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Leo Babauta

H
ow often have you half-heart-
edly committed to something, 
never fully following through 
on that commitment?

How often have you said you 
were going to do something, and then just 
dropped it because you were too busy or didn’t 
have the energy?

How often have you said you were going to 
change your habits and then didn’t stick to it?

How many times have you said you were go-
ing to take a course, read a book, take on a chal-
lenge, start a new hobby, write a book, start 
a business, and then barely even start on it?

For me, this all happens at an alarming rate. 
My commitments are often not even half com-
mitments, they’re like quarter commitments. 
And interestingly, I’d say I’m better at it than 
most people. Maybe not the best in the world, 
but better at sticking to my commitments than 
75 percent of the world.

And I suck at it, in many ways. I start a diet 
and barely last a couple of days on it. I pick 
an exercise program and last three weeks. I 
buy a book and barely get a quarter of the way 
through. Over and over, my commitments fall 
like flies.

Deeper Commitments
What would it be like to be so deeply com-

mitted that we’d be unshakable? What would 
it be like to be the person who would walk 
through walls to meet their purpose in life? 
How much more would people trust us if we 
showed up fully every single time we commit-
ted to something?

Our lives could be transformed.
I’ve been meditating on commitment lately 

and experimenting with it in my life. Look-
ing at where I’m only half committed (or less), 
where I don’t really believe I’ll meet my com-
mitments. And learning how to go deeper into 
that commitment. Or cut it out, if I can’t com-
mit deeply.

Here’s what I’m learning about being more 
deeply committed:

1Take away choice. When we’re only half 
committed, we keep the door open for 
other options. We think, “Sure, I’m go-

ing to stick to this diet, but if I go to a family 
gathering ...” But if we’re going to commit, 
let’s remove all possibility in our minds of do-
ing anything else. Choose better options at 
dinners out. Don’t take a second plate at the 
family dinner. Keeping your commitment is 
the only option.

2Do it with your entire being. Going 
through the motions doesn’t count. If 
you’re going to do it, do it with your en-

tire being. Put your whole heart into it or don’t 

do it at all. Only half showing up for people 
is painful to them. Only half showing up for 
yourself is, too.

3Remember your deeper why. You’re 
probably not taking your commitments 
seriously because you’ve forgotten why 

they are important. It’s just another thing on 
your endless to-do list. Remember the deeper 
reason you committed—maybe it’s to serve 
people you care deeply about. Keep them in 
your heart. Write out why you care about this 
commitment and keep it visible.

4 If you aren’t fully doing it, ask what’s 
holding you back. What’s stopping you 
from fully showing up? There might be 

fear, or maybe you aren’t giving it the weight 
and focus it deserves. Pause and be with this 
resistance or floppiness, and ask yourself what 
it would take to deepen this commitment.

5Add commitments only slowly. We want 
to do everything but over-committing 
leaves us unable to fulfill our commit-

ments. Most of us should reduce our commit-
ments and be very deliberate about adding 
new commitments. Meditate on a potential 
commitment for a few days. Commit to it only 
for a week or two to see if you can fit it in your 
life. Then don’t add another for a little while, 
until you’re sure you can handle it.

6Get out of commitments you aren’t go-
ing to uphold. Most of us are overcom-
mitted—which means we can’t possibly 

meet all our commitments. We should see 
if there’s a way we can meet those commit-
ments for as long as we said we would, but 
get out of them once we’ve fulfilled that com-
mitment. That should be our first choice—do 
what we said we would and end it when we 
can. Next choice is to renegotiate the com-
mitment if necessary—maybe we said we 
could do it for a year, but we can only do it 
for the next few months. Maybe we said we 
could do it every day, but all we’re able to do 
is three days a week. Let the person know, 
and apologize to them. Lastly, get out of the 
commitment if you can’t do either of the 
above. Apologize, but recognize this is neces-
sary if you’re going to meet more important 
commitments. This is a matter of prioritizing. 
If you have to get out of a commitment, let 
that be a grave lesson in overcommitting 
yourself.

I write these not so much as advice for every-
one else, but as advice for myself. This is what 
I’m learning, and it’s so important.

Leo Babauta is the author of six books, the 
writer of “Zen Habits,” a blog with more 
than 2 million subscribers, and the creator of 
several online programs to help you master 
your habits. Visit ZenHabits.net
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A healthy life requires good habits and good times

Habits to Live a

Long Life
Alina Petre

Many people think that life expectancy is largely 
determined by genetics.

However, genes play a much smaller role than 
originally believed. It turns out that environmental 
factors such as diet and lifestyle are key.

Here are 13 habits linked to a long life.

1Avoid Overeating
The link between calorie intake and longev-
ity currently generates a lot of interest.

Animal studies suggest that a 10 to 50 per-
cent reduction in normal calorie intake may 

increase maximum lifespan.
Studies of human populations renowned for 

longevity also observe links between low calorie 
intake, an extended lifespan, and a lower likeli-
hood of disease.

What’s more, calorie restriction may help reduce 
excess body weight and belly fat, both of which are 
associated with shorter lifespans.

That said, long-term calorie restriction to too great 
a degree is often unsustainable and can include 
negative side effects, such as increased hunger, low 
body temperature, and a diminished sex drive.

Whether calorie restriction slows aging or extends 
your lifespan is not yet fully understood.

2Eat More Nuts
Nuts are nutritional powerhouses.

They’re rich in protein, fiber, antioxi-
dants, and beneficial plant compounds. 
What’s more, they’re a great source of 

several vitamins and minerals, such as cop-
per, magnesium, potassium, folate, niacin, 
and vitamins B6 and E.

Several studies show that nuts have ben-
eficial effects on heart disease, high blood 
pressure, inflammation, diabetes, metabolic 
syndrome, belly fat levels, and even some forms 
of cancer.

One study found that people who consumed at 
least three servings of nuts per week had a 39 per-
cent lower risk of premature death.

Similarly, two recent reviews including over 
350,000 people noted that those who ate nuts had 
up to a 27 percent lower risk of dying during the 
study period—with the greatest reductions seen in 
those who ate one serving of nuts per day.

3Try Out Turmeric
When it comes to anti-aging strate-
gies, turmeric is a great option. That’s be-
cause this spice contains a potent bioactive 
compound called curcumin.

Due to its antioxidant and  anti-inflammato-
ry properties, curcumin is thought to help maintain 
brain, heart, and lung function, as well as protect 
against cancers and age-related diseases.

Curcumin is linked to an increased lifespan in 
both insects and mice.

However, these findings have not always been 
replicated, and no human studies are currently 
available.

Nevertheless, turmeric has been consumed for 
thousands of years in India and is generally con-
sidered safe.

4 Eat Plant Foods
Consuming a wide variety of plant foods, 
such as fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, 
whole grains, and beans, may decrease 
disease risk and promote longevity.

For example, many studies link a plant-rich diet to 
a lower risk of premature death, as well as a reduced 
risk of cancer, metabolic syndrome, heart disease, 
depression, and brain deterioration.

These effects are attributed to plant foods’ nutri-
ents and antioxidants, which include polyphenols, 
carotenoids, folate, and vitamin C.

Accordingly, several studies link vegetarian and 
vegan diets, which are naturally higher in plant 
foods, to a 12 to 15 percent lower risk of premature 
death.

The same studies also report a 29 to 52 percent 
lower risk of dying from cancer or heart, kidney, 
or hormone-related diseases.

What’s more, some research suggests that the risk 
of premature death and certain diseases increases 
with greater meat consumption.

However, other studies report either nonexistent 
or much weaker links—with the negative effects 
seeming specifically linked to processed meat.

Vegetarians and vegans also generally 
tend to be more health-conscious than meat 
eaters, which could at least partly explain 
these findings.

Overall, eating plenty of plant foods is 
likely to benefit health and longevity.

5Stay Physically Active
It should come as no sur-
prise that staying physi-
cally active can keep you 
healthy and add years 

to your life.
As few as 15 minutes 

of  exercise  per day 
may help you achieve 
benefits, which could 
include an additional 
three years of life.

Nuts are 
nutritional 
powerhouses.

Furthermore, your risk of premature death may 
decrease by 4 percent for each additional 15 minutes 
of daily physical activity.

A recent review observed a 22 percent lower risk 
of early death in individuals who exercised—even 
though they worked out less than the recommended 
150 minutes per week.

People who hit the 150-minute recommendation 
were 28 percent less likely to die early. What’s more, 
that number was 35 percent for those who exercised 
beyond this guidance.

Finally, some research links vigorous activity to 
a five percent greater reduction in risk compared to 
low—or moderate—intensity activities.

6Don’t Smoke
Smoking is strongly linked to disease and 
early death.

Overall, people who smoke may lose up 
to 10 years of life and be three times more 

likely to die prematurely than those who never pick 
up a cigarette.

Keep in mind that it’s never too late to quit.
One study reports that individuals who quit 

smoking by age 35 may prolong their lives by up 
to 8.5 years.

Furthermore, quitting smoking in your 60s may 
add up to 3.7 years to your life. In fact, quitting in 
your 80s may still provide benefits.

7Moderate Your Drinking
Heavy alcohol consumption is linked to 
liver, heart, and pancreatic disease, as well 
as an overall increased risk of early death.

However, moderate consumption is as-
sociated with a reduced likelihood of several dis-
eases, as well as an 18 percent decrease in your risk 
of premature death.

Wine is considered particularly beneficial due to 
its high content of polyphenol antioxidants.

Results from a 29-year study showed that men 
who preferred wine were 34 percent less likely to 
die early than those who preferred beer or spirits.

In addition, one review observed wine to be 
especially protective against heart disease, di-
abetes, neurological disorders, and metabolic 
syndrome.

To keep consumption moderate, it is recommend-
ed that women aim for one to two units or less per 
day and a maximum of seven drinks per week. Men 
should keep their daily intake to fewer than three 
units, with a maximum of 14 per week.

It’s important to note that no strong research in-
dicates that the benefits of moderate drinking are 
greater than those of abstaining from alcohol.

In other words, there is no need to start drinking 
if you don’t usually consume alcohol.

8Prioritize Your Happiness
Feeling happy can significantly increase 
your longevity.

In fact, happier individuals had a 3.7 
percent reduction in early death over a 

five-year study period.
A study of 180 Catholic nuns analyzed their self-

reported levels of happiness when they first entered 
the monastery and later compared these levels to 
their longevity.

Those who felt happiest at 22 years of age were 
2.5 times more likely to still be alive 60 years later.

Finally, a review of 35 studies showed that happy 
people may live up to 18 percent longer than their 
less happy counterparts.

9 Avoid Chronic Stress and Anxiety
Anxiety and stress may significantly de-
crease your lifespan.

For instance, women suffering from 
stress or anxiety are reportedly up to two 

times more likely to die from heart disease, stroke, 
or lung cancer.

Similarly, the risk of premature death is up to 
three times higher for anxious or stressed men com-
pared to their more relaxed counterparts.

If you’re feeling stressed, laughter and optimism 
could be two key components of 

the solution.
Studies show that 
pessimistic indi-
viduals have a 42 
percent higher 

risk of early death than more optimistic people. 
However, both laughter and a positive outlook on 
life can reduce stress, potentially prolonging your 
life.

10 Nurture Your Social Circle
Researchers report that main-
taining healthy social networks 
can help you live up to 50 percent 
longer.

In fact, having just three social ties may decrease 
your risk of early death by more than 200 percent.

Studies also link healthy social networks to posi-
tive changes in heart, brain, hormonal, and immune 
function, which may decrease your risk of chronic 
diseases.

A strong social circle might also help you react less 
negatively to stress, perhaps further explaining the 
positive effect on lifespan.

Finally, one study reports that providing support 
to others may be more beneficial than receiving it. 
In addition to accepting care from your friends and 
family, make sure to return the favor.

