined exactly how much she was consuming it was way above healthy limits. She was drinking on average 3 cups of coffee a day, one of these was a medium-sized latte from the local café, as well as 2 cups of green tea. She was also having a small chocolate bar for afternoon tea. This conservatively equated to a total of 350 mg of caffeine a day. In addition to the excessive amount of caffeine consumed, when we undertook some metabolic testing she was actually metabolising caffeine at a slow rate, meaning that it took her body at least 12 hours to clear 100 mg of caffeine (the average person takes 3–6 hours to clear this amount). No wonder she was having so many caffeine-related symptoms. When we reduced the amount of caffeine she was consuming her symptoms largely resolved within a week. 


Another ‘liquid brain shrinker’ is alcohol.


ALCOHOL & YOUR BRAIN SHRINKAGE 


Alcohol is a diuretic in the same way that caffeine is and therefore leads to dehydration in much the same way as caffeine does. Dehydration of the brain is the basis of a hangover. The more dehydrated your brain, the worse your hangover will be. To avoid a hangover try to drink a glass of water between alcoholic drinks. 


Further to dehydration of the brain leading to brain shrinkage, the toxic effects of alcohol on the central nervous system have been shown to decrease brain volume over time. 


As shown in the diagram below the areas particularly damaged as a result of alcohol are the7:






	
Cerebellum – the cerebellum is the part of the brain responsible for muscle coordination. Damage results in difficulties with balance and walking, which is called ‘ataxia’.


	
Frontal lobe – the brain’s frontal lobes are involved in abstract thinking, planning, problem solving and emotion. Damage results in cognitive difficulties.


	
Temporal lobe – damage to the temporal lobe results in a loss of short-term memory, an inability to acquire new information and ‘confabulation’ (the person fills in gaps in their memory with fabrications that they believe to be true).









[image: ]








Health tip


The safe amount of alcohol for an adult is no more than 2 standard drinks per day on 5 days of the week with 2 alcohol-free days per week. 







The toxic effects of alcohol on the brain are most marked when you do not stick to the safe recommended alcohol limits. The current accepted safe alcohol drinking limits are8:






	For healthy men and women, drink no more than 2 standard drinks on any day.


	Try to have at least 2 alcohol-free days a week, preferably consecutive days. 


	Drink no more than 4 standard drinks on a single occasion.


	No amount of alcohol is safe for those under the age of 17 years.


	No amount of alcohol is safe for pregnant women.







It can be quite a surprise to realise how much alcohol makes up a standard drink. Many people drink excessive amounts of alcohol without realising it. One standard drink is found in8:






	100 mL of wine (red or white) – ½ a wine glass 


	100 mL of champagne – 2/3 of a champagne glass 


	30 mL of spirits or a ‘nip’ – ¼ of a spirit glass 


	375 mL of mid-strength beer – the amount found in a small bottle or can 







Keep in mind that there are around 7.5–8 standard drinks in a bottle of red or white wine, 7.5 standard drinks in a bottle of champagne, 22 standard drinks in a bottle of spirits and 24 standard drinks in a slab of mid-strength beer.


TAKE HOME POINTS


Our brain is composed of around 75 per cent water and is therefore very prone to dehydration.




	Symptoms of brain dehydration or ‘shrinkage’ include headaches, fatigue, confusion, dizziness and reduced concentration and cognition.


	It takes around 90 minutes of sweating either through physical activity or warm climate or a deficit in fluid intake of around 1 L a day to begin to affect brain function.


	Caffeine and alcohol are both diuretics and are common causes of brain shrinkage.


	Safe caffeine consumption is around 200 mg a day for adults, 90 mg a day for teenagers, and very little for children. This is equivalent to 2–3 cups of coffee or 3–4 cups of tea a day for adults and half this amount for teenagers. 


	Caffeine is often hidden in food and drink products. Make sure you read labels well.


	Alcohol not only acts as a diuretic but also causes toxic effects on brain tissue if consumed in large amounts either on a regular basis or as a result of binge drinking. 


	The safe alcohol limits currently accepted are 2 standard drinks a day 5 days a week with 2 alcohol-free days a week for adults. It can be very easy to drink more than this so ensure you understand the amount of alcohol in a standard drink by reading the label.









Your WEEKLY ChallengE


This week your aim is two-fold – reduce your caffeine intake to no more than 2–3 cups of coffee or 3–4 cups of tea per day and reduce your alcohol intake to no more than 2 standard drinks a day, with 2 alcohol-free days this week. Try to have a glass of water for every cup of coffee/tea or alcoholic drink you have. If you are finding it hard to reduce your alcohol intake consider drinking mineral water in a wine/champagne glass to make it feel ‘special’. 


















Simple health habit #4


SLEEP WELL


How much sleep do you get? Sleep is so vital for health and yet many of us try to get by with so little. Studies show that up to 1 in 3 Australians consistently do not get enough good-quality sleep1. This means that there are up to 7 million people walking around sleep deprived every day. It seems we are a nation of insomniacs!


