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As you begin to be more 
mindful, you are no longer 
fused with the character 
you’ve scripted for yourself, 
with the help of this world 
and its varied influences.
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CANCER UP CLOSE

Putting My Body 
(and Life)  
Back Together 
After Treatment
After cancer and immediate recovery, 
comes the longer process of a body getting 
back to normal

MICHELE GONCALVES

Cancer is one of the most common dis-
eases of our age, and yet those who face 
it rarely know what’s about to happen to 
them beyond the broadest terms. “Cancer 
up Close” is an open recount of Michele 
Goncalves’s cancer journey from pre-
diagnosis to life after treatment.

In my very first article, I equated a 
cancer diagnosis and going through 
treatment to being kidnapped, tied 

up, and tormented for ages in a cold dark 
basement, and then suddenly set free 
from captivity one day. Well, March 20, 
2019, was the day I was finally set free.

It was a difficult year and a half-long 
journey being diagnosed and treated for 
rectal cancer. While getting through it 
was a huge victory, I was anxious about 
the challenges ahead as I went back to 
my old life with a changed body.

After my tumor removal and ileostomy 
reversal surgeries, the doctors prepared 
me by explaining that life after these 
procedures would be different. Most 
of all, the possibility of incontinence. 
These words didn’t really sink in until 
I had my first experience with this is-
sue three days after being released from 
the hospital. Out of nowhere, about 10 
minutes after eating lunch, I had an ex-
plosion in my pajamas while in bed. It 
was at that moment I finally grasped 
how serious this was.

It was overwhelming to realize that 
I had absolutely no control to stop or 
hold back my bowels anymore. It was 
embarrassing, messy, disgusting, and 
unfortunately frequent. All I remember 
thinking was how I’d be able to go back to 
work or leave the house in this condition.

It is now nine months later, and while 
things have calmed down since those 
early days, I am still having daily issues 
with bathroom urgency and experienc-
ing occasional accidents. This is espe-
cially so after having a meal and walking, 
or doing some other vigorous physical 
movement immediately afterward.

I’ve read online forums in which oth-
er rectal cancer patients have shared 
that it can take a year or even two for 
the bowels to return to some sense of 
normalcy. Although it’s discouraging to 
hear it could take this long, I’m at least 
hopeful that it may improve with time.

At this point, I carry in my purse an 
adult disposable undergarment, baby 
wipes, and a plastic bag just in case 
something happens when I am out. 
Even though this issue hasn’t really 
stopped me from socializing or going 
to work, it does make me nervous and 
choosy about the activities I agree to 
do. Mostly, I have to strategically plan 
my meals and eat lighter if I know I will 
be out for a long period and not close to 
any bathrooms.

Another challenge that I have faced 
since completing treatment is heavy 
metal toxicity and severe intestinal in-

fections, which resulted from my che-
motherapy infusions.

I knew something was going on when 
I woke up several times one night just 
after my reversal surgery sensing my 
fingers and toes were badly swollen and 
tingling with pins and needles.

Soon after, my functional medicine 
doctor ordered blood tests, an organic 
acid test, a stool test, and a heavy metal 
test, which discovered that my plati-
num levels (and four other metals) were 
through the roof, plus my belly was full 
of bad bacterial overgrowths such as 
candida and H. pylori to name a few.

I am currently taking herbal supple-
ments under the care of my functional 
medicine doctors to rid my body of these 
substances as we speak, and I am happy 
to say that I am making slow but steady 
progress. I’ve even invested in a small 
infra-red sauna for my house to help my 
body detox the metals quicker. I love it 
so far and look forward to relaxing in the 
intense heat for 30 to 40 minutes after 
work. It is a nice way to end the day.

Lastly, I wanted to share my struggle 
with one of the bigger emotional chal-
lenges I am confronting. Every morning 
when I come out of the shower and see 
my body in the mirror, I still cringe at 
the sight of my disfigured belly all full 
of scars. My once flat stomach is now 
a caved-in, lopsided mess. While my 
intellectual mind knows this is a small 
price to pay to be cancer-free, it is still 
something that affects me. I’ve tried ig-
noring it, or telling myself that I still look 
OK, but I don’t really believe it yet. This 
is a work in progress, and I hope that 
someday soon I can feel comfortable in 
my own skin again.

Come back next week when I will 
close out this series in my final article 
by sharing my experience with the ad-
ministrative and financial side of my 
cancer journey: short-term disability 
and medical bills from an out-of-net-
work hospital.

Until then, breathe deep, be kind, and 
take it one day at a time.

Michele Goncalves is a financial 
compliance and fraud auditor for a 
Fortune 500 company by day and a 
passionate pursuer of holistic and 
functional medicine knowledge by 
night. She is also the author of the col-
umn The Consummate Traveler.

Cancer can change a person's body in ways many people struggle to accept.
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Another challenge 
that I have faced since 
completing treatment 
is heavy metal toxicity 
and severe intestinal 
infections.
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JILL SUTTIE

D o you have struggles 
around eating? If you 
do, you’re not alone. In 
the United States, mil-

lions of people will fit the diagnosis 
of binge eating disorder at some 
point in their lifetime. Many more 
have less severe eating issues, such 
as obsessing over calorie count-
ing or feeling shame when they 
eat “bad” foods. These issues can 
wreak havoc on their health and 
happiness.

Often, people with problematic 
eating patterns are worried about 
their weight and attempt to lose 
weight by cycling through dieting 
regimens, which often backfire. 
Even if a diet does result in weight 
loss, it can lead to an unhealthy pre-
occupation with food and eating.

According to Howard Farkas, a 
psychologist specializing in emo-
tional eating and the author of a 
new book, “8 Keys to End Emo-
tional Eating,” part of the prob-
lem lies in how our minds work 
against the goal of weight loss.

Our minds respond negatively 
to deprivation, says Farkas, and 
the self-denial that diets usual-
ly require is a recipe for failure. 
Restrictive eating, he says, pits 
“willpower” against our basic 
psychological need for personal 
autonomy—meaning the desire 
to make our own choices regard-
less of outside pressures. Farkas 
believes that as willpower fades, 
as it’s bound to do, the desire for 
autonomy tends to win out, caus-
ing people to turn to eating as a 
way of reasserting their personal 
control over their lives.

To overcome this pattern, Farkas 
says we require something differ-

ent than a diet: We need an end 
to emotional eating. He believes 
that understanding how our brains 
and bodies work—and honoring 
our desire for autonomy around 
eating—are the keys to develop-
ing healthier eating habits. Here 
are a few of his recommendations 
to improve your relationship with 
eating and food.

Understand How Emotions 
Affect Eating
People sometimes eat to relieve 
emotional discomfort in their lives, 
says Farkas, and these people tend 
to have certain things in common. 
Through his work as a therapist, 
he’s learned to identify four com-
mon patterns of emotional over-
eaters: pushing your own needs 
aside to appease others, and feel-
ing resentment; believing your 
successes in life are undeserved 
and feeling afraid of being shamed; 
being perfectionistic around your 
own behavior and anxious about 
making mistakes; and suppress-
ing all negative emotions for fear 
of losing control of them.

Each emotional pattern requires 
suppression in order to keep social 
relationships and opportunities 
safe. But suppression requires 
personal control, and the tension 
eventually becomes too much. As 
a result, many binge eaters find 
that giving up control around 
eating lets off steam and reas-
serts their sense of autonomy—at 
least in the moment, even if that  
relief is followed by guilt or a sense  
of failure.

Overeaters also tend to have all-
or-none thinking—meaning they 
judge things in their lives as either 
“all good” or “all bad.” This kind 
of thinking can affect their eat-
ing habits, too. Often, they restrict 
their eating only to “good” food 
and eschew their own desires, not 
trusting their body’s cues about 
what they want to eat.

“They think about food as either 
good or bad—not based on how 
it tastes, but in categorical terms 
that refer to how likely it is to cause 
weight gain, how unhealthy it is, 
and even as a moral judgment 
that reflects on themselves if they 
eat it,” writes Farkas. The problem 

SELF-MASTERY
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Emotional Eating
We can develop 
a healthier 
relationship with 
food and gain 
more control 
over what we eat

with this way of thinking is that it 
ignores the underlying emotional 
tensions, which he believes will 
continue to plague us until we deal 
with them.

Be More Strategic About 
Control
Many of us equate control with re-
straint. But, says Farkas, it’s better 
to aim for a different type of con-
trol—autonomy. “To be autono-
mous means having the capacity 
and freedom for self-governance, 
and it’s the opposite of feeling ex-
ternally controlled.”

How can you increase your au-
tonomy around eating? By allow-
ing all foods back into your life—
eliminating their cachet as “the 
forbidden fruit”—while learning 
to choose what you want, when you 
want it, rather than fighting your 
body’s cues. To make this easier, 
he suggests things like staying 
ahead of your hunger by adding 
small snacks between meals, tak-
ing smaller portions of food ini-
tially with the understanding that 
you can give yourself more later if 
you need it, and eating more con-
sciously, allowing yourself to fully 
savor your food while paying atten-
tion to when eating more doesn’t 
bring more pleasure.

“If you’re mindful of how much it 
would take to satisfy your hunger 
or desire for whatever you’re eat-
ing, you can maximize your plea-
sure while keeping the amount 
you eat to a minimum,” he writes.

Accept Yourself
While it may seem contradictory 
to the goal of changing your be-
havior, practicing acceptance is 
an important part of making any 
healthy habit stick. That doesn’t 
mean resigning yourself to never 
feeling in charge of your eating; 
but it does mean accepting your-
self, as you are, so that you can be 
a good coach to yourself as you 
tackle new behaviors.

Changing habits can be dif-
ficult—two steps forward, one 
step back. Understanding that can 
help you stay on track with your 
goals and prevent backsliding into 
a “What the heck, I may as well 
give up” attitude at the first slip-

up. Interestingly, when we accept 
our feelings and urges, they have 
less power over us, Farkas writes. 
So, learning to be patient with the 
process and acknowledge urges 
we have to overeat or binge is an 
important part of becoming more 
autonomous.

Break the Diet Mentality
While weight loss may be the goal 
of many people on a diet, Farkas 
says this is the wrong focus, espe-
cially when measuring progress. 
Too many factors affect whether 
or not we lose weight, and diets 
often don’t work in the long term.

Instead, he suggests, it’s best to 
give up on monitoring your weight 
religiously and focus instead on 
behavioral changes that are more 
likely to be sustainable. For exam-
ple, you can start experimenting 
with smaller portions of food and 
paying attention to your feelings 
of satiety, or going out to lunch at 
work less often, or walking or bik-
ing to work rather than driving. 
Aiming for behavioral changes 
that can be measured—instead of 
numbers on a scale—helps to keep 
the focus on building a healthy 
lifestyle, which (perhaps coun-
terintuitively) will likely result in 
weight loss eventually.

These are just some of Far-
kas’s insights. His book contains 
many more keys to understand-
ing and helping with emotional 
eating—including how to boost 
your coping skills around stress, 
how to use reasoning when you 
feel overwhelmed with emotion, 
and more. Filled with useful tips 
and compassionate expertise, 
this book could help anyone to 
become more conscious around 
their eating, whether you’re ex-
periencing issues or not. For those 
who suffer most, it could mean the 
end of emotional eating and pain-
ful dieting and hope for a better 
relationship with food and life.

Jill Suttie holds a doctorate in 
psychology. She is Greater Good 
Magazine’s book review editor 
and a frequent contributor to the 
magazine. This article was origi-
nally published in the Greater 
Good Magazine online.

To be 
autonomous 

means 
having the 

capacity 
and freedom 

for self-
governance, 
and it’s the 

opposite 
of feeling 

externally 
controlled.
Howard Farkas, 

psychologist 
and author

Those  
overindulgences 

can be satisfying at 
the time, though we 

inevitably regret them 
as they take their  
toll on our body. 
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skin, and even dealing with the 
numerous other stressors the 
holidays bring.

The effect of sugar on mood 
and willpower is in part due to 
how sugar deregulates neu-
rotransmitter production and 
causes inflammation in the 
body.

Neurotransmitters like dopa-
mine and serotonin help regu-
late mood and affect happiness, 
motivation, and stress. Inflam-
mation is now believed to be a 
factor in depression, more-so 
than a chemical imbalance, 
which is why anti-inflammato-
ry foods like turmeric and gin-
ger have such a profound effect 
on mental health. One study 
even showed how turmeric 
nearly outperformed Prozac in 
treating depression.

