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To the love of my life, my daughter Khali, who taught me the true meaning of strength and caring.
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If you arrived here today feeling hurt or scared, then you’ve come to the right place—a place where true transformation is possible.


Nothing is certain but death and taxes … and getting sick. One thing all humans have in common is the inevitable experience of encountering a health crisis at some point, either our own or that of a loved one. In that way, health is the great equalizer—a universal, unavoidable challenge. By opening this book, you are taking the first step of one of the most important journeys of your life: the journey of learning how to become a true advocate for the well-being of yourself and all the people in your life.


Anyone who has suffered a health crisis knows that no amount of planning, exercising, or eating well prepares you for the moment your body seemingly betrays you. From my own experience with a series of ailments and injuries, I know that while you can’t avoid this natural inevitability, you can be better prepared for it by understanding how your beliefs, choices, and environment play formidable roles in your well-being. When you understand these connections, you also understand that even though you may not always be able to prevent a health issue, you can always choose how to address it and how you can rebuild your life in the aftermath, possibly even stronger than before.


The path forward will differ for everyone and can be a long and arduous journey. But to begin all it takes is making one simple fundamental change. It’s a familiar moment we’ve all seen on the silver screen and in books—the moment a small change in our environment or perception transforms a hero’s world, much like the morning after the spider bites Peter Parker and he wakes up to discover his new superhuman abilities. It will take a lot of work and courage till he becomes the superhero known as Spider-Man, but that simple realization starts it all. Before any superhero can become, well, “super,” they all need to do two simple things: (1) realize they are so much stronger than they ever thought, and (2) realize that they don’t need to wait for someone else to come to the rescue—they can create change by taking action themselves. To take charge of your own health crisis, you need to make a shift and become your own best champion. From just a patient, you must become an engaged and active participant on your journey toward optimal health. You must become Dr. You.


Have you ever thought where the term “patient” comes from? The official answer is from the Latin verb pati, which means “suffering.” But don’t you find it an interesting coincidence that it is also connected to the word “patience”? In other words, a patient is someone who suffers patiently. This book is here to help you change that.


Though you may be here seeking certain goals—answers, resources, validation—you’re here for your own unique reasons. Maybe you are here for personal interest, either your own or your family’s. Maybe you want to make better decisions and to educate yourself on how to live a healthier, more balanced life. Maybe you want to learn the right questions to ask your healthcare providers who support you so that you can manage your expectations for health and treatment. Maybe you are here to get real with yourself about your underlying beliefs and attitudes that affect your health.


You may be a patient disillusioned by the healthcare system, an individual with health issues, a caregiver, or a supportive team member trying to aid someone else with a health issue. You might arrive here because you are currently experiencing a health crisis. No matter the reason, you will find comfort, information, and motivation to become your own advocate—your own Dr. You. Those of you in supportive roles will learn how to advocate for another’s care while also balancing your own needs. Whether you are experiencing a crisis or you are supporting someone who is, you will find the strength to be still amid the chaos and avoid making rash decisions.


You might be drawn to this book because you are seeking balance—maybe you spend too much time thinking of your health and all that could go awry. Maybe you always fear something is wrong with you or your loved ones. This book can help distinguish thoughts from reality—having physical symptoms, for example, does not always foretell disease. Many health experiences are simply natural aging processes or even emotional experiences. Conversely, you might discover you have unrealistic expectations of your body’s abilities, resilience, or performance capabilities. These can be conscious or unconscious, but recognizing them and managing them without judgment can be truly transformative in your quest for optimal health. Through these chapters, you may find yourself seeking a way to challenge or confirm your own beliefs. No matter where you currently land on this spectrum, however, this book will be a useful guide toward finding your own balance, your own realistic baseline.


