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Introduction


BY SARAH, THE DUCHESS OF YORK


Everywhere I go these days people ask me where I get the energy to do all the things I do. It’s a good question, and sometimes I don’t know the answer myself. Yet the one thing I do know is that I just keep going forward rather than trying to resist my momentum. You see, I am grateful for my life today and I’d not be where I am had I not learned to harness my energy and take the kinds of risks you need to take in order to get what you want. Writing my last book for Weight Watchers, Reinventing Yourself, made me realize just how far I’d come.


Since I have two teens at home, a busy career in America, and charity work that takes me all over the globe, you can bet there are times when I feel utterly exhausted. I can also tell you, though, that I’ve never felt more energized. This book is designed to help you rediscover and revitalize your energy level, first with an assessment of your life and lifestyle to pinpoint where your energy comes from, and second, by identifying ways in which your energy can be sapped. In my experience, nothing drains away energy quite like stress: You know you are overwhelmed, but don’t know what to do about it. Like many women, I’m a multitasker and juggler who can simultaneously think, walk, and talk, all the while balancing a teacup standing on one foot. The sheer volume of tasks I juggle today is greater than ever, but instead of feeling bedraggled as I used to, now my energy reserve stays high.


What has changed?


Through a healthy diet, exercise, and a positive attitude, I’ve learned how to keep my engine in top condition. Reassessing my priorities and planning my life around them has made a tremendous difference, too.


In the days following my separation from Andrew, I could do little more than lie in bed with the curtains drawn. My life was in shambles, and the chaos and negativity surrounding me made it impossible to think clearly about how to pick up the pieces. The profound sorrow and shame I felt over the loss of my marriage left me reeling emotionally. And I was physically depleted, an ironic state for the woman everyone had dubbed as “fun, feisty Fergie,” and a “breath of fresh air.” It had taken years for me to reach the depths, and I am the first to admit that it was largely my own insecurities and unhealthy lifestyle that led to my fall.


I could not have been more in love when I married in 1986, and back then I had boundless energy as I embarked on my new life as the Duchess of York. In time, however, the stress of public life and my desire to please everybody became almost unbearable. The constant scrutiny and nonstop criticism fed my innate insecurity to the point that I felt unsuitable as a wife and mother. In essence, I felt like an absolute failure. My problem with weight was a clear indication that I was terribly unhappy, and looking back I can see why my countless quick-fix diets were like desperate gasps for air. In the end, the dreary cloud of negativity that permeated my life brought my world crashing down. Had it not been for my girls, Beatrice and Eugenie, I wonder how I’d ever have managed to get back up on my feet again.


For me, an important first step was becoming physically active again. Just the routine of a simple workout gave me a reason to get up in the morning. I started to eat better and that gave me energy too, but I still struggled with the impulse to binge whenever something upset me. There was genuinely plenty to worry about, not the least of which was how I would go about supporting myself as a single mother. My divorce settlement was small and I still faced paying back a huge bank overdraft, so when Weight Watchers approached me in 1996 to be its U.S. spokesperson, I was eager to work. However, despite my good fortune, the anxiety I felt over this new chapter of my life was overwhelming, and I admit the anxiety robbed me of the enthusiasm I should have felt.


I remember feeling numb when I walked onstage at the Weight Watchers press conference to announce my new role as spokesperson. The ballroom at the Pierre Hotel in New York City was jam-packed with press—literally spread wall to wall with reporters, editors, photographers, and TV cameras. I’d come to fear the press back home, but somehow I mustered enough nerve to get on with the program and deliver my speech. In photos from that day I can see that my hair and makeup were overdone compared to my natural look now; even my clothes seemed to be serving as camouflage.


In England, news of my new job was not well received, and it spawned an outpouring of negativity about my pursuit of a paying career. If you can imagine the glares and stares that awaited me as I came through London’s Heathrow Airport, you can understand how the renewed criticism of my commercial life and actions successfully squelched any optimism I’d felt about my new career. I was fighting for my future and for some dignity. I think it was adrenaline and my survivor instinct that convinced me to ignore the critics and just get on with it all.