Sugar’s Effect on  
the Physical Body
The mental and emotional ef-
fects of sugar are compelling 
enough to control your sweet 
tooth, but what effect does 
sugar have directly on physi-
cal health? Excess sugar can 
cause brain fog, inflammation, 
a decline in cognitive function, 
Type 2 diabetes, increases the 
risk of heart disease and can-
cer, not to mention acne.

Inflammation, in addition 
to being a factor in depres-
sion, also causes pain in the 
body, making any other health 
conditions feel that much 
worse. Sugar is also linked to 
fatty liver disease, gout, and 
increased cellular aging, which 
makes you look older than you 
are. And the icing on the cake? 

That energy boost you get from 
sugar? After the initial sugar 
high, it actually drains your 
energy and vitality, leaving you 
more tired and sluggish than 
before you consumed it.

Easy Ways to Reduce  
Sugar Intake
The holidays should be a time 
for celebration and joy, not 
frustration and fatigue. The so-

lution isn’t to eliminate sugar, 
but to minimize its impacts by 
reducing the amount you eat, 
and this may be easier than 
you ever imagined.

Processed foods and drinks 
have more sugar than you 
probably realize, and you’re 
not even getting the full sweet 
flavor experience from them. If 
you want energy, go for a cof-
fee, unsweetened. If you want 
the energy and mood-boosting 
effects of sugar, have some 
dark chocolate or pure cacao. 
These trigger a dopamine 
mood and energy-boosting 
response in the body and have 
far less sugar than other sweets 
or types of chocolate.

Add other foods that trigger 
mood-boosting neurotrans-
mitters in the body that don’t 

have the addictive side ef-
fects. But stay away from diet 
soda and artificial sweeten-
ers. These trick the brain into 
thinking it’s going to get a 
dopamine hit, and when it 
doesn’t, you’ll crave the sweets 
even more. Pick one of these 
things, stick with it for a week, 
and see how you feel.  
Happy holidays!

Jaya Jaya Myra is a wellness 
lifestyle expert and go-to media 
expert on mind-body wellness, 
stress management, mind-
fulness, food for mood, and 
natural, healthy living. She’s 
a best-selling author, TEDx 
and motivational speaker, and 
creator of The WELL Method for 
purpose-filled healthy living. 
Visit www.JayaJayaMyra.com

Excess sugar can 
cause brain fog, 
inflammation, and  
a decline in 
cognitive function.
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Pain,” Hanscom argues that chronic 
anxiety and anger are the root cause of 
nearly all chronic pain cases.

Hanscom explains it as an issue of 
body chemistry. With prolonged anger 
or anxiety, your body excretes adrena-
line, which has been shown to make 
nerves more sensitive. So your bone 
spur, tendonitis, herniated disk, or an-
other physical anomaly that previously 
didn’t bother you suddenly becomes an-
noyingly uncomfortable.

“You solve the problem when the 
anxiety drops because the body chem-
istry drops, and they relax, so the pain 
drops. This isn’t just managing pain. 
Some people actually go to pain-free,” 
Hanscom said.

But, like Ozanich, Hanscom says the 
biggest obstacle to his non-invasive op-
tion is the patients themselves.

“They say, ‘This is crazy. I want sur-
gery,’” said Hanscom. “But if they come 
in with leg pain, the research says that 
you need to calm them down, get them 
to sleep at night, and stabilize medica-
tion before you do surgery, and if you 
don’t address those issues before sur-
gery, people don’t do very well.”

For those patients willing to devote 
some time and energy into unearthing 
the emotions that dwell just beneath 

their pain, Hanscom says most will can-
cel their surgery, even those with major 
structural problems.

Hanscom hasn’t just observed this 
in his patients. The major catalyst for 
his insight was a long and excruciating 
personal bout with chronic pain that 
wouldn’t let up until he looked inside.

“When I actually dealt with my own 
anger issues—which I was not aware 
of—within about six weeks my symp-
toms started to disappear,” he said.

Can’t Run or Hide
Low back pain is the No. 1 cause of dis-
ability worldwide. In the United States 
alone, spinal surgery is a $12 billion dol-
lar market.

But Ozanich says that even if surgery 
is successful, a person may still suffer 
from TMS.

“If you take away a symptom by an 
artificial means—surgery, drugs, ma-
nipulation, or whatever—the brain will 
not be denied, it will simply shift to an-
other symptom,” he said. “I have seen 
people who have TMS in their tooth and 
they get it pulled and it moves on to the 
next one.”

Like pain, addiction can serve as a 
crutch to protect an individual from 
painful emotions, Ozanich says. Drink-

ing and drugs can mask TMS for a while, 
but when the person finally comes clean, 
pain is likely to emerge to keep the dark 
feelings stuck in the shadows until the 
person is ready to face them.

One of Ozanich’s clients—a reformed 
alcoholic who came to him complaining 
of stomach pain—had previously visited 
several physicians, but none could find 
a cause.

The stomach pain emerged within 
24 hours of when he stopped drinking. 
Ozanich explained that it was merely 
another diversion the brain had created 
to fill the void once the alcohol was gone.

“We took away the diversions and all 
he had left was the raw emotion that 
was at the bottom of all of his problems,” 
Ozanich said. “He fought through that 
and he’s fine now. He actually opened 
up an addiction clinic.”

Recovery
Hanscom and Ozanich each have their 
own techniques for helping people face 
their painful emotions, but both say the 
first step is to understand the real cause.

“It’s really about somebody being 
ready to heal. If somebody is not ready, 
they will scream and yell and walk out 
of the room,” Ozanich said.

According to Hippocrates, “It is more 

important to know what sort of person 
has a disease than to know what sort of 
disease a person has,” but modern medi-
cine seems to have forgotten this idea.

Hanscom points to strict time con-
straints imposed by the industry that 
makes gaining a deeper understand-
ing of an individual patient nearly  
impossible.

“Today in modern medicine, patients 
have almost become like target prac-
tice—we’re just giving them random 
treatments without any thoughts behind 
them,” he said. “You walk in, get some 
test or injection, and walk out. But that’s 
not really medicine.”

According to a 2015 report from the Na-
tional Institutes of Health, about 25 mil-
lion Americans (about 11 percent of the 
U.S. population) are in chronic pain. But 
now that opioids are off the table for most 
patients, the medical establishment is at 
a loss for how to treat it. Hanscom be-
lieves that if patients and doctors can 
acknowledge the emotional root of the 
protective process behind pain, it could 
change the world.

“A lot of societal problems right now 
are driven by anxiety and fueled by 
anger,” he said. “I think there are ma-
jor societal implications to getting this 
diagnosis correct.”

For those willing to confront 
the emotional demons that 
lurk behind their pain, the 
process is a revelation

Grief hurts 
the lungs.
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plates. A couple of weeks before the 
procedure was scheduled, however, he 
found Dr. John E. Sarno, a professor of 
rehabilitation medicine at New York Uni-
versity School of Medicine.

Thanks to Sarno, Ozanich canceled 
his surgery, and 17 years later he’s still 
pain-free.

“Dr. Sarno saved my life,” Ozanich 
said.

Sarno’s Discovery
In 2012, Forbes magazine called Sarno 
“America’s Best Doctor” thanks to his 
“miracle cures.” He has received glowing 
celebrity endorsements—ranging from 
shock jock Howard Stern to former Iowa 
Sen. Tom Harkin. Millions are said to 
have benefited from his work, yet you’ve 
probably never heard of him. Perhaps it’s 
because his strategy for addressing pain 
seems so at odds with how we typically 
understand the pain mechanism.

From Sarno’s perspective, pain isn’t 
rooted in the physical, but rather the 
mental and emotional. He calls the 
process tension myoneural syndrome, 
or TMS. The idea is that our dark, unex-
pressed feelings cause chronic tension, 
resulting in physical pain.

Sarno hit on the idea in the 1970s 
while examining a woman he called 
Helen, who was bedridden due to se-
vere pain. Under psychoanalysis, Helen 
recalled being molested by her father. 
Uncovering these memories culmi-
nated in an emotional meltdown, and 
a feeling that she was going to die. But 
after sobbing for several minutes, she 
felt the pain she’d been carrying for 
years suddenly disappear.

Observations like these convinced 
Sarno to see chronic pain as a kind of 
protective mechanism—a distraction 
from feelings you’re not ready to face.

For those willing to confront the emo-
tional demons that lurk behind their 
pain, the process is a revelation. In a 
2016 documentary about Sarno called 
“All the Rage,” Larry David (of “Seinfeld” 
and “Curb Your Enthusiasm” fame) con-
fessed to weeping after his appointment. 
“All of a sudden, the pain was gone. It was 

the closest thing I’ve ever had in my life 
to a religious experience,” David said.

At age 93, Sarno is now retired, but 
others have taken up his torch. One is 
Ozanich, who has written three well-
received books about his experience 
helping people resolve their TMS. Many 
heal just from reading the books alone, 
he says.

Ozanich isn’t a doctor, but he doesn’t 
have to be. Sarno’s treatment doesn’t re-
quire a medical degree because it comes 
down to the simple process of a patient 
accepting an idea or new way of viewing 
the pain.

“The source of the pain is unwanted 
emotions,” Ozanich said.

Whether it’s foot pain, carpal tunnel, or 
an aching back, Ozanich poses the same 
question: “What’s going on in your life?”

Resistance
While modern medicine is focused al-
most exclusively on the physical, ancient 
doctors understood that emotions play a 
major role in health and healing. In tra-
ditional Chinese medicine, for example, 
negative emotions are believed to injure 
the organs. Fear hurts the kidneys, anger 
the liver, and grief the lungs.

In contemporary culture, however, 
chronic pain sufferers are often deeply 
offended when anyone suggests that the 
source of their discomfort is emotional. 
But Ozanich knows how they feel.

“When I first started to read Dr. Sarno’s 
book, I threw it against the wall, it made 
me that angry,” he said. “Now I know, 
looking back, that it was because it was 
true that it made me angry.”

This can be especially frustrating to 
patients who already hold evidence of 
a physical problem—like a doctor’s di-
agnosis that points to a clear cause. But 
Ozanich isn’t fazed.

“You always want to go get checked out 
first,” he said. “We want to make sure 
there isn’t some malignant process hap-
pening that is threatening your life.”

It may sound strange to suggest that 
physical evidence found right at the 
site of pain isn’t entirely the cause of a 
patient’s discomfort, but according to 
Dr. David Hanscom, a renowned spine 
surgeon at the Swedish Medical Center 
in Seattle, it’s true.

“It’s just not logical that any given bone 
spur is really going to cause that much 
pain,” Hanscom said. “Those bone spurs 
have probably been there for years, but 
all of a sudden the pain lights up. Why?”

Hanscom didn’t study with Sarno, but 
through his own clinical experience and 
study of evidence in the medical litera-
ture, he has arrived at similar conclu-
sions. In his new book, “Back In Control: 
A Surgeon’s Roadmap Out of Chronic 

JAYA JAYA MYRA

Sugar is a very misunderstood 
food. It tastes good, makes you 
feel good, and gives you the en-
ergy and motivation to do good, 
so what’s not to love, right? 
We’re exposed to sugary treats 
almost everywhere—especially 
during the holidays. Sugar isn’t 
your enemy, but before you 
jump on the holiday dessert 
train, here are a few things you 
should know about how sugar 
impacts your mind, body, and 
emotions.

Sugar Is a Highly Addictive 
Substance
Did your parents ever give you 
candy as a reward when you 
were a child? There’s more to 
that on a biological level than 
you or your parents probably 
knew. Research shows that 
sugar is more addictive than 
cocaine and acts like a drug in 
the body. Sugar and other high-
ly-addictive drugs (legal and 
illegal) trigger reward centers in 
the brain on a biochemical level 
that make you feel good when 
you consume them. Your body 

knows that when you consume 
sugar it will feel good (thank 
you, serotonin): as such, the 
body keeps craving more. The 
more sugar you eat, the more 
intense this addictive cycle gets 
with quite a few unexpected 
consequences.

Sugar, Mood, and Willpower
Because sugar is so addicting, 
it has a direct negative correla-
tion to willpower and your abil-
ity to make good decisions. This 
is amplified by the prolonged 
effect sugar has on mood. In the 

short term, sugar makes you 
feel happy and elevated, but 
it then causes a rollercoaster 
of up-and-down emotions 
including irritability, impul-
sive behaviors, anger, anxiety, 
and even an increased risk for 
depression.

This culminates in the inevi-
table “sugar crash” that leaves 
you craving more.

