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Why Human 
Connection  
Is Good for  
Your Health
Our social lives are 
deeply entwined with 
our overall well-being 
and healthy longevity  3

5
Seeds to Improve  

Your Health
  Page7

Socializing is more 
than just a way to 
spend our leisure 

time or have a little 
fun—it’s important 

for our health. 
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Positive Aging

Senior 
Sweethearts
Remarrying after a spouse has died 
has become more common

Marilyn Murray Willison

I 
have a dear friend who has been a 
widow for three years. She recently 
told me that special days, like her 
birthday, Valentine’s Day, or her 
anniversary always make her feel 

depressed. She knows that no one would 
ever love or pamper her the way her hus-
band did. And that sobering fact always 
makes her very sad.

I let my friend cry on my shoulder for 
as long as she needed to. Then I looked 
her directly in the eyes and said: “I 
know that you feel very alone right now, 
but experience has taught me that you 
never know who or what might be right 
around the corner. I’m willing to bet 
that you won’t always feel so lonely.” She 
didn’t know it, but I had just finished 
reading the latest data about people 
who fall in love later in life (sometimes 
much later). Statistically, she stands a 
good chance of once again becoming 
a much-loved wife.

There’s no doubt about it: Romance 
among retired folks is definitely on 
the rise. For some, it may be a matter 
of loneliness, financial need, physical 
longing or merely a desire to feel loved 
again. Whatever the reason, there are 
far more 60-plus couples on the relation-
ship landscape than ever before. And 
while the topic of senior intimacy might 
be uncomfortable for younger people, 
when it comes to the elderly, there are 
a variety of measurable benefits for to-
getherness. And perhaps the most im-
portant bonus is that elderly people who 
have a lover or a spouse tend to enjoy 
longer and happier lives.

Ten years ago, NPR’s Connie Gold-
man published “Late-Life Love: Ro-
mance and New Relationships in Late 
Years,” an insightful book including 
interviews with 22 older couples who 
were in love. In her words: “Late-life 
love—along with the challenges, joys, 
and pleasures of re-mating in the later 
years—continues to enrich the lives of 
so many. A colleague once told me that 
those of us in the winter of our lives can 
still find summer.”

Of course, lots of people over 65 are 
definitely not hoping to find a new part-
ner. Many widows and widowers aren’t 
looking for love because they’re mourn-
ing the loss of their spouse. But accord-
ing to the Pew Research Center, in 2013, 
67 percent of individuals aged 55 to 64 
had entered a “subsequent marriage.”

This statistic shows a 12 percent in-
crease in the number of older remar-
riages since 1960. Additionally, 34 per-

cent of adults ages 65 and older had 
remarried in 1960, but by 2013, that 
number had climbed to 50 percent.

I know three lovely women—the 
youngest is 64, and the oldest is 77—
who have lost their husbands within 
the last few years. Much to my surprise 
and delight, they have each found an at-
tentive, serious, and worthy sweetheart, 
almost effortlessly. Their partner’s ages 
range from 60 to 91. Right now, none of 
them are contemplating remarriage, but 
they all admit that it’s wonderful and 
comfortable to have a male “companion 
and escort” for dinner dates, movies, 
and weekend getaways.

Two of these women had husbands 
who experienced lengthy illnesses be-
fore their deaths, and they became their 
husbands’ loving primary caregivers 
for the last two years of their lives. My 
third friend lost her husband of 40 years 
to an unexpected heart attack. I was 
surprised—and relieved—to see these 
women respond so warmly to their 
new sweethearts’ romantic overtures. 
Obviously, the “widow’s weeds” days, 
when women were punitively expected 
to mourn their departed spouse for the 
rest of their lives, are long gone.

Most widows and widowers to-
day—not to mention those who are 
divorced—are anxious to reconnect 
and share their remaining years with 
a loving partner. Whether you’re 18 or 
80, love just might turn out to be the 
real-deal fountain of youth.

Marilyn Murray Willison has had a 
varied career as a six-time nonfic-
tion author, columnist, motivational 
speaker, and journalist in both the U.K. 
and the U.S. She is the author of “The 
Self-Empowered Woman” blog and the 
award-winning memoir “One Woman, 
Four Decades, Eight Wishes.” She can 
be reached at MarilynWillison.com. To 
find out more about Marilyn and read 
her past columns, please visit the Cre-
ators Syndicate webpage at Creators.
com. Copyright 2020 Creators.com
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late-life romance has risen, giving widowers and widows a second chance at love.

Whether you’re 
18 or 80, love 
just might turn 
out to be the real 
fountain of youth.
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Tatiana Denning

W
hen we think of 
improving our 
health and liv-
ing a long life, 
we typically 

think of eating a better diet or 
getting more exercise. But there 
is another simple—and perhaps 
more enjoyable—way to ensure a 
long and healthy life.

