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Introduction

We do things wrong all the time, of which we are well aware. We take shortcuts and risks, but they are often calculated, even subconsciously, as we weigh “good” and “bad” choices, and sometimes choose “bad” for time management, affordability, or even just for fun. The trouble comes in when we accidentally tip the scales, making “bad” choices we think are good! Not because we’re stupid, but because logic, experts, and beloved family members told us so. (Okay, for some people, it’s because they’re stupid.) Now you have this handy guide to help you out with those sticky issues. From airplanes and abs to watching 3D and winning, get ready to do it right!





HEALTH 
AND 
FITNESS





Avoiding Germs 
on an Airplane

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

The air is just fine. Your tray table and aisle seat, on the other hand …

You’re nestled upon your airplane pillow, in your aisle seat for easy access to the bathroom so you can wash your hands frequently to keep all those airplane germs at bay. This may shock you, Dr. Pasteur, but you’re doing it wrong. In fact, you’re probably exposing yourself to more germs than when using a sunbaked Porta-Potty at a summer music festival*. (*data pending)

How about if you’re really hard-core about germs, and you brought a little mask to breathe through? If you’ve ever worn one for more than five minutes, you know how uncomfortable they get. But it’s worth it not to get sick, right? All the recirculated air is full of germs, right? You’ve worked in an office, and you lived in a huge dorm. You know about these things. So you decide to go wash your hands and have a little snack on your tray table. The problem is, you’re disgusting.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

Touch as little as possible, and move to the window seat

First of all, don’t worry about the air; it’s the least of your problems (especially if you’re actually wearing the surgeon’s mask). Airplane air is only partially recirculated. Boeing’s website states, of its commercial planes: “Air circulation is continuous. Air is always flowing into and out of the cabin.” That means most commercial buildings on the ground have dirtier air than your airplane’s cabin.

Pillows and blankets are often recycled, so be sure to avoid those. A highly germ-laden surface is your seatback tray table. In a 2007 study, Jonathan Sexton found 60 percent of airplane tray tables were positive for Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus Aureus (MRSA). Sexton recommends using antibacterial wipes on the tray before you even think about eating off it.

As for the hand washing, airplane bathrooms are crammed with contaminants—some studies found that even the running sink water itself occasionally contained fecal bacteria. The bathroom sinks are also loaded with bacteria—their small size forces many people to touch the rims of the sinks with their dirty hands. If you have a short flight, use the restroom before you board and avoid the airplane bathroom entirely. If that’s not reasonable, be sure to carry hand sanitizer with you, so you can sanitize even after you wash your hands.

Now on to that convenient aisle seat—it’s the most dangerous choice when it comes to airplane germs, as it is touched the most and, therefore, is the most likely to have been contaminated. Studies by the Centers for Disease Control have found that in a plane in which some passengers are ill, the people sitting in the aisle seats were most likely to contract the same illness. Luckily, there are several ways to get yourself a window seat: book early, and confirm your seat when booking, and again when you check in. Join a frequent flier program, as seat selection is often part of the program’s rewards. In some cases, you can upgrade your seat for a fee (Continental, JetBlue, and Virgin America all offer fee-based seat upgrades per flight, and United offers an annual fee option.) Get to the airport early to ensure you don’t lose your spot, and if all else fails—ask. Remember to be nice to the often-maligned staff, and at the last minute, they may be able to move you into the seat of a no-show. If you’re rude or demanding, there’s very little chance they will go out of their way to help you.

Don’t be shy about taking out the Handi Wipes and wiping down your surfaces, and using hand sanitizer, even if it makes you look a little neurotic. If you’re concerned about the chemicals, tea tree or neem oil wipes from your local health food store are helpful. Don’t forget the 3.4-ounce rule on liquids, so don’t bring your jug of sanitizer from the BigLots store. You really don’t need more than 3 ounces. If you do—you’re doing it wrong. And hey, at least you’re not wearing a mask!