My responsibility to Weight Watchers was reason enough to get on track with a healthy eating and fitness regimen. People who know me know that I am a person of absolute integrity; I speak from the heart, so I couldn’t possibly take on the job of promoting the diet without actually doing it myself. It’s said that the truth will set you free, and coming to America to speak openly about my personal battle with weight had a profoundly cathartic effect on me. From the start, I hit the road making personal appearances at Weight Watchers meetings. I crisscrossed the country. The trips were physically demanding and emotionally exhausting, with reporters questioning me at every turn about very personal parts of my life. But this sort of forced introspection caused me to start connecting the dots of my past, and in doing so, I found myself gaining fresh insight about who I was, where my life had taken me, and where I wanted to go. I was shaky and unsure of myself, hardly an icon for health or success. But somehow I managed to assume my new role thanks mostly to the enormous outpouring of support and goodwill that I received from thousands of Weight Watchers members who didn’t come out to judge me as a fallen royal, but rather to cheer me on as one of their own.


I spend a great deal of time in America these days, and I really enjoy it. In fact, I take every opportunity to thank Americans from the bottom of my heart because, with their encouragement, I’ve had the faith and energy to move on in my life.


So that’s my story. Now I want to know, what is yours? Do you find yourself always tired, just barely dragging yourself through the day? Or are you facing a particularly rough road ahead and want to ensure that your stamina will stay high?


We all live in the age of stress. I think women face a particularly demanding kind of stress because we wear so many hats. Unlike our mother’s generation, we are more in touch with our own needs and aspirations, which, paradoxically, can be both liberating and stressful. If you are feeling overwhelmed in your life, chances are that you feel lacking in energy and drained of vitality.


The problem is, how do you stop that lack of energy cycle? It’s probably all you can do to stay where you are right now. But here’s a fact: there’s no single step to break this cycle. You will have to evaluate your general state of health and your diet and exercise habits; you’ll also need to honestly assess trouble areas that weigh heavily on your mind. If how you live now leaves you drained of energy, accept that something in your life may have to change. Only you can put a realistic plan into action and I urge you to find the courage to want to make a change in your life. Yes, that step into the unknown is frightening, but what have you got to lose if holding back will keep you feeling tired, saddened, and unhappy in your own skin?


In the coming chapters, we’ll cover various ways that nutrition, exercise, and attitude can help give you energy. But I want you to keep in mind that the best diet and greatest trainers in the world won’t work unless you can energize your soul, too. When your mind, body, and soul are energized, you’ll feel as though nothing can ever hold you back.
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PART 1
Understanding Energy
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1
Why Are You So Tired?



Drop a stone in a pool of water, and the ripples will spread in all directions. It’s amazing how that bit of energy in one spot soon affects a much larger area. I see my charity work in much the same way: a nucleus of positive and focused energy that elicits waves of more positive energy, spreading itself out to the point where something unimaginably big is accomplished. The same can be said for how a positive attitude and a healthy lifestyle work together in ways that make us feel energized and alive.


Many things in my life give me energy. Once I started paying attention to what I was eating and how certain foods made me feel, I became a firm believer in the power of good nutrition. Certainly eating the right, healthy foods is like putting high-octane gas in my tank. Just as I know I will feel pumped up on days when I’m eating well, I also now know that skipping meals or filling up on empty calories will sap my energy. The same thing holds true for my exercise routine: sticking to my morning workout not only gets my body revved up, it boosts my mood, too. In fact, I physically miss the good feeling I have when I’m active, which is why I try to fit in even a short version of my workout when traveling takes me away from my normal routine.


I recall years ago when I had the experience of a lifetime trekking in the Himalayas of Nepal, certainly one of the most rugged and spectacularly beautiful places I’d ever seen. Our Sherpa guides, native to this remote region of the world, are renowned for their mountaineering skill as well as for their incredible stamina, and I learned a great deal from them about setting goals and using strategy to achieve them. Mountain trekking can be physically and emotionally grueling, and the extreme conditions can make you acutely aware of how your mind and body work together to give you energy. I recall staring up at the peak we were about to ascend, wondering where on earth I’d find the energy to trek ten thousand feet up to our final destination. Of course it takes days to complete such a trip, and the prospect of doing it would have been a lot less daunting in my mind had I just broken it down into smaller, more manageable parts. That trip taught me what it means to take one day at a time. Some of the obstacles I faced early on made me feel like turning back, partly because my normal haste and picky eating habits did not work up in the mountains. The thin air could have sapped all of my energy, so I had no choice but to pace myself and eat what I was given. Each day was a new milestone for me, and my confidence soared as we progressed until we finally reached base camp. My body literally took me to astounding new heights, and I can tell you that the lessons I learned at the top of the world apply just as well back in London.