WHY DO YOU NEED SLEEP?


Sleep is essential for life. The longest scientifically recorded period without sleep was just over 11 days. The record holder reported hallucinations, paranoia, blurred vision, slurred speech and memory and concentration lapses1. Much less severe but similar symptoms occur when we have repeatedly disturbed sleep or not enough sleep. I have met many an insomniac who describes themselves as a ‘walking zombie’. So why do we need sleep?


Sleep allows for several vital functions including:




	Repair of our tissues2



	Growth in children by stimulating release of a growth hormone3



	Control of body-fat levels and appetite by stimulating release of the hormone leptin (so a person that does not sleep well can have problems controlling their body weight and appetite)3



	Slowing the ageing process2



	Boosting the immune system3



	Reducing stress hormone levels, which reduces depression, irritability, and anxiety2



	Improving concentration, alertness and brain function (studies have shown that 17 hours of sustained wakefulness leads to a decrease in performance equivalent to a blood alcohol level of 0.05 per cent1)





Although we know that sleep is important, scientists are still not sure why we dream. Some scientists believe we dream to consolidate our long-term memory – that is, we dream about things worth remembering. Others have proposed we dream about things worth forgetting in order to eliminate overlapping memories that would otherwise fill up our brains during our waking hours.


HOW MUCH SLEEP DO YOU NEED?


Studies have shown that in order to ensure good health and longevity the amount of sleep required is about 7–9 hours per night for adults2. Interestingly, prior to the electric light bulb adults slept an average of 9–10 hours per night in line with sunrise and sunset1. Some studies suggest women need up to an hour extra of sleep a night compared to men, and without this extra hour women are much more susceptible to depression than men1.


HOW DO YOU GET GOOD QUALITY SLEEP? 


We sleep because of a hormone called melatonin. This hormone is released from a part of our brain called the pineal gland when we are exposed to darkness. Hence we can disrupt melatonin production by being exposed to bright lights. Melatonin starts to rise about 2 hours before bedtime and regulates our sleep cycles. 




Health Fact


You know you are not getting enough sleep at night if you consistently fall asleep within 5 mins. The ideal is between 10 to 15 minutes to fall asleep.







Sleep is actually not one long period of unconsciousness but, rather, consists of different states of sleep that move through a cycle during the night. These sleep cycles are regular alternations between deeper sleep and lighter REM (rapid eye movement) sleep. Each cycle takes about 90 minutes to complete, and the cycle repeats 4–5 times across a normal sleep period. This cyclic nature of sleep is present at all ages. How you feel when you wake and if you remember your dreams will depend on where you wake within the cycle. If you wake shortly after REM sleep you will recall your dreams vividly, even if you recall them only transiently and then forget what you dreamed about. You are also likely to feel disoriented and drowsy. There are personal devices and phone apps now available that allow you to monitor your quality of sleep. Although these have not been fully tested for accuracy, many of my patients have found them helpful in gauging the quality of their sleep. 


HOW CAN YOU ENSURE YOU GET A GOOD NIGHT’S SLEEP?


Make sure your room is cool, dark, and quiet – around 18–22 degrees is considered the ideal temperature as is a room that is pitch black, which encourages maximal melatonin production. A room that is quiet is best for undisturbed sleep. If your partner snores consider using ear plugs to reduce noise exposure. 




	Remove electronic devices from the bedroom – the light emitted from these devices disrupts the production of melatonin. 


	Do not turn on the bathroom light in the middle of the night. Consider buying a dim night light to help you see where you are going. 


	Do not take work to bed with you – this increases stress-hormone production, which in turn reduces melatonin production.


	Reduce the time you spend co-sleeping with children and pets.


	Wind down in the evening by dimming the lights, keeping a peaceful environment and stopping work 1–2 hours before bed.


	Avoid caffeine and drinking excessive liquids 3–4 hours before bed.


	Avoid excessive alcohol before bed – although a sedative, alcohol disrupts quality of sleep by causing you to wake when blood-alcohol levels start to fall.


	Practise relaxation techniques regularly e.g. meditation, mindfulness, deep breathing. 





Further to this, going to bed earlier is better than going to bed later, even if we get the same amount of sleep. This is because sleep quality has been scientifically shown to be best in the early hours of the evening4.


HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOU ARE SLEEPING WELL?


To diagnose a sleeping disorder the best way is to conduct a sleep study. This can now be done in the privacy of your own home where you are monitored for disturbed sleep during the night. The results can be very revealing. 


I recall a male patient of mine who was always falling asleep in the afternoons when he got home from work. When he was at work he had no problem because he was kept busy, but as soon as he got home and sat himself in front of the television he was straight off to sleep within several minutes. This concerned him and his wife – he wanted to help out a little more with the kids, but found he just did not have the energy. He reported a full night’s sleep most nights, which puzzled him because he was still exhausted the next day when he woke up. When we undertook a sleep study it revealed that he was actually waking up around 300 times per night! He was not even aware of this. At times he would even stop breathing during his sleep, which was concerning. This condition is called sleep apnoea and is quite common.


