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This book is dedicated to everyone who believes they can train, fuel, and accomplish whatever goals they challenge themselves to achieve…

And to my parents, who inspired me with their example to believe that I could too.
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INTRODUCTION

I bet you picked up this book because you’re invested in improving or maintaining your health and you’re looking for new ways to do so. That’s a great reason. I’m interested in mine, too, and have discovered many connections between where we live and our total well-being, which I look forward to sharing with you in these pages. Let me share a little of my story first—including how I came to learn of these connections, which have already benefited me greatly, and which I believe can benefit you too.

MY STORY

I haven’t always been great at taking care of myself. I was reasonably active in my twenties and thirties, swimming, hiking, and strength training after work and on the weekends. But when I finished grad school and started working more demanding jobs in my forties, I began de-stressing with junk food and TV instead of working out or even walking. I became completely sedentary, and the pounds piled on.

When my marriage crashed and burned just before my forty-ninth birthday, I realized that I was a heart attack waiting to happen and needed to get off the dang couch. Fortunately, our subdivision had a heated pool, and I started swimming laps again. I enjoyed both the movement and the calming nature of slicing through the water. I also found that my body started craving healthier foods like fresh fruits and vegetables again to power my laps, a welcome reintroduction to better eating.

That was the start of a three-year journey to losing about a hundred pounds, which I plan to keep off forever! As you may have found yourself, losing lots of weight is much more exciting than maintaining a healthy weight. It elicits compliments from friends, offers new and sleeker wardrobe options, inspires new confidence, and can generate new dating possibilities. Losing weight takes weeks, months, or even a year or more. Maintaining weight takes a lifetime of consistency, long after the thrill has worn off. Many people eventually regain the weight; I’ve been guilty of a little backsliding too. It’s a constant battle as I move toward the big six-oh and beyond.

RETHINKING FITNESS

The most effective strategy for me was changing my mind-set from dieting and exercising to training and fueling. I set a goal: to complete a three-mile Spartan Race in January 2014 after volunteering at a similar event and winning a free entry online. I found an obstacle course racing (OCR) coach in my area, learned how to scale six- and eight-foot walls (not gracefully, mind you!), run trails, and do burpees. Most women in their fifties get their mud at spas; I was getting mine crawling under barbed wire.

After that first OCR event, I set new goals to complete a Spartan Trifecta (5K, 15K, and half-marathon distances in one year), two military-style GoRuck endurance events, two Ragnar trail relays, half and full marathons, and the summiting of Mount Whitney, the highest peak in the lower forty-eight states. Each required dedicated training, proper nutrition, rest, and recovery.

I met other racing, endurance, and mountaineering enthusiasts and joined an active community that loves spending weekends in the mountains, running road and trail races, hiking, and doing all kinds of fun workouts together. We still talk and post about the best foods for performance and avoiding stomach upset during our training sessions and events. We spend nights at each other’s homes before race mornings so we’ll be closer to the start lines, and we compare recovery strategies for the inevitable injuries and ailments that come from pushing yourself hard. Those strategies often include foam rollers, yoga mats, and the restorative joy of jetted showers and spa tubs.

THE HOME HEALTH CONNECTION

While we may travel to events and work or vacation away from home, most of our fueling and recovery take place where we live. That is true for most everyone, regardless of athletic interests or careers. We meal prep and cook in our kitchens, clean up and unwind in our master bathrooms, and restore our energy in our bedrooms, getting as many hours of sleep as we can before starting our long, busy days.

Our living spaces have a tremendous impact on our physical and emotional well-being, from how they’re constructed to how they’re organized and decorated. This book explores the many ways they can support or sabotage us, room by room, and shares suggestions for making them healthier, safer, and more functional as we strive to live our best lives. Whether you’re renting your first apartment, updating your current house, or building your forever home, you’ll find ideas in these pages to improve both your living space and your health.

WELLNESS DESIGN: WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU?