11Be More Conscientious
Conscientiousness refers to a per-
son’s ability to be self-disciplined, 
organized, efficient, and goal-ori-
ented.

Based on data from a study that followed 1,500 
boys and girls into old age, kids who were consid-
ered persistent, organized, and disciplined lived 11 
percent longer than their less conscientious coun-
terparts.

Conscientious people also may have lower blood 
pressure and fewer psychiatric conditions, as well as 
a lower risk of diabetes and heart or joint problems.

This might be partly because conscientious in-
dividuals are less likely to take dangerous risks or 
react negatively to stress and more likely to lead 
successful professional lives or be responsible about 
their health.

Conscientiousness can be developed at any stage 
in life through steps as small as tidying up a desk, 
sticking to a work plan, or being on time.

12Drink Coffee or Tea
Both coffee and tea are linked to a 
decreased risk of chronic disease.

For instance, the polyphenols 
and catechins found in  green 

tea may decrease your risk of cancer, diabetes, and 
heart disease.

Similarly, coffee is linked to a lower risk of Type 
2 diabetes, heart disease, and certain cancers and 
brain ailments, such as Alzheimer’s and Parkin-
son’s.

Additionally, both coffee and tea drinkers benefit 
from a 20 to 30 percent lower risk of early death 
compared to non-drinkers.

Of course, any health benefits can be easily un-
done by too much sweetener or artificial flavors.

And remember that too much caffeine can also 
lead to anxiety and insomnia, so you may want to 
curb your intake to the recommended limit of 400 
mg per day—around four cups of coffee.

It’s also worth noting that it generally takes six 
hours for caffeine’s effects to subside. Therefore, 
if you have trouble getting enough high-quality 
sleep, you may want to shift your intake to earlier 
in the day.

13 Develop a Good Sleeping 
Pattern
Sleep is crucial for regulating cell 
function and helping your body 
heal.

A recent study reports that longevity is likely 
linked to regular sleeping patterns, such as go-
ing to bed and waking up around the same time 
each day.

Sleep duration also seems to be a factor, with both 
too little and too much being harmful.

For instance, sleeping less than seven hours per 
night is linked to a 12 percent greater risk of early 
death while sleeping more than eight hours per 
night could also decrease your lifespan by up to 
38 percent.

Too little sleep may also promote inflammation 
and increase your risk of diabetes, heart disease, 
and obesity. These are all linked to a shortened 
lifespan.

On the other hand, excessive sleep could be linked 
to depression, low physical activity, and undiag-
nosed health conditions, all of which may negatively 
affect your lifespan.

The Bottom Line
Longevity may seem beyond your control, but many 
healthy habits may lead you to a ripe, old age.

These include exercising, eating well, and getting 
enough sleep.

Taken together, these habits can boost your health 
and put you on the path to a long life.

Alina Petre MS, RD (CA), is a registered dietitian 
with expertise in sports nutrition. She completed 

her nutrition undergrad in Canada and 
received her master’s degree 

in the UK. She now lives 
in the Netherlands. This 
article was first published 
on Healthline.
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Finding the heart to push through and fulfill our commitments is a difficult 
process and worth every effort

Committing to

My Commitments

Wise Habits

Fulfilling our 
commitments leads 
us toward becoming 
the kind of person we 

can respect and whom 
others can rely on. 

Having just three 
social ties may 

decrease your risk of 
early death by more 
than  200 percent.

200
PERCENT
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Allison Tannis

s your skin looking a little dull? You could try tricks 
like scrubbing your skin with exfoliants or put a 
higher watt bulb above the bathroom mirror to 
brighten your complexion. But, your skin will never 
fully radiate and glow like healthy, youthful-looking 
skin if you’re not eating well.

What Causes Dull Skin?
Our skin can be divided into three layers: epidermis, 
dermis, and hypodermis.

The outermost layer of your skin, the epidermis, 
is made up of mostly dead skin cells, which can 
build up creating a dry, flaky, white or even yellow 
appearance. Dry and flaky skin also can be caused 
by a lack of oil and water in the skin’s second layer, 
the dermis. Feeding the dermis with oil, water, and 
other nutrients is the job of blood vessels. Certain 
nutrients can help your skin look more youthful, 
radiant, and beautiful.

Foods To Brighten 
Your Skin
1. Carrots
Brightening Nutrient: 
Vitamin A
With about 1.6 billion 
skin cells on your body, 
turning over every 28 days, 
your body is constantly making 
skin cells. Eating foods that support cell 
growth can help ensure your body is able to 
create the most beautiful skin possible. Vitamin A 
supports the growth of beautiful new skin cells. It 
plays a vital role in cell differentiation. In fact, as 
early as 1941, scientists highlighted the importance 
of eating vitamin A rich foods for healthy skin after 
it was discovered a lack of vitamin A in a person’s 
diet leads to abnormal skin growth. Carrots are a 
well-known source of vitamin A. Eating carrots can 
give your skin a sort of tanned appearance—but, be 
careful as too much can make your skin look orange.

2. Sesame Seeds
Brightening Nutrient: Zinc
Putting zinc cream on your face can prevent sun 
damage, thus it makes sense that your body puts 
five to six times more zinc in the skin’s epidermis 

than the dermis. Zinc is a great antioxidant 
in the outer layers of the skin and 

can promote wound healing. 
Antioxidants stop free 

radical damage in the 

skin, which disrupts new cell forma-
tion, weakens collagen strength, 

and causes spots. Putting zinc on 
your skin may be great for the 
beach, but not the office—try 
digging into zinc-rich foods 
like oysters, lamb, sesame 
seeds, and green peas and feed 

your skin from the inside-out.

3. Oranges
Brightening Nutrient: Vitamin C

Your complexion becomes less bright 
as you age. Just look at the skin of older 
people—it’s drier, more pale and spotty. 

Age spots, or photoaging, are caused by 
sunlight eliciting an increase in pigment in certain 
cells of your skin (melanocytes). Preventing skin 
aging has never been easier—vitamin C is a potent 
antioxidant that fights damage caused by sunlight, 
and is a co-factor required for the collagen formation 
which gives the skin its strength. There are lots of 
sources of vitamin C to enjoy including oranges, 
raspberries, limes, and kiwis.

4. Sardines
Brightening Nutrient: Omega-3 fatty acids
It’s well known that omega-3 fatty acids sup-
port a healthy cardiovascular system—but, 
did you realize that also means healthy 
skin cells? That healthy glow of beautiful 
skin comes from healthy skin cells being 
fed by thousands of small blood vessels. 
Studies have shown that omega-3 fats 
help the skin’s oil (sebaceous) glands, 
improving skin conditions like acne and 
psoriasis. Plus, omega-3 fatty acids are 
capable of mediating inflammation. By 
reducing the amount of inflammation, 
omega-3 fatty acids help reduce puffiness 
and redness in the skin. The best source 
of omega-3 fatty acids are fatty fish (sar-
dines, salmon, tuna, mackerel, anchovies) 
and, for the vegans, there are seeds (like 
flax and chia).

5. Yogurt
Brightening Nutrient: Probiotics 

Red blotches on the skin are a sign of in-
flammation caused by trauma (e.g. rub-

bing of the skin, ultraviolet light or 
chemical damage), allergic reaction 
or rosacea. Eat away inflammation. 
Probiotics found in yogurt are a 
well-known mediator of inflam-
mation. Top yogurt with berries 
for extra inflammatory fighting 

power. For higher dosages of probiotics, try a 
supplement.

6. Kale
Brightening Nutrient: Antioxidants
Age spots, freckles, and moles can be sprinkled 
across your skin. For those of us with naturally 
occurring freckles, they’re a dimension of our 
beauty. But, when skin 
spots are caused by 
the sun, we need to 
act. Protect against 
the damaging effects 
of the sun on your 
skin by sinking your 
teeth into antioxidant-
rich foods like brightly 
colored fruits and vegetables. Kale 
contains over 45 different antioxidant compounds 
called flavonoids. Not a fan of kale? Mix it in with 
your favorite salad lettuce, or bake up some home-
made kale chips.

7. Wheat Germ
Brightening Nutrient: B vitamins
A million skin cells are lost each day and replaced—
phew, you spend a lot of energy making skin cells. 
Brewer’s yeast, mushrooms, and wheat germ are 
packed with B vitamins, which help your cells 
use energy from carbohydrates, 
protein, and fat. Help your skin 
have enough energy to make its 
daily quota by eating foods rich in 
B vitamins. Never tried wheat germ be-
fore? Simply sprinkle on salads, pasta, 
or granola.

8. Lima Beans
Brightening nutrient: Molybdenum
You’ll need more than B vitamins to keep up with that 
daily quota of a million skin cells a day. A nutrient 
called molybdenum can help. Molybdenum helps in 
the synthesis of DNA, which is needed to make a new 
cell. Lima beans and other legumes (edamame, green 
peas) are a good source of molybdenum to 
help your skin synthesize new, 
beautiful, and bright cells.

Allison Tannis is a nu-
tritional expert and 
author. For more 
details about how your 
skin is designed and how 
you can feed it to look more 
beautiful in Allison’s book 
“Feed Your Skin, Starve Your Wrinkles.” This ar-
ticle was first published on Naturally Savvy.com

have less access to social connections,” says Nguyen.
Key findings include:

•	 First-year students who valued and enjoyed their 
alone time seemed to display greater psychologi-
cal health

•	 Solitary time can be useful for detaching oneself 
from societal pressures and getting back to one’s 
own values and interests, which in turn allows for 
better behavior regulation (with a greater sense of 
autonomy, choice, and self-concordance)

•	 The association between freely chosen motivation 
for solitude and psychological health is stronger 
for those who don’t feel they belong in college

•	 The findings held across two independent samples of 
first-year students—one at a private university in the 
United States and one at a public university in Canada

“Being alone does not make you a loner, which 
is a very easy stereotype to internalize when you 
first enter college—especially when you think that 
everyone around you is socializing when you are 
not,” adds Nguyen. “Solitude is a personal experi-
ence for everyone, so it is a time for you to take if 
you want, and just explore different ways to make 
it a meaningful and enjoyable experience for you.”

Coauthors of the study are from Carleton Uni-
versity in Ottawa, Canada, and Ghent University 
in Belgium.

This article was originally published by Rochester 
University. Republished via Futurity.org under 
Creative Commons License 4.0. 
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Andrew Lavender

Perhaps your doctor has recommended 
you exercise more, or you’ve had a recent 
health scare. Maybe your family’s been 
nagging you to get off the couch or you’ve 
decided that it’s time to lose some weight.

How do you find the motivation, time, 
and resources to get fit, particularly if you 
haven’t exercised in a while? How do you 
choose the best type of exercise? And do 
you need a health check before you start?

Overcoming Barriers to Exercise

Motivation
Understanding the effect a sedentary 
lifestyle has on your health often hits 
home only after a serious event such as 
hearing bad news from your doctor. For 
some people, that’s enough motivation 
to get started.

Surviving a heart attack or stroke can 
also be frightening enough to provide a 
great deal of motivation.

So, if you have not exercised for several 
years or haven’t exercised before, it’s a 
good idea to get a health check before 
starting.

Then you need to find enough motiva-
tion to stick with your exercise program. 
You can try tracking your training or 
fitness level and setting some achievable 
goals to keep going.

Lack of Time
Finding the time and effort to fit exercise 
into your daily routine is challenging. We 
know being “time poor” is a common 
reason for not exercising. And many peo-
ple such as office workers,  and vehicle 
or machine operators have low activity 
levels at work and don’t feel like exercis-
ing after a long day.

One way to get around these barriers 
can be to attend a group exercise session 
or join a sports club. If you find exercise 
boring, you can encourage a friend to join 
you or join an exercise group to make it 
enjoyable. If you played a sport in your 
youth, that might provide an option.