On the other hand, you may be a physician or healthcare professional who is looking for ways to motivate or engage your patients more in their own care. Perhaps you’re here seeking to expand your understanding of how to position yourself to be a better resource to your patients. In this book, you will find a myriad of ways to improve service to your patients and their families—how to understand them better, approach them better, and ultimately use your years of science to support them better with personalized solutions every step of the way. Hard science aside, the journey held within these pages offers you the opportunity to gain perspective by focusing on the human experience of healthcare first and foremost. As a healthcare professional, I feel that if you’re not asking yourself questions about how you can help individual patients feel better beyond a diagnosis, then you don’t need just hard science; you need a mind-opener. This book will provide that.


No matter what brought you to this point, welcome. In addition to sharing my own healthcare and advocacy journey with you as a guide, this book offers answers, resources, validation, and some kick-ass action items to become the healthcare adviser you have always needed—Dr. You. Regardless of what brought you here, you will learn how to be your own advocate in the healthcare space and beyond. As you will learn in these pages, we are entering a time when self-advocacy is not an elective trait; rather, it is a necessary, mission-critical skill required for every individual.


It is time to leave the waiting room and enter the “action room.” Prepare to meet Dr. You.


WHY DO WE NEED A HEALTHCARE SUPERHERO?


One of the most powerful indicators of a healthcare system’s performance is its “amenable mortality”—that is, deaths before age seventy-five that are potentially preventable with timely and effective healthcare. Despite having one of the leading economies, when the World Health Organization (WHO) compared the amenable mortality of the United States with other countries, the United States ranked fifteenth out of the nineteen countries.1 This research shows that the current model of care in the United States is falling short and is unable to care for individuals in the best ways possible. In fact, where other countries’ amenable mortality declined an average of 16 percent over the study period from 1997–98 and 2002–03, the United States had a decline of only 4 percent. If the United States could reduce its amenable mortality to that of the top-performing countries, there would have been 101,000 fewer deaths per year by the end of the study period, sparing 202,000 lives in the two-year study period.


Research like this shows that the US healthcare system is falling behind other countries, and it’s the American people who are losing their livelihoods and lives as a result. In making these criticisms, I stress that the answer is not about tearing down the institutions; rather, it’s about active engagement both within and outside of the system. This book gives you practical, applicable ways to start being involved in the system tomorrow by becoming an active participant—Dr. You—in your own health and well-being today.


After my own frustrating experience with the healthcare industry, I started seeing cracks in the system. I didn’t need research to know that when I needed the system the most, it failed me. In the midst of my personal health struggles, I took a step back and considered my options: I could stay quiet and hope that my doctors would eventually point me in the right direction, or I could become an advocate who enacts change. In our culture’s burgeoning trend toward agency and taking action, I knew that I needed to be open and brave about my options. I needed to objectively reflect on the path behind me and be deliberate in choosing the path before me.


I began asking my peers about their own experiences with the healthcare system, and as I suspected, their frustrations mirrored my own. They felt the same helplessness and powerlessness, and as an entrepreneur, I wondered how I might offer people the same agency I myself was seeking. This led me to consider diagnostic testing. What were its current limitations? And what were its potential opportunities?


During my research, I discovered a shocking trend in sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). Despite being preventable and treatable, STDs lead to lifelong consequences for many people and create a tremendous economic burden on our country. Though rates of “classical” STDs—gonorrhea and syphilis—are declining slowly in the United States, rates of many other STDs in this country far exceed those of every other developed country.2 Since STDs most commonly affect people who are between the ages of fifteen and forty-four, this epidemic is of grave concern to my generation, who also happens to be the most economically productive group in our society.3 Furthermore, STDs inordinately affect women more than men, and the World Bank estimates that STDs, excluding AIDS, are the second leading cause of healthy life lost among women between these same ages in the developing world.3 Understanding these international comparisons dispels the myth that the United States is the leading country in healthcare treatment and services. Since this particular health issue affects my generation, especially young women, I decided to take action.


I knew from my own personal health journey that instead of trying to fix the problem by finding a patch, I wanted to start fresh and envision anew. So began my professional journey into the field of diagnostic testing. Along with a friend who was also an entrepreneur—and who would later become my cofounder—we discussed redesigning STD technologies from the ground up with the individual’s needs, wants, fears, and expectations as a foundation. We didn’t just explore other alternatives; we looked at all the options and decided it was time for a new alternative.