We have known for a long time that toxic elements in our homes can make us sick. Over the years research findings have led to bans on asbestos and lead as well as limitations on excessive formaldehyde and other indoor pollutants that can impact our indoor air quality. There are many books on the subject of safe building and household materials, but it isn’t the only important aspect of wellness design.

There are five facets of wellness design—health and fitness, safety and security, accessibility, functionality, and comfort and joy—and these all contribute to your home’s role in your health and well-being. You’ll find these facets reflected throughout this book. Let’s take a quick look at what they mean for you and the important people in your life.


	FITNESS AND HEALTH covers a broad area, including how your home can help support your exercise goals, nutrition, hygiene, rest, and recovery. It means that your cooking appliances help you prepare healthier meals, and your bedroom is optimized for sleep. It suggests adding steam to your shower for better recovery from illness or injury and to your oven or range for preserving the nutrients in your food. It includes saunas and massaging showerheads for exercise recovery and suggestions for creating workout areas in your living space. You’ll find fitness and health ideas throughout the book.


	SAFETY AND SECURITY mean that you reduce your chances of experiencing a home disaster. Building codes address many of the major risks, but they don’t help if you choose an inexperienced, unlicensed individual to work on your electrical system, for example, or if someone cuts corners during a renovation project that can result in illness or injury. Safety also means having proper ventilation in your kitchen to reduce fire risk and in your bathroom to avoid mold buildup, and having enough task lighting where you cut vegetables to avoid slicing a finger instead of a carrot. Last but definitely not least, safety also relates to security. With so many homes now tied to the Internet through smart-home technology, protecting your privacy and data is an ever-growing challenge, and is definitely tied to your wellness. You’ll find safety and security ideas throughout the book.


	ACCESSIBILITY means that you, your household members, and your guests can fully enjoy your home unimpeded by injury, illness, disability, or age. It means that you can reach items deep inside your cabinets even if your back is screaming from yesterday’s workout; that your partner can shower even if she’s on crutches after a rock-climbing fall; and that your grandfather can stay for a holiday weekend even if he’s a wheelchair user. Accessibility ensures that you can remain independent and fully able to use your home if or when life’s inevitable setbacks occur. You’ll find accessibility-enhancing ideas throughout the book.


	FUNCTIONALITY means that your home is optimized for peak performance whether you’re eating, working, doing chores, or sleeping. A kitchen optimized for functionality makes cleaning up after dinner faster and easier, so you can spend more time relaxing or working out. A more functional kids’ bathroom means easier school mornings and pre-bedtime routines, and potentially fewer sick days. An entry area optimized for functionality makes leaving the house less stressful and coming home more pleasant. You’ll find functionality-enhancing ideas throughout the book.


	COMFORT AND JOY mean that your home is personalized to enhance your emotional and physical well-being. Physical comfort is improved by details like radiant floor heating in your master bath to greet your feet on a wintry day or aromatherapy in your shower to help you de-stress. Joy encompasses the details that accessorize your home, from artwork and memorabilia to area rugs and window coverings. These details can be functional, like doormats, or purely decorative, like family photos. For example, a beautiful wool area rug warms and softens a tiled living room, but it becomes even better when it’s secured in place so that no one trips on a corner. Hanging your race medals on a garage wall welcomes you home with reminders of accomplishments and great times—and that’s a mood lifter every time you drive in. Comfort and joy also mean connecting your home with nature. It’s been shown that plants purify our air and uplift our mood, and that natural light levels and quality greatly influence our sleep cycles. Additionally, images, fragrances, and sounds of nature can all have health-enhancing benefits. The more your living space connects to nature, and the easier it is for you to access nature outside your doors, the greater potential for improving your well-being. You’ll find comfort and joy ideas throughout the book.




You may not own your own home at the moment, but that doesn’t mean that you don’t deserve to have the healthiest living space possible. While some of the ideas in this book won’t apply to your current situation, as it generally doesn’t make sense to remodel a rental, each chapter has sections titled “Wellness Tips” that apply to renters and homeowners alike, and there are many suggestions related to finishing touches that you can take with you when you move.