Having a friend to exercise with or 
teammates to support you gives a sense 
of commitment so that you have to be 
there and will be challenged if you fail 
to show up.

Resources
You don’t need to join a gym with a lot 
of fancy equipment to get fit. There are 
many YouTube videos of safe routines 
that you can follow and adjust as you 
get fitter.

Many exercises—including squats, 
push ups, and sit ups—don’t need special 
equipment. Rather than lifting weights 

at the gym, you can fill milk bottles with 
water instead.

You’ll Huff and Puff—but It Gets 
Easier
You might be thinking about starting an 
aerobic exercise class, or walking, jog-
ging, swimming, or cycling. All need 
oxygen to provide energy over several 
minutes or longer.

When we perform aerobic exercise, 
our heart rate increases along with our 
breathing rate and depth. This is because 
this type of exercise requires oxygen to 
provide energy to keep going.

When we are not used to this type of 
exercise our body is inefficient at using 
the oxygen we breathe to generate en-
ergy for our skeletal muscles. That’s why 
when we start an exercise program we 
huff and puff more, get tired quickly and 
may not finish the exercise.

But if we keep exercising regularly, our 
bodies become more efficient at using ox-
ygen and we become better at generating 
enough energy for our muscles to work.

After weeks of regular exercise, the 
number and efficiency of our body’s 
mini-powerhouses—mitochondria—in-
crease in each cell. This increases the 
energy they can supply to the muscles, 
makes exercise easier, and helps us re-
cover faster from each session.

That’s why it’s important to continue 
exercising, even after a shaky start or a 
few set-backs. Yes, it can be a big chal-
lenge, but aerobic exercise gets easier 

over time as the body gets used to provid-
ing the energy it needs.

Yoga or Stretches? What to Expect
Yoga is a great way to start an exercise 
program and you can perform it at vari-
ous levels of intensity. Stretching and 
other moves improve flexibility and 
strength. Yoga also emphasizes breath-
ing and relaxation through meditation.

Yoga, like other forms of exercise, will 
be challenging to begin with. But it does 
get easier over the weeks as your body 
adapts. So, it is important to be persis-
tent and make the exercise part of your 
routine with at least three sessions of up 
to one hour every week.

At the start, you may get sore muscles. 
While this can be uncomfortable, the 
soreness goes away after about a week. 
You can reduce this soreness by starting 
with low intensity and building gradu-
ally over the first month.

Once your muscles become used to the 
new movements, the soreness will be 
minimal as you progress.

Watch Your Joints
We know being overweight or obese 
has detrimental effects on the heart, 
bones, joints and other organs includ-
ing the pancreas, which regulates blood 
glucose (sugar) levels. Obesity also can 
affect brain health and is linked to poor 
cognition.

The good news is that regular exercise 
can help reduce these negative effects.

Morning Exercise
Improves Decision-
Making in Elderly
Moderate-intensity exercise has notable 
impact on cognitive ability, which is good 
for the elderly and the young

New to College?
Spend Some Time Alone
Seeking solitude—for the right 
reasons—can be good for first-year 
college students, research suggests

A new study out of Australia has found 
that exercise in the morning can improve 
cognitive performance such as decision-
making across the day compared to pro-

longed sitting without exercise. “Sedentary behav-
ior is associated with impaired cognition, whereas 
exercise can acutely improve cognition,” say the 
authors of the study.

The study titled, ‘Brain Breaks’ led by the Baker 
Heart and Diabetes Institute and The University 
of Western Australia shows that there are distinct 
responses in cognitive performance and physical 
activity.

The study looked at a little more than 65 males and 
females aged 55 to 80 years. It examined the effects 
of light morning exercise on a treadmill with and 
without brief eight-minute walking breaks during 
an eight hour day of prolonged sitting. They com-
pared the aspects of cognition and concentration 
including psychomotor function, visual learning, 
working memory, attention, and executive function, 
such as decision-making.

The researchers found that the benefits of exer-
cise on memory and learning comes from a brain-
derived neurotrophic growth factor, a protein which 
plays an essential role in the survival and growth 
of information-transmitting neurons in the brain. 
The conclusion was that this protein was elevated 
for eight hours during both exercise conditions, 
relative to prolonged sitting.

The study published in the British Journal of 
Sports Medicine also showed that it wasn’t just a 
little morning exercise that was best for cognition. 
The best results for short-term memory came with 
the combination of exercising in the morning along 
with a brief, but frequent light intensity walking 
breaks throughout the day.

Physical activity researcher Michael Wheeler 
says “With an aging population which is looking 
to live healthier for longer, these studies are criti-
cal to people enjoying a productive and satisfying 
quality of life.”

“This study highlights how relatively simple 
changes to your daily routine could have a signifi-
cant benefit to your cognitive health. It also reveals 
that one day we may be able to do specific types of 

exercise to enhance specific cognitive skills such as 
memory or learning.”

Manipulation of Exercise
An interesting note on the study is that Wheeler 
believes that not all aspects of cognition respond 
in the same way to a given dose of exercise. He be-
lieves it may be possible to manipulate the pattern 
of exercise throughout the day to optimize specific 
cognitive outcomes.

The researchers for this study are on a mission to 
promote ‘brain breaks’ throughout the day as a way 
to combat the global epidemic of too much sitting. 
Their ‘brain breaks’ are now being implemented in 
Australian schools to help refocus and reenergize 
students throughout the day and help with their 
decision-making.

This research outlines just how important it is that 
uninterrupted sitting should be avoided throughout 
the day. To maintain optimal cognition, moderate-
intensity exercise such as a brisk walk is encouraged 
by doctors for the daily maintenance of brain health.

This article was originally published on Bel Marra 
Health.

Finding the time, motivation, and methods to get fit is easier if you ease into it

Foods That Brighten Your Skin
Feed your skin what it needs to shine like it wants to

One day we may be able to 
do specific types of exercise 
to enhance specific cogni-
tive skills.
Michael Wheeler, physical activity 
researcher

How to

If You’re Out of Shape

Start Exercising

But if you are overweight or obese, tak-
ing up exercise can place great strain on 
your joints, particularly the articulating 
surface, the cartilage surface of bones 
that contact each other. So hips, knees, 
and ankles can become inflamed and 
painful.

So it may be best to include exercise that 
reduces weight bearing, such as exercise 
in water or using a stationary exercise 
bike or rowing machine. Once you’ve 
lost some weight and your cardiovascular 
function has improved, then you can add 
more walking or jogging to your exercise 
program.

Food That Powers You Along
A healthy diet you can maintain in the 
long term is a very important part of any 
fitness routine. Not only can it help you 
lose weight, but it also can provide the 
right type of fuel to power your new ex-
ercise program.

Getting plenty of fiber from fruit, 
vegetables, and whole grains will help 
to reduce weight and keep it off while 
exercising.

Sugar, especially the type found in 
fizzy drinks and sweets, is low in nutri-
ents and increases the risk of diabetes, 
metabolic syndrome, and cardiovascular 
disease. So cut down on refined carbo-
hydrates like some bread, sugary cere-
als, and refined pasta since these include 
sugars we are trying to avoid and have 
had their fiber removed. Replace them 
with oats, carrots, or potatoes.

It’s best to avoid fad diets, which tend 
to be restrictive and difficult to maintain. 
They can lead to a yo-yo effect where you 
lose weight only for it to return.

In a Nutshell
Once you’ve decided to start exercising, 
and had a medical check if needed, start 
slowly and build your exercise routine 
up over weeks and months. Make it 
interesting and enjoyable, perhaps by 
working out with a friend or group. 
Set some achievable goals, try to stick 
to them and don’t give up if you have 
a setback.

Weight loss and getting fit requires dif-
ferent approaches for different people so 
find what works for you and make it part 
of your lifestyle. Increase the intensity 
and frequency of your exercise gradually 
from a minimum of three times a week 
for 20 minutes to longer, more intense 
sessions more often.

Andrew Lavender is a lecturer at the 
school of physiotherapy and exercise 
science at Curtin University in Austra-
lia. This article was first published on 
The Conversation.

If we keep 
exercising 
regularly, our 
bodies become 
more efficient.

One frequent pitfall 
during this transition 
from high school 
to college is social 
isolation.

Beautiful skin 
comes from healthy 
skin cells being fed 
by thousands of 
small blood vessels. 

How do you find the 
motivation, time, 
and resources to 

get fit?
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Sandra Knispel

H ow young adults manage to navigate 
the stressful transition to college has 
long-term implications for their ac-
ademic performance and ability 

to stick with their studies. Research has 
shown that one frequent pitfall dur-
ing this transition from high school 
to college is social isolation. Loneli-
ness, of course, can have a seriously 
detrimental effect on a student’s 
mental health, potentially lead-
ing to depression.

But being alone isn’t neces-
sarily bad, suggest new find-
ings in the journal Motivation 
and Emotion.

“Approaching solitude for its 
enjoyment and intrinsic values 
is linked to psychological health, 
especially for those who don’t feel as 
if they belong to their social groups,” 
says lead author Thuy-vy Nguyen, who 
received her doctorate in psychology 
from the University of Rochester in 2018 
and who undertook a large part of the research 
for this study in Rochester.

“These findings highlight the importance of cul-
tivating the ability to enjoy and value solitary time 
as a meaningful experience, rather than trying to 
disregard it, or escape from it,” says Nguyen, who’ll 
join Durham University in England this fall as an 
assistant professor.

Alone for the Right Reasons
What then marks the difference between useful and 
potentially detrimental solitude? The key is positive 
motivation, according to the researchers. A healthy, 
autonomous seeking of alone time is associated with 
greater self-esteem, a greater sense of feeling related 
to others, and feeling less lonely.

Conversely, someone who wants to be alone be-
cause of negative social experiences more likely will 
feel the negative effects of solitude, such as isola-
tion or social withdrawal. The reasons matter as 
they determine how we experience solitude and 
the benefits we can get from it, the study concludes.

Nguyen is building on the research of her men-
tors, Edward Deci and Richard Ryan, co-founders 
of self-determination theory (SDT). The theoretical 
framework of SDT fits nicely into the investigation 
of how individuals’ motivations for spending time 
alone contribute to well-being, the researchers note. 
Per definition, autonomous motivation for being 
alone refers to a person’s decision to spend time in 
solitude in a manner that is valuable and enjoyable 

for the person.

Time for Yourself
Previous research had shown that 

spending too much time socializing 
during the first year of college—and 

as a result, having little time spent 
alone—may be associated with 
poor adjustment.

But over the course of two 
studies, conducted with 147 first-
year college students in the Unit-
ed States (testing for self-esteem) 
and 223 in Canada (testing for 
loneliness and relatedness), the 

team was able to untangle the in-
teraction between new students’ 

social life and their motivation for 
spending time alone as a predictor 

of their successful adjustment to col-
lege life.
Nguyen says the interplay between soli-

tary time and our social experiences has not 
been empirically studied before, at least not in 

this way.
“In previous research, it has been framed in ways 

that those with more access to social connections 
tend to have a better time in solitude. But in our 
study, having a healthy motivation for solitude ac-
tually is associated with wellness for those who 

Seeking time alone can help 
a person know who they are 

and what they want.

I
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Jill Suttie

When we think of powerful people from history, 
we often think of negative examples—like Hitler, 
Mussolini, or Stalin. The idea that power is bad can 
be summed up by the saying, “Power corrupts and 
absolute power corrupts absolutely.”

But power also has a positive side, especially when 
it’s wielded in the service of humanity. Think of Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. or Mahatma Gandhi. Though both 
men embraced their personal power, they directed it 
in a way to further humanitarian causes. And they 
did so with great love.

How can we, too, find our power while still remain-
ing caring and compassionate? This is the subject of 
the new book Power and Care. A compendium of 
conversations between several prominent research-
ers and the Dalai Lama, the book makes the case 
for integrating compassion and virtuous power in 
everyday life and using power wisely to solve world 
problems.