Travel plays a critical role in my life. Sometimes I’m on the road so much that I feel as if I lead two separate lives: one Sarah lives in England, while the other Sarah lives wherever her career happens to take her. I have had to learn to adapt my diet and fitness routines for both Sarahs, and it’s my ability to be flexible with what I do that assures me that I’ll always have the energy reserve I need.


When I’m at home in Britain, my first priority is being a great mother to Beatrice and Eugenie, who still attend day school near our home outside London. Most mornings are quite ordinary: we sit down to breakfast at 7:30 A.M., then I catch fifteen minutes of television news as I get myself together before I’m off to drop Beatrice and Eugenie at school. Then it’s back home to start my day.




5 THINGS I KNOW ABOUT ENERGY


1. Energy is the key to a life full of joy and vitality.


2. Energy is my reward for eating well, exercising, resting, and having a positive attitude.


3. Energy is drained by negativity.


4. Energy opens doors and, at times, even carries me through difficult times.


5. Energy is contagious.





Since I don’t do commercial work in Britain, I spend much of my time helping run Children in Crisis and Chances for Children, the two charities I founded while also serving as patron to organizations such as Tommy’s Fund, the Teenage Cancer Trust, and Interplast. With encouragement from UNICEF, I am now directing considerable energy to supporting the plight of children in Africa who are stigmatized or ostracized by their tribe because their parents are suffering from HIV or have died of AIDS.


Yet my work in Britain takes me all over Europe. It’s a rare day that I sit down at a desk and simply work. Being on the run can make it hard to eat nutritiously, and the stress of running from one appointment to the next can be wearing. To keep my life from becoming a complete circus, I structure my workdays in ways that provide for balance and efficiency. After I drop the girls off at school, I have my workout with my trainer, Josh. I’ve become quite protective of my workout time with him, because for me, being healthy and fit is an investment in myself today and in my future. Usually I hop onto my exercise bike and ride. It really gets my heart pumping, plus I can get a jump on my day. My time on the exercise bike is perfect for catching up on the news.


Through the rest of my day, I try to use my time wisely. Shuttling between appointments, I check lists, read my mail, and make business calls. I also schedule meetings in the late morning and midafternoon so I can be home when Beatrice and Eugenie return from school. Sitting down to tea with the girls each afternoon not only maintains our special bond but enables me to stay aware of what’s happening in their lives (so important in this day and age). Our downtime together, I’ve discovered, is also a way for me to slow down and regroup—which produces more energy. I still enjoy going out some evenings and look forward to seeing friends, but there are many nights when I am just as happy to stay in and simply go to bed early.


One more thought: even though I may be terribly busy at home, I always try to do a bit of the things I love. When I can, I still manage to write my children’s stories, paint landscapes, and shoot photographs. These creative outlets are exciting and, ultimately, energizing. In other words, positive fun begets positive energy.


Get Support


Being surrounded by positive, like-minded people can be thoroughly energizing. I experience this positive energy at Weight Watchers “Super Meetings,” huge gatherings sometimes in excess of a thousand members, who come out to hear me speak about my issue with weight, and where we all share in applauding the success of fellow members. You can’t help but feel charged up after one of these events, and I can’t think of a better example of the powers of group support and positive thinking.



Curse of the Superwoman



More responsibilities, less free time. More stress, less sleep. More daily hassles, less serenity in your life. Call it the curse of the contemporary Superwoman. If you’re like many women, you probably try to pack as much into your days and nights as possible. You manage to muster enough time and energy to put together the family lunches, organize the car pool, take the pet to the vet, put in a full day’s work, check in with an ailing friend or relative, listen to your spouse vent about his day, prepare dinner, help with homework and baths, and tidy up the house at the end of the day. Doing it all might even be a point of pride—a sign of a full, successful life or evidence of your competence and ability to juggle multiple commitments. And it is all of that which should make you feel incredibly good about what you’re accomplishing.