The book can help you when you’re ready to buy your next—or first—home or if you’re a caregiver for a relative who wants to stay in the home where he raised his family. The concepts and suggestions in these pages aren’t focused on this year’s fad but on time-tested ideas, many rooted in science.

IMPORTANT HEALTH NOTE

Speaking of science, I’m not a health care professional and don’t pretend to be one. In fact, one of the important takeaways from the respected Mayo Clinic Wellness Coach Training Program I completed was “Stay in your lane.” No one should give advice for which she’s not trained or qualified. As a certified coach and wellness design consultant, I take that recommendation seriously and reach out for health care input from a medical specialist whenever I need expertise.

Design professionals will often consult with clients’ medical providers about specific needs when they know that someone is under a doctor’s care—or recommend that clients talk to their medical team before proceeding with design recommendations, like steam showers or saunas, that can impact their health and safety.

When it comes to health care advice in the pages of this book, I have used direct quotations from experts in their fields (you’ll see them under the heading “House Calls” in each of the roomcentric chapters); insights from the many licensed medical professionals I’ve interviewed through a long career of writing about wellness design for multiple publications; and published consumer advice from respected sources like the Mayo Clinic, Harvard Medical School, the Cleveland Clinic, medical associations, and journals. When I reference “health care professionals” or “medical experts,” this is the knowledge base I’m drawing upon.

This book is based on my findings and is not intended to replace consultation with your own health care professional. I wrote Wellness by Design to share knowledge about the links between your home and your health from my research and professional experience in the design and wellness fields and from my personal journey from couch potato to midlife weekend warrior with a 2020 training plan and goal to summit Kilimanjaro before I turn sixty.

I encourage you to make your own health care decisions based on your own research and in partnership with a qualified health care provider. And I do hope this book inspires you to set new wellness goals—and help your home live up to them.






1 What Is WELLNESS DESIGN?


If the term “wellness design” is completely new to you, you’re not alone. It’s a fairly young discipline that has gained acceptance among architects, builders, designers, and remodeling professionals in recent years as we’ve worked on making healthier places for us all to live and work.

The aim of wellness design is to create a home that works with you every day, including supporting your training regimen, fueling your workouts, and encouraging your recovery afterward, with benefits you may have never considered, like better air quality from nontoxic building materials, pet-friendly features, and high-performance ventilation.

Or perhaps some of the above were among the reasons you chose your home, condo, or apartment in the first place. Maybe you were drawn to the large windows allowing in natural light and views of trees or flowers outside. For many, a chef’s kitchen is a huge draw, and you saw yourself creating healthy meals with ease there as soon as you walked in.

Maybe the master bath’s spa-style shower reminded you of your resort vacation, and you can definitely see yourself grilling kabobs with your hiking buddies in the outdoor kitchen.

All of these features make a home or apartment community appealing and can influence buying or leasing decisions. They can also enhance the wellness of the people living in them in physical, practical, and emotional ways. Let’s take a look at each.

PHYSICAL FEATURES

The physical aspects of wellness design can include anything from a spa-style shower’s handheld head with massage setting to help soothe sore muscles after a long run or hike, to the combi steam oven in a fabulous chef’s kitchen to help you cook healthier meals. The good news is that you can have both of these features even if you’re renting an apartment. Wellness design is not just for homeowners!

Physical wellness design features affect breathing, standing and walking, sleeping, cooking, hygiene, working, exercising, and caregiving. From the moment you walk in your door to the moment you leave, your home is supporting (or sabotaging) your well-being in big and small ways.

For example, many fitness-focused adults spend Sunday evenings meal prepping for the week ahead. This can mean several hours spent working in the kitchen. The typical kitchen floor is ceramic tile, a very hard surface that makes extended periods standing on it fatiguing to feet, shins, knees, hips, and back. As a result, it’s not uncommon to feel sore after hours of kitchen work, which can be a training issue if you meal prep before your workouts, or a reason to avoid it afterward when you’re already tired and achy.