COULD IT BE SLEEP APNOEA?


If you snore consider whether you may have sleep apnoea. Around 10 per cent of snorers suffer from this condition5, which is a disorder that causes sufferers to wake – often up to hundreds of times per night – and even periodically stop breathing. Sleep apnoea significantly increases the risk of heart disease, stroke, enlarged heart, depression, high blood pressure, and even sudden death5. If you snore it is worth making an appointment with your GP to rule out sleep apnoea. 


DO YOU STILL FEEL TIRED?


If you are waking up from a night’s sleep still tired it may be time for a medical check-up. Common conditions that lead to fatigue:




	Sleep apnoea


	Sleep disorders


	Anxiety and/or depression 


	High stress-hormone levels 


	Anaemia or other blood disorders


	Low and/or imbalanced sex hormones 


	Thyroid conditions 


	Autoimmune conditions


	Malignancies





CAN YOU CATCH UP ON ‘SLEEP DEBT’?


Getting too little sleep creates a ‘sleep debt’, which is like being overdrawn at a bank. Eventually, your body will demand that the debt be repaid. We don’t seem to adapt to getting little sleep; while we may get used to a sleep-depriving schedule, our judgement, reaction time and other functions are still impaired. You can catch up to some degree on lost sleep as long as the sleep debt is not too high. Consider recovering your sleep debt every few days by getting a good night’s sleep. 


WHAT CAN YOU TAKE TO IMPROVE SLEEP?


Sometimes individuals need to take medication to help them get a good night’s sleep. Sleeping medication can be prescribed or bought over the counter. 


The most commonly prescribed sleeping medication is a group known as benzodiazepines which include temazepam1. The issue with these types of sleeping tablets is they do not allow a deep sleep but rather a transient, superficial sleep. This means that you are still likely to wake up feeling tired. The long-term risk of taking benzodiazepines is that you may become physically dependent on the drugs and find it difficult to sleep without them. To limit the chance of dependence take only on alternating nights, or three times a week, and at the lowest effective dose possible for a limited time e.g. a month1.


The other common medication available on prescription in Australia, and over the counter in other countries, is the sleep hormone melatonin. Much like your body’s natural melatonin, the prescribed version acts to reset your body clock. Melatonin has been shown to be effective in treating insomnia in many people, particularly among people aged over 55 years. It is worth trying 2–5 mg daily as a slow-release tablet or liquid if you are having difficulties with insomnia and/or you are a shift worker or travel overseas and need to reset your body clock1.


If you prefer natural remedies, there is evidence showing that valerian can mildly improve sleep1. Purchase a good-quality product so that you know the ingredients are as pure as possible. 


TAKE HOME POINTS 


Sleep is essential for health and life.




	Adults need on average 7–9 hours sleep per night.


	The best quality sleep is before midnight.


	Practise good techniques to ensure a restful night’s sleep – do not take work to bed with you, keep the room cool, dark and quiet, and reduce exposure to artificial lighting and screens at least one hour before bed.


	Recognise if you have sleep apnoea and consider having a full medical check-up if you are consistently feeling tired when you wake in the mornings.


	Catch up on ‘sleep debt’ regularly.


	Limit the use of sleeping medication to avoid tolerance and dependence. Try natural substances such as melatonin and valerian first. 







Your WEEKLY Challenge


This week your aim is to get enough good-quality sleep on most nights. Aim to go to bed by 10 p.m. at the latest.


















Simple health habit #5


REST & RECOVER


There is a big difference between ‘sleep’ and ‘rest and recovery’. Rest involves allowing our bodies and minds to be free from anxiety, worry and stress. Recovery is similar but goes even further in that it involves recognising our body’s cues for when we need to stop and allow our tissues to re-energise and repair. 


Many of us are under the impression that we have unlimited energy reserves with no need to rest and recover at all. Alternatively, even if we recognise the need to rest or recover, we have no margin in our schedule to allow this to happen. Too often I see individuals running into trouble with burn-out as a result of not resting and recovering. 


WHAT IS BURN-OUT?


Burn-out is a state where our bodies and minds are incapable of functioning well. Unfortunately, few burn-out sufferers see it coming until it’s too late. If you, however, identify signs of burn-out early enough, you can reverse the downward spiral. According to psychologist and author Sherrie Bourg Carter, the typical features of burn-out include1:






	Physical and emotional exhaustion 


	Feelings of cynicism and detachment


	A sense of ineffectiveness and lack of accomplishment 







Together these symptoms lead to an inability to function successfully on a personal and professional level. The problem with allowing ourselves to get to this state is that it can take a long time to recover. 
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