Drinking Coffee

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

Too much, too fast, too often

Mornings come easy to some people, but the rest of us drag out of bed and immediately look forward to a large coffee, and we keep chugging away throughout the day. Perhaps you prefer soda or iced tea, but every time you start to feel sluggish, it’s time for another hit of caffeine! But be warned: That delicious comfort drink of the ages is actually making you more tired.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

Slow and steady wins the race

Some doctors would say to cut caffeine out entirely, but let’s be realistic here and listen to some professionals who advise how to do caffeine right: The secret is small amounts throughout the day.

The reason that first morning coffee feels so good is because you’re actually avoiding caffeine withdrawal with each sip. A 2004 study at Johns Hopkins analyzed 170 years (seriously, that goes back to before the Civil War) of caffeine withdrawal information to discover caffeine withdrawal is an actual, medical thing. The delight a substantial caffeine user gets from that morning coffee is actually just a cessation of withdrawal symptoms.

As you go about your day, your body keeps building its store of adenosine, a nifty little enzyme that makes your body sleepy. Caffeine blocks this process. Sounds like you can fool your body ad infinitum and keep blocking those receptors and never sleep, right? Well, the problem with that is you’re producing more sleepiness receptors if you drink caffeine on a regular basis. So you’re stuck with more receptors that result in you waking up in the morning with your body complaining to you rather loudly that you really should sleep, not work.

Also, as you pump in more and more caffeine, it tells the nerve receptors to speed up. So although it’s great you got so much work done in the last hour, it’s a finite thing—too much and you’ve crossed the fine line of neuron-firing. Your brain gets a signal that something is wrong, and now your pupils are dilated, your heart races, your airways open, and blood diverts to your muscles to aid you in your choice of fight or flight. And after that mess, you’re going to be tired, in what is often called a “caffeine crash.”

Other studies have found the delicate balance between using caffeine and being used by caffeine.

A 2004 study by James K. Wyatt in the journal SLEEP found using small amounts of caffeine throughout the day to be the most effective for alertness, far more effective than ingesting a full cup in the morning and another shortly after, and another … you get the idea. The recommendation that came out of this research: You should drink caffeine slowly.

Dr. Emily Senay, a medical correspondent for CBS’s The Early Show, reiterated that a big coffee in the morning is a poor choice. “As the day goes on,” Senay said, “we get drowsier and drowsier. When we really need the caffeine, it’s not in our system, which is later in the day.”

Slow and steady might win the race after all. And if you’ve been guzzling, slowly lowering your amount of caffeine consumed will spare you the withdrawal side effects.





Spot Training

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

Trying to lose fat in a specific area with spot training on machines

You head into the gym. You decide to work trouble areas such as your abs and build up your arms on the shiny machines with weight stacks that focus on a specific area. You adjust the weights to your number, pushing a little more each time. You’re not getting your ideal definition, but it takes a while, right? Wipe down the sweat you didn’t break and leave that machine for the next person—that’s right; you’re spot training wrong.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

Turn it up a notch

Work harder and engage your core is the more straightforward answer to the spot training problem. For advice on spot training, who better to ask than J. T. Netterville, the State Director for the National Strength and Conditioning Association of Hawaii? That’s right, Hawaii, the state where bikini bods are on display year-round.

“The trouble with spot training is simple. It doesn’t work,” Netterville puts it bluntly. “Spot training,” as we know it in the United States, is what people think of as “strength training,” and people associate the words with arm curls, triceps extensions, and crunches, and mistake it for being actual resistance training.

Netterville describes those one-part-at-a-time fitness machines as “selectorized machines,” and says they “were originally invented to make the activity of lifting weights easier.” Seems counterproductive, doesn’t it?

So what makes a great workout? Consider the overload principle. When the body is given more physical stress than it’s accustomed to, it will attempt to accomplish the task better the next time around and generate more strength and endurance. Selectorized machines are screwing up challenging your body with those padded seats, which are actually encouraging tons of muscles to relax. Consider the chest press as an example. Netterville points out that when using a chest press, you’re not forced to activiate your core muscles, your abs, or your legs. Netterville suggsts trying those same moves done with a pair of cables, and you’ll feel all those sleepy muscles activate. The abs contract, the legs fight for balance and stability, and your core is engaged to maintain your posture. As you work harder, more energy burns, and as that happens, strength builds and yet more fat is burned.