These conversations originally took place at the 
Dalai Lama’s residence in Dharamsala, India, where 
scientists have regularly gathered since 1987 to dis-
cuss insights from their research and find common 
ground with Buddhism. Like other books that have 
sprung from these conversations, Power and Care can 
be a bit hard to read, as it literally is an edited version 
of dialogues without a linear narrative. Nevertheless, 
the presenters—among them primatologists Sarah 
Blaffer Hrdy and Frans de Waal and neuroscientist 
Tania Singer—help us understand the research on 
power and how to wield power for a better life and 
a better world.

The Good and the Bad of Power
In the book, one featured researcher, psychologist 
Alexandra Freund, explains the dual nature of power 
based on the science of power. On the one hand, hav-
ing power can decrease our ability to take another’s 
perspective and lessen our compassionate care. This 
can lead us to objectify others and think of them only 
as a means to benefit ourselves.

On the other hand, having power also makes us feel 
less distressed in social situations and more resilient if 
we are rejected. It can also make us more attuned to 
others—if we have a kind and helpful orientation in 
the first place—and make us feel more authentic, at-
tract friends, and, of course, have influence.

So we don’t need to eschew power entirely, says 
Freund. “The goal is not to move away from the power 
motive but to instead embrace the power we carry in 

us and in the positions we take and use it for a more 
caring and compassionate world.”

The idea of balancing power and care is important, 
argues Richard Schwarz, a psychiatrist at Harvard—
because even care can become extreme. People may 
be overwhelmed by caring too much, or even be-
come victims if they can’t stand up for themselves. 
He points to a study involving rheumatoid arthritis 
patients, many of whom were Irish Catholic women 
and raised to be selfless. Once they learned to better 
care for themselves, they were able to find more bal-
ance in their lives and their pain improved.

If we balance power and care, argues economist 
Dennis Snower, we don’t have to choose between 
helping others or helping ourselves. We are more 

likely to be altruistic and not do things for others 
only when they benefit us. He argues that the drive 
to care is even more powerful than other things that 
might influence our decisions to help or cooperate 
with others, like how we’re raised or our rational 
calculations.

What Increases Care and Compassion?
We can strengthen our drive to care—and take 
steps toward solving problems like world hunger 
or the contested status of refugees, Snower says—
by spending time among people in very difficult 
circumstances, learning their perspectives, and 
strengthening our sense of shared humanity.

Caring “enables us to benefit from helping oth-
ers, even when they reside beyond our national, 
cultural, and religious boundaries,” he says.

Neuroscience research from Singer and her team 
at the Max Planck Institute in Germany also sheds 
light on how to nurture our compassionate in-
stincts. They’ve conducted longitudinal studies 
comparing the effects of different mindfulness 
practices focused on presence and attention, com-
passion and care, and perspective taking.

One of their findings suggests that practices spe-
cifically aimed at increasing compassion—such as 
loving-kindness meditation and a partnered medi-

tation practice—increase altruistic care for others 
the most. After completing these practices, partici-
pants not only felt more compassion in response to 
seeing others suffer but exhibited changes in their 
brains tied to increased empathy and compassion.

“This altruistic behavior emerged most strongly 
out of the quality of opening the heart,” Singer says.

But she also mentions that people have more 
trouble accessing compassionate feelings than 
learning presence, which almost everyone in her 
study was able to do. This might be surprising—but 
not the Dalai Lama. In Buddhist thought, pres-
ence and perspective-taking are preconditions 
for developing more compassion, he says, because 
these allow us to better maintain peace of mind, 
be less attached to outcomes, and have a greater 
understanding of the worth of all people.

Leaders of organizations trying to balance power 
and care to sow peace or transform workplaces 
into more caring and compassionate places, also 
have insight on these matters. For example, Jody 
Williams describes the work of PeaceJam, which 
brings Nobel Peace Prize Laureates together with 
youth to inspire activism for positive change. Fré-
déric Laloux talks about a home nursing organiza-
tion, Buurtzorg, started by nurses tired of being 
forced to give subpar care to save their employers 
money. Once they leveraged their sense of con-
nection, purpose, and shared power, the nurses 
reorganized their services so they could connect 
better with patients, increasing patient well-being 
while decreasing health care costs.

While the book may not be for everyone, those 
who are interested in how Buddhist principles and 
the science of compassion and power overlap—or 
what a spiritual leader might contribute to scien-
tific thinking—will find it an entertaining read. 
The book provides at least some idea of how we 
might find a way to balance power and care, for 
the sake of humanity.

“The time has come to not have a sense of com-
petition, but to harmonize, work together, and 
share with each other—to have compassion,” says 
the Dalai Lama. “This is what we need for our own 
survival.”

Jill Suttie, who holds a doctorate in psychology, 
is a Greater Good’s book review editor and a 
frequent contributor to the magazine. This article 
originally appeared on Greater Good, the online 
magazine of the Greater Good Science Center at 
UC–Berkeley.

Power also has a positive side, especially when it’s wielded in the service of humanity.
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Cultivate Compassion
If we want to make positive change in the world, we need to harmonize the drive for power with our compassionate instincts

Why Powerful People Need to

In Buddhist thought, presence 
and perspective-taking are 
preconditions for developing 
more compassion. 

Your Way to Success
An afternoon 
snooze isn’t 
popular in 
American 
business 
culture yet, but 
it should be

Conan Milner

hen productivity is your 
aim, sleep can seem like a 

waste of time. Just imagine 
how much more you could 

do every day if you put some 
of those unconscious hours to work.

But sleep science finds the opposite 
to be true—those who cheat their sleep 
may also hurt their productivity. A new 
study published in the Journal of the 
National Sleep Foundation reveals that 
shortening your sleep routine during 
the work week interferes significantly 
with job performance. Researchers 
from the University of South Florida 
found that those who sacrifice as little 
as 16 minutes of sleep a night are more 
likely to be distracted and use poor 
judgment during their workday.

Some companies are taking sleep 
research to heart. Zappos, Ben and 
Jerry’s, Cisco, and other companies 
have policies that encourage employees 
to nap. Some offer nap rooms. Google 
provides weary workers with nap 
pods, complete with a zero-gravity 
bed, soothing music, and a sleep-
inducing light show.

If a nap seems like an extravagant 
luxury that a busy person could never 
afford, think again.

According to Jamie Gruman, a busi-
ness professor and senior research fel-
low at the University of Guelph in On-
tario, Canada, productivity and work 
quality can improve when we nap.

In his new book, “Boost: The Science 
of Recharging Yourself in an Age of Un-
relenting Demands,” Gruman devotes 
an entire chapter to the restorative 
power of sleep. While he was writing, 
he came across a wealth of research 
showing that naps can improve vigi-
lance, math skills, and logical reason-
ing. Naps also can make people more 
alert and improve their reaction time.

“There is evidence for this. It’s not 
just somebody’s idea,” Gruman said. “It 
solidified in my mind that sleeping on 
the job is a good thing to do.”

Gruman is careful not to directly 
encourage individuals to sleep at work, 
because they still run a real risk of 
getting fired in workplaces that haven’t 
yet caught on to the value of naps. But 
he’s found that many workers already 
do it on the sly.

When Gruman gives a presentation, 

George Rudy/shutterstock

Napping
he often asks for a show of hands to 
identify the nappers in the room. Few 
if any hands are raised in public, but 
people always confess their nap habit 
later on in private.

“Lots of people confide in me all the 
time that they sleep at work. They will 
come up to me and say, ‘I don’t want 
anyone to know but I sleep on the job,’” 
Gruman said. “Usually at around two 
o’clock or so people get fatigued and 
they want to take a nap. And if they do, 
they’re going to get better at what  
they do.”

Napping Is Natural
Nobody disputes our need for a nightly 
sleep. But for many people, sleeping 
for a short period during the day has 
an ugly stigma attached to it. It reeks 
of laziness and indulgence—an activity 
reserved exclusively for babies, the ill, 
and the elderly.

But this stigma is found only in the 
modern Western world. Look at many 
older cultures, and you’ll find that nap-
ping is a common practice very much 
in line with the rhythm of a day.

Continued on Page 10

A mid-afternoon nap 
may not be socially 
acceptable, but 
that’s just because 
companies don’t 
know what’s good  
for them. 
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Chinese New Year’s ‘Human Day’ 
Celebrates ‘Birthday’ of Humankind

ESSENCE
OF 
CHINA

SM YANG/THE EPOCH TIMES

ZHICHING CHEN/THE EPOCH TIMES

ANCIENT CHINESE STORIES

CINDY CHAN

B irthdays are special occasions that 
hold a great deal of meaning for many 
people. Often a time of celebration, 

a birthday also offers a chance for renewal 
and reinvigoration as we aspire to greater 
things and look forward to a bright year 
ahead. It also represents an opportunity to 
reflect and have our gratitude grow for the 
joys and blessings in our lives.

For the ancient Chinese people, this an-
nual occasion occurred not only on the an-
niversary of their birth but also on another 
special day known as “renri,” which falls on 
the seventh day of the Chinese New Year.

Literally “Human Day,” renri is the day 
on which it is said that the goddess Nu Wa 
created human beings. Also called the Day 
of Humankind, renri is regarded in ancient 
Chinese tradition as the common “birthday” 
of all humans.

The custom of celebrating renri dates back 
to the Han Dynasty (206 B.C.–A.D. 220). The 
2019 Chinese New Year fell on Feb. 5, thus 
placing renri on Feb. 11.

According to one version of the ancient leg-
end, Nu Wa came to the world many thou-
sands of years after the god Pan Gu created 
the world.

Pan Gu had himself worked tirelessly for 
many thousands of years, standing between 
the sky and the Earth and pushing them far-

ther and farther apart as his body grew larger 
and larger. After the separation of sky and 
Earth became stable, Pan Gu fell down ex-
hausted. He went to sleep and never awoke.

When he died, he dedicated his entire 
body to the world’s future beings. For ex-
ample, his head transformed into moun-

tains, his eyes formed the sun and moon, 
his hair turned into plants and trees, and 
his blood became the oceans.

Creation of Human Beings
Then Nu Wa appeared, and it is believed that 
she first made six animals and then created 
human beings.

From the first to the sixth day of the Chi-
nese New Year, she created the chicken, dog, 
boar, sheep, cow, and horse.

Then on Day 7, Nu Wa sat by the edge of 
a pond and, looking at her own reflection, 
began to mix clay with water to create small 
figures in her own image, both males and 
females.

She blew her breath upon the figures be-
fore placing them on the ground, thus giving 
them souls, and was delighted when they 
became alive.

Every day, Nu Wa made more human 
beings and cherished them. She imparted 
wisdom to them and created musical instru-
ments so that they could make music and 
express themselves through dance and song.

This paved the way for human culture to 
develop, whereby people were able to prop-
erly govern themselves and continue to im-
prove their lives.

To ensure that humans lived on after the 
elderly died from old age, Nu Wa established 
the system of marriage so that men and 
women could live together and start fami-
lies. In this way, human beings were able 
to sustain their own existence generation 
after generation.

The number of lives went on to become 
countless. Each has its own story, much like 
the lives unfolding in a vivid cherished novel.

So renri is not only a festival for wishing a 
happy birthday to all of humankind, but it 
is also a time to commemorate Nu Wa with 
a deep sense of gratitude.

Human Day is also a reminder for human 
beings to live by upright principles as good 
people, and to treasure their relationships 
and other lives, so as to honor their creator 
and indeed humankind’s own creation.

The Day of 
Humankind, ‘renri’ 
is regarded in ancient 
Chinese tradition as 
the common ‘birthday’ 
of all humans.

The god Pang Gu 
holds up the sky, 

firmly separating it 
from the earth. When 
he died, he dedicated 
his entire body to the 

world’s future beings.