Here’s another example: You worked, exercised, showered, ate dinner, and relaxed at home before heading to bed. You’re committed to getting at least seven hours of quality sleep on weeknights. Unfortunately, the streetlights outside your bedroom window are blazing through your curtains. It’s going to be a long night before another long workday. Blackout panels, shades, or liners will usually solve the problem and aren’t terribly expensive to purchase. (Bonus: They can also lower your utility bills.)

There are amenities you can add to every room—from entryway to bedroom to garage—to enhance your home’s wellness design quotient, whether you own or rent. Others, like new flooring or a whole-house water filtration system, should be installed by an owner rather than a tenant. Renters can still get their benefits through simple purchases like a cushioned anti-fatigue mat or a faucet-mounted filtration unit.

PRACTICAL FEATURES

No one ever says, “I want to spend more time cleaning my kitchen and bathroom.” Appliances, countertops, backsplashes, cabinetry, fixtures, and flooring that are hard to clean may harbor more dirt and germs and definitely take more of your precious time to maintain. That’s time you could be spending relaxing or working out. A handful of low-maintenance design and remodeling choices can improve your quality of life, save you time, and create a healthier home.

Another practical feature of wellness design is accessibility, a design term for making it easy to reach and use everything in a space. It’s not something that most active, younger adults tend to think about unless they find themselves nursing a sports injury on crutches, trying to get into the back of a vanity cabinet for a heating pad after an Ironman, or caring for a disabled family member. But it’s something that older adults, including very active ones, think about often.

Another feature of the chef’s kitchen that sold you on your home could be its pantry roll-out trays, the pull-out drawers in every base cabinet, and the swing-out organizer in the corner. These are all accessibility enhancing, and they all also help you to better organize your space for cooking and entertaining.


[image: Image]
Kitchen organizers make meal prep easier, faster, and more accessible.



Accessibility issues often come up at a home’s entrances and in its bathrooms. How easy is it to navigate your way from the curb to your front door, or from your garage to your interior? What if you’re heading out for a run with your baby in a jogging stroller or your foot is in a temporary cast? What about your weekend guest whose rugby accident landed him in a wheelchair, or your grandmother visiting with her walker and heavy roller bag?

Accessibility is a physical feature, but it’s also a practical one. Making your home more “visitable” (and usable, if you’re injured at some point) enhances its wellness potential. (It can also enhance its resale value, as there’s a serious shortage of accessible homes in this country.)


WELLNESS TIP

Place a small bench near your home’s busiest entrance so that no one has to juggle packages while trying to reach the doorknob or keys. It serves as a place to sit for someone who is tired or a space to set things down for convenience and balance.



Safety is another practical feature of wellness design. Building codes across the country include mandated smoke detectors, sprinkler systems, carbon monoxide detectors, vent fans for kitchens and bathrooms, and construction standards, so that you can be reasonably certain that your home won’t fall down on your head.

That covers the basics, but they don’t fully address your safety and that of your household.

Among the top causes of accidental injuries are falls, fires, and burns. (Falls are the leading injury-related cause of death for seniors.) Some of these are preventable, and a home designed for wellness will have slip-resistant flooring materials, anti-scald valves, designer-style grab bars in the tub or shower that blend stylishly with the room’s other finishes, as well as a fire extinguisher near the kitchen.

Another way to protect yourself is to avoid hiring unlicensed contractors and tradesmen when you’re improving your home, and not buy knockoff remodeling products that might result in mold-causing leaks behind your walls, electrical fires, toxic product fumes, and other hazards. These less expensive products may save you money in the short run but will often cost you far more later when expensive issues develop.

EMOTIONAL FEATURES

Last but definitely not least among wellness design features are those that benefit your emotional health. The place where you live definitely has an emotional component—the difference between a house and a home, you could say. Your home is, or should be, a place of refuge from the outside world. It should welcome you when you walk in the door, and envelop you in comfort while you’re inside.