None of this is good during 
the holidays when you are faced 
with shopping and spending 
decisions, visiting with friends 
and family who get under your 

Observations like these 
convinced Sarno to see 

chronic pain as a kind of 
protective mechanism—a 
distraction from feelings 
you’re not ready to face.

Your body knows that when 
you consume sugar it will 

feel good: as such, the body 
keeps craving more.
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Uncovering
the Emotional 

Message of

Chronic
 Pain

MIND TO BODY CONNECTION

Our fear and anxiety drive biochemical processes 
that leave us with real physiological suffering

Can Sugar be the Cause of Your Holiday Blues?
Sugar has far-reaching affects in the body that can drain your energy and lower your mood

CONAN MILNER

e usually think of it as a 
bad thing, but pain helps 

keep us from harm. In 
fact, without pain, our lives 

would be cut short.
In the book “Pain: The Gift that No-

body Wants,” authors Philip Yancey and 
Dr. Paul Brand write about a congenital 
disease that causes people to be born 
unable to experience pain. Lacking 
this sensory guidance, these people 
easily fall prey to serious injuries, fail 
to seek medical attention in a timely 
manner, and often die before they reach  
adulthood.

Like the negative aspects of our other 
senses—experiencing stinky smells, a 
foul taste, a grating noise, or a dread-
ful sight—pain serves as a message 
that something is wrong and change is 
necessary. If you stub your toe or bump 
your head, the message is to pay atten-
tion and become more conscious of your 
surroundings.

However, if we suffer and the message 
isn’t clear, pain seems cruel, unneces-
sary, and unfair.

Our culture generally isn’t interested 
in uncovering the message of pain. An 
old jingle for an over-the-counter pain 
killer sums up the feeling: “I haven’t got 
time for the pain.” But efforts to silence 

pain without deciphering its message 
can lead to unintended consequences.

For example, starting in the 1990s, pre-
scription opioids became increasingly 
popular among doctors tasked with 
treating chronic pain, but the result was 
an addiction epidemic. When the medi-
cal establishment realized their error 
and began to deny these patients pain 
pills, many turned to heroin, fueling  
an unprecedented appetite for a dan-
gerous drug. Since 1999, the number of 
opioid deaths (from both prescription 
and illegal drugs) has quadrupled. Ac-
cording to the Centers for Disease Con-
trol, each day, 91 Americans die from an 
opioid overdose.

There are safer methods promising an 
escape from pain, but they may fail to 
bring immediate relief. And after weeks, 
months, or even years of constant agony, 
pain sufferers are willing to try anything 
that offers some sliver of hope.

This is a drama Steven Ozanich knows 
well. At the age of 14, his back locked up, 
and for the next 30 years, he tried every-
thing to stop the pain.

“I was desperate. I tried acupuncture, 
thousands of chiropractic manipula-
tions, physical therapy, and hanging 
upside down like a bat trying to stretch 
it out,” he said.

Finally, Ozanich resigned himself to 
surgery: spinal fusions and titanium 

W

Fear hurts 
the kidneys.

Anger hurts 
the liver.
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may or may not be thinking about the 
same things.

But life reset is possible.
My friend is a mother with a husband 

and two teenage daughters. If she can hit 
reset during that stage of life, so can you.

Here are some of the places  
we might look to reset:

1.
Look hard at your spending.
Lifestyle creep occurs when an 
individual’s standard of living 
improves as their discretion-

ary income rises and former luxuries 
become new necessities. If the idea of 
minimalism is brand-new to you, it 
is very likely lifestyle creep has crept 
into your life more than you realize. If 
rethinking your finances (getting out of 
debt or beginning to save) is part of the 
necessary reset, start by looking at your 
spending.

2. Consider your time 
commitments.
Many of us live hurried, stressed 
lives. We rush from one activ-

ity to another. For some people, this is 
within their nature and they thrive in 
that type of environment. But for others, 
the urgent is keeping you from the im-
portant, longer-lasting pursuits like self-
development and important relation-
ships. Consider the time commitments 
you have slowly accumulated over the 
years and find a new filter to promote 
your highest values.

3. Question your work.
The average person spends 
more than 90,000 hours of 
their lifetime at work. For 

many, work has become a routine 
they’ve given up any thought of chang-
ing. I think that’s why two-thirds of 
Americans report being disengaged at 
work. Changing jobs isn’t always easy 
and not always possible. But if we’re 
talking seriously about hitting the re-
set button on our lives, looking at what 
we do a third of our waking hours is an 
essential consideration.

4. Check your motivations.
There is great progress to be 
made in life when we look 
deeper than our actions and 

begin checking the motivations behind 
them. When we don’t actively keep our 
motivations in check, unhealthy ones 
begin to emerge. We become motivated 
by the pursuit of riches, accolades, or 
building our own selfish kingdom. On 
an almost daily basis, it is wise to check 
our motivations, but we rarely do. If we 
can see the need for an entire life reset, 
it would be foolish to not check the in-
ternal motivations that may have moved 
us to our current situation.

5. Evaluate your relationships.
People aren’t things and choos-
ing which relationships to 
keep and which to remove isn’t 

as simple as decluttering clothes in 
your closet. There are some relation-

ships where both parties benefit and 
there are some relationships where we 
benefit. But there also ought to be some 
relationships in our lives in which we 
are serving and giving and being the 
one who loves more. Balance is impor-
tant in this area. Evaluate the current 
relationships in your life. Are your 
closest friends moving you toward the 
person you want to be or are they hold-
ing you back?

6. Be honest about your habits.
Sometimes, the habits we 
develop increase our chance 
of success. But other times, 

our habits keep us from it. How do you 
spend your day? How do you care for 
your health and body? What habits are 
creating a better you and which habits 
are keeping you stuck where you are? 
Resetting your life is going to require 
more than a one-time decision or evalu-
ation. Often times, it is going to require 
you to rewire your habits from the 
ground up.

This list isn’t exhaustive and there are 
certainly other considerations to factor 
in your life reset. But I encourage you to 
consider them. Your life doesn’t have to re-
main on the same trajectory that it is today.

You can hit reset if you need to.

Joshua Becker is an author, public 
speaker, and the founder and editor of 
Becoming Minimalist where he inspires 
others to live more by owning less. Visit 
BecomingMinimalist.com

How to Reset Your Life
You can make drastic change in your life—and maybe you should

Joshua Becker 

Iwas talking to a good friend of mine 
earlier this year when she made a 
fascinating remark to me.
She and her husband were in the pro-

cess of selling their large home in order to 
pay off some debt. When I asked her how 
they came to that decision, she said to me, 
“We’ve decided to hit reset on our life.”

“For too long we’ve overextended 
ourselves financially, and it’s time to 
take whatever steps are necessary to 
start fresh. So we put our house on the 
market and began living within a tighter 
budget. I don’t know what we were 
thinking, living like that for so long, but 
it’s time to hit reset on our lives.”

I found the phrase to be almost magical.
“We’ve decided to hit reset on our 

lives.”
I was reminded of a computer that had 

begun to run too slow, overheating with 
too many applications running in the 
background. CTLR-ALT-DEL ... Reset.

Or as Anne Lamott once said, “Almost 
everything will work again if you un-
plug it for a few minutes, including you.”

In speaking with my friend, I was 
reminded of my own life. In many ways, 

I hit reset on my own life when I discov-
ered minimalism. I went back to the be-
ginning, challenging my consumption, 
and the many unhealthy habits that had 
become present in my life.

Of course, not every life is in need of 
a full reset. And I’m smart enough to 
know that resetting a life isn’t the same 
as restarting a computer. You can’t just 
delete past memories, experiences, 
injuries, or every unenjoyable responsi-
bility in your life. Resetting the direction 
of one’s life requires more than a few 
minutes of downtime.

But we are nearing Jan. 1—the time of 
year when we naturally assess the tra-
jectory of our lives and what direction 
we are heading.

And maybe, just like my friend,  
your life needs a reset.
There is a powerful truth in the reality 
that you are in control of your life and 
you alone are responsible for the experi-
ence of living it. If you don’t like the di-
rection you are heading, you 
alone can choose a new 
path. If you’ve become 
overloaded financially 
or overburdened in 

your schedule, you alone can hit reset on 
your life. Even if our relationships have 
turned unhealthy, there is a lot we can 
do individually to foster an environment 
for change.

If your life needs a reset, it’s within 
your power to do so.

But how do we go about hitting reset 
in our lives?

I fear to say these aren’t easy steps. 
This isn’t your typical 10 Minutes to a 
Clutter-Free Morning blog post. These are 
weighty changes that require not just 
re-establishing a mindset, 
but also implementing 
the hard work of mak-
ing it a reality. Some-
times these changes 
require conver-
sations with 
loved ones 
who 

Barry Brownstein

I
n “The Princess Bride,” while 
disguised as the Dread Pi-
rate Roberts, Westley deliv-
ers one of writer William 
Goldman’s  classic lines: 
“Life is pain, highness. Any-

one who says differently is selling 
something.”

The Stoic philosophers weren’t 
trying to sell us anything. If you 
believe Stoicism is a superficial 
idea that encourages us to suck up 
our pain and get on with it, you are 
missing their point.

The Stoics didn’t promise free-
dom from disturbing emotions 
and hardships. They promised the 
freedom to have emotional well-
being despite our problems. The 
Stoics didn’t teach us to resist our 
feelings or pretend they don’t ex-
ist. To the Stoics, sucking it up was 
a waste of a learning opportunity.

In previous essays, I have con-
sidered the ideas of Marcus Aure-
lius, Epictetus, and Seneca.

In this essay, I’m taking a deep 
dive into “Meditations” by Mar-
cus Aurelius via classics professor 
Gregory Hays’s magnificent trans-
lation. Aurelius didn’t expect that 
anyone but himself would ever 
read his aphorisms. He wrote for 

himself a guide to living a life con-
sistent with his highest values.

To get the most out of reading 
“Meditations,” do as Aurelius did: 
Examine your reactions to your 
day-to-day experiences. Chal-
lenge your reactions, not other 
people, to uproot your conditioned 
responses.

Each of us is responsible for re-
moving the judgments, mistaken 
beliefs, and conditioned responses 
that we hold in our minds.

You won’t free yourself from ex-
periencing troubling thoughts and 
feelings by reading the classic Stoic 
texts. Instead, you can learn an un-
derstanding that will change your 
relationship with your thoughts, 
feelings, and experiences.

If you are fed up with trying to 
control the world to secure your 
sense of self, then become a student, 
as Aurelius did, of all the ways you 
block your true nature and thus 
deprive yourself of peace of mind. 
As you do, you will experience the 
freedom to make better choices.

Our True Nature
Aurelius’s reasoning follows from 
his first principles, so let’s begin 
there. The Stoics had an “unwaver-
ing conviction that the world is or-
ganized in a rational and coherent 
way.” The animating force behind 
it all is “logos.” Logos is not eas-
ily translated, but Hays provides 
helpful pointers:

“Logos operates both in individ-
uals and in the universe as a whole. 
In individuals it is the faculty of 
reason. On a cosmic level it is the 
rational principle that governs the 
organization of the universe. In 
this sense it is synonymous with 
‘nature,’ ‘Providence,’ or ‘God.’”

Logos animates our true nature. 
A fundamental characteristic of lo-
gos is an unbroken interconnected 

web of relatedness. In “Medita-
tions,” Aurelius instructs us:

“Keep reminding yourself of 
the way things are connected, of 
their relatedness. All things are 
implicated in one another and in 
sympathy with each other. This 
event is the consequence of some 
other one. Things push and pull on 
each other, and breathe together, 
and are one.

Everything is interwoven, and 
the web is holy; none of its parts 
are unconnected. They are com-
posed harmoniously, and together 
they compose the world.”

If you reject Aurelius’s belief that 
“everything is interwoven,” you 
won’t gain the full benefit of his 
wisdom. Today, like most days, 
it will appear as though you are 
separate from everyone and ev-
erything. Perception is mediated 
through thought.

Nature of the World
Why do we need to keep remind-
ing ourselves of the nature of the 
world? When we walk away from 
our true nature, suffering begins. 
When you encounter another, 
do you size them up as for you, 
against you, or irrelevant to you? 
If so, given your understanding 
of life, most days will be stressful.

Consider this. You are made of 
molecules that are made of atoms 
that are constantly shedding and 
collecting electrons with all the 
other atoms in your field. Don’t 
you then have a material con-
nection to everything around 
you? And all that you per-
ceive, isn’t it all just sensory 
stimuli constructed in your 

brain? Where does the outside 
world begin when your percep-
tion of it happens only inside you?

Aurelius often reminded himself,
“No one can prevent you from 

speaking and acting in harmony 
with [nature], always.”