Between having a career, raising kids, tending to your family, keeping up with your friends, taking care of your household, and fulfilling all the other tasks of modern life, you’re pulling off an amazing feat. But the important—yet often overlooked—question is, at what price? The truth is, many modern women are absolutely exhausted, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Their batteries are sorely in need of recharging. Many feel as though they are the walking wounded. And many are flirting with an energy crisis that could rival the gas shortage of the 1970s.


These days, energy probably seems like an incredibly precious commodity that’s climbing up your endangered resources list, precisely because it’s in such short supply. For instance, day after day, you might find yourself continuously hitting the snooze button on your alarm and dragging yourself out of bed. You might have trouble thinking clearly or concentrating during the day, or you might pump yourself with coffee all day just to keep going, or you might wind up on the verge of tears by 5 P.M. simply because you’re so drained. Come 9 P.M.? You might feel as though you could become the next Rip Van Winkle and sleep for twenty years.


Why is that? Probably because the more you take on, the more your lifestyle could wind up dragging you down: when too-much-to-do-in-too-little-time becomes a way of life and you start to feel pulled in as many directions as Gumby, you’re in danger of having your stress level soar and your energy vanish into a black hole. Indeed, for many women, the only private time they have is in the shower—and even that may be interrupted by a kid with a crisis. During the day, you may be so busy running from home to work to errands and back again that you barely have time to catch your breath. Or collect your thoughts. Or do something—anything—nice for yourself.


No wonder research has found that the incidence of fatigue is higher among women than men. It’s also one of the primary reasons women consult their doctors. In a 1998 study at the University of Toronto, researchers sought to examine the major health concerns of 153 women, and not surprisingly, fatigue ranked at the top of the list among nearly a third and among the top ten concerns among 80 percent of the women. To what exactly did the women attribute their fatigue? Interestingly enough, they were more likely to blame social and personal factors than their health. In descending order of importance, they ascribed their fatigue to the following culprits:


[image: image] Working both inside and outside the home


[image: image] Poor sleep


[image: image] Lack of time for themselves


[image: image] Lack of exercise


[image: image] Financial worries


[image: image] Relationship troubles


[image: image] Emotional factors


[image: image] Taking care of ill family members


[image: image] A scarcity of social and personal support


[image: image] Poor physical health


Meanwhile, in a study of women’s beliefs regarding persistent fatigue at the University of Missouri—Columbia, the researcher concluded that “long-term fatigue is ubiquitous in the lives of many women and . . . many perceive role burden and stress to be important contributing factors.”




THE MISSING (GENETIC) LINK


We all know women who seem to have limitless amounts of energy, who can be on the run from dawn till dusk—and still manage to have flawlessly manicured nails, perfectly well-behaved kids, and an impeccably neat house. Meanwhile, we’re barely dragging ourselves through the day. What accounts for these differences?


To a certain extent, your energy level may be inherited, although researchers haven’t uncovered the full story as far as genetic influences go. But studies with twins, for example, have suggested that hyperactivity is partly inherited. Research has also found that people with manic personalities are usually born that way. What’s more, an individual’s metabolism can be inherited from her parents—and it may be that energy levels are similarly passed down from one generation to the next.


But your energy level can also be a product of nature and nurture—a result of the interplay between biology, your lifestyle habits, your personality and outlook, and the events in your life. So while researchers continue to tease out the genetic influences on energy, you can begin to address the other factors that can have a big impact on your get up and go.





How Did I Get So Tired?


While you might chalk up an energy deficit as the inevitable result of lack of sleep, too much work, or getting older, it’s your complicated lifestyle that’s more likely to blame—a serious concern when you consider that persistent exhaustion can seriously compromise the quality of your days, as well as your physical and emotional well-being. After all, when you feel as though you’re constantly running on empty, how much enjoyment or pleasure can you actually derive from what you’re doing? How can you fully experience the moments of your life, and how can you tend to your own physical and emotional needs when you barely have enough time to take care of everyone else?