This is especially important in high-stress times, like after a mass shooting, when our screens are filled with violence and chaos. Mental health professionals1 confirm that watching the news reports that follow these violent events leaves many people—especially teens and young adults—feeling vulnerable, anxious, and fearful, especially if the event happened near where they live. Creating an electronics-free sanctuary at home, where you can meditate, pray, relax, and decompress, helps maintain emotional wellness. It can include a spiritual icon, if faith is part of your life and tradition, or lavender oil diffusers or fabric spray; this flower has been shown to be a mood stabilizer.

Emotional wellness should be part of your home whether you’re a tenant or an owner, whether you’re staying in a corporate apartment for a month while you work at a client site in another city, or living in the home you’ve owned with your spouse for forty years. In a temporary or rental setting, you’re not going to make permanent changes to the space, but you can bring along a favorite framed photo to sit on the nightstand and greet you in the morning. You can bring a spiritual element to enhance the space, like a prayer rug. You can bring along your favorite throw to wrap yourself in while you watch TV. You can plug in a wireless speaker to play music from your phone or light a candle that reminds you of the pines or jasmine outside your window at home. Scent is the sense with the deepest ties to memory, so bringing fragrances that evoke happy memories or associations create emotional wellness in a temporary or permanent home.

In a house or condo that you own, you can build in even more emotional wellness features. These could be a “man cave” or “she shed,” a cozy library with your favorite books, or just a reading or meditation nook in a corner of a bedroom.

Bringing more sunlight into your home is another way to add emotional wellness. Most people are drawn toward rooms filled with natural light. Window sheers that deliver some privacy during the day while allowing more light in is one way to brighten a room. Solar tubes, which are like skylights but easier to install and often less prone to problems, are another way.


WELLNESS TIP

Add plants in pots for an easy, welcoming note and better indoor air quality in any room.



Celebrating nature in your home with plants and other natural inspirations—called biophilia—is one more way to add emotional wellness to your space. Plants in particular create a welcoming environment and can help with indoor air quality as well. Natural inspirations can be decorative details like an accent table made of wood from your home state, a water feature that recalls your favorite waterfall hike, or even bird prints that remind you of a recent vacation.
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Connecting your indoor spaces with views and access to nature enhances your wellness.



We spend so much time focused on our electronics that connections to nature, both physical (being in a natural environment) and visual (natural light, views, and depictions), can promote stress relief, concentration, healing, and injury recovery, according to medical researchers.2

Some homeowners create green walls in their homes’ interiors or exteriors. Some cover all or most of the entire vertical surface with edible plants in the kitchen or patio grilling area. Some are purely decorative, as a backdrop to a relaxation space. (You might have seen some of these in hotels, office buildings, or restaurants.) These can be full-wall designs on a balcony or terrace or just an accent feature inside. Green walls vary by space, size, and purpose, but all involve irrigation systems and proper plant selection for your climate. If you’re adding a permanent feature to your home, consulting with a horticulturalist who knows which plant species work in your setting and region can be helpful. There are also smaller, freestanding systems that can either be placed on your floor or mounted on a wall. These are smaller investments and can be moved if you rent or plan on relocating.

If you’re putting an addition on your home, talk with your architect about maximizing access to natural light. That might mean more or bigger windows or a wall of glass doors that slide all the way open. (Just do it in a way that fits with your home’s existing architecture, or the effect will be more jarring than wellness enhancing.)

Decorating with personalized details is wellness design on a smaller scale. These can come from a family photo gallery or be original art that you collected on trips, or a personalized rack with all of your medals that make you smile when you look at them. Rather than buying art that matches your furniture, choose decorative details that match your passions in life, and add a piece to every room where you spend time, including the laundry room and garage. That way you’ll have something delightful to look at when you do your least favorite chore or return home tired from a trip.

Buying beautiful organic bedding creates a welcoming bedroom that cradles you in natural fibers and enhances your physical well-being by not off-gassing (industry-speak for releasing toxic fumes from chemical materials or dyes) in the room where you spend the most hours every day.
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Green walls can bring nature’s wellness benefits and dramatic flair into your living spaces.