Aurelius examined his percep-
tions with the intention to protect 
his mind from error. How do we 
know we are in error? Suffering 
is a signal of our confusion about 
our true nature. “Nothing 
is good,” Aurelius wrote, 
“except what leads to 
fairness, and self-
control, and cour-
age, and free will.”

Mindfulness
About 10 years ago, 
George, an MBA lead-
ership student of mine, 
observed that he could 
make a different choice about his 
perception and behavior. George 
reported being cut off by another 
driver as he was on his way home 
after class. George’s first thought 
was, “How dare he pass me like 
that?” George had always found 
it reasonable to speed up and cut 
off the offending driver. But then, 
for George, something out of the 
ordinary happened:

“Slowly, I remembered the pro-
fessor’s words about ego and true 
nature. Without realizing it, I was 
driving at the speed limit. Not a 
mile above (which is unusual for 
me). I even went to the point of 

putting on my seatbelt. It took 
me a few minutes to real-

ize what happened, what 
I did, and what was going 

through my mind. After 
I stopped the car, I re-
membered what had 
happened as if I was 
watching a movie.”

George took back  

his power of choice by becom-
ing mindful, not mindless, of his 
mental activity. As you begin to 
be more mindful, like George, you 
are no longer fused with the char-
acter you’ve scripted for yourself, 
with the help of this world and its 
varied influences. The power of 
choice, inner freedom, has been 
restored.

There is nothing wrong with us-
ing Aurelius’s ideas to have a bet-

ter experience of life, but 
don’t stop there. The real 

prize is the experience 
of your true nature.

Be like George: 
Pull back the cur-
tain and see what 
beliefs are driving 

you. Your under-
standing of how life 

works is the wizard be-
hind the scenes producing 

your thoughts and feelings.

Other People Can’t Reach  
Into Your Mind
A core principle of the Stoics is that 
the world we perceive is shaped 
inside-out by our thinking. Au-
relius puts it this way: “External 
things are not the problem. It’s 
your assessment of them. Which 
you can erase right now.”

If you allow your emotional 
well-being to depend on others 
behaving a certain way, you are 
trapped.

There is no such thing as perfect 
circumstances. Today, like most 
days, will probably reveal some 
troublesome people. Aurelius re-
minded himself (and us):

“When you wake up in the morn-
ing, tell yourself: The people I deal 
with today will be meddling, un-
grateful, arrogant, dishonest, jeal-
ous, and surly. They are like this be-
cause they can’t tell good from evil.”

Yet, we are all the same. Each of 
us has a wrong mind and a right 
mind and the power to make an-
other choice.

“But I have seen the beauty of 
good, and the ugliness of evil, and 
have recognized that the wrong-
doer has a nature related to my 
own—not of the same blood or 
birth, but the same mind, and 
possessing a share of the divine.”

Aurelius writes, “Each of us lives 
only now, this brief instant. The 
rest has been lived already or is 
impossible to see.”

Observation is the central part of 
Aurelius’s teaching. He saw he had a 
wild mind and admonished himself.

“Stop allowing your mind to be 
a slave, to be jerked about by self-
ish impulses, to kick against fate 
and the present, and to mistrust 
the future.

“Stop being aimless, stop letting 

your emotions override what your 
mind tells you, stop being hypo-
critical, self-centered, irritable.”

If you insist that you are your 
conditioned responses, Aurelius 
would say your mind is weak, un-
trained, and prone to error.

If you don’t expose your beliefs 
about yourself and the world, 
lasting behavioral change is im-
possible. In Aurelius’s words, “We 
need to eliminate unnecessary 
assumptions ... to elimi-
nate the unnecessary 
actions that follow.”

Dealing With Anger
Observe yourself when you feel 
like a victim of others—your fellow 
drivers on the road, your incon-
siderate partner, and ungrateful 
manager. Aurelius says, stop lying 
to yourself.

“Nothing that goes on in any-

one else’s mind can harm you. Nor 
can the shifts and changes in the 
world around you. Then where is 
harm to be found? In your capac-
ity to see it. Stop doing that and 
everything will be fine. Let the 
part of you that makes that judg-
ment keep quiet.”

    When it seems like 
someone made 

you angry, Au-
relius’s cor-

rection is to acknowledge that 
you wanted to be made angry. 
If not traffic, it would have been 
the person in the supermarket ex-
press line with 20 items, or your 
noisy neighbor. A talk with your 
neighbor might be called for, but 
the conversation will go better if 
you understand your neighbor 
can’t reach in your mind and 
make you angry.

Remind yourself that your experi-
ence of the world will be 100 percent 
correlated with the understanding 
that you hold in your mind.

Are You Willing to Practice?
The goal is not merely to under-
stand “Meditations;” that is an easy 
task. The goal is to follow through 
on a disciplined practice to become 
more aware of and stop justifying 
your dysfunctional thinking. Mar-
cus Aurelius was one of humanity’s 
earliest teachers of mindfulness.

Aurelius made a practice of 
inquiring into the nature of his 
thinking. A willingness to exam-
ine your thinking will lead to in-
ner freedom as you clear away your 
misunderstandings about life.

To get the most out of “Medita-
tions,” be willing to disrupt 

your sense of self. Per-
haps you tell yourself 

you are a person with 
a short fuse and so 
justify conditioned 
responses to certain 
people and circum-
stances.

Have you ever 
tried to change 
your golf or ten-
nis swing? One’s 
swing is grooved 
in, and a new 
swing often re-
quires an initial 
period of very 
clumsy, awkward 
movements, like 
learning to drive 
all over again.

Your habitual 
responses to life 
are similarly 
g rooved i n . 
Someone says 
something to 
you that vio-

lates your self-concept, and their 
action triggers your belief about 
how other people should behave 
toward you. Angry thoughts fol-
low from your beliefs, and your 
body feels intense emotion that 
seems to carry you toward behav-
ior you will regret later.

Can you catch yourself in the 
moment and stand down? Aure-
lius would say everything depends 
on your choice.

Inside-Out Change
As you begin your practice, you may 
not catch yourself in the moment. 
Can you practice standing down 
from your secondary responses, the 
endless repetitions of your story of 
how you have been wronged?

With practice, a new under-
standing of how life works takes 
root. That new understanding will 
do the heavy lifting.

Today, remember your true na-
ture when a driver cuts you off. To-
day, listen carefully as a colleague 
presents an alternative view. To-
day, have a kind word and a warm 
meal ready for your partner who 
comes home cranky from work.

Since your experience is perceived 
inside-out, as you change, your 
world will change, too. Those you 
encounter possess “a share of the di-
vine.” Like you, they may have for-
gotten the truth; and like you, they 
can awaken to their true nature.

Mindlessly gripping our condi-
tioned thinking, we have much 
less free will than we may be-
lieve. It seems like we are making 
a choice when all the while, our 
thinking has us in its trap.

Aurelius’s “Meditations”  in-
structs us in practices to restore 
our power of free will. Our be-
havior follows our beliefs about 
our self and others. In short, our 
understanding of how life works 
is 100 percent connected to our 
experience of life.

Aurelius reached a fork in the 
road of his own life:

“You’ve wandered all over and fi-
nally realized that you never found 
what you were after: how to live. 
Not in syllogisms, not in money, or 
fame, or self-indulgence.”

If you have come to a similar 
realization in your life, following 
Aurelius’s path to inner freedom 
will serve you well.

Barry Brownstein is a profes-
sor emeritus of economics and 
leadership at the University of 
Baltimore. He is the author of 
“The Inner-Work of Leadership.” 
To receive his essays, subscribe 
at Mindset Shifts. This article 
was originally published on 
the Foundation for Economic 
Freedom.
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There is a 
powerful 
truth in the 
reality that 
you are in 
control of 
your life and 
you alone are 
responsible 
for the 
experience of 
living it.

If you allow your 
emotional well-
being to depend on 
others behaving a 
certain way, you 
are trapped.Since your 

experience is 
perceived inside-
out, as you change, 
your world will 
change, too. 

A willingness to 
examine your 
thinking will lead 
to inner freedom as 
you clear away your 
misunderstandings 
about life.

If your life needs 
a reset, it’s within 
your power  
to do so.
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beliefs are driving 
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GOAL SETTING

Tricks to Making 
Healthier New Year’s 
Resolutions That Stick
Finding the fortitude to follow through on an important 
lifestyle change is easier with better goals

CARLY HARRILL

The end of the year is a time for reflec-
tion and making peace with the things in 
your life you couldn’t change.

Therefore, it only makes sense that 
the New Year would be about tackling 
the things you can change in your own 
personal act of carpe diem. Still, while 
more than 40 percent of the population 
will make New Year’s resolutions toward 
positive change, less than half of them 
will follow through within the first six 
months. Sadly, only 8 percent will have 
successfully met their goal at the one-
year mark. The question is ... why?

According to experts, the answer lies 
in how we set these goals. As a whole, we 
tend to make broad-sweeping, unrealis-
tic resolutions such as “get more exer-
cise,” “lose weight,” or “drink less.” While 
these are great in concept, they don’t 
offer measures of success or actionable 
steps in how to be successful, which ulti-
mately leaves too much room for failure. 
As a result, we often give up.

As you start to map out your reinven-
tion to a healthier you in 2020, here are a 
few tips to ensure success with your New 
Year’s resolutions.

1. Make your goals measurable: Rather 
than make a resolution to “eat healthier” 
in the New Year, turn this into some-
thing measurable according to where 
you stand in relation to this goal. For 
instance, if you want to be healthier by 

consuming less meat, consider framing 
your New Year’s resolution to go meatless 
for lunch. Set a deadline to re-assess your 
healthier eating goal. If you find that you 
are having a difficult time achieving that 
goal by the set date, tweak accordingly to 
avoid setting yourself up for failure. On 
the other hand, you can also tweak your 
goals to increase the challenge (i.e.: only 
purchase meat that is USDA certified 
organic).

2. Make your goals realistic: If you have 
an addiction to diet soda, don’t make a 
New Year’s resolution to cut it entirely 
from your diet. This may be unrealistic 
for you and is also likely to make you (re-
ally) unhappy! Instead, look for a natural 
healthier version of your diet soda or 
swap out for herbal tea on weekdays. This 
will help you reach for a healthier goal 
more aligned with your lifestyle.

3. Make a resolution to ‘add’ some-
thing: Too often, New Year’s resolutions 
revolve around eliminating things from 
your diet or life. Adopt a glass-half-full 
mentality by making resolutions to add 
something. This could be a commitment 
to incorporate at least one veggie to every 
lunch and dinner or have a glass of water 
with every meal.

4. Create ‘mini’ goals to achieve health-
ier resolutions: If you are shooting to 
cook more fresh, wholesome food in the 
New Year, outline mini-goals to help you 

reach your resolutions. Some 
examples could include:

• Sign you and your significant 
other up for a healthy cooking 
class.

• Sign up for CSA (Community Sup-
ported Agriculture) to have fresh 
fruits and vegetables delivered 
to your front door every few 
weeks. Visit Localharvest.
org to find one in your area.

• Search the internet for healthy recipes. 
Just add the word “healthy” in front of 
your favorite meals to find a healthy 
version.

• Get a Pinterest account (if you are one 
of the few who isn’t addicted already). 
Pinterest is full of simple, healthy reci-
pes that you can “pin” now and pull 
up when you’re ready to make your 
weekly shopping list.

5. Incorporate rewards: Since most New 
Year’s resolutions are based on depriva-
tion of some sort, consider weaving in 
rewards to better achieve your goals to 
be healthier. Examples include dining 
out on Saturdays if you followed the plan, 
or allowing yourself to have dessert twice 
a week. Rewards keep you motivated and 
give you something to look forward to  
so you are more likely to stick with  
your goals.

6. Make resolutions one at a time: 
Make one resolution at a time, starting 

with the one that is most 
important to you. They are 

“resolutions” for a reason: 
They aren’t easy to ac-
complish, otherwise, you 
would have already done 
it by now, right? Accord-

ing to experts, focusing 
on one goal may also have 

a trickle-down effect, helping you 
to accomplish other goals. “When 

keystone habits start to change, they 
set off a chain reaction that changes 
other habits, almost unconsciously,” 
says Charles Duhigg, the author of “The 
Power of Habit.”

“People who start habitually exercis-
ing tend, on average, to eat better.”

7. Accept that you will make mis-
takes: Chances are, you are going to 
have a bad day and slip. Tell yourself it’s 
OK, and then use it as an opportunity 
to ask yourself why you gave in. Under-
standing your obstacles will help you 
to overcome them the next time you go 
to order that cheesy pizza or drink that 
large soda.