We live in a digital world where things happen fast: we expect packages overnight, we get messages instantaneously, we even see babies’ faces months before they’re born. Why don’t we have the same expectations for our healthcare system? We wait months for a doctor’s appointment, weeks for diagnostic follow-ups, more waiting for test results—all the while hoping our doctors will give us the magic answers we need to stay healthy. My partner and I decided to take the innovations of the e-commerce world and apply them to our antiquated processes and technologies for testing and treatment. We realized we could combine medical expertise with these digital processes and deliver them in the best way possible. This allowed us to redesign the way an individual interacts with these systems and give the power back to the individual. These discussions led to the creation of myLAB Box, the first company to offer at-home STD testing and the first ever nationwide testing-to-treatment platform.


Since the company’s conception in 2013, I’ve been disrupting the status quo as a vocal advocate for a new approach to health and wellness well beyond sexual health: self-care. With this book, I want to portend what the future of health can look like if we take back our power, become our own advocates, and lead with Dr. You because, ultimately, self-advocacy is the only way to enact change.


TIME TO TAKE CHARGE


Whether we are prepared for it or not, we are taking part in a major paradigm shift. We are watching many of our institutions change, not only in healthcare but also in government, media, and environmental realms. As human beings, community members, and consumers, we can no longer afford to outsource our power and default to others.


A pendulum has been swinging throughout history between an individualistic, survival-of-the-fittest stance and an idealistic belief that the systems we’ve built with our intelligence and power are here to protect us and take care of us. As the pendulum swung toward the individual’s role several generations back, we believed it was every man and woman for themselves, which is shortsighted and prevents us from leveraging our collective knowledge and combined resources to advance as a society. When the pendulum swung again more recently, we re-created many of our systems, assuming they would take care of us when we needed them. Our current history has shown this dependence is unwarranted and unwise. So what’s the answer? Ultimately, neither scenario is ideal. One of them is completely disempowering and disenfranchising, and it always will be, because it requires you to surrender your own perspectives to the system and approach it with blind trust. The opposing scenario is also dysfunctional because by default, it negates the value of leaning on each other for support, expertise, and care. It puts an onerous burden on the individual, which is time consuming, costly, and unfeasible in the modern age.


Rather than swing back and forth, why not halt the pendulum and acknowledge that neither of these scenarios is serving us anymore? This book is about seizing the opportunity to stop the pendulum in the middle rather than swinging between extremes, so we can find a place of balance, harness our individual power, and redesign our interface with larger systems. Maybe some of those systems have been restructured in recent history, but ultimately, we have to redesign our relationship to them with agency and greater awareness of our own needs. Combining the best institution with the best intention and initiative is the only way to create lasting change and a sustainable future for us all, collectively and individually.


With the human population on the rise and waning amounts of resources, if we do not evolve and adapt, we will self-destruct. I don’t intend for this book to be a doomsday prophecy, but I do believe this is mission critical. For this reason, when we speak of advocacy, we will focus on healthcare, but the same tenets apply to other areas: we need to reassess the way we are treating the environment and the way that we are treating ourselves; we have to consider the socioeconomic structures we created, which perhaps worked when we were a small tribe, but with more than seven billion lives at stake, it no longer does; we need to become engaged in all spheres because so many of our fundamental institutions are not meeting our needs. Being engaged in a way that is constructive and positive is particularly important at this point in history.


We’re on the brink of a new era, whether we want it or not, whether we like it or not. Things have evolved and continue to grow at an unprecedented rate. If we’re not active participants in these changes, then we will end up being stuck with systems that happen to us rather than for us. This is an opportunity to make sure that we have some voice, some say, some contribution to swing the pendulum in a direction that is not only good for us but is good for future generations as well.