On the most basic level, when you’re already feeling dead tired, it’s hard to muster the energy to eat right and exercise regularly or to try to lose weight. Here’s a reality check: carrying around extra pounds can actually sap your energy, which can set you up for a vicious circle. Because you might lack the motivation to make healthy changes to your life or your weight, you simply maintain the sluggish status quo. You might wind up eating even more than usual in an effort to boost your energy, which could lead to further weight gain if you don’t burn off the extra calories. Or you may vegetate on the couch because you can’t summon the strength to go for a walk or a jog. The trouble is, sticking with poor eating habits and a sedentary lifestyle—regardless of your weight—can leave you feeling depleted of energy.


Yet consider the results if you actually did something about it: For example, a study at Austin Peay State University in Clarksville, Tennessee, found that when overweight women lost weight, the severity of their fatigue declined along with the number on the scale. Moreover, there are several correlations between fatigue and excess weight, according to medical experts. On an intuitive level, carrying excess weight can be very tiring for the body, but other factors may come into play as well, including depression, stress, and poor exercise and eating habits. Depression or a constant state of stress could be fueling an emotional eating habit. And being out of shape—in poor physical condition, in other words—can also make you feel tired. But there also may be a chemical component at work. In a study at the Sleep Research and Treatment Center at the Pennsylvania State University College of Medicine, researchers found that daytime sleepiness was much more common among obese people; they concluded that it may be due to a metabolic and/or circadian abnormality that afflicts those who are overweight. One thing is certain: if you’re low on energy and overweight, shedding pounds will help you regain the bounce in your step.


Indeed, when it comes to both energy and weight control, doing something—whether being physically activite or following a healthy diet—is better than doing nothing. A recent study from Kuwait University found that even if physical activity isn’t frequent enough for aerobic conditioning, it can lead to a lower body fat content than if a person is completely inactive. Meanwhile, a study from the University of Colorado Health Sciences Center in Denver examined the effects of occasional physical inactivity on a high-fat or high-carbohydrate diet. The findings: consistently consuming a high-carbohydrate diet could provide some protection against the accumulation of body fat in those who have a pattern of exercise that includes frequent sedentary days; the same cannot be said for those who consume a high-fat diet. With either lifestyle change, you’d likely experience a renewed lightness of being and a boost in your energy.


Understanding the Energy Equation


Fatigue is a subjective state, and what sparks it for one woman may be quite different from what triggers it for another. A person’s responses to life events are so individual, and research has found, again and again, that it’s a person’s perception or reaction to a situation that determines whether it’s stressful, exhausting, or invigorating. Indeed, the concept of energy has more to do with feeling than with physiology. A multitude of variables come together and affect what you feel as energy—or lack thereof—and the psychological variables can quickly override the physical factors. Whatever the underlying causes may be, fatigue is sometimes defined, in the world of medicine, as “a sustained sense of exhaustion with reduced motivation and capacity for physical and/or mental activity.”


While it’s true that many serious illnesses number fatigue among their primary symptoms, for the vast majority of women, fatigue is a sign of an energy drain—and nothing more. It’s an SOS that your energy balance is out of whack, a wake-up call that something is amiss with the way you’re running your life. In a sense, fatigue is a positive thing because it is sending you essential information about the state of your affairs. It’s telling you to reevaluate your life and find ways to boost your energy so that you can improve the quality of your life.


Think of the energy equation as an old-fashioned scale (like the scales of justice, not the type you weigh yourself on): In order for your energy to be in a state of balance, the amount of energy you expend through exercise, mental strain, work, stress, and so on must be replenished by the energy you conserve or reserve with smart eating habits, sleep, physical fitness, pleasure, and other positive factors. When the energy you’re expending is adequately replenished with good self-care, your energy scales are well balanced—and you’ll likely feel a sense of vim and vigor.


You probably already know that good eating and sleep habits can increase your energy level. But you may not realize that the energy deficit you may be experiencing is probably the result not only of the stress and added responsibility but also of the pleasure and relaxation that’s disappeared. Because there are so many different forms of personal energy—physical, emotional, spiritual, sensual, and so on—igniting your own energy requires far more than simply eating nutritious food. Many other activities can also jump-start your sense of vitality. You might feel absolutely invigorated, for example, after playing a raucously fun game of tag with your kids or after going for a nature walk and getting fresh air on a sunny day. You might feel as though your batteries have been recharged after getting a night of deep, uninterrupted sleep or after spending an evening with a close friend who makes you laugh. You might feel inspired and motivated after working hard on a project you feel passionately about or engaging in a hobby such as painting or gardening that brings you boundless pleasure. All of this is the good stuff of life—and of energy.