Just what is this magic method?
Human connection. Socializing 

is more than just a way to spend 
our leisure time or have a little 
fun—it’s important for our health. 
This is something researchers 
have discovered as they study 
people who age well and live the 
longest.

Blue Zones
In recent years, areas known as 
Blue Zones have been making 
headlines for the longevity of 
those living there. These areas 
are known to have more people 
living past 100 years than other 
parts of the world. But why?

There are a few factors. A healthy 
diet and frequent walking are 
part of it, but close, personal re-
lationships play a critical role in 
the good health and long lives of 
people in these areas. 

In fact, their active and mean-
ingful social lives may be more 
important than their healthy diets 
or physical activity.

Sardinia, an island off the coast 
of Italy, is considered a Blue Zone. 
It has six times as many cente-
narians as the Italian mainland, 
and ten times as many as North 
America.

Psychologist Susan Pinker 
points out that Sardinia also has 
the distinction of being one of the 
few areas in the world where the 
men live as long as the women. In 
the United States, women outlive 
men by an average of five years, 
according to CDC statistics. The 
greatest female longevity advan-
tage is found in Russia, where 
women outlive men by an aver-
age of 11 years.

Some research shows women 
find social interactions more re-
warding than men, which may 
lead women to make more invest-
ments in maintaining their rela-
tionships. But perhaps the culture 
in Sardinia encourages people to-
wards general social engagement, 
regardless of gender.

Socializing seems to be key in 
longevity. But not just any form 
of socializing—face-to-face in-
teraction is what really makes a 
difference.

“Face-to-face contact releases 
a whole cascade of neurotrans-
mitters,” Pinker said. “So simply 
making eye contact with some-
body, shaking hands, giving 
somebody a high-five is enough 
to release oxytocin, which in-
creases your level of trust, and it 
lowers your cortisol levels. It low-
ers your stress. And dopamine is 
generated, which gives us a little 
high, and it kills pain. It’s like a 
naturally produced morphine. 
This face-to-face contact provides 
stunning benefits, yet now almost 
a quarter of the population said 
they have no one to talk to.”

Communicating through tech-
nology simply cannot provide the 
same kinds of benefits that real, 
human connection can.

On a side note, this has impor-
tant implications in the current 
period of social distancing, when 
many of our everyday social in-
teractions are being curtailed or 
prohibited.

An article by Elder Care Alli-
ance on the secrets of centenar-
ians notes that consistent social 
interaction is a part of life for 
centenarians. “More than 80 per-
cent communicate with a friend 
or family member daily,” it notes. 
The network said that, for cente-
narians, being socially engaged 
with their community is vital to 
their longevity.

A Prescription  
for Physical Health
Family physician Dr. Tzvi Doron 
believes that socializing and close 
relationships are so important 

to the health of his patients, he 
prescribes socializing just as he 
would a medication.

“When I ‘prescribe’ social activi-
ties, I don’t have to caution patients 
about the potential negative side 
effects. In fact, questionnaires at 
my practice often include ques-
tions about their social circle, so-
cial behaviors, and social network. 
It’s that important to your health,” 
Dr. Doron said.

As a physician working with a 
geriatric population, I’ve come to 
discover the same. I once believed 
that diet, exercise, and our genes 
played the biggest roles in aging 
well. But as I’ve talked with more 
healthy, older patients over the 
years, I’ve found the most com-
mon factor they share is regular 
and consistent social lives.

Many studies have borne out 
what we physicians have ob-
served in our patients. One such 
study, led by Nikole Valtorta in 
the British Medical Journal, dis-
covered that those who had poor 
social connections had a 29 per-
cent increased risk of heart dis-
ease and a 32 percent increased 
risk of stroke. Surprisingly, even 
“perceived loneliness” has a nega-
tive impact on health, proving just 
how powerful the mind is.

Socializing has been shown 
to have many health benefits, 
including decreased blood pres-
sure, increased pain tolerance, 
and even improved immunity—
leading to a decreased incidence 
of the common cold and other 
diseases.

A study by Holt-Lunstad, Smith 
and Layton at Brigham Young 
showed that decreased social 
connections result in a 50 per-
cent increased risk of early death, 
and is as harmful to our health as 
risk factors like smoking 15 ciga-
rettes a day and obesity. Inflam-
mation, a known contributor to 
things such as heart disease and 
arthritis, has also been shown to 
increase with decreased social 
connections.

In essence, a lack of social in-
teraction impacts health in much 

the same way  chronic disease or 
harmful lifestyle choices do.