Plush bath towels give any bathroom a spa touch and feel amazing on your skin, especially fresh off of a towel warmer. Setting your childhood cookie jar on your kitchen counter with energy bars inside instead of Oreos may give you a guilt-free smile and delicious memories. Surround yourself with wellness in every room!

THE BENEFITS OF MINIMALISM

There have been hundreds of articles—and one very popular book and TV series—about the joys of decluttering. Most cover the emotional benefits of clearing out old, broken, and no-longer-loved items from your home, but surprisingly few mention the physical benefits. One or more of these may apply to you or your household:


	Overly cluttered spaces can make it difficult and unsafe to move around in for those who live there, as well as caregivers to older or injured residents, and first responders who need to reach and move occupants in an emergency.

	Too much decoration (or highly reflective surfaces) can be overstimulating for children and for those with autism spectrum issues or dementia.

	Small decorative elements within reach of small hands can become choking hazards.

	Some popular elements, like heavy drapes and throw pillows, can harbor dust mites that can cause allergy or asthma issues for people suffering from those conditions.



This isn’t to suggest that you turn your home into a stark, modernist museum. You want to be comfortable and nurtured in your space. Decide which pieces make you and your household members feel great, and donate the rest.

WELLNESS DESIGN OUTSIDE

Wellness design extends beyond your front door. You may not have a patio or yard, but if you’re near a park, you’re going to get your “nature fix” without a lawn mower. If your neighborhood has bike lanes, you can ride more safely. If your coffeehouse and supermarket are within walking distance, you’ll likely walk more.

While there are as yet no established wellness design standards for single family homes, there are standards for multifamily dwellings like apartment communities. These call for features like bike racks, bike paths, and bike share opportunities; community gardens with fruits and vegetables; walking trails and the ability to walk to nearby businesses and services; outdoor fitness equipment and comfortable furniture for socializing; and a smoke-free environment inside and out.

Look for these wellness standards to become more widespread in the U.S. (especially since the government, through Fannie Mae, is now promoting them in its Healthy Housing Rewards initiative). Specific standards for single-family residences will likely follow soon.

In the meantime you can create wellness features in your own home or apartment that work for your needs, interests, space, and budget. We’ll be looking at all of these physical, practical, and emotional wellness topics in greater depth throughout this book.






2 Making Your Whole Home HEALTHIER


Your current home may be the first apartment you rented after college graduation, the dream house you built for your family, or a retirement community condo you’re moving into after your kids have flown the nest. Wherever you choose to live, your space should be safe, accessible, and comfortable.

If you’re renting, you have less choice, especially in tight rental markets. It may be tempting to go with the first apartment you find, but if the building seems unsafe—if you spot obvious issues like leaks, black mold, or blocked fire exits—you’re better off staying with a friend or relative or in a temporary space until you can find a safe place to live.

Fortunately, many apartment, condo, and new-home communities today know that prospective residents are looking for healthy amenities, and the developers and managers of such communities are catering to those interests. This means that the tiny, dark gym of decades ago is now an airy fitness center, possibly with trainers providing classes. Some offer so many options that you can completely drop your health club membership—a boon to your financial wellness too!


START WITH THE RIGHT PROFESSIONAL

If you’re buying a resale home, you’re going to have a professional, experienced home inspector do a complete inspection before you finalize your sale. You can find someone through a professional inspectors’ association website or by referral from someone uninvolved with your home purchase—i.e., someone without a vested interest in your buying the property.

If you’re building a home with a custom or production builder, you can also bring in an inspector for a pre-drywall inspection during construction. At this stage in the process, the inspector can easily spot and correct potential hazards like ducting, electrical, and plumbing lines that were improperly installed, preventing problems in years to come.

Whether buying or building, you want to make sure there are no code violations, structural issues, or other problems that can endanger your life or that of someone else in your home, or cost you significant sums to repair later.