Carly Harrill is a social impact strategist 
with a 15-year career focused in cor-
porate partnerships, development and 
fundraising, marketing and integrated 
communications, community mobiliza-
tion, and content/campaign curation. 
This article was originally published on 
NaturallySavvy.com

Getting to the gym 
is a common New 
Year’s resolution, 

and it is easier to do 
if you make this goal 

more specific and 
maybe even give 

yourself a reward.
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The effects of 
expressing gratitude go 
beyond improving one-
on-one relationships, 

they could bring entire 
groups together.

Jill Suttie

R
esearchers studying gratitude 
have found that being thank-
ful and expressing it to others is 
good for our health and happi-
ness. Not only does it feel good, 

it also helps us build trust and closer bonds 
with the people around us.

These benefits have mostly been observed 
in a two-person exchange—someone saying 
thanks and someone receiving thanks. Now, 
a new study suggests the effects of expressing 
gratitude go beyond improving one-on-one 
relationships, they could bring entire groups 
together—inspiring a desire to help and con-
nect in people who simply witness an act of 
gratitude.

In this extensive study, Sara Algoe of the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
and her colleagues ran multiple experiments 
to investigate how witnessing gratitude af-
fects people’s feelings toward the grateful 

person and the benefactor (the person who 
is being thanked).

They came up with a few different ways 
for participants to observe gratitude. In one 
experiment, participants were tasked with 
reading a movie review draft and underlin-
ing eye-catching passages for the reviewer’s 
benefit. Before they began, though, they saw an 
example (supposedly done by a previous par-
ticipant). Several lines of text were underlined, 
as the assignment required, but many typos 
were also corrected, showing effort that went 
beyond the original assignment. In some cases, 
this help was acknowledged with a handwrit-
ten note from the reviewer saying, “Thank you 
so much for catching those typos!”

Afterward, participants underlined pas-
sages in another article by the reviewer, and 
researchers counted how many typos they 
corrected as a measure of their willingness 
to offer extra help. 

Continued on Page 10 

When a grateful 
person actually 
takes the time to step 
outside of themselves 
and call attention to 
what was great about 
the other person’s 
actions—that’s 
what distinguishes 
gratitude from 
other kinds of 
positive emotional 
expressions.
Sara Algoe, researcher, 
University of North Carolina–
Chapel Hill

A new study 
shows that 
expressing 
gratitude to a 
single person 
can affect an 
entire group
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Continued from Page 9

they might like to be friends with the 
reviewer.

had seen a note of gratitude were more 
willing to correct typos and help out, 
and more likely to want to become 
friends with the reviewer, than those 
who hadn’t.

“When people witness an expression 
of gratitude, they see that the grateful 
person is the kind of person who notices 
when other people do kind things and 
actually takes the time to acknowledge 
them—meaning, they’re a good social 
partner,” says Algoe. “People who are 
responsive as social partners are really 
desirable people.”

Based on other survey questions, Al-
goe and her team also discovered that 

being supportive or helpful, says Algoe.
“It’s helpful to know who the people in 

our environment are who will do nice 
things for other people, because they are 
attractive relationship partners,” she says.

What was the exact cause of partici-
pants’ reactions, though? It’s possible 
that people are attracted to others who 
seem positive in general, like the re-
viewer, or they simply felt elevated by 
witnessing the other participant’s gen-

on bystanders, Algoe and her colleagues 
ran more experiments.

In one, they had participants watch 
videos where one member of a real-
life couple expressed gratitude toward 

much the grateful person praised their 

their partner’s listening skills or their 
generous nature—and expressed how 

them—e.g., helping them work through 

they would have spent on a 

in how warm, positive, or 
competent the person in 

the video appeared.

were more drawn to videotaped individ-
uals who praised their partner than to 
those who focused on how they’d ben-

drawn to grateful people who seemed 
warm, competent, and positive—but 
those traits didn’t matter nearly as much 

To Algoe, this points to a particularly 
important element of gratitude—its oth-
er-focused nature—which may be key 

“When a grateful person actually 
takes the time to step outside of them-
selves and call attention to what was 
great about the other person’s actions—
that’s what distinguishes gratitude from 
other kinds of positive emotional ex-
pressions,” she says.

es, grateful people, or benefactors. Al-
though men might fear that gratitude 
makes them look weak or become in-
debted, even men who expressed grati-
tude were rated as more competent than 
those who didn’t.

by showing that expressions of grati-
tude not only provide social glue for the 
people involved—the grateful person 
and the benefactor—but also spread 

in ways that could reverberate through-
out a group.

“It’s easy to imagine how this might 
work in a workplace, where people are 
actually attending to and acknowledg-
ing other people’s good deeds and kind-
nesses,” says Algoe. “A whole group of 
people could be inspired to be kinder 
to one another, and, through this inter-
woven kindness, the group itself could 
become a higher-functioning group.”

Does this mean we should all be ex-
pressing gratitude more frequently? Yes, 

some situations, she says, it may be ap-
propriate to be demonstrative rather 
than verbal—giving a hug, for example, 

context, a simple thank you—especially 
if it’s sincere and not manipulative—
will get the ball rolling.

Whatever the case, though, it’s clear 
we can do more to increase social con-
nection if we acknowledge the good in 
those around us.

“Gratitude expression seems to be a 
unique kind of emotional experience 
that is really well-suited for relationship 
building,” says Algoe.

book review editor and a frequent 
contributor to the magazine. 

published on Greater 
Good’s online magazine.

It’s helpful to know who the 
people in our environment 
are who will do nice things 
for other people, because 
they are attractive relation-
ship partners.  
Sara Algoe, researcher, University of 
North Carolina–Chapel Hill
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Cities Increase Your Risk 
of Depression, Anxiety, 
Psychosis—Usually

How to Feel 
One With 
Your City

While generalized fi ndings indicate city living is rife with 
challenges, it can bring mental health benefi ts as well

Get a job as soon as possible. 
Become a part of the fl ow. 
Contribute. Create Value.

ANDREA MECHELLI

M
ore than half of the 
world’s popula-
tion—4.2 billion 
people—live in cit-
ies. � is number is 

expected to rise, with 68 percent of 
the global population estimated to 
live in urban areas by 2050.

Among the world’s megacities—
de� ned as urban areas with more 
than 10 million inhabitants—To-
kyo, Japan, is the largest, with 
37 million citizens. It is followed 
by Delhi, India (29 million), and 
Shanghai, China (26 million). In 
the UK, after several decades of ru-
ral-to-urban migration, 83 percent 
of people live in urban environ-
ments—and London has become 
the � rst European megacity.

� e detrimental e� ects of urban 
living on physical health have long 
been recognized, including higher 
rates of cardiovascular and 
respiratory disease. More recent, 
however, is the revelation that 
urban living can also have adverse 
e� ects on mental health.

� e risk of developing depres-
sion—the most prevalent mental 
disorder in the world, character-
ized by low mood and feeling 
helpless—is 20 percent higher in 
urban dwellers than those who 
live outside the city.

Meanwhile, the risk of develop-
ing psychosis—a severe psychiat-
ric disorder associated with hal-
lucinations, delusions, paranoia, 
and disorganized thought—is 77 
percent higher in urban than rural 
dwellers.

� e risk of developing a general-
ized anxiety disorder, a state of 
mind characterized by feeling 
anxious and a sense of impending 
danger or panic, is also 21 percent 
higher in urban than rural dwellers.

Critically, the longer you spend 
in an urban environment during 
childhood and adolescence, the 
higher your risk of developing a 
mental illness in adulthood. � is 
“dose-response” association pro-
vides indirect support for a causal 
relationship between urban living 
and mental illness.

Brain Science
Support for these epidemiologi-
cal � ndings comes from the brain 
sciences. In a pioneering study in 
2011, researchers measured neural 
activation during a stress-induc-
ing task.

As expected, all participants 
showed increased neuronal 
activation within the limbic 
system—a network of regions that 

plays a key role in our day-to-day 
regulation of emotion. Within 
this network, neural activation 
in the amygdala—the “� ght-or-
� ight” center of the brain—cor-
related with the size of the city in 
which an individual resided at 
the time of the experiment. And 
neural activation of the perigenual 
anterior cingulate cortex—a re-
gion implicated in the processing 
of social stress—correlated with 
how long a participant had lived in 
a city during their childhood.

Intriguingly, other studies have 
shown similar alterations in peo-
ple who have a high genetic risk of 
developing psychiatric disorders. 
� is supports the notion that ur-
ban living causes changes within 
a network of regions implicated in 
the development of mental illness.

Underlying Factors
Taken together, epidemiologi-
cal and neuroscienti� c studies 
provide converging evidence that, 
indeed, people who live in urban 
areas are at greater risk of men-
tal health problems. So, which 
speci� c factors within the urban 
environment increase the risk of 
developing such problems?

Epidemiological studies have 
identi� ed a large number of factors. 
Some of these highlight potential 
problems in the built environment, 
such as reduced access to green 
spaces and high levels of noise 
and air pollution. Others pertain 
to the social environment, such 
as loneliness, perceived and actual 
crime, and social inequalities.

� ese studies were based on the 
collection of a single snapshot per 
participant and therefore couldn’t 
capture the multiple and diverse 
environments that most people 
experience throughout the day. 
But some new studies are us-
ing smartphone technologies to 
collect multiple measurements 
as people go about their daily 

life. Urban Mind, for example, is 
a citizen-science project that uses 
a smartphone app to measure the 
experience of urban or rural living 
in real-time.

It’s important to recognize that 
those factors within the urban 
environment that increase the 
risk of mental illness are neither 
intrinsic nor inevitable aspects of 
urban living. Instead, they are the 
result of poor planning, design, 
and management, and could be 
reversed. Which takes us to the 
next question: Could urban living 
be good for our mental health?

� e Bright Side
While existing research focuses on 
the negative impacts of urban liv-
ing on mental health and frames 
the accelerated urbanization tak-
ing place worldwide as a challenge 
to humankind, it’s an oversimpli-
� cation to say this is what it means 
to live in a city for at least three 
reasons.

First, urban living is a complex, 
contradictory, and di�  cult to 
de� ne phenomenon, with little in 
common between the resident of a 
deprived suburb and that of a gar-
den city; or between the processes 
of gentri� cation and those of inner-
city decline. Consistent with this 
notion, the incidence of depression 
within urban areas is lower when 
people have access to high-quality 
housing and green spaces.

Second, we know that all health, 
and mental health, in particu-
lar, depends on both nature and 
nurture. For example, emerging 
evidence from epigenetics, which 
examines how the environment 
a� ects the expression of our genes, 
suggests that the impact of urban 
living depends on our preexisting 
genetic makeup.

� ird, for many people, urban 
living can bring great bene� ts to 
mental health through increased 
opportunities for education, em-
ployment, socialization, and ac-
cess to specialized care. Moving to 
a city can be the � rst step toward 
the realization of one’s full poten-
tial, and a necessary condition to 
gain access to communities with 
similar interests and values.

Ultimately, cities o� er a swath 
of obstacles and opportunities, 
freedom and captivity, that can 
challenge as well as nurture us, 
often at the same time.

Andrea Mechelli is a professor of 
early intervention in mental health 
at King’s College London. � is 
article was originally published on 
� e Conversation.

JAMES WALPOLE

When was the � rst time you felt connected 
to the life of a city?

When I was younger, I could see the busy-
ness of the world around me—the high of-
� ce buildings, the businesses, the tra�  c, 
the construction, the people rushing o�  
to do things. But it all felt foreign and un-
relatable.

� ese were things that other people did 
and places where other people went. I had 
no inkling of what it was like inside those 
things. As a child and teenager, I was a net 
consumer, taking what was given to me and 
not contributing all that much.

I had to get a job before I started to realize 
the beauty of a city skyline, or even a busy 
interstate. � e high o�  ce buildings, the 
businesses, the tra�  c, the construction, 
the people rushing o�  to do things—I’m 
a part of that � ow now. I know what these 
places and things and activities are like. I 
know some of what it takes to create value 
in the world.

And that’s a wonderful thing.
When I create things, I become connected 

to every other creator, whether they’re � x-
ing cars or stringing guitars or building 
spreadsheets. We’re all trying to improve 
our lives by trading the value we have for 
the value someone else has. � at puts us 
into a virtuous � ow of exchange. � at � ow 
ultimately improves the lives of all the 
other people in all the other cars rushing 
toward the city skyline.