The goddess Nu Wa 
created human beings. 
She also imparted wis-
dom to them and paved 
the way for them to 
develop human culture.
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How Your 
Smartphone  
Can Encourage  
Active Living
Tarun Katapally

Physical inactivity is the fourth-leading risk 
factor for death globally and has reached the 
status of a global pandemic—a definition that 
is usually associated with infectious diseases 
like influenza.

Even those of us who are physically active 
every day can be quite sedentary. Working out 
every day, yet spending the rest of the day sitting 
in a chair, has become the norm for many in the 
modern world.

We know that even moderate increases in 
physical activity are associated with reduced 
risks of physical illness such as cancer, heart 
disease, stroke, Type 2 diabetes, and Parkinson’s 
disease. We also know that exercise improves 
our mental health and academic performance.

Apart from the considerable risk of disease 
and death, physical inactivity is responsible for 
a substantial global economic burden, with an-
nual conservative costs to health care systems 
worldwide exceeding $53.8 billion.

Despite this incriminating evidence against 
physical inactivity and despite investments in 
active-living interventions, there has been little 
change in global physical inactivity levels.

As an active-living researcher who uses 
technology to understand physical inactiv-
ity in populations and to influence policy, this 
state of passivity makes me extremely impatient. 
It’s time to fight fire with fire by repurposing 
the same devices that make us more inactive—
smartphones.

Mobilizing Smartphones
Before my colleagues and physical activity ad-
vocates shun this idea, I would like to clarify 
that I am absolutely not suggesting that we need 
more screen time.

First, screen time cannot be generalized, as it is 
accumulated across a multitude of devices with 
varied motivations and effects.

Second, of all screen-time enabling devices, 
smartphones are the truly ubiquitous ones, 
which in essence makes them tools of equity in 
the 21st century that provide access to billions 
of people around the world.

Third, and probably more pertinent to physi-
cal activity, smartphones are the only digital 
tool we carry with us everywhere, and that has 
the functions (GPS, accelerometers, camera, 
audio, video) to sense, share, and mobilize data 
between consenting citizens.

Still, we don’t think about smartphones when 
tackling the physical inactivity pandemic. To 
me, the smartphone is the elephant in the room.

Figuring Out What Makes Us Move
There is no indication that we will revert back to 
the days without these devices, so why not lever-
age citizen-owned smartphones to address one 
of the most pressing health issues of our lifetime?

Active citizenship is not limited to physically 
active populations. In fact, I am not interested 
in making active individuals more active (I am 
one of those people) and thereby widening the 
existing gap between the active and the inactive. 
I am interested in making active people more 
engaged and inactive people more active—by 
using the same device that is currently a barrier 
to active living.

I am not sure if we can use screen time to re-
duce screen time, which is something that we 
are trying to understand. But, it isn’t radical to 
use a device that almost everyone owns to figure 
out what makes us move.

SMART Platform is one such initiative. We 
engage citizens through their smartphones to 
understand the amount of physical activity they 
accumulate and how, why, where, when, and 
with whom they move.

Engaging With People Is the Key
By taking pictures and recording audio and vid-
eo, among many other innovative approaches, 
people we engage with are helping us build 
complex pathways to understand active-living 
patterns and develop initiatives to address ur-
gent health crises.

For instance, through the SMART Platform, 
we are conducting multiple projects such as 
the SMART Indigenous Youth, which engages 
indigenous youth and educators in rural and 
remote areas through smartphones to under-
stand how land-based active living can improve 
mental health.

Youth- and educator-owned smartphones 
are playing an important role in remote en-
gagement in this project, which is essentially a 
community-based intervention embedded into 
school curricula.

Each school in this community trial is imple-
menting its own culturally appropriate land-
based active living intervention informed by 
traditional knowledge, language, and com-
munity preferences. The land-based activities 
include plant identification, hunting, trapping, 
and fishing, among other activities driven by 
the seasons. In essence, educators and youth 
are using their smartphones to provide their 
perspectives as citizen scientists to help explain 
how the intervention is changing patterns of 
youth behavior.

Thus, the implications of effectively using this 
device go well beyond narrow discussions about 
screen time or even active living. This device 
can provide a voice to people and promote ac-
tive citizenship.

If you are interested in starting a global move-
ment to move, please contact us at smart.
study@uregina.ca

Tarun Katapally is an associate professor at the 
University of Regina in Canada. This article was 
first published on The Conversation.

It is time to fight fire with 
fire, by repurposing the 
same devices that make  
us more inactive— 
smartphones.

(Top)  
Patient session group 
photo at the Simonton 
Cancer Center in Los 
Angeles in this file 
photo. 

(Right)  
O. Carl Simonton.

Simonton Cancer Center (SCC) instruc-
tors in Japan. There are SCC Centers in 
the United States, Germany, Japan, Italy, 
and the Netherlands.

all Photos courtesy of SCC

Using the Mind 
and Body to

The Simonton method aims to put 
patients in the right state of mind 
and heart to battle cancer

Joni Ravenna Sussman

T
he connection between cancer and 
emotional states was observed nearly 
2000 years ago by the physician Ga-
len who noted that “cheerful women 
were less prone to cancer than were 
women of a depressed nature,” ac-

cording to Dr. O. Carl Simonton in his book “Get-
ting Well Again.” By the late 1960s, Dr. Herbert 
Benson, a cardiologist at Harvard, and Jon Kabat-
Zinn, a molecular biologist, each separately noted 
numerous health benefits among patients who 
practiced meditation.

But in the 1970s, Simonton took the mind-body 
connection a step further. As a radiation oncolo-
gist, he noticed that some of his patients with 
serious diagnoses would live and thrive, while 
others with more manageable cancers declined 
rapidly. He surmised, like Galen before him, 
that psychological and emotional factors were 
at work, with the most pervasive and dangerous 
among them being a sense of hopelessness.

After researching the results of tests conducted 
in the late 1960s by Robert Rosenthal and his col-
leagues on “expectancy effects” (think self-ful-
filling prophecies), Simonton developed specific 
protocols to give patients a sense of control and 
optimism. He guided patients through visualiza-
tion sessions to mobilize T-cells (a type of white 
blood cell) and taught them relaxation techniques 
and simple meditation.

Many responded very well to the approach. 
Soon, patients from all over sought Simonton’s 
help. He developed a stand-alone retreat week 
where patients could learn the tools and tech-
niques and then return home to continue with 
their medical treatments.

Much of the medical community remained 
doubtful about Simonton’s results. Since a full 
30 percent of all test subjects exhibit the placebo 
effect automatically, many chalked Simonton’s 
results up to nothing more than that.

“Some of it may be tied into the placebo effect, 
yes. But it’s more than just the placebo effect; it’s 
a focused, directed approach,” said Dr. Renato 
Monaco, a practicing psychiatrist in Newport 
Beach, California. Monaco met Simonton many 
years ago along with one of Simonton’s patients 
who’d recently been diagnosed with a terminal, 
stage-4 brain tumor.

“The patient was a singer. Every other doctor 
had given up on him,” says Monaco, “But I ran 
into the patient again 10 years later. I was amazed. 
He sang for us.”

While the medical community agrees that there 
is power in thought and emotions, most doctors 
still don’t understand how the biochemistry of 
human emotions and thoughts work.

How does a self-fulfilling prophecy work on the 
bio-energetic level? No one can pinpoint the pre-
cise mechanisms or pathways that allow focused 
visualization of an army of T-cells gobbling up 
cancer cells—in whatever way one imagines that 
for him or herself—to actually affect that very pro-
cess. But we do know our thoughts and emotions 
can enhance or hinder the immune system and 
other healing systems in the body.

“Focused intention takes place in the frontal 
lobe, the executive center of the brain,” said 

Monaco. “As long as the other centers in the brain, 
like the cingulate cortex or the basil ganglia and 
the deep limbic system don’t interfere, it’s pos-
sible to harness the healing power of thought.”

Continuous angry, fearful, or self-penalizing 
thoughts and feelings—what some refer to as 
“ruminations”—are known to be harmful. Most 
patients can point to a traumatic event in their 
life that occurred approximately 18 months 
before developing cancer, or any other serious 
disease. “Rumination leads to ruination,” accord-
ing to Monaco. Among other things, the Simonton 
method works to alleviate the negative emotions 
while bolstering the positive ones.

It should be noted, however, that the Simon-
ton method also relies heavily on the support 
of another caring person—a spouse, partner, or 
friend—to lend encouragement. The idea is that 
harmony of mind and body extend beyond the 
individual to our relationships. The ideal path to 
healing fosters a harmonious environment both 
within and without.

Today, Simonton is recognized as a pioneer in 
mind-body medicine. The Simonton Center’s ap-
proach to fighting cancer combines an emotional 
intervention with medical methods and psycho-
logical treatment to create an environment and 
mentality that support healing.

Karen Simonton, who was married to the doc-
tor for 27 years and worked with him for 22 years 
before he died in 2009, said the science support-
ing a mind-body connection has accumulated 
over the years.

“Now, of course, we have much more informa-
tion about how the brain and our physiology 
interact,” she said.

“In our household, all health problems were ex-
amined,” she said. “Everything from the common 
cold, to skin rash, and cancer has an emotional 
component to it, and this was always addressed 
with our children as well.”

Proponents of the method have claimed that 
patients have a survival rate twice the national 
norm with many experiencing dramatic remis-
sions or total cures. Skeptics, however, say it’s 
difficult to draw concrete conclusions concerning 
efficacy because of the lack of high-quality clini-
cal trials.

The Simonton method aims to prolong survival 
time and improve quality of life. No data on the 
safety of this method as a combination of mind-
body modalities can be found. But the different 
modalities have good safety records when used 
separately, so it stands to reason that when com-
bined they would remain innocuous at the very 
least and life-saving at the very best.

Today, the Simonton method has programs to 
address other terminal illnesses in addition to 
cancer. Though the center has been rebuilding 
since the California wildfires burned their offices 
to the ground, retreats are still being taught in an 
area outside of Los Angeles.

“The take away for cancer patients and really 
anyone facing a serious illness—is that there are 
many ways we can help ourselves in this journey, 
many ways we can improve our physical and 
mental well-being,” said Mrs. Simonton.

“Our body and mind are not just interconnect-
ed, they’re literally entangled.”

Joni Ravenna Sussman is a freelance writer 
specializing in health and wellness. Her articles 
have appeared in dozens of national and  
regional publications over the years. She is  
also a playwright and TV writer. Contact  
her at Joni.Ravenna@gmail.com
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The take away for cancer patients and 
really anyone facing a serious illness—
is that there are many ways we can 
help ourselves in this journey, many 
ways we can improve our physical  
and mental well-being.
Karen Simonton
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I Lived on the Brink of Death for 
Decades, and Then Everything Changed
Suicide seemed the only answer to this ailing mother until one fateful day a miracle began

FENGYING MAO

Before moving overseas and relocating to 
Toronto in 1997, I was a nurse in China, yet 
also a patient—I suffered endlessly from 
devastating illnesses. This is the story of my 
medical miracle: from living on the brink of 
death for nearly 20 years to getting a second 
chance at life.

If you’ve never suffered from a long-term 
chronic disease, it can be difficult to un-
derstand the soul-crushing suffering that 
is involved.

For 18 years I suffered from hepatitis C—
known by doctors as one of the most difficult 
illnesses to cure. My body felt like a cage and 
my life was reduced to hospital visits, taking 
medication, searching endlessly for cures 
and specialists and fantasizing of a way to 
alleviate my symptoms.

Sometimes I was hospitalized for up to six 
months, but despite being treated by China’s 
most renowned doctors, they could only 
manage the symptoms and couldn’t control 
the disease. Desperate, I added every alterna-
tive method I could find—qigong, traditional 
Chinese medicine, herbal remedies, praying 
to Buddha, and on and on. Nothing worked.