When it comes right down to it, the energy equation is all about synergy: your eating and exercise habits, your scheduling practices, the level of rest and relaxation in your life, the pleasure you allow yourself, and even your weight can have a dynamic effect on each other. Having optimal energy is a matter of achieving the right balance: eat enough food but not too much; consume nutritionally rich foods, rather than empty calories; treat your body to regular movement and your mind to plenty of high-quality time that’s just for you—and you’ll create lots of high-octane energy. What’s more, this can help you get on your way to healthy weight management and good health. In this state, many aspects of your life will probably begin to feel more manageable, more possible, more promising. Suddenly, your life may no longer feel as out of control as it once did. And feeling is believing.


In fact, studies have found that self-efficacy—a can-do spirit or a sense that you have the will and the way to accomplish your goals—can be pivotal in making lifestyle changes. In one study of normal and overweight adults, researchers at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston found that people whose weight didn’t fluctuate over a one-year period had a significantly higher sense of well-being, greater self-efficacy when it came to eating behaviors, and lower stress than those whose weight changed. More recently, a study at Miriam Hospital and Brown University School of Medicine in Providence, Rhode Island, found that overweight women who shed pounds in a twelve-week weightmanagement program experienced significant improvements in self-efficacy when it came to eating, exercise, and other health habits.


This kind of thing doesn’t amount to a miraculous transformation. Generally speaking, energy—as well as a sense of general well-being—is something you either fuel or fizzle by the choices you make on a daily basis. Which is good news because this means that you have the power to reclaim your lost energy—or to boost what you already have. But it also means that the responsibility for improving your energy quotient lies solely with you. So you may have to get off the constantly revolving carousel of life for a bit and think about what you want and what you’re currently doing with your actions. You may need to make a conscious decision to stop running on adrenaline (or toxic fumes) or being driven by fear. You may need to set new priorities in order to make it possible to carve out time to prepare healthy meals, exercise consistently, and devote time to spiritual renewal. In other words, you may need to put yourself back on your own radar screen and begin to cater to your personal energy needs.




ARE YOU SICK AND TIRED?


Myriad health conditions include fatigue among their primary symptoms. But more often than not, these conditions cause other physical symptoms, too, so try to become aware of any additional changes in how you feel. If you notice any of the other symptoms that could point to one of the following conditions, it’s time to schedule a doctor’s appointment. Even if you don’t, you’d be smart to consult your doctor since many low-grade infections (such as mononucleosis, sinusitis, and Lyme disease) and other medical conditions (such as heart disease) can also cause long-lasting fatigue.


ALLERGIES: When your immune system reacts inappropriately or overly intensely to substances such as plants, foods, animal dander, chemicals, or even medicines, you may experience a battery of symptoms. Depending on the offending culprit, these can include an itchy nose and throat, sneezing, coughing, watery eyes, skin rashes, digestive distress—and, of course, a drop in energy from this physiological overreaction. Pinpointing the problematic agent isn’t always easy, but your doctor can help with this as well as with treating your symptoms.


ANEMIA: Whether it stems from an iron deficiency or another underlying cause, this is a condition in which the concentration of the oxygen-carrying pigment in the blood—hemoglobin—is below normal. As a result, you may experience headaches, dizziness, lethargy, and tiredness, among other symptoms. A simple blood test can diagnose anemia.


DEPRESSION: Feeling tired or low on energy is one of the warning signs of depression, but it’s often accompanied by feelings of sadness, hopelessness, moodiness, pessimism, sleep and appetite disturbances, and/or a general loss of interest in activities that used to be pleasurable. It’s widely estimated that one in four women will suffer major depression at some point in her life. So if any of these symptoms describes you, it may be time to seek professional help.


DIABETES: In this metabolic disorder, the body is unable to produce or respond properly to the hormone insulin. As a result, frequent urination and thirst, unexplained fatigue, hunger, weakness, or vision problems can result. But it’s often a silent disorder: approximately 16 million people in the United States have diabetes, according to the American Diabetes Association, but nearly a third of them don’t even know it. If you have any of these symptoms, have your blood sugar tested without delay.