This book will teach you to be your own health advocate, but on a much broader scale, it will guide you through a larger journey toward evolving into the society of the future. We will explore the individual’s role in making these sweeping, fundamental changes. These personal shifts in thought are vitally important for the future for ourselves, our families, and our humanity.


Despite your reasons for being here, my hope is that this book will offer you a new perspective and clarity around what changes you can begin making today to better your life and health. Even if our views differ at the start, I know that by enacting even small changes, we can all get closer to a sustainable middle ground. In order for anything to have longevity, all perspectives need to support it, and sometimes the larger change we need to make as a society is a small one for the individual.


Using healthcare as a model for how to interface with a system larger than ourselves, we will push for empowerment, harmony, and balance, and for bridging divides. We will strive for empathy for self and for others, and we will seek awareness, enlightenment, and self-realization. We will begin a journey together with curiosity and wonder. This book will aid anybody who is searching for answers on how to live a happier, healthier, more empowered, and more successful life.


No matter what experiences brought you here, even if it’s the scariest thing ever, be glad, because monsters can be our wisest teachers. Despite the negative stigma, it is my experience that questions, fears, and trepidations are the best things to happen to you because they force you to ask questions, seek the truth, and learn. If pain brought you to a point where you are seeking a new future for yourself and for everybody else on this planet, embrace it as the first step of the most valuable journey you will embark on. Thank you for waiting. Dr. You is ready to see you now.
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I felt I’d skipped time. My head felt like it hit a wall. There was dust floating in my car, and my ears were buzzing. Was there an earthquake? I felt a wave of nausea and pain sweep over me. What happened? I noticed my rear window was gone. I got out of my car and saw that my trunk was gone. Then I saw the car in front and realized I had been in an accident. My tiny GTI squished between a six-thousand-pound Land Rover and another SUV. People ran to me in slow motion. Head aching, back searing.


In 2010, I was a young, active resident of Los Angeles. Life was good and relatively carefree until that day, when, while I was sitting at a red light, another vehicle slammed into mine. Luckily, I was fine—at least that’s what the doctor said. Still, in the weeks after my crash, I found myself struggling to perform daily tasks. I was unable to carry groceries, clean my house, or drive to work without severe pain. When I did try to drive to work, I ended up in tears from the agonizing pain in my back. Eventually, unable to make the sixty-mile daily drive to the office, I had no choice but to take a layoff and found myself unemployed. I went to another doctor. “You’re fine,” he also insisted. Still, my diminishing quality of life said something different. My car accident had completely altered every aspect of my life, including my financial livelihood. I was scared and panicked about what my future held. You’re fine. You’re fine. You’re fine.


Anyone who has experienced a health calamity knows it is often accompanied by a myriad of strong emotions and challenging experiences. Even if you find excellent medical care and a diagnosis right away, there are still many stressors that can dramatically affect your life, like financial ramifications or continued access to quality care.


When I was faced with a medical crisis, I found the healthcare system confusing, expensive, and lacking in quality care. Many of the doctors I saw after my accident were dismissive, despite my undeniable and chronic pain. The trauma of a disease or an accident should be the worst thing that happens to you, not the arduous journey to recovery amid a broken national healthcare system. How did our healthcare system become so broken? Is it like this everywhere?


I grew up in Bulgaria when it was a socialist state. Under the ruling Communist Party, the healthcare system was equalized. You didn’t necessarily always get perfect care, but the dynamics in play were much simpler and more straightforward. Furthermore, patients didn’t fear financial ruin in using the system. Doctors weren’t expected to turn a profit or look at their revenue. Patients weren’t wondering what incentive the doctor had for making certain diagnoses or prescribing certain medicines. Doctors were focused on care. They spent as much time with a patient as it took. The patient’s well-being was their measure of success.