Every day I could expect to feel constant 
pain in my liver and spleen as my liver 
turned to scar tissue from cirrhosis. This 
caused abdominal swelling that made it 
look like I was several months’ pregnant; 
even wearing a belt was excruciating. I also 
experienced crippling nausea, extreme 
fatigue, depression, bleeding gums, and 
endless other symptoms. Not only did the 
old diseases get worse, but new ones also 
developed: atrophic gastritis, pyelitis, ne-
phritis, and low blood pressure. My body 
was extremely weak and my legs were swol-
len and heavy. Walking up the stairs to my 
apartment felt like climbing a mountain. 
To add to the agony, my daughter, who was 
diagnosed with hepatitis from birth, was 
also diagnosed with liver cirrhosis by the age 
of six. Watching her suffer was unbearable.

I worked as a surgical nurse in China, and 
had easy access to medication and saw some 
of the best doctors in the country. We tried 
every conceivable treatment and exhaust-
ed all options, yet my illness could not be 
brought under control. I had worked on and 
off as I could manage but by 1996 I was forced 
to quit my job permanently due to my failing 
health. Since I had some medical knowledge, 
I knew that my situation was critical. One 
day I drew up the courage to ask my doctor 
how long he thought I would live. He looked 
at me with pain in his eyes and said softly, 
“I think at least one more year.”

Despite being in my early 30s, I appeared 
thin and frail and could easily be mistaken 
for someone twice my age. Due to my ad-
vanced illness, my father, already in his 
80s, was forced to care for my daughter and 
I when my husband went to study in the 
United States. Overwhelmed by pain, lone-
liness, and depression, I was so miserable 
that I couldn’t control my temper, lashing 
out at everyone around me. Even though 
my father and daughter were also in poor 
health, I often screamed at them and beat 
my child. I had truly lost control. Sometimes 
I stared at myself in the mirror, thinking, 
‘who have I become?’

One afternoon, as I struggled to endure 
the pain in my body, I had the thought to 
jump out the window of my fourth-floor 
apartment. I could end it all right now, I 
thought. No more pain, no more hospitals, 
no more loneliness. Then I looked over at my 
father and daughter sitting on the couch. 
They looked so pitiful, how could I abandon 
them? Tears streamed down my face as I con-
templated my life—how could I have ended 
up here? I cursed God for my misfortune, and 
for forcing me to live on the brink of death. 
My hopelessness felt like a pitch-black well 
that I constantly tried to crawl out of.

The surprising part was that through al-
most two decades of pain, tears, and heart-
break deep down I still had a sense of cher-
ishing life. I desperately wanted to watch my 
daughter grow up with my beloved husband 
by my side. My heart ached for a resolution 
so that I could finish my life’s to-do list: go 
back to my fulfilling career, move overseas to 
be with my husband, and care for my father 
and child like nature intended.

A Second Chance
July 22, 1996, is a day I will never forget—a 
day that my fate changed. That morning, I 
happened to run into an elderly lady who 
used to live in my neighbor-
hood. Her eyes filled with 
pity and compassion as 

Fengying Mao 
with her husband, 
daughter, and son.

Fengying Mao with her 
daughter and son, after 
she started to practice 
a qigong practice called 
Falun Gong.
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she looked at me—broken, frail and in pain. 
She told me about how she too had suffered 
from chronic illnesses but when she started 
a new qigong practice called Falun Gong, also 
know as Falun Dafa, her diseases—cholecys-
titis and hepatitis B—disappeared.

I had tried other forms of qigong in the 
past, and they did nothing to help me. I 
didn’t believe in qigong but I was desper-
ate, and curious about how this woman 
had overcome all her health problems, so 
I decided to give it a try. After all, I didn’t 
have anything to lose and the practice was 
taught for free.

At six o’clock the next morning I went 
to a local Falun Gong practice site with 
my 9-year-old daughter. We learned the 
exercises and borrowed the book “Zhuan 
Falun,” which describes the philosophy of 
the practice.

I found the book very interesting—it an-
swered so many of the questions I had: the 
root causes of illness, the connection be-
tween body and mind, and how to elevate the 
body physically by elevating your character.

Over the next few days, I continued go-
ing to the practice site and reading Zhuan 
Falun and completely forgot about curing 
my illnesses. Yet, every day my symptoms 
improved. I was able to stop taking my 
medications yet I felt better and better. I felt 
light when I walked, it was easy to climb the 
stairs. My mood completely transformed. 
The relief and excitement I felt are hard to 
describe. It was like being placed in a brand 
new body.

One month later my daughter and I had 
a general physical exam. The results were 
beyond my wildest dreams: all the abnor-
malities in my body had returned to normal. 
My daughter also got a clean bill of health. 
The illnesses that had held me hostage for 
18 years were gone in a matter of weeks. My 
doctor was shocked and didn’t know what 
to say. Having no medical explanation, and 
afraid to acknowledge the medical miracle, 
he left the room and didn’t come back.

A New Life
As it turned out, my physical changes were 
just the start of my change in fortune. Now 
that I was healthy, I could join my husband 
in the United States and raise our daughter in 
a free country. Seeing my dramatic change, 
my husband started practicing Falun Gong 
as well.

I felt like the most fortunate woman in the 
world, and then I received the most incred-
ible news yet—I found out I was pregnant. Due 
to my previous illnesses, I hadn’t had a men-
strual period for years and it was impossible 
for someone with my condition to conceive. 
Yet now, my body was so strong and healthy 
that I delivered a beautiful baby boy in 1997. 
When they got the news, all my relatives in 
China found it too incredible. Even now, they 
think I must have adopted my son.

If I hadn’t experienced all of this myself, 
I would have found it hard to believe. Yet 
there is no other way for me to explain the 
dramatic changes in my body after prac-
ticing Falun Gong. I feel so grateful for the 
second chance at life.UNSPLASH

If you’ve 
never 
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It was like 
being placed 
in a brand 
new body.
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Prescribing

Some doctors are sending their patients for a 
walk on the beach to treat what ails them

JAY MADDOCK

We’ve long known it’s refreshing to spend 
time outside in natural environments. Be-
ing cooped up inside can feel unnatural and 
increase our desire to get out. Taking a walk 
on a wooded path, or spending an afternoon 
in a park can have a noticeable impact on 
our mood.

Renowned biologist E.O. Wilson, creator of 
the biophilia theory, hypothesizes that peo-
ple have an innate need to seek relationships 
with nature and other forms of life.

On an intuitive level, this makes 
sense. Humans have nearly always 
lived in open, natural environ-
ments. Our migration into cit-
ies has been a very recent phe-
nomenon. It makes sense that 
removing us from the natural 
environment could affect our 
health. Now scientists are begin-
ning to affirm what many of us al-
ready know.

Nature and Healing
Research in this area started in the 1980s 
with Robert Ulrich, a professor at Texas 
A&M University. His work looked at sur-
gery patients who had a view of trees out of 
their window compared to those who had 
the view of a wall. Those with the natural 
view reported less pain and spent less time 
in the hospital.

Since then, several studies have shown 
a reduction in pain both through viewing 
natural scenes as well as looking at nature 
videos and pictures.

Other studies have looked at the effect of 
exposure to daylight has on patients and 
found they experienced less pain, less stress, 
and used fewer pain medications than pa-
tients not exposed to natural light. There 
is also preliminary evidence that hospital 
gardens can alleviate stress in both patients 
and their families.

Such findings have implications in design-
ing health care facilities. There appears to 
be consistent evidence that exposures to 
natural environments have a positive effect 
on pain, stress, anxiety, blood pressure, and 
heart rate. In the Center for Health and Na-
ture, a joint venture between my university 
Texas A&M, Houston Methodist Hospital, 
and nonprofit Texan by Nature, our new 
studies are assessing if these effects extend 
to the virtual world, including immersive 
virtual reality and virtual windows.

A Preventive Effect?
While nature appears to be helpful in re-
storing health after illness, can it actually 
help us stay healthy? Researchers across 
the world have been asking this question.

From forest bathing (“shinrin-yoku”) in 
Japan to the 30 Days Wild campaign in the 
United Kingdom, which encourages people 
to connect to wild places, people have been 
examining the healing powers of nature.

While walking is well established as a 
health-promoting behavior, studies now 

are examining if walking in natural envi-
ronments is more beneficial than indoors 
or in urban environments. Results have 
shown positive effects on mental and physi-
cal health, including improved attention, 
better mood, and healthier blood pressure 
and heart rate. Several programs across the 
country have been formed to expose mili-
tary veterans to natural spaces to combat 
symptoms of PTSD. In children, play-
grounds with green space increased vigor-
ous physical activity, decreased sedentary 
time, and even led to fewer fights.

While there is growing evidence 
that exposure to natural environ-

ments is beneficial to health, 
there are still many questions to 
be answered. What is nature? 
While this may seem simple 
at first glance, there are many 

differences between a national 
park, an urban pocket park, and 

a picture of waves crashing on the 
beach. What is the dose of nature needed?

For physical activity, there is a scientific 
consensus that people need 150 minutes a 
week for good health. How much and how 
often is exposure to nature needed for better 
health? How do longer doses versus shorter 
doses—such as a weekend camping trip in a 
forest versus a walk through a park—affect 
us? What sensory part of nature is affect-
ing us? Is it sight, sound, smell, touch, or a 
combination of them?

A recent paper proposed enhanced im-
mune function as the central pathway for 
the variety of positive health outcomes re-
ceived from nature exposure. This still needs 
to be tested.

Despite the need for more research, the 
need for more nature exposure is urgent. The 
Environmental Protection Agency estimates 
that U.S. citizens, on average, spend 90 per-
cent of their time indoors. A study in the UK 
found that children spend only half the time 
outdoors that their parents used to.

But there are efforts to fix this problem. 
The 30 Days Wild program run by the Wild-
life Trusts in the UK encourages people to 
engage with nature every day for a month. 
In its first year, more than 18,000 people 
signed up. It starts again on June 1.

Doctors in Scotland now are able to 
give nature prescriptions to their patients. 
The educational leaflet they provide de-
scribes numerous monthly activities in-
cluding touching the ocean, taking a dog 
for a walk, and following a bumblebee. In 
the United States, the Park Rx America pro-
gram has been working to connect publicly 
available outdoor space to physicians to have 
them prescribe nature.

As spring arrives, it is time to make a 
commitment to spend more time in nature. 
Better health could be as easy as a walk in  
the park.

Jay Maddock is a professor of public 
health at Texas A&M University.  
This article was first published  
on The Conversation.
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Dr. Alon Avidan, a neurology professor at the 
David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA, and 
director of UCLA’s Sleep Disorders Center says 
napping is a natural response to that dip in alert-
ness that typically occurs a few hours  
after lunch.

“In other cultures, napping is socially ac-
ceptable. It has been a strategy to get rid of that 
temporary sensation of fatigue and sleepiness,” 
Avidan said. “If you go to Spain, Italy, and Por-
tugal in the early afternoon, you’re lucky to find 
a shop open. Here in the U.S., of course, we have 
abandoned that idea and instead rely on working 
through using a cup of coffee.”

Even in Japan, a country known for its strong 
work ethic and company devotion, naps get 
social respect.

According to Alexandra Kenny from informa-
tion website Tourist Japan, napping is a common 
practice and a part of daily life. Kenny says that 
in Japan, it is common to see people snoozing in 
cafes, on the train, in shops, and even in offices. 
The practice is known as inemuri, which means 
“sleeping on duty.”

Inemuri is even encouraged in some workplac-
es because it allows workers time to restore their 
focus while on the job.

“In fact, taking a nap is often a symbol of the 
success of a hard worker who is entitled to the 
rest,” Kenny said. “It is part of the work/life 
balance in Japan. In turn, the workforce is more 
productive, efficient, and ultimately happier.”