Instead of targeting small muscle areas with little movements like those done on machines or even arm curls and tricep extensions with free weights, go for bigger movements that require more of your body’s energy. Pull-ups, squats, pushups, lunges, and kettlebell workouts require more of your body’s effort. More muscles used means more built, used, and requiring more energy, so your metabolism increases.

Selectorized machines are the result of the increased popularity of professional bodybuilding, in which an individual muscle must be worked, to be later judged for points. If that’s your goal, keep working those machines. If your goal is to lose weight and/or improve your overall fitness level, however, the verdict is that one-at-a-time muscle training isn’t going to help you.





Tanning

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

Going to a tanning salon … or not tanning at all

Thanks to the popularity of Jersey Shore, tanning is back, after a lengthy time as a pariah, lurking on the fringes of culture. And even though most people would never admit to wanting the “Jersey Shore Look,” tans have been fashionable since Coco Chanel’s accidental sunburn in the 1920s turned out to be a huge hit. I know better, you think to yourself. Tans cause cancer, and the vampire look is in. Okay, so those last two are true, but it’s also true that no sun exposure is a bad choice if you are still a mortal.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

A little bit goes a long way

The worst of the worst here? Tanning beds. Unrelentingly, they’re bad news in study after study, no matter how the boutiques try to spin it. The research varies, from dire death warnings to “you might need a mole cut out later,” but the majority of medical professionals agrees that tanning beds are bad for your health.

As for why self-proclaimed tanorexics keep going back to tanning beds, a few tanning studies have produced evidence that tanning is actually addictive. In one study, frequent tanners experienced activity in their brains when exposed to UV light. When, unknown to them, the UV light was filtered out, the brains weren’t fooled and no areas lit up. Those sections of the brain are the same ones associated with addiction.

Now here’s where things get tricky: The American Academy of Dermatology is standing by the idea that all ultraviolet A and B rays are to be avoided, whether they come from sunlight or tanning beds. This is where the medical community gets contentious. It’s hard to find actual, reputable medical professionals advocating tanning beds, but there’s a whole medical community of people ready to fling their arms open and sing a refrain of “Let the Sun Shine In.”

In the foreword of the book The Vitamin D Solution by Dr. Michael F. Holick, Dr. Andrew Weil writes, “just as we require a little fat and salt for survival, we need the sun in moderation too—for sun exposure is our best source of vitamin D.” According to Dr. Holick’s research, in the past decade, the American population has suffered a 22 percent loss in vitamin D, a crucial hormone for health.

Dr. Frank Lipman recommends fifteen to thirty minutes in the sun, without sunblock, two to four times per week. To protect yourself against sun damage, he suggests you build up your “internal sunblock” with food-based antioxidants and healthy fats, such as those found in blueberries, raspberries, pomegranates, and also fish oil and powdered greens supplements.

Vitamin D’s importance has become a recent hot topic in health, as studies continue to find more disease associated with deficiency, including bone problems, heart disease, and a variety of cancers. Although the American Academy of Dermatology is still recommending vitamin supplementation of vitamin D over moderate UV exposure, other doctors are pushing back. Dr. Holick found 87 percent of dermatologists in sunny Australia to be vitamin D deficient. He writes, “The doctrine of dermatology will take time to rewrite, but in the meantime, each one of us can establish and follow our own canon of health.”

Many have pointed to history and common sense to defend sensible exposure to the sun, such as how could our caveman ancestors have survived if the sun was such a threat? “Humans evolved in sunlight,” Dr. Holick explains. “Our hunter-gatherer forbearers were making thousands of units of vitamin D every day, and our body has adapted to that need.” Although sun-advocating doctors do recommend vitamin D supplements, many don’t feel supplementation without sunshine is sufficient.

It’s an issue your general practitioner and your dermatologist might come to blows over, but if your vitamin D levels are low at your next checkup (and make sure they are checked!), look into the research to decide what’s right for you. And everyone can agree: tanning beds and especially sunburns are seriously bad for your health, with many doctors ranking them as dangerous as smoking. As for the vampire look—you know those hot True Blood characters are technically dead, right?