I know that “socialized medicine” is a scary term for many Americans. It was originally used as a political weapon, and in that way, it’s been surprisingly effective. The term gained popularity in 1947 when a public relations firm used it to criticize President Truman’s proposal for a national healthcare system. As reporter and author T. R. Reid writes, “It was a label, at the dawn of the cold war, meant to suggest that anybody advocating universal access to health care must be a communist. And the phrase has retained its political power for six decades.”4 Considering that with each presidential election, the term “socialist” is spewed from many critics’ lips as if it’s an insult, the stigma clearly still exists today. Since we will be comparing many types of international healthcare systems throughout the book, let’s remind ourselves that health issues need not be political debates. As we will discuss fully in chapter 2, there is no way to heal our dysfunctional system without borrowing functional elements from systems in other countries. In fact, two of the most popular and successful examples of government-run systems already exist in our country—the US Department of Veterans Affairs and Medicare. Both have been successful and are quite popular with the millions of patients who use them. It’s not a political debate; it’s a global crisis. It’s important to be objective and inclusive when finding ways to care for and manage our nation’s people.


WHERE IT ALL BEGAN


When I was growing up in Bulgaria’s capital city of Sofia, I lived a fairly idyllic life. Despite it being the largest city in the country, families rarely locked their doors. My friends and I played outside until nightfall when we were called in for dinner. If you were sick, you went to the clinic and waited. The medical process was quite easy and foolproof. There was always a clinic or hospital nearby, and each specialist had his or her own office. It was much like shopping in a well-organized grocery store where each type of good had its place clearly labeled on the shelf so you could easily and quickly complete your shopping. In Bulgaria, you would visit the appropriate office, have services rendered, and then be on your way—no paperwork, no credit cards, no bills to haunt you after. It was truly that simple. I became quite ill with pneumonia at a young age, and I never doubted the care I would receive. There was never even a question of whether or not I would receive attention or whether my family could afford the medication. Though I had the physical discomfort of illness, my family and I didn’t have the emotional stress of navigating a confusing system and paying exorbitant medical bills.


As kids, my peers and I were often involved in various community-wide health management efforts. This meant we would get vaccination shots together or, in the winter, we would play in a room while a UV light helped provide us with vitamin D that we lacked. There was an understanding as children under a socialized system that you were collectively being taken care of. Care was an integral part of our community. It was an unquestionable right. I took this assumption for granted, and like most things, I didn’t understand its value until it was taken away.


What was most interesting about my upbringing in Bulgaria was that I was there as a ten-year-old in 1989 when the country changed from a communist one to a “democratic” one. The resulting chaos affected the country’s systems from trash pickup to healthcare. Communism certainly wasn’t paradise, but what I remember changing most were the centralized systems: animal control went away, police stopped doing their jobs, and crime became rampant.


Healthcare was perhaps the most drastic change. After the transition to democracy, you no longer knew where to go when you were sick. You’d go to the old hospital, where there used to be one office for each specialty, and now there were specialties missing, or there would be five offices for the same specialty. In trying to figure out which one to visit, you would discover varying prices for the same treatment, and oftentimes be forced to pay before care was rendered. Suddenly there was no consistency in the cost for services, the price of materials, or whether staples like bandages or disinfectant were provided. If you needed surgery, then you showed up at the hospital with your own supplies, sometimes down to the needle and thread, because you couldn’t count on medical staff having them in the operating room. It was a corrupted system that meant you had to sometimes even bribe hospital staff to get the “nice” recovery room. Suddenly illness took on a new level of stress, unease, and perhaps most troubling, inequality.


When I was a teen, my cousin in Bulgaria was diagnosed with cancer. He was in his twenties. I remember hearing my aunt and other relatives problem-solving his care. “This doctor said we’d need to bring supplies to the hospital for the surgery.” “Well that doctor said we’d have to pay extra each day for the bed, and we can’t afford that.” I saw them phoning their friends and relatives trying to determine if there was a better specialist somewhere. When my cousin’s surgery was finally scheduled, I remember my aunt, mom, and grandma lugging bags of bandages and medication to the hospital to use during his surgery and postoperative care. Family and friends were very much involved in the whole process. How could we not be? Our safety net was gone, and we had to take care of ourselves.
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