Seen that way, everyone I pass by on the 
interstate now is a fellow laborer, or (better 
yet) a fellow player in a symphony. And ev-
ery building, every helicopter or plane, ev-
ery train, every imposing landmark of city 
life becomes familiar. Instead of � nding a 
city that feels frightening, imposing, or for-
eign, I feel at home and engaged. I belong 
here, in the middle of the activity of life.

Get a job as soon as possible. Become a 
part of the � ow. Contribute. Build. As long 
as it is good, be a part of it.

James Walpole is a writer, start-up 
marketer, intellectual explorer, and 
perpetual apprentice. He is an alumnus 
of Praxis and a Foundation for Economic 
Education’s Eugene S. � orpe fellow. He 
writes regularly at JamesWalpole.com. 
� is article was originally published on 
the Foundation for Economic Education. 
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When I create 
things, I become 
connected to every 
other creator, 
whether they’re fi xing 
cars or stringing guitars 
or building spreadsheets. 

It’s important to 
recognize that those 
factors within the 
urban environment 
that increase the risk 
of mental illness are 
neither intrinsic nor 
inevitable aspects of 
urban living.

Cities o� er a swath of obstacles and opportunities, freedom and captivity, that can challenge as 
well as nurture us, often at the same time.

We’re all 
trying to 
improve 
our lives by 
trading the 
value we 
have for the 
value some-
one else has. 
That puts us 
into a virtu-
ous flow of 
exchange.
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The good news 
is that true self-
care is more a 
way of life than 
something you 
include on your 
to-do list.

Thinking or saying aloud 
what you are grateful for 
can put you in a wonder-

ful mindset for your work-
day or other commitments. 

There’s a lot of power in 
leading with gratitude.
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Why You 
Don’t Need 

More Time for 
Self-Care

You have all the time you need to take care of yourself, 
if you take care of yourself all the time

RANDI KAY

I
n a world where time seems more 
precious than gold and making 
to-do lists is now on our to-do list,  
it can feel like every second is spo-
ken for.

In this scenario, the idea of mak-
ing time for ourselves can feel overwhelm-
ing, or even selfish.

But what if there was a better way? What 
if this whole “self-care” thing wasn’t just 
another task on your to-do list? What if it 
was a part of how you operated? Or better 
yet, what if self-care actually made you feel 
like you had more time?

The term “self-care” has been comman-
deered by the wellness industry as of late 
and is often defined by activities ranging 
from lighting a candle to luxurious spa 
days. With this mentality, it can be hard to 
fathom self-care as a part of your everyday 
life. But the good news is that true self-care 

is more a way of life than something you 
include on your to-do list.

I define self-care as the act of tuning into 
your true needs and then acting accord-
ingly. By this, I mean: a) you take a moment 
to check in; b) you listen to that wise part 
of yourself; c) and then you act on what 
you hear.

That may look like items on your to-do 
list, such as getting a massage, going to 
therapy, or having a solid morning ritual. 
But the real magic happens when you 
bring self-care into your everyday life. And 
a great way to do this is to make tweaks to 
your current activities, or “self-care power-
ups,” as I like to call them.

Here are some examples of what that 
could look like:

Let’s start at how you start your day. What 
are you listening to when you get ready in 
the morning? Is it some heavy news story 
or could it be some uplifting music?

How you start your day sets the stage 

for how the rest of the day will go. So why 
not harmonize your getting-ready routine 
with music or media that bring you joy? 
Save the news and other information con-
sumption for later in the day.

If you have a morning commute, this 
is a great time for a gratitude practice. 
Thinking or saying aloud what you are 
grateful for can put you in a wonderful 
mindset for your workday or other com-
mitments. There’s a lot of power in leading 
with gratitude.

The next thing to consider is how you go 
about your daily tasks. If you sit at a desk for 
hours at a time, take a look at how you hold 
yourself. If you are hunched over and your 
head is jutting forward, adjust your posture 
to a more neutral position and get up and 
move around regularly. This little tweak 
alone can save your body from 
a lot of aches and pains.

In any task you do, notice 
how you are breathing. Turn 
your shallow chest breathing 
into deep belly breaths. This 
takes tension away from your 
neck and shoulders, calms the 
nervous system, and keeps 
the abdomen healthy. You are 
breathing anyway, why not 
make it therapeutic?

Moving to the end of the day, 
it’s common to want to relax 
and veg out with your favorite 
TV show. If this is something 
you choose to do, I recommend 
powering-up with some gentle 
stretching while you watch to 
make sure your body processes 
the stress of the day properly. 
This helps you stretch for lon-
ger periods of time and nur-
tures your body’s needs.

These are just some common 
examples, but the number of tweaks you 
can make are endless.

If you are unsure what to do, a helpful 
exercise is something I like to call “This 
for That.” Think how you can sub out an 
unhealthy choice for a healthier one. More 
water and a quick walk in the afternoon 
instead of another cup of coffee. A mindful 
breathing break instead of a social media 
break. Or getting up and talking to your 
coworkers instead of sending an email. 
Face-to-face contact has a naturally relax-
ing effect.

You really don’t need more time for self-
care. You just need to swap something out 
for it. And these power-ups can make all of 
the difference. Most of our body pain and 
life stressors were created by small and 
simple actions repeated over and over.  So 
the best way to heal these unhealthy ac-
tions is also by small and simple actions 
repeated over and over. A good habit for 
a bad habit.

There’s a popular quote floating around 
the internet that states, “We are what we re-
peatedly do.” And while the internet can’t 
decide on who actually said it, no one’s 
debating its truth. Why not make sure that 
what we do repeatedly serves us?

And remember, it’s not always about  
what you do, it’s how you do it. Chang-
ing how you do something can make that 
task less draining and less stressful, giving 
you more energy to do more meaningful 
things.

Imagine if you weren’t so maxed out by 
the end of the day. It would feel like you 
had more time and energy to play with 
your kids, gather with friends, or do other 
acts of self-care that you enjoy.

Embrace the small and simple. Let your 
daily habits serve you. And trust that you 
have all of the time in the world to be happy 
and healthy.

New Study Suggests a Meaningful Life 
Translates to a Healthier Life

DEVON ANDRE

Are you comfortable with why 
you’re here and where you’re 
headed? If you are, it could lead 
to a healthier life and boost how 
you feel every day.

A small new study reports that 
people who have found meaning 
in their lives fare better in terms  
of both physical and mental 
health compared to their counter-
parts who continue to search for  
purpose.

The findings of the research 
team from the Center for Healthy 
Aging at the University of Califor-
nia–San Diego School of Medicine 
suggest that people with mean-
ing may experience better health, 
wellness and longevity, improved 
mood, better relationships, and 
improved mental performance.

More than 1,000 people from 
a variety of ages filled out ques-
tionnaires designed to assess 
purpose, physical and mental 
health, as well as mental acuity. 
Results indicated that older indi-
viduals—who may be struggling 
with retirement, lost friends and 
family, illness, and mortality—
tend to look for meaning as the 
world they know often changes 
drastically.

Overall, researchers noted a 
U-shape relationship between 
meaning and age. People sought 
meaning in the early part of their 
lives (the 20s) then less so as they 
grew into themselves (30-plus) 
but returned to their search as 
they aged.

The reason why meaning may 
play such an important role in 
overall health is its potential re-

lationship to stress. A lack of pur-
pose may lead to fear and anxiety 
about what comes next, or about 
your place in the world. In turn, 
this stress can lead to physical 
symptoms like poor sleep, in-
flammation, high blood pressure, 
and other conditions associated 
with stress and anxiety.

It’s common to wonder about 
life’s purpose as you age. The 
meaningful things that occupied 
so much of life for so long—career, 
family, friends—may no longer be 
relevant. Retirement may mean 
the end of a career and children 
may have moved out to start lives 
of their own. Family and friends, 
once central to daily life, may 
have passed on or moved away. 
These changes can leave a per-
son asking what is the purpose 
of living.

If you are searching for mean-
ing in your life after a rough go 
of things, one place to start is by 
accepting the things in your life 
that you can’t change. From there, 
begin to focus on the various 
things you can do to make your-
self happy and useful to others. It 
could be something like joining a 
club, volunteering, planning your 
retirement, or taking on a hobby. 
If you struggle to come up with 
something on your own, consider 
having a meaningful conversa-
tion with a friend.

Devon Andre holds a bachelor’s 
in forensic science from the 
University of Windsor in Canada 
and a Juris Doctor from the  
University of Pittsburgh.  
This article was first published 
on Bel Marra Health.

Randi Kay is a holis-
tic health practitioner 
based out of Fargo, N.D. 
Along with her local 
healing practice, she 
produces the Simple 
Self Care podcast and 
offers mentoring and 
online courses at Natu-
rally Randi Kay. This 
article was originally 
published on Becoming 
Minimalist.

A lack of pur-
pose may lead 

to fear and 
anxiety about 

what comes 
next, or about 

your place in 
the world.
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Before that 
party, eat 
something, 
even if you 
have to eat it 
in the car.

Women, in particular, seem to drink more as they age.

‘Tis the season to be jolly, and that often involves a few drinks. That makes it a great time to 
reflect on our drinking generally.

Sleeping and napping too long 
might boost stroke risk by a 
whopping 85-percent.
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How to Tell If Your Holiday 
Drinking Is Becoming  
a Problem
For most people, it’s not the amount they drink that is a problem, 
it’s their relationship to alcohol

SARA JO NIXON

It’s the most wonderful time of the year, when 
holiday parties collide with collegiate and profes-
sional athletics events. What do they all have in 
common? Booze, lots of it, and often free. It’s no 
wonder the lead reindeer has a red nose.

Of course, drinking isn’t limited to a single sea-
son, but it holds a prominent place during the holi-
days. Across a few short weeks, consumption of 
spiked cider, boozy nog, wine, beer, cocktails and 
variations thereof may be higher than at any other 
point in the year. One industry study suggested 
that drinking doubles at this time of year. Dur-
ing this party time, we see up close the drinking 
habits of our partners, co-workers, relatives and, 
of course, ourselves.

This holiday season, you might take notice of just 
how much you drink. You may start to question 
your motivation for drinking. Or wonder about 
the long-term effects. While it might be tempting 
to dismiss these unsettling reflections, as director 
of the University of Florida Center for Addiction 
Research and Education, I encourage you to con-
sider them more closely.

How Many Is Too Many?
About one in eight U.S. adults met the criteria for 
an alcohol use disorder in 2013—the most recent 
year for which we have data. Compare that to just 
over one in 12 in 2002. That’s a nearly 50 percent 
increase. Alcohol misuse can lead to violence, 
physical injury, and can worsen medical and psy-
chiatric conditions. Besides its impact on health 
and well-being, alcohol misuse costs the U.S. an 
estimated $224 billion a year in lost productivity, 
health care costs, criminal justice costs, and more. 
More than 75 percent of those costs are associated 
with binge drinking.

But these statistics don’t answer the question 
I get most often from friends, family, casual ac-
quaintances, and even strangers at parties or on 
cross-country flights. What everyone wants to 
know is, “How much can I drink without being an 
alcoholic?” The answer is, “it depends.”

For Starters, Stop Calling Names
To effectively address the question, we must re-
think our use of the term “alcoholic.” People have 
disorders; they are not themselves these disorders. 
The distinction is not merely a matter of seman-
tics. It is fundamental to eliminating the stigma 
of substance use disorders and other psychiatric 
conditions.

Still, the more appropriate question, “How much 
can I drink without developing an alcohol use 
disorder?” gets the same answer: It depends. The 
amount that a person drinks doesn’t directly de-
termine an alcohol use disorder diagnosis. But 
how can a “drinking problem” not have a defini-
tive cutoff?

That’s because two people could drink the same 
amount and experience completely different con-
sequences. So, the diagnostic criteria for alcohol 
use disorder focus on those consequences, rather 
than number of drinks imbibed.

For example, the inability to control your drink-
ing, no matter how much you drink, is a red flag. 
Having cravings for alcohol is another one. Does 
drinking interfere with your work, school, or home 
responsibilities? Do you drink in situations in 
which you know it’s risky to do so?

Of course, the more you drink, the more likely it 
is that you will experience negative consequences.

Risky Business
Most drinkers do not develop a disorder. But 
that doesn’t mean you’re off the hook. Research 

shows that Americans are drinking more and 
for longer each time they drink than ever before. 
And, adults are continuing to drink into older 
ages than ever before.

Women, in particular, seem to drink more as 
they age. A significant percentage of drinkers 
over age 55 often exceed the National Institute 
of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism’s suggested 
guidelines for moderate drinking without neces-
sarily meeting criteria for an alcohol use disorder. 
Whether you have a diagnosable disorder or not, 
all this drinking can cause problems.