Offsetting Time 
Spent Sitting

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

A certain amount of damage simply can’t be offset: Constant sitting must be avoided.

You know a sedentary lifestyle isn’t healthy, so before or after work, you hit the gym. You even work out more than your doctor’s recommendation of twenty to thirty minutes five times a week. And on the weekends, there’s Ultimate Frisbee, pickup kickball games, and long, slow walks on the beach at sunset. Did you mention the company’s softball league? You’re practically Jack LaLanne. Those eight hours a day in the office spent sitting on your butt are more than accounted for.

Only … it turns out all that sitting technically can’t be “offset.” The physical activity is great and does contribute immensely to your health, but sitting all day is still chipping away at your survival odds.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

Don’t just sit there

Don’t sit all day. Those ergonomic exercises you do once a day aren’t enough, either. Talk to your boss about getting a standing desk, or be industrious like the many bloggers who documented their various offices and their desks hoisted up to standing levels by reams of paper, cement blocks, even towers of soda cans. All because the American Cancer Society conducted a fourteen-year study that found sitting time correlated with advanced mortality rates. The study found that repercussions of sitting include obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular problems, and increased cancer risk; however, the heart issues posed the greatest risk. The worst part? No amount of exercising can reverse the damage.

So all that work you’ve done to “offset” your sitting time gave you a whole new range of health benefits, but it wasn’t able to erase the damage caused by sitting for several hours every day.

Although no one denies hitting the gym is essential to good health, the new research gives us a bit of a jaw-dropper—you’re still hurting yourself with your sitting, regardless of how awesome your calf definition is right now.

The Mayo Clinic’s Dr. James A. Levine is a determined soldier against sitting. His weapon of choice in this battle: a very slow-moving treadmill. Levine created a treadmill desk in 2004, and it’s finally starting to catch on. Instead of sitting at a desk, the worker stands at one … which is mounted to a treadmill paced to a slow walk. Mutual of Omaha, Best Buy, Google, eBay, Kraft, and GlaxoSmithKline were among the many companies that purchased Levine’s Walkstations for their employees. Other walk-and-work devotees have made less pretty—but far cheaper—mash-up treadmill desks, with materials such as a used treadmill, particleboard, insulation foam, and spray paint.

Even though standing without walking may burn fewer calories, it protects you from the health risks of sitting for more than four hours a day. By elevating your desk to standing height, you open the door to improved posture and increased productivity. Those who have tried it recommend investing in good running shoes and a rubber mat to stand on. Take sit-down breaks and expect about a week before it feels comfortable. The first few days can be tough, so be prepared for some breaking-in time.

Much like workouts, a standing or walking desk will leave you with a trimmer physique, but the even greater benefits are the ones you can’t see. And your colleagues shouldn’t be snickering at your weird standing desk when you’re looking so much better than them.





Wearing Headphones

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

Wearing them too often and in situations where you need to hear your environment. Yes, you.

You and your tunes are inseparable. Whether it’s Coachella’s annual lineup or Tuvan throat singers, you don’t mess around when it comes to music. You don’t go anywhere without your iPod and those tiny, unobtrusive earbuds with miraculous powers of volume. Or maybe you’re more into old-school ear-covering headphones with outside noise cancellation technology. Either way, you’re doing it wrong.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

Tune in (less frequently) and turn it (way) down

First of all, stop wearing them so much. Secondly, stop wearing them while walking around places where you need to hear things like honking horns, or yes, train whistles. If that sounds obvious, it’s not obvious enough because accidental deaths of pedestrians wearing earphones has tripled since 2004.

A study led by Dr. Richard Lichenstein focused on 116 cases of accidents (70 percent of which were fatal) of headphone-wearers near roads and train stations. The study found that in thirty-four of the cases honking or sirens were actually recorded before collision with the victim. More than one-third of the case studies involved people under the age of eighteen, and two-thirds were under thirty.

“Auditory cues can be more important than visual ones” in a pedestrian situation, the study stated, referring to “nonattention blindness”—a lack of awareness of one’s surroundings due to diverted attention when using headphones, and increasing your chances of “missing cues” that danger is afoot.