Construction specifications are closely regulated, in part to protect a building’s occupants in the event of a disaster. We’ve seen some homes survive major earthquakes and others fall apart in hurricanes. Codes are often strengthened after a natural disaster, so the age of your residence can influence its survivability when the next catastrophe occurs.

If you’re building a home, adding on to its size, doing a whole-house remodel, or repairing your residence after a disaster, you’re going to want to work with a licensed building professional who keeps current on local and national building codes. It’s not uncommon for unlicensed contractors and scammers pretending to be contractors or handymen to roam through damaged neighborhoods in the wake of a storm or temblor, hoping to score quick deposits.

Industry professionals and consumer groups suggest exercising caution when anyone pressures you to start a project, demands full payment, fails to offer a written estimate, asks you to sign a contract with blank spaces, or refuses to provide credentials you can check. It’s natural to want to start rebuilding as soon as you can, and substandard operators take advantage of your stress to get you to pay them. Don’t fall for it.

Your insurance company or a reputable neighborhood real estate agent can provide an experienced, ethical local professional for your repair. Getting the right person can save you time and money in the long run, whether it’s a hurricane rebuild, a room addition, or a remodel. He will also get you through the permitting process quicker, which is reason enough.

This pro could be an architect, an interior designer, a builder, a general contractor, or a design-build firm with architectural designers and contractor talent in-house, depending on the work that needs to be done. Talk to several firms to see which is the best fit, and check not only the clients they provide as references but ask those clients for the contact information of friends who have also used the team you’re considering.

Just as the professional you hire should not be the guy in the pickup rolling through your neighborhood after a tornado has turned your block into rubble, your contractor should also not be your nephew’s wife’s stepfather’s best friend who builds houses on the side. (You really don’t want anyone who does any significant building work on the side.)

The professionals you work with should have their required licenses in good standing. You can check on these on your state’s licensing board website. You can also check on complaints against them with the Better Business Bureau. Online ratings aren’t always reliable, so when you’re investing tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars in a major home project, it’s worth it to do some extra checking. In the end, your peace of mind will be worth it.

Let’s say you’re going to do the work yourself; many people do these days. It’s not a bad idea to consult with a professional first to see if the plans and ideas you’re considering are sound. It might cost you time and money to get such a review, but making a dangerous mistake because you don’t know or have overlooked something important could cost you more.

YOUR HOME’S COMPONENTS

Whether you’re living in an apartment or a single-family house, your home has mechanical systems that make it habitable. These include the ventilation, plumbing, electrical, and heating and cooling systems. If any of these stops working properly, you’re going to need to have it fixed pretty quickly or be uncomfortable, inconvenienced, and possibly endangered. If you’re a tenant, you get to call the landlord and hope the response is quick. If you’re a homeowner, this becomes one more project for you to handle.

Beyond operating properly, there are enhancements available to make each system more health enhancing. If you’re building or remodeling, they’re worth knowing about and considering.

Ventilation

The air inside your home may be more polluted than the air outside, especially if your home is newer. As builders have increased the energy efficiency of homes, they’ve reduced the opportunities for bad air to escape. This means fumes you may not be aware of—from carpeting, paint, cabinetry, furniture, electronics, and household cleaning products—can stay trapped in your living spaces. Poor indoor air quality is considered to be a major health hazard by the Environmental Protection Agency, especially since we spend up to 90 percent of our time indoors.

The fact that there are so many more chemicals in our homes’ building products than there were in earlier generations hasn’t helped, either. That carpet protectant that keeps pet stains at bay can be emitting carcinogens long after you move in.

If you’re buying a home, you can have the air tested for allergens, toxins, and other issues that can impact your health. An environmental consultant or air quality testing professional can advise you on what might be in your home—especially if a family member has been having breathing issues or other reactions since moving in—and how to remedy the problem. You can also install carbon monoxide, radon, and other air quality monitors that will alert you to problems.


WELLNESS TIP

A properly sized air purifier can handle many indoor pollutants. Look for a model with a HEPA (high-efficiency particulate air) filter for pulling the greatest amount of particulate matter out of the room.
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