FIBROMYALGIA: Though pain, particularly in the muscles and tendons, usually accompanies this condition, fatigue is also a prominent symptom of fibromyalgia, a connective tissue disorder that’s a close cousin to arthritis. By some estimates, women of childbearing age make up 80 percent of patients with fibromyalgia. Generally, a doctor will diagnose the condition by testing for trigger points for pain along various muscles.


SLEEP PROBLEMS: Sleep apnea—a disorder in which someone stops breathing for ten seconds or longer during sleep—and other forms of sleep-disordered breathing, including snoring, are more common among people who are overweight. The reason: in those who are carrying extra pounds, the upper airway is encroached upon by the fat pads on either side of the airway, which can make it susceptible to collapsing during sleep. This makes breathing more difficult—and causes tiredness during the day. Surgery and other medical treatments can often correct the problem, but losing weight can also improve sleep-disordered breathing problems considerably.


THYROID DISORDERS: When the thyroid gland becomes underactive, a condition called hypothyroidism, you may experience weight gain, lethargy, dry skin, hair loss, cold intolerance, constipation, and other unpleasant symptoms. Women are especially prone to this condition as they get older. Fortunately, a special blood test can detect the condition, and medication can treat it effectively.





MEDICATIONS AND ENERGY: A POTENT COCKTAIL


It’s no secret that many medications can cause drowsiness and fatigue. But sometimes the effects are subtle enough that you may not realize that a drug you’re taking could be sapping your energy or interfering with your sleep, leading to fatigue the next day. If you suspect that a medication may be causing your exhaustion, talk to your doctor. Individual reactions to specific drugs are so varied that even if sleepiness or fatigue isn’t a common side effect, it doesn’t necessarily mean a drug isn’t affecting you in that way. Here are several commonly taken medications that can compromise your energy:


Antianxiety drugs


Antibiotics


Antidepressants


Antihistamines


Antispasmodic drugs


Asthma medications


Cold remedies


High-blood-pressure medications


Painkillers


The Natural Rhythms of Energy


The truth is, many people expect energy to be a constant in their lives and they’re disappointed when it’s not. We’ve become such a twenty-four-hour society—with our cell phones, home computers, fax machines and beepers—that the boundaries dividing home, work, and family have blurred. These days, we never truly leave work behind; it follows us wherever we go, and, as a result, we may feel as though we’re on call all the time. Indeed, a recent study by the Families and Work Institute in New York City found that nearly one-third of employees in the United States often or very often feel overworked or overwhelmed by the amount of work they have to do. Not surprisingly, the institute’s 1997 National Study of the Changing Workforce found that employees with highly demanding jobs and not-so-supportive workplaces experience more stress, worse moods, and less energy when they’re away from their jobs—“all of which jeopardize their personal and family well-being,” according to the report.


Part of the problem is that the pressure to continuously perform at your peak has increased so much that there is little tolerance for any variation. But this expectation is unrealistic because your personal energy naturally ebbs and flows in cycles throughout the day, week, month, and seasons. Upon awakening in the morning, your energy level usually rises as your body temperature does, peaking just before noon. Research has found that many people say they are most alert and their reasoning skills are high at 11 A.M.; meanwhile, the ability to make complex decisions peaks around noon. A person’s energy generally slumps after lunch, sometime between 2 and 4 P.M., before rising again slightly until early evening. From there, it gradually goes down until about 9 P.M., when most people begin to slip into a somewhat soporific state. Of course, these shifts may vary if you’re a lark (a morning person) or an owl (you feel your best at night), but the general pattern is likely to be similar.


If you typically feel more energetic over the weekend, that’s not due to biology: you’re probably getting a little more sleep and experiencing less stress than during the week, which can put the spring back in your step. But it could also be your state of mind. If you’re stuck in a ho-hum job that bores you or you don’t get along with your boss, lifting that burden may be enough to jump-start your energy when you’re at home. As welcome as that weekend energy boost may be, it’s telling you something about how or where you’re spending your week.