According to certified 
pediatric sleep 

consultant Riki 
Taubenblat, 

we are bio-
logically 

wired to want an afternoon nap. It’s just that our 
culture pushes stimulants rather than sleep to 
get over that midday slump.

“In reality, they’d be much better served 
with a short nap. Naps can improve mental 
focus, emotional state, and physical health,” 
said Taubenblat.

It’s clear that sleep, in general, is essential 
for health, but there is also evidence that 
nappers may be healthier than non-nappers. 
Taubenblat points to a Harvard University study 
that tracked more than 23,000 Greek men and 
women. This was in the 1990s, as parts of Greece 
started pulling away from the traditional siesta 
culture to embrace the no-nap rhythm of the 
modern world.

Over the course of six years, researchers found 
that those who had abandoned their afternoon 
slumber showed a significantly higher risk of 
heart disease compared to those who still took 
regular naps.

Naps may also influence the length of our lives. 
On the Greek island of Ikaria, where the culture 
is still siesta-oriented, men are found to be four 
times more likely to live to the age of 90 than 
men from the United States.

Taubenblat believes a big reason why people 
have negative feelings toward naps is that their 
culture doesn’t respect sleep.

“We live in a society where you get credit for 
bragging that you only slept four hours last 
night. Nobody pats you on the back for getting 
eight or nine,” she said.

Gruman thinks this sense of toughness via 
sleep deprivation stems from a notion that the 
ideal worker is one who can best emulate  
a machine.

“You get the most out of your machinery if you 
run it 24/7, because your variable costs are re-
duced and it’s more efficient. So we have this idea 
that we have to be driving people like machines, 
24/7,” he said. “But that’s an ignorant way to 
think about people, because we’re not allowing 
them to work in conjunction with the natural 
process of being human.”

Strategizing Your Sleep
One way to conserve your energy is simply by 
taking a break—going for a walk, listening to 
some music, or just taking a few moments to 
clear your head can all help give your mind a rest 
so that it can better handle the next few hours on 
the job.

But Avidan says nothing replenishes the body 
like sleep.

“Think of it like an electric car. Even if you sit it 
idle and let it rest, it doesn’t expend any energy. 
But if you plug it in, it’s going to allow the current 
to recharge,” Avidan said. “That’s what we’re do-
ing when we’re asleep. We’re allowing the brain 
to refuel and recharge in a way that no other 
state would allow.”

To get the most out of your nap, however, you 
have to use this power strategically. Sleep for too 
long, or too late in the afternoon, and you may 
run the risk of insomnia—and reduce the amount 
of sleep you get at night.

“If an individual takes a nap at 5, 6, 7, or 8 in 
the evening, it can impair the ability to fall asleep 
at night, because they have partially restored 
their sleepiness, so the sleep drive at night is not 
going to be as strong,” Avidan said.

According to Avidan, the ideal nap takes place 
within our natural, post-lunch energy dip— gen-

erally a 1 p.m. to 3 p.m. window. As for duration, 
we have two choices: a 20-minute power nap to 
relieve drowsiness, or a 45-minute to one-hour 
nap to fully restore cognitive function.

“Beyond that, we run the risk of waking up 
more groggy as we go through deeper stages of 
sleep, and we don’t get the most from the strate-
gic nature of the nap,” Avidan said.

Perhaps if sleep research was better publicized, 
it would help erase some of the cultural stigmas 
we hold about napping. But Gruman says this 
knowledge alone will not be enough. He says it 
will take a few more steps for the corporate cul-
ture to fully embrace sleeping on the job.

“The way you get it implemented, and this is 
key, is you have to have the senior people in the 
organization modeling the behavior,” he said. 
“You could set up nap rooms and buy expensive 
nap pods, and implement HR policies that ap-
prove it. But until they see the executive team 
occasionally taking naps, employees are going to 
be leery.”

Of course, everyone’s sleep needs vary. Some 
do better with a daily power nap, while others 
only need one every once in a while. Gruman 
says he only naps about once or twice a month 
on average. But that quick recharge makes a big 
difference in the quality of his work when he’s 
hit by midday fatigue.

“After 15 minutes I am back to my best, and 
thoughts that weren’t coming to me previously 
now come to me. Ideas and arguments that I 
couldn’t make previously I can now make with 
ease,” he said. “It’s really a dramatic difference.”

Gruman knows that he’s lucky— since much of 
his work is done from home, he has the luxury 
of organizing his schedule to fit his own needs. 
But he argues that if the modern workplace also 
adopts a rhythm more in line with the human 
body we will all be better off.

“It’s about respecting your body and mind, and 
working in harmony with the signals that you’re 
being given and not suppressing them or denying 
them,” he said.

“There are times we have to show we’re tough, 
but on a day to day basis we don’t have to do that. 
We should embrace our intuitive side—the one 
that’s more in tune with the cycles of nature. 
Then we would, in fact, be more effective.”

A Hidden Cause of Back Pain
An alternative pain treatment for chronic back pain aims to improve circulation

Lynn Jaffee

If you’ve never had back pain, you’re the 
exception to the rule. About 80 percent of 
people in the United States will suffer from 
back pain at some time in their lives.

I’ve certainly had my share of back 
pain episodes, caused by stupid moves 
like twisting and reaching for soap in the 
shower or lifting a box that was way too 
heavy. Fortunately, my brushes with back 
pain have been minor; I’ve never been laid 
out and unable to move. And I know exactly 
what I did to cause my back to act up.

Unfortunately, many people who suffer 
from back pain have no idea why their back 
hurts. They didn’t overdo it or lift some-
thing they shouldn’t have. In many cases, 
especially back pain that seems to come 
out of nowhere, your spinal discs may be 
to blame.

Discs are your spine’s shock absorbers. 
They’re rubbery rings made of collagen 
filled with a gel center that is found be-
tween each of your vertebrae, the bones 
in your spine. Discs compress and absorb 

energy when you walk, twist, turn, or bend 
to protect your spine and act as a cushion 
between the bones.

Your discs replenish themselves, but over 
time, and with day-to-day wear and tear, 
they degenerate. Discs can rupture, col-
lapse, or bulge out to the side, which can 
be very painful. A ruptured or bulging disc 
can cause compression of the nerves in the 
area, resulting in shooting pain down your 
arm or leg, depending on the vertebrae af-
fected. Disc problems can also cause back 
pain in the form of muscle spasms, which 
are your body’s very painful way of limiting 
movement while the area heals. You may 
also experience swelling and inflamma-
tion with a disc problem.

The pain associated with disc trouble can 
resolve in a month or two, or may last years. 
Interestingly, some people don’t feel any 
pain at all when a disc ruptures or bulges, 
however, they’re in the minority. Your 
doctor may prescribe physical therapy, 
analgesics, and rest for your disc-related 
back pain. In severe or chronic cases, they 
may recommend fusion surgery, in which 

the vertebral bones are fused together. The 
merged bones can no longer move, but this 
surgery decompresses entrapped nerves to 
relieve pain.

Many people with back pain have turned 
to acupuncture after trying a number of 
medications or treatments that haven’t 
helped their pain. The research supports 
their decision. A number of high-quality 
research studies have documented that 
acupuncture can relieve several types of 
chronic pain, including back pain. In Chi-
nese medicine, your back pain would likely 
be diagnosed as a blockage of energy and 
blood. This simply means that circulation 
is hampered in the area, some nerves may 
be compressed, your muscles may be con-
tracted and in spasm, and inflammation 

and swelling are limiting your movement.
Acupuncture can help relieve your back 

pain in a number of ways. It stimulates your 
central nervous system to block the pain 
signals traveling to your brain and it re-
leases endorphins, which are opioid-like 
neurotransmitters that help relieve your 
pain. Acupuncture increases circulation 
in the area and decreases inflammation 
locally where the needles have been placed. 
Acupuncture also helps to increase circu-
lation, loosen tight muscles, and helps 
you relax.

Chances are that at some time or another 
you’ll experience back pain, and chances 
are it will be caused by the degeneration of a 
disc. Acupuncture can be a good choice for 
relieving pain and speeding up the recov-
ery process, whether in tandem with other 
therapies or as a stand-alone treatment.

Lynn Jaffee is a licensed acupuncturist 
and the author of “Simple Steps: The Chi-
nese Way to Better Health.” This article 
was originally published on Acupunc-
tureTwinCities.com

The ideal nap 
takes place 

within our 
natural,  

post-lunch  
energy dip.
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Chinese Medicine

Your Way to Success
An afternoon 
snooze isn’t 
popular in 
American 
business 
culture yet,  
but it should be

Napping

Acupuncture can relieve 
several types of chronic 
pain, including back pain.

Naps can 
improve 
mental focus, 
emotional state, 
and physical 
health.
Riki Taubenblat, 
pediatric sleep 
consultant 

Franziska Spritzler

K
eeping your metabolism 
high is crucial for losing 
weight and keeping it off. 
However, several common 
lifestyle mistakes may slow 

down your metabolism and make it dif-
ficult to lose any weight.

Making these mistakes on a regular 
basis can also make you more prone to 
gain weight in the future.

1. Eating Too Few Calories
Eating too few calories can cause a major 
decrease in metabolism.

Although a calorie deficit is needed for 
weight loss, it can be counterproductive 
for your calorie intake to drop too low.

When you dramatically lower your 
calorie intake, your body senses that 
food is scarce and lowers the rate at 
which it burns calories.

Controlled studies in lean and over-
weight people confirm that consuming 
fewer than 1,000 calories per day can 
have a significant impact on your meta-
bolic rate.

Most studies measure resting meta-
bolic rate, which is the number of calo-
ries burned during rest. Yet some also 
measure calories burned during rest and 
activity over 24 hours, which is referred 
to as total daily energy expenditure.

In one study, when obese women ate 
420 calories per day for 4–6 months, 
their resting metabolic rates slowed 
down significantly.

What’s more, even after they increased 
their calorie intake over the following 
five weeks, their resting metabolic rates 
remained much lower than before  
the diet.

In another study, overweight people 
were asked to consume 890 calories per 
day. After 3 months, their total calorie 
expenditure dropped by 633 calories on 
average.

Even when calorie restriction is more 
moderate, it can still slow metabolism.

In a 4-day study in 32 people, the rest-
ing metabolic rate of those who ate 1,114 
calories per day slowed more than twice 
as much as that of those who consumed 
1,462 calories. However, weight loss was 
similar for both groups.

If you’re going to lose weight by calorie 
restriction, don’t restrict your calorie 
intake too much—or for too long.

Cutting calories too much and for too 
long lowers your metabolic rate, which 
can make weight loss and weight main-
tenance more difficult.

2. Skimping on Protein
Eating enough protein is extremely im-
portant for achieving and maintaining a 
healthy weight.

In addition to helping you feel full, 
protein intake can significantly increase 
the rate at which your body burns 
calories.

The increase in metabolism that occurs 

after digestion is called 
the thermic effect of 
food (TEF).

The thermic effect of 
protein is much higher 
than that of carbs or fat. 
Indeed, studies indicate that 
eating protein temporarily 
increases metabolism by about 
20–30 percent compared to 5–10 
percent for carbs and 3% or less 
for fat.

Although metabolic rate 
inevitably slows during weight 
loss and continues to be slower 
during weight maintenance, 
evidence suggests that higher 
protein intake can minimize  
this effect.

In one study, participants 
followed one of three diets in an 
effort to maintain a 10–15 percent 
weight loss.

The diet highest in protein re-
duced total daily energy expendi-
ture by only 97 calories, compared 
to 297–423 calories in people who 
consumed less protein.

Another study found that people 
needed to eat at least 0.5 grams of 
protein per pound of body weight 
(1.2 grams per kg) to prevent their 
metabolism from slowing during 
and after weight loss.

3. Leading a Sedentary Lifestyle
Being sedentary may lead to a sig-
nificant decrease in the number of 
calories you burn every day.