One of those problems is driving. People mis-
takenly think of this as a young person’s problem. 
But about one in four adults 45 to 64 and another 
one in 12 over age 65 report driving after drinking 
in the previous month.

At blood alcohol concentrations equivalent 
to one or two drinks, older adults show notable 
shifts in cognitive performance, neural activ-
ity, and driving strategies compared to younger 
adults.

Putting all this in the context of the holidays, 
it’s not just the pervasive presence of booze that 
makes us drink. It’s the party culture. If you’re 
seen without a drink, you are often encouraged 
to take one. If you lose track of your drink, you 
get another (full) one.

This excess may meet the criteria for a binge-
drinking episode. For women, that’s four or more 
standard drinks on a single occasion. For men, 
it’s five or more. And, as for “standard” drinks, 
we all know that many of us are typically pour-
ing ourselves two to three times the standard in 
every glass.

Binge drinking, too, is increasing in older 
adults. And that matters because it has an im-
mediate impact on driving abilities, risk of falling, 
and reaction to prescription medications.

Should I Take Action?
If your alcohol use is gnawing at your conscience, 
you have options. Talk candidly with a trained 
professional about your drinking. Access the Na-
tional Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
website, where you can assess your drinking and 
seek help. If you believe a friend or relative has 
a problem, talk with someone who can help you 
identify the next steps.

Here are some ways to be a safer drinker:

• Before that party, eat something, even if you 
have to eat it in the car.

• Make your first drink nonalcoholic. It keeps you 
from gulping down the first “real” drink and 
allows your “car snack” time to settle.

• Alternate alcoholic and nonalcoholic drinks.
• Eat (actually, graze) throughout the evening. 

Assuage guilt about calories by prioritizing 
fitness.

• Disregard peer pressure. Susceptibility to it may 
lessen with age but seldom vanishes. When you 
reach your limit, don’t be swayed.

• To escape from an awkward conversation, don’t 
make a beeline to the bar. Take an indirect 
route through the room, mingling, checking 
out decorations.

• Take a ride-share home or to and from a party.

If you think your holiday drinking could be a sign 
of a year-round issue, discuss it with a medical 
or behavioral health provider. There are a vari-
ety of options, including the support and help of 
Alcoholics Anonymous, which is free. Online AA 
meetings are also available. For more informa-
tion, visit: www.AA.org

The 
Danger of 

Oversleeping
Consequences and 

cures for those prone 
to oversleeping

DEVON ANDRE

You’ve heard about the dan-
gers associated with too little 
sleep, but what about getting 
too much?

It seems crazy, doesn’t it? 
But like most things, too 
much sleep can be problem-
atic. That’s the finding from a 
new study recently published 
in Neurology.

The study notes a close as-
sociation between long naps 
and sleeping more than nine 
hours per night and stroke risk. 
Specifically, the research team 
noted sleeping and napping 
too long might boost stroke 
risk by a whopping 85-percent.

In a world where sleep depri-
vation is a major concern and 
finding ways to get more sleep 
is regularly recommended, 
these results can be a shock. 
The study suggests that sleep 
quality is more important than 
sleep quantity.

One reason people may be 
sleeping longer is that they 
are not sleeping well. A num-
ber of conditions, including 
stress or sleep apnea, can dis-
turb sleep and require that lost 
time to be made up. For some, 
that can take the form of regu-
larly sleeping longer than nine 
hours per night and napping 
for ninety minutes per day.

Sleep apnea and poor sleep 
are associated with high blood 
pressure and heart disease, 
which likely account for a por-
tion of the increased risk.

Another way too much sleep 
may influence stroke risk is 
that oversleeping likely sig-
nifies a lack of activity. The 
more time you spend in bed 
or napping, the less time you’re 
moving around. A sedentary 
life is associated with a series 
of stroke risk factors like high 
blood pressure, obesity, and 
poor blood sugar control.

If you’re sleeping too much 
or have little energy, it might 
be the result of an underlying 
medical condition or could 
boil down to the fact that even 
though you’re in bed, you’re not 
sleeping well. If the latter is the 
case, trying ways to improve 
sleep quality is imperative.

Get tested for sleep apnea, 
take a look at your diet (par-
ticularly magnesium intake), 
and boost your activity level to 
encourage more restful sleep. 
Aim for the sweet spot of 7–9 
high quality sleep hours per 
night. If you need a daytime 
nap, keep it 30 minutes or less.

Devon Andre holds a bach-
elor’s of forensic science from 
the University of Windsor in 
Canada and a Juris Doctor 
from the University of  
Pittsburgh. This article  
was first published on  
Bel Marra Health.

Sara Jo Nixon is a 
professor of psychol-
ogy and psychiatry at 
the University of Flori-
da. This article was 
originally published 
on The Conversation.
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Alongside 
meditation, 
yoga is also 
known for 
its stress-
relieving 
and relaxing 
effects.

The 
antibacterial 
efficacy 
demonstrated 
by the plants 
provided a 
scientific 
basis for 
their use in 
homemade 
remedies. 

For babies, dill seed is a handy natural remedy. It’s deemed a miracle  
for infant colic.
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Nature’s Lesser-
Known Antibiotic

Dill
Dill is beloved for its flavor, but researchers are 
finding new dimensions to this delicious herb

Dill is chock-full of nutrients and 
compounds that are widely used 
for reducing excess gas, aiding in 
digestion, and boosting the im-
mune system. But the perks don’t 
end there: dill also provides strong 
antibiotic properties.

People have appreciated An-
ethum graveolens, commonly 
known as dill, for thousands of 
years for its taste and medicinal 
uses. Both seeds and leaves give 
off a strong, tangy flavor that can 
enhance other food.

Most of dill’s medicinal properties 
are thought to come from com-
pounds known as monoterpenes, 
along with minerals, certain amino 
acids, and flavonoids. Based on the 
USDA National Nutrient Database, 
dill contains a significant amount 
of vitamins A and C, as well as fo-
late, iron, and manganese in trace 
amounts.

For babies, dill seed is a handy 
natural remedy. It’s deemed a 
miracle for infant colic, earning the 
title “the secret of British nannies” 
as it acts as the active ingredient in 
“gripe water,” the colic treatment 
taken in the British empire.

Dill as a Natural Antibiotic
Dill has been widely investigated 
for its antimicrobial action, show-
ing potential against several bacte-
ria strains such as Staphylococcus 
aureus, and the growth of a plant 
pathogen that causes a dangerous 
disease in wheat and barley.

In 2009, researchers probed the 

antibacterial properties of dill, 
fenugreek, and the herb ajwain, 
analyzing their aqueous and 
organic seed extracts as well as 
isolated phytoconstituents. Their 
antibiotic effect was also compared 
with certain standard antibiotics 
used today.

The findings: their extracts 
showed significant antibacterial 
activity against all the bacteria 
tested, except Klebsiella pneu-
moniae and one strain of Pseudo-
monas aeruginosa. The antibacte-
rial efficacy demonstrated by the 
plants provided a scientific basis for 
their use in homemade remedies. 
In addition, isolating and purifying 
various phytochemicals from these 
herbs may lead to the development 

of notable antibacterial agents.
A 2005 study isolated three 

known compounds from dill and 
concluded that they exhibited an-
tibacterial action against a panel of 
rapidly growing mycobacteria.

Research from 2007 also studied 
how the essential oils from three 
plants—spearmint, dill, and pep-
permint—enhanced the antibacte-
rial activity of nitrofurantoin, an 
antibiotic, against enterobacteria, 
which includes E. coli, salmo-
nella, and other bacteria. The 
scientists found that spearmint and 
dill had the highest antimicrobial 
activity, containing 40.12 percent 
and 20.32 percent carvone, one of 
dill’s monoterpenes, respectively, 
which increased nitrofurantoin’s 
antibiotic activity.

Other studies found dill extracts 
to be beneficial in killing a few fun-
gal strains, from the mold Asper-
gillus niger to the common yeast 
Candida albicans. Besides being 
an effective microbial killer, the 
herb also proved helpful in reduc-
ing menstrual cramps and fighting 
depression.

Dill has exhibited impressive 
flexibility as a medicinal food. As 
the battle against antibiotic resis-
tance rages on (due to indiscrimi-
nate or improper use of antibiotic 
drugs), this natural remedy offers 
a safer way to combat harmful 
bacteria. To learn more about dill’s 
disease-fighting potential, be sure 
to review GreenMedinfo’s research 
database on the topic.

The GMI Research Group is 
dedicated to investigating the 
most important health and 
environmental issues of the day. 
Special emphasis will be placed on 
environmental health. Our focused 
and deep research will explore the 
many ways in which the present 
condition of the human body 
directly reflects the true state of the 
ambient environment. Join the free 
GreenMedInfo.com newsletter. This 
article was originally published on 
GreenMedinfo.com

Yoga Could Be Your Primary Relief Against Menstrual Cramps
Korean researchers find that yoga can  
now add menstrual pain to its long list  
of treatable conditions

Yoga, a common yet powerful prac-
tice, could dramatically ease or put an 
end to period pain according to a new 
study. Yoga not only floods your system 
with feel-good hormones and improves 
circulation, but also provides relief for 
common menstrual complaints, the re-
searchers found.

Writing in the journal Complementary 
Therapies in Clinical Practice, a group 
of Korean scientists set out to see if yoga 
could be an effective complementary 
therapy for primary  dysmenorrhea, 
which is cramping pain that occurs in 
the lower abdomen just before or during 
menstruation.

Yoga for Menstrual Pain
The researchers conducted a meta-analysis of 
four randomized controlled trials, including 
230 women ages 20–33 who were experienc-
ing menstrual cramps. Yoga sessions were 
done in various durations:

• 30-minute sessions twice a week for  
12 weeks

• 120-minute sessions five times a week for 
12 weeks

• Four sessions a week for four weeks
• 20-minute sessions a day for 14 days

In evaluating the effects of practicing yoga 
for menstrual pain, researchers found pa-
tients with menstrual cramps reported 
pain relief after the interventions. Yoga 
programs demonstrated a high effect on 
menstrual pain in primary dysmenorrhea, 
emerging as a helpful regimen to alleviate 
the pain that recurs every month for mil-

lions of women worldwide.
The meta-analysis linked yoga to reduced 

severity of related symptoms, including bloat-
ing and breast tenderness. It also associated 
regular yoga practice with increased regular-
ity in women’s cycles, enhanced mood, and 
better relaxation and concentration.

According to the authors, yoga works on 
the autonomic stress response and also af-
fects how pain is experienced, likely through 
stimulating the release of the body’s natural 
painkillers. Further research is necessary to 
determine the best yoga practices for men-
strual wellness.

Yoga has also been closely tied to health 
benefits such as improved blood circula-
tion, reduced stress, and better respiration, 
and may be effective as a depression buster. 
Alongside meditation, yoga is also known for 
its stress-relieving and relaxing effects, which 
may be due to reduced stress markers and a 
release of endorphins.

Dill is  
a fantastic 

flavor enhancer 
with natural 

antibiotic 
properties.
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Enzymes 
added to 
detergents 
and carpet 
cleaners help 
remove stains, 
but when we 
inhale them,  
they can 
attack  
our lungs.

Once you understand the benefits of choosing natural health and beauty products and household cleaners, you will appreciate how essential they are to our future.

The meta-analysis 
linked yoga to reduced 
severity of related 
symptoms, including 
bloating and breast 
tenderness.
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Getting Your Yoga Journey Started
It’s worth noting that the term “yoga” is 
sometimes wrongly used only to refer to 
practicing physical postures and poses. In 
reality, the physical element is only a small 
portion of the more complex ancient dis-
cipline, which incorporates physical and 
mental, and spiritual practices to bring 
about a total balance for well-being.

If you’re a beginner and wondering how 
you can start harnessing the wonders of 
yoga for menstrual pain, experts recom-
mend starting with a gentle Hatha-style 
class before you branch out into other types.

Child’s pose is also an extremely relaxing 
pose where you sit on your knees in a way 
that your body rests on top of your thighs, 
with your arms stretched outward in front 
of you. If you’re seeking relief for period pain 
and mood symptoms, it might also be worth 
considering classes that incorporate breath-
ing, postures, and relaxation methods.

Other Natural Remedies for Period Pain
With an abundance of natural remedies 
such as yoga, there’s little reason to reach 

for painkilling drugs at the first sign of men-
strual cramps or period pain.