YOUR ENERGY JOURNAL


Before you can give yourself an energy makeover, you’ll need to discover your own natural peaks and valleys as well as the lifestyle and mood factors that influence them. The best way to do this is to monitor your energy levels and habits throughout the day for a week, ideally midway through the menstrual cycle (not when you have PMS!), then to look for potential links between your energy level and certain situations. Once you’ve done this, you’ll be in a better position to take steps to improve your energy quotient.


How to start? Take a notebook or a legal pad and at the top of each page note the date, how much sleep you got the previous night, and what the quality of your sleep was. Then, mark four columns horizontally: time, energy/mood quotient (rated from one to five, with one being low and five being high), eating/drinking, and activity/situation. Under the time column, write down every hour, from awakening until you typically go to bed, vertically down the page. At the bottom of the page, leave some room for you to jot down “Possible connections” between what’s happening in your daily life and your energy level and “Goals” for what you might do differently.


Here’s a glimpse of what a sample energy journal might look like:


SAMPLE ENERGY JOURNAL














	 







	DATE: Monday, January 7


	PREVIOUS NIGHT’S SLEEP: 11 p.m.-7 a.m.
QUALITY: So-so. Woke up twice, had trouble falling back to sleep







	 







	Time


	Energy/mood quotient


	Eating/drinking


	Activity/situation







	 







	7 A.M.


	1 = Very sleepy, cranky


	0


	Showered, dressed self and kids, packed lunches







	8 A.M.


	2=Less sleepy


	Coffee, banana


	Got ready for work, dropped kids at school, stopped at dry cleaners







	9 A.M.


	3=Alert, cheerful


	More coffee


	Prepared for meeting, scheduled doctor’s appt. and home repairs . . .







	12 P.M.


	4=Peppy but wired


	Sip of water


	Wrote memo







	1 P.M.


	2½=Dragging, irritable


	Double-cheese pizza at desk, diet soda . . .


	Finished memo, called Mother







	3 P.M.


	l½=Nearly comatose


	Coffee


	Yawned through meeting and so on until . . .







	10 P.M.


	1=Wiped out


	Herb tea


	Planned schedule for tomorrow, tidied house, read over presentation before lights out







	 







	Possible connections: Didn’t sleep well; relied on lots of coffee to stay alert; ate high-calorie lunch for energy but felt slump anyway; stuck inside for long hours







	Goals: Try to take a walk outside and squeeze in exercise to boost energy and alertness.







	 











While social reasons may make women more susceptible to periodic energy drains than men are, physical attributes may also play a role. As Holly Atkinson, M.D., author of Women and Fatigue, notes, “Women have smaller bodies with less muscle mass than men, leading them to suffer from physical exhaustion sooner than the average male.” Plus, fatigue is a hallmark of many of the milestones in a woman’s reproductive life (puberty, menstruation, pregnancy, and menopause), which are associated with fluctuations in estrogen and progesterone. But there is quite a bit of individuality here, too. Studies have found that some women experience a burst of energy, creativity, and awareness just before they get their period each month. Other women, especially those prone to premenstrual syndrome (PMS), feel sluggish and sore before the start of their periods. In addition, many women report greater feelings of well-being and self-esteem right after ovulation, when estrogen levels peak.


Meanwhile, people who live in northern climates often have lower energy during the winter months. In a study involving more than six hundred adults, researchers at the University of Massachusetts found that feelings of depression, hostility, anger, irritability, and anxiety were highest in the winter and lowest in the summer. They noted that exposure to light, as well as diet and activity levels, varies with the seasons, which could explain these mood differences that can act as a drain upon your physical and emotional energy. Spring and fall, by contrast, tend to bring a renewed sense of vitality to many people.


The Epidemic of Exhaustion


In these hard-driving times, many people fight their natural energy peaks and valleys and expect themselves to exhibit optimal performance seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year. But it’s just not possible to operate with the same level of intensity and vitality all the time. What we need to do, instead, is learn to honor our natural energy rhythms instead of working against them. When your physical and emotional stamina is already low, this may require turning down some social invitations so you can make time for much needed rest, setting limits with family members or friends who tend to drain your emotional reserves, or delegating tasks that aren’t essential for you to do so that your “to do” list doesn’t become insurmountable.
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