Notably, many people have lifestyles 
that mainly involve sitting at work, 
which can have negative effects on 
metabolic rate and overall health.

Although working out or playing 
sports can have a major impact on the 
number of calories you burn, even basic 
physical activity, such as standing up, 
cleaning, and taking the stairs, can help 
you burn calories.

This type of activity is referred to as 
non-exercise activity thermogenesis 
(NEAT).

One study found that a high amount 
of NEAT could burn up to 2,000 ad-
ditional calories per day. However, such 
a dramatic increase is not realistic for 
most people.

Another study noted that watching 
TV while sitting burns an average of 
8 percent fewer calories than typing 
while sitting—and 16 percent fewer 
calories than standing.

Working at a standing desk, or simply 
getting up to walk around several times 
per day, can help increase your NEAT 
and prevent your metabolism from 
dropping.

4. Not Getting Enough High-Quality 
Sleep
Sleep is extremely important for good 
health.

Sleeping fewer hours than you need 

may increase your risk of a number 
of illnesses, including heart disease, 
diabetes, and depression.

Several studies note that inadequate 
sleep may also lower your meta-
bolic rate and increase your likelihood 
of weight gain.

One study found that healthy adults 
who slept 4 hours per night for 5 nights 
in a row experienced a 2.6 percent 
decrease in resting metabolic rate, on 
average. Their rate returned to normal 
after 12 hours of uninterrupted sleep.

Lack of sleep is made worse by sleep-
ing during the day instead of at night. 
This sleep pattern disrupts your body’s 
circadian rhythms or internal clock.

A five-week study revealed that pro-
longed sleep restriction combined with 
circadian rhythm disruption decreased 
resting metabolic rate by an average of 
8 percent.

5. Drinking Sugary Beverages
Sugar-sweetened drinks are detrimen-
tal to your health. High consumption 
is linked to various ailments, includ-
ing insulin resistance, diabetes, and 
obesity.

Many of the negative ef-
fects of sugar-sweetened 
beverages can be attribut-
ed to fructose. Table sugar 

contains 50 percent fruc-
tose, while high-fructose 

corn syrup packs 55 percent 
fructose.

Frequently consuming 
sugar-sweetened beverages 
may slow down your metabo-
lism.

In a 12-week controlled 
study, overweight and obese 
people who consumed 25 
percent of their calories as 
fructose-sweetened beverages 
on a weight-maintaining diet 
experienced a significant drop in 
metabolic rate.

Not all studies support this 
idea. One study noted that over-
eating high-fructose corn syrup 
compared to whole wheat did not 
affect 24-hour metabolic rate.

However, research shows 
that excessive fructose consump-
tion promotes increased fat storage 
in your belly and liver.

6. A Lack of Strength Training
Working out with weights is a great 
strategy to keep your metabolism 
from slowing.

Strength training has been shown 
to increase metabolic rate in healthy 
people, as well as those who have 
heart disease or are overweight  
or obese.

It increases muscle mass, which 
makes up much of the fat-free mass 
in your body. Having a higher 
amount of fat-free mass significantly 
increases the number of calories you 

burn at rest.
Even minimal amounts of strength 

training appear to boost energy expen-
diture.

In a 6-month study, people who per-
formed strength training for 11 minutes 
per day, 3 days a week, experienced a 
7.4 percent increase in resting meta-
bolic rate and burned 125 extra calories 
per day, on average.

In contrast, not doing any strength 
training can cause your metabolic rate 
to decline, especially during weight 
loss and aging.

The Bottom Line
Engaging in lifestyle behaviors that 
slow down your metabolism can lead to 
weight gain over time. It’s best to avoid 
or minimize them as much as possible.

That said, many simple activities 
can boost your metabolism to help 
you lose weight and keep it off.

Franziska Spritzler holds a bachelor’s 
in nutrition and dietetics. She is a reg-
istered dietitian and certified diabetes 
educator. This article was originally 
published on Healthline.

Increasing Muscle Power Helps Promote Longevity: Study
We all know that increasing mus-
cle strength is good for health, 
but new findings presented at the 
European Society of Cardiology’s 
EuroPrevent conference in Lison 
are focusing specifically on mus-
cle power and its connection to  
longevity.

Muscle power depends on 
the ability to generate force 
and velocity and to coordinate 
movement. For example, lift-
ing a weight one time requires 
strength, but lifting it several 
times as quickly as possible 
requires power. Study author 
Claudio Gil Araújo, a profes-
sor at Exercise Medicine Clinic, 
explains, “Rising from a chair 
in old age and kicking a ball 
depend more on muscle power 
than muscle strength, yet most 
weight-bearing exercise focuses 
on the latter.”

For the study relating to lon-

gevity, researchers enrolled 3,878 
non-athletes, aged 41 to 85 years 
old. The average age of the partic-
ipants was 59 years old; five per-
cent were over 80 and 68 percent 
were men. All the participants 
took a maximum power test 
using the upright row exercise 
between 2001 and 2016.

Each participant’s maximal 
muscle power was determined 
by taking the highest value 
that they achieved over two or 
three attempts with increasing 
weight and then calculating the 
power exertion per kilogram of  
body weight.

The values were separated by 
sex and divided into quartiles 
for survival analysis. The find-
ings of the study showed that 
during a median 5 to 6-year 
follow-up, 247 men (10 percent) 
and 75 women (6 percent) died. 
These finding showed that those 

who had maximal muscle power 
above the median for their sex 
had higher survival rates than 
those in the lower quartiles.

Earlier studies had examined 
the benefits of increasing muscle 
strength in relation to life expec-
tancy, but as Araújo explains, 
“this study is the first to look 
specifically at muscle power and 
how it relates to longevity.”

Increase Muscle Power
After 40 years of age, muscle 
power starts decreasing, so it is 
extremely important to imple-
ment a daily exercise routine that 
includes multiple exercises for 
the upper and lower body. Araújo 
suggests that to increase muscle 
power, it is important to choose 
a weight that is neither easy to 
lift nor so heavy that the person 
cannot lift it at all. Focus on one 
to three sets of six to eight rep-

etitions, each while moving the 
weight as quickly as possible. 
Return the weight to its initial 
position each time and be sure to 
rest a few minutes between sets.”

“Power training is carried out 
by finding the best combination 
of speed and weight being lifted 
or moved,” said Araújo. “For 
strength training at the gym, 
most people just think about 
the amount of weight being 
lifted and the number of repeti-
tions without paying attention 
to speed of execution.”

If an exercise becomes too dif-
ficult, or a weight is too heavy, 
reduce the repetitions or weight 
to avoid injury. Remember that 
it is always imperative to listen 
to your body. If there is any pain, 
stop the exercise immediately.

This article was first published 
on Bel Marra Health.

Support a faster metabolism and burn 
more calories by avoiding these habits

Mistakes That
Slow Your 
Metabolism

After  
40 years of 
age, muscle 
power starts 
decreasing.
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Inadequate 
sleep may 
also lower 
your 
metabolic 
rate.

Not doing 
any 
strength 
training 
can cause 
your 
metabolic 
rate to 
decline.

Excessive  
fructose 

consumption  
promotes increased 

fat storage in your 
belly and liver.

Most people just think about the 
amount of weight being lifted...without 
paying attention to speed of execution.
Claudio Gil Araújo, professor, Exercise Medicine Clinic
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When trust is high, you have increased efficiency, increased speed, and lower costs.
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Scott Mann

B
ack in 2010, we were conducting a mis-
sion called Village Stability Operations. It 
was the largest community engagement 
ever done in Afghanistan. It involved 
Green Berets, Navy SEALs, other spe-

cial operations forces, and infantry units working 
with rural tribes and clans throughout Afghanistan 
to stand up on their own to push back against the 
Taliban and take their communities back. Eventually, 
we would connect to the Afghan government and 
create a vast blanket of stability across the country.

It did pretty well until we walked away from the 
program in 2012–2013. We left a lot of people out there 
hanging, similar to what we did in Vietnam. The pro-
gram collapsed under its own weight. We learned a 
lot in doing that program, lessons both bad and good.

One of the main things I remember about that 
experience was that in most of the communities we 
went into, there were massive fissures between dif-
ferent family groups that lived in each village.

They were competing over resources and honor, 
to both protect what they had and to acquire more. 
Frankly, most of these tribal feuds had been going 
on for decades, and in some cases, centuries. These 
trust gaps were so pervasive that you could not get 
any level of stability. The efficiency of the village was 
completely gone and the speed by which the village 
could make decisions was sluggish.

Until those trust gaps were bridged by responsible 
leaders, these communities would always be at risk 
for exploitation by Taliban and other bad actors. That 
was what we found ourselves facing day after day in 

these rough communities. We had to bridge those 
gaps and find ways to restore, maintain, and build 
trust.

That risk for exploitation is a reality facing many 
organizations here at home. Six years after retiring 
from the Army, I’m seeing a lot of similarities here 
at home with all of those Afghanistan villages that 
seemed to be under siege from within. You don’t have 
to look that far to see that there are a lot more privacy 
fences in this world than there are front porches.

In fact, Gallup took a poll in 1972 that found one-
third of Americans said they don’t trust their neigh-
bor. Today it’s up to two-thirds. Another Gallup poll 
found that 77 percent of Americans believe the coun-
try is divided.

We have an epic erosion of trust. At the institu-
tional level, we don’t trust the media. We don’t trust 
politicians. We don’t trust bankers. We don’t trust 
the mortgage industry. All these pillars of leader-
ship that once held our society together are crum-
bling. That’s bad for a free society, but do you want 
to know what’s even worse than not trusting our 
institutional leaders?

We don’t trust each other. We don’t trust our 
neighbors like we used to. The trust that we’ve al-
ways had in this country, where individuals can 
trust beyond their in-group, beyond their race, their 
religion—that’s eroding.

We’re going back to what’s known as “bonding 
trust.” Bonding trust is the old, primal, tribal form 
of trust where you only trust the people in your 
family, clan, or tribe. You only trust the people who 
look like you and believe what you believe.

It is very, very turbulent for an organization—for a 

nation—to have that. Think about your office, your 
corporation, your team: Do you see in-groups and 
out-groups competing overtly for budget or status?

Do you see people talking smack about each other? 
What’s the impact of that? This goes far beyond 
healthy competition. It erodes the unifying vision 
of the company or organization. It creates chaos 
and instability. People don’t feel safe and the speed 
of trust goes way down.

When trust is high, you have increased efficiency, 
increased speed, lower costs. When trust is low, you 
have higher costs and slower speed in getting things 
done. It’s measurable. Bonding trust, which is when 
in-groups and out-groups are competing with each 
other inside an organization for their own personal 
agendas, causes serious organizational inefficiency.

When you have “bridging trust,” where lead-
ers and individuals can trust beyond their group, 
beyond their skin color, and beyond their socio-
economic status because they’re rallied around a 
unified vision they can all slap the table and agree 
on, it will bring an organization to its feet and in-
crease its speed.

As a leader, look around your organization and ob-
serve which one you have—bonding trust or bridg-
ing trust? Do you have a vision that unifies your 
different groups? Or are they all circling wagons 
and sharpening their knives? You’d better know 
as a leader, because if you don’t, the same way that 
many of those villages were chewed up from the 
inside out in Afghanistan, the same can happen 
to your outfit.

Bonding trust or bridging trust? It’s time  
to choose.

In 1972, 
one-third of 
Americans said 
they didn’t trust 
their neighbor. 
Today it’s up to 
two thirds.
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Scott Mann is a former 
Green Beret who special-
ized in unconventional, 
high-impact missions and 
relationship building. He 
is the founder of Rooftop 
Leadership and appears 
frequently on TV and many 
syndicated radio programs. 
For more information, visit  
RooftopLeadership.com
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A collapse of trust threatens every organization it afflicts, including a nation
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