A hot water bottle, for instance, can still be 
one of your best friends for dysmenorrhea 
symptoms. Use a heated patch or wrap on 
your abdomen to help relax the muscles of 
your uterus, which cause cramps. In ad-
dition, heat can boost circulation in your 
abdomen for pain reduction.

Essential oils also help with period pain. 
In 2017, researchers highlighted abdominal 
aromatherapy massage with essential oils as 
an effective complementary method to re-
lieve menstrual cramps. Oils that appear 
to effectively reduce period cramps 
due to their ability to improve circula-
tion include lavender, rose, sage, cin-
namon, marjoram, and clove.

Acupressure, a non-invasive Chi-
nese medicinal therapy used for many 
health concerns, has also emerged as 
an effective period painkiller. It 
involves using the fingers 
to apply firm pressure 
to specific parts of 
your body. Re-

search from 2007 confirmed acupressure’s 
positive effects against menstrual cramps 
and skin temperature changes in college 
students in the study.

With millions of people practicing yoga 
every day and reaping tangible health gains, 
it’s helpful that modern science is confirm-
ing yoga’s many health benefits.

The GMI Research Group is dedicated to 
investigating the most important health 

and environmental issues of the day. 
Special emphasis will be placed on envi-
ronmental health. Our focused and deep 

research will explore the many ways in 
which the present condition of the human 

body directly reflects the true state of the 
ambient environment. Join the  

free GreenMedInfo.com newsletter. This 
article was originally published on  

GreenMedinfo.com

4 Top Benefits of Choosing Natural Products
LISA ROTH COLLINS

When we shop, sometimes we have too 
many choices. But the beauty of that is 
that some of them are actually good for us. 
That’s the case when it comes to making 
purchasing decisions between conven-
tional, chemically-laden items and natu-
ral products.

We live in an increasingly polluted 
world but we can take effective steps 
toward safeguarding ourselves and our 
families against the toxins found in com-
mon, everyday products. Every time we 
vote with our wallet and choose natural 
products, we keep one more contami-
nated item from entering our economy. 
We also bring one more natural product 
into our life to improve our health and 
make our world a better place to live for 
many years to come.

Environmental Benefits  
of Natural Products
If you read the labels on conventional 
health and beauty products or house-
hold cleaners, you might wonder what 
chemical factory it came from, but not 
all of the problematic ingredients appear 
on the label. For example, if you look at 
a conventional shampoo bottle, you will 
likely see sodium laureth sulfate. This in-
gredient is often contaminated with 1,4 
dioxane, a byproduct created during the 
manufacturing process of certain cos-
metic ingredients. It is a likely carcino-
gen, according to the FDA, that is also 
flammable. Another ingredient seen in 
laundry detergents, body wash, and sur-
face cleaners is alcohol ethoxylates, which 
are also sometimes contaminated with 
1,4 dioxane.

Once you understand the benefits of 
choosing natural health and beauty 
products and household cleaners, you 
will appreciate how essential they are to 
our future.

For example, even though you will nev-
er see the words “1,4 dioxane” on any of 
those regular health or beauty care items, 
this substance has been produced in suf-
ficient quantity to be found in our wa-
ter supply, according to the EPA. Most 
in-home water filters are not effective at 
removing 1,4 dioxane from the water.

Phosphates are another common toxin, 
often used in dishwashing detergents. 
When this water softener is released 
into the environment, it can cause al-
gae blooms that kill aquatic life in lakes  
and ponds.

Using all-natural products can help re-
duce the amount of these—and scores of 
other contaminants—from entering our 
environment.

Respiratory Benefits  
of Natural Products
Among the chemicals found in cleaning 
and beauty items  are volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs), bleach, and ammo-
nia. When you use conventional house-
hold cleaning products in your home, you 
are introducing these chemicals into the 
air you and your family breath.

These chemicals can contribute to 
chronic respiratory problems, such as 
asthma, and cause headaches and al-
lergic reactions. VOCs and other irritat-
ing substances can be found in aerosol 
spray products, air fresheners, detergent, 
dishwashing liquid, rug and upholstery 
cleaners, floor polish, oven cleaners, and 
general cleaning products.

Enzymes added to detergents and 
carpet cleaners help remove stains, but 
when we inhale them,  they can attack 
our lungs.

Natural products don’t contain VOCs, 
bleach, enzymes, or ammonia. They also 
don’t harbor synthetic fragrances. Many 
manufacturers of conventional products 
use synthetic perfumes and fragrances, 
which are composed of thousands of 
chemicals that have not been tested for 
their impact on human health. Many 
of these common irritants are listed on 
product labels simply as “fragrance” and 
they can contribute to respiratory irrita-
tion, asthma attacks, migraines, and al-
lergic reactions.

The solution, of course, is plant-based 
fragrances and essential oils. You also 
may choose unscented natural options.

Skin Benefits of Natural Products
Do you experience rashes, pimples, flak-
ing, itching, excess dryness, or other skin 
irritations that are unexplained? It could 
be caused by the ingredients in your 
health and beauty products. For example, 
does your laundry detergent promise to 
make your clothes whiter and brighter? 
The chemicals responsible for this fea-
ture are optical brighteners, which can 
stay on your clothing and cause allergic  
skin reactions.

Dozens of other chemicals found in 
health and beauty items—such as sham-
poos, conditions, body wash, body lotions, 
soaps, deodorants, and sunscreens—con-
tain irritants that can cause your skin to 
break out and worse. These include, but 
are not limited to, triclosan, oxybenzone, 
retinyl palmitate, retinyl acetate, retinol, 
petroleum distillates, resorcinol, methyl-
chloroisothiazolinone, and benzisothia-
zolinone, among others.

Animal Benefits of Natural Products
Common products are typically tested 

on animals. Although actual figures are 
difficult to come by, as many animals 
are not counted, an estimated 100 mil-
lion animals are subjected to painful 
experiments and killed each year in the 
U.S. alone for drug, food, and cosmetic 
testing. All-natural producers typically 
do not test on animals. That’s partially 
because they don’t need to. Many natural 
products have been used for centuries.

In addition, pets and small children 
that are closer to the floor will benefit 
from natural products since they will 
not be exposed to chemicals on surfaces 
such as carpets and floors. Using all-
natural products to control pests both 
inside and outside also is safer for our 
companion animals and our immedi-
ate ecology.

Natural Product Ingredients
When you read the label of an all-natural 
health or beauty item or household clean-
ing product, you will likely see words  
like these:

• Polyglucosides: These are naturally 
derived ingredients that are the re-
sult of a fermentation process of corn 
starch and vegetable oil. You may see 
polyglucosides on items that produce 
foam, such as shampoos, soaps, and 
dishwashing and other detergents.

• Natural food flavors, essential oils, 
and plant-based fragrances: These are 
used rather than synthetic, chemical 
flavors and fragrances.

• Hydrogen peroxide: This natural prod-
uct takes the place of chemical optical 
brighteners.

• Phenoxyethanol, sodium benzoate, 
and ethylhexylglycerin: These are nat-
ural preservatives that are necessary 
in minute amounts in some personal 
care and cleaning products to prevent 
the growth of bacteria. They take the 
place of synthetic preservatives and 
are usually listed near the end of an 
ingredients list.

• Guar gum: Guar gum, which is from the 
guar bean, and coco-caprylate, which 
is derived from coconut oil, are used in 
place of silicones. Silicones are toxic and 
added to conventional skincare prod-
ucts to make them go on smoother.

Bottom Line
We hear a lot about the health benefits 
of using all-natural products. However, 
we often forget that the move to clean 
health, beauty and household items can 
also improve the place we live and the 
lives of the people and animals we care 
about. Are you ready to make the switch 
to safe, effective, clean natural products?

Lisa Roth Collins is 
a registered holistic 
nutritionist and the 
marketing manager 
at NaturallySavvy.
com, which first pub-
lished this article.
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Being more active will benefit a range of chronic conditions, including cancer, heart disease, and 
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. 
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MADE TO MOVE

Things People Say About Exercise 
That Aren’t True
Mistaken notions about exercise can block some 
people from getting their body up to speed

JULIE BRODERICK

It can be hard to include exercise in our 
busy lives, despite the best of intentions. 
There are a lot of reasons why people don’t 
exercise, and a lot of misconceptions about 
exercise.

Here are nine common misconceptions 
about exercise and what research actually 
tells us.

‘I was fit once, so I don’t need to exer-
cise.’ Unfortunately, the health benefits of 
exercise won’t last if you don’t sustain your 
exercise regime. A significant reduction or 
drop out can cause a marked loss of initial 
benefits, such as cardiovascular fitness and 
endurance. Consistency is the key. Mix it 
up and keep it interesting as maintaining 
high levels of physical activity throughout 
your life is associated with the best health 
outcomes.

‘Being on your feet all day doesn’t have 
the same benefit as exercise.’ Being on 
your feet, moving around all days means 
you have a high level of physical activity. 
This is health-enhancing. To optimize 
health benefits, increase your level of ex-
ercise—enough to cause you to sweat a 
little—to at least 150 minutes a week, where 
possible.

‘Exercise needs to be 10 minutes or lon-
ger, otherwise it’s a waste of time.’ The 
good news is that recent guidelines have 
eliminated the need for physical activity to 
be delivered in bouts of at least 10 minutes. 
There is no minimum threshold for health 
benefits, so carry out active daily chores, 
such as carrying heavy shopping bags and 

vigorous house or garden work, to improve 
your health.

Try to do three to five exercise “snacks” 
spread across the day. These snacks are 
short bouts of activity half a minute to two 
minutes long, such as climbing a few flights 
of stairs at a high enough intensity to make 
you a bit out of breath.

‘I have a chronic disease, so I should 
avoid exercise.’ This isn’t the case. Being 
more active will benefit a range of chronic 
conditions, including cancer, heart dis-
ease, and chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease. Be as active as your condition 
allows, aiming for 150 minutes a week of 
moderate activity if possible. If you have 
complex health needs, seek medical clear-
ance from a doctor before you start a new 
exercise regime and get exercise advice 
from a physiotherapist or other exercise 
professional.

‘I’m too old to exercise.’ This isn’t true. Evi-
dence shows  that aging alone is not a 
cause of major problems until you are in 
your mid-90s. And strength, power, and 
muscle mass can be increased, even at 
this advanced age. Ideally, include aero-
bic exercise, balance training, and muscle 
strengthening if you are 65 years or older.

‘Exercise will make me thin.’ Not neces-
sarily. Combine calorific restriction with 
physical activity for more successful weight 
loss and remember: You cannot outrun 
a bad diet. People who have substantial 
weight loss goals (more than 5 percent of 
body weight) and people trying to keep 
a significant amount of weight off may 
need to do more than 300 minutes a week 

of moderate-intensity activity to achieve 
their goal. Include resistance work to build 
lean body mass.

‘I run once a week, but that’s not 
enough.’ Rest assured that any amount 
of running, even once a week, results in 
important health benefits. If you don’t 
have much time to exercise, even as little 
as 50 minutes of running once a week at 
a pace slower than 6 miles per hour has 
been shown to result in a decrease in the 
risk of premature death. Higher levels of 
running do not necessarily improve the 
mortality benefits.

‘I’m pregnant, so I need to take it 
easy.’ Moderate-intensity physical activ-
ity is safe for pregnant women who are 

generally healthy and poses no risk to the 
well-being of the fetus. Physical activity de-
creases the risk of excessive weight gain 
and gestational diabetes during pregnancy.

‘I’m not feeling well, I shouldn’t exer-
cise.’ If you have a fever, are acutely unwell, 
or are experiencing high levels of pain or 
exhaustion, don’t exercise. In most other 
cases, being physically active is safe, but 
listen to your body and decrease your ex-
ercise load if you need to. And if you can, 
get dressed and moving as soon as possible 
to avoid “PJ paralysis.”

Julie Broderick is an assistant professor of 
physiotherapy at Trinity College Dublin. 
This article was originally published on 
The Conversation.

Reviving 5,000 Years of Civilization
Based in the U.S., Shen Yun is able to present on the world stage 
authentic Chinese culture untainted by communism. 

Exquisite beauty from the heavens, profound wisdom from dynasties 
past, universal values from timeless legends all spring to life through 
classical Chinese dance, enchanting orchestral music, glamorous 
costumes, and patented digital backdrops. Shen Yun offers an 
immersive experience that will uplift your spirit and touch your soul. 
It’s 5,000 years of civilization reborn!
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“Powerful choreography... Truly magical. 
A must-see!”
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culture used to be and what I hope one 

day will be restored to China.” 
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