Although you may think such mistakes are for teenagers and not you, the statistics show all earphone-wearers are at risk, no matter how wise we think we are now. Wearing headphones is a form of sensory deprivation, as it monopolizes hearing and tasks the brain’s resources by piling on another insistent stimulus. By overloading your hearing, you may not be seeing as well either, via distraction.

Hearing specialist and author Dr. Guy Berard points out that in normal hearing, when you are walking down the street and hear the chirp of birds or the honk of a horn, those sounds pass through the atmosphere before reaching your tympanic drums, which receive the sound. The atmosphere acts as a buffer to the sound. When sound is placed directly in the ear canal with headphones (especially earbuds), Dr. Berard says, “You are hearing sounds coming directly from the membrane of the headphone to your tympanic membrane, through the one square centimeter of air included in your outer ear canal, the impact is practically direct, without any possibility of easing this aggression.”

Aggression? Seriously? But you were just grooving on some gentle ’70s ballads! Could it be Cat Stevens and Carole King are trying to kill you? Unequivocally, yes. Well, not them personally, but the nonaggression of the music doesn’t lessen its likelihood of distracting you into missing lifesaving cues. And even if you’re incredibly careful, headphones pose yet another risk: hearing damage.

A study from the Annals of Internal Medicine states that 20 percent of Americans have some form of hearing loss—a much higher number than ever encountered in the past, likely due to the way earbuds pump sound directly into our ears. Earphone users should experiment to find sound levels that are safe for their ear and allow them to hear sounds around them as well.

Earphone fans will disagree with the good doc, saying that their music blasting directly into their ears is good for the soul—and they may have a valid argument, albeit harder to prove scientifically. So we’re best to take a mix of the doctors’ advice: less time with ’em in, and volume control.

Besides all the danger, a 2005 study by Robert Morrison Crane at Humboldt State University found users of frequent “portable audio technology” reported greater loneliness than infrequent users. The study suggests that headphone users alienate those around them, decreasing the chance for conversations and other interaction. The study also found in the absence of humans to interact with, this same technology can be very comforting.

Sum up all findings and you get: Headphones are best used in moderation of volume and time worn, but are better avoided when there are other people around, especially people powering vehicles that could squash you.





Cutting Sugar

HOW YOU’RE DOING IT WRONG

Your brain needs glucose to function

Sugar is bad. You’ve heard this your whole life, since your parents told you candy would rot your teeth (it will) and no, you couldn’t have more, because it wasn’t good for you. You heard all about the dangers of high-fructose corn syrup, and you switched to diet sodas. You might even feel a little guilty when you indulge in dessert. Though it’s true that the Standard American Diet includes way too much sugar, health-and-diet newbies who militantly cut out all sugar and feel pretty smug about it are just as guilty of doing it wrong.

HOW TO DO IT RIGHT

Stay away from excess

Sugar is one of those substances scientists are probably going to argue about forever—the different forms of it and their relative dangers or benefits. One thing is clear: Your brain needs glucose to function. That strange and complicated organ in your noggin is only 2 percent of your body weight, but it requires about 20 percent of your daily caloric intake, and it’s a bit of a cookie monster.

Not all sugar is created equally (no pun intended to the sweetener … or was it?). Of the simple sugars, fructose is the sweetest form, followed by sucrose, glucose, and galactose. Fructose is known as fruit sugar because it’s the kind of sugar that appears in fruits and other plants, such as corn, which produces the infamous high-fructose corn syrup—more on that later. Sucrose, known as table sugar, is also derived from plants, such as the sugar beet and sugarcane. Glucose is a byproduct of plants’ photosynthesis, and is produced mostly by the liver. Galactose is close in configuration to glucose and is found in dairy products, some plants, and is also synthesized by the human body. Glucose is the one we’re really talking about here: It’s the top source of energy for your cells, and your brain needs a constant supply, even when you’re asleep.

Most sugar is probably just as bad as the research keeps telling us it is, as well as the fact that most people are over-inundated with sugar, but it’s important not to forget about glucose, which is in a league of its own as far as your need for it goes. If you’re dieting or trying to eat more healthily, it’s common to demonize all sugars, but some people got wise to the problems of glucose insufficiency when no-carb diets became popular.
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