Mental Health Impact
Of course, it’s not just 

physical health that’s 
impacted. Those who 
have regular social 

contact show a decrease 
in stress, anxiety, and 

depression while showing 
an increase in their resil-

ience and compassion. 
And while advances in 
technology have their 
benefits, there’s just no 
replacing in-person, 
face-to-face contact 
for the positive psy-
chological benefits it 
brings.

A study by the Amer-
ican Geriatrics Society 
confirmed that regu-
lar and frequent con-
tact with friends and 
family leads to a lower 
incidence of depres-

sion in the elderly. “Cli-
nicians should consider 

encouraging face-to-face 
social interactions as a pre-

ventive strategy for depres-
sion,” the authors suggested.
Studies have also shown 

that socializing not only im-
proves memory, but may even 
help protect against Alzheim-
er’s disease and dementia. The 
Journal of Gerontology followed 
12,000 participants over a period 
of 10 years, and found a strong 
correlation between dementia 
and loneliness, demonstrating 
that those who feel the loneliest 
have a 40 percent increased risk 
for dementia.

Lessons Learned
It was during the Great Depres-
sion, in the year 1938, that Har-
vard began one of the world’s lon-
gest known studies, the Harvard 
Study of Adult Development. The 
goal of the study was to discover 
the factors that contribute to a 
healthy and happy life. The on-
going study has now followed the 
health of participants for over 80 
years. While it has expanded to 
include groups outside of Har-
vard, it has continued to follow 
the original remaining partici-
pants.

Now in their mid to late 90’s, of 
the original Harvard group, only 
19 are still alive. Interestingly, 
included among the group of 
participants was eventual Presi-
dent of the United States, John F.  
Kennedy.

Commenting on the study, the 
Harvard Gazette notes, “Close re-
lationships, more than money or 
fame, are what keep people happy 
throughout their lives.”

The Gazette article noted that 
those social ties protected peo-
ple from life’s various hardships, 
delayed mental and physical de-
cline, and were better predictors 
of long and happy lives than were 
genes, social class, or IQ.

Professor Robert Waldinger, 
the study’s fourth and current 
director, told the Harvard Ga-
zette, “Taking care of your body 
is important, but tending to your 
relationships is a form of self-care 
too. That, I think, is the revela-
tion.” He goes on to say in his TED 
talk, “What Makes a Good Life? 
Lessons From the Longest Study 
on Happiness,” that “Loneliness 
kills. It’s as powerful as smoking 
or alcoholism.”

Dr. George Vaillant, a psychia-
trist who joined the team of re-

searchers in 1966, and who went 
on to lead the study from 1972 
through 2004, came to under-
stand the vital role relationships 
play in living healthy, long, and 
happy lives, “The key to healthy 
aging is relationships, relation-
ships, relationships,” he con-
cluded.

Looking Ahead
With studies showing rates of 
loneliness are rising at an alarm-
ing rate, AARP has developed a 
program called Connect2Affect. 
“By drawing attention to how 
isolation can harm both physical 
and brain health, we hope to em-
power and inspire older people to 
take steps themselves to increase 
the number and quality of their 
social contacts,” said representa-
tive Sarah Lock.

Senior Planet is also trying to fill 
the need by offering more than 60 
online programs for learning and 
connecting with others, while 
Element3 Health offers physi-
cal, social, and mental activities 
for members on insurance plans 
that have contracted for these 
services.

When I was considering writing 
this article last fall, the CCP virus 
(COVID-19) and social distancing 
were not part of our vernacular. 
Yet even then, a lack of personal 
connection could be found in all 
age groups, including in those as 
young as their teens.

As a matter of fact, the number 
of people who say they have no 
close friends has nearly tripled 
since 1985. While this may seem 
strange in the era of social media, 
Time Magazine points out, “the 
‘friends’ orbiting at the farthest 
reaches of your digital galaxy 
aren’t the ones that matter when 
it comes to your health and hap-
piness.”

Of particular concern is the el-
derly, a group for whom social dis-
tancing and isolation have proven 
to be a real hardship.

While working last month 
in Florida, a state with a large 
population of healthy, active 
elderly folks, I heard the same 
story time and again, “Before 
the virus, I was never home. Like 
everyone in our neighborhood, 
I was always involved in some 
sort of social activity. When the 
lockdown began, we called each 
other every day, but gradually, the 
phone calls have become fewer 
and fewer, and now, I rarely talk 
to my friends.”

With a look of sadness, this pa-
tient went on to say, “I can’t go 
to the gym or our community 
pool, I can’t hug my neighbor, 
I can’t go out dancing with my 
husband, or even go to church ... 
and we don’t know when we’ll be 
able do these things again. I find 
myself becoming a bit depressed 
by it all.”

Amidst this difficult situation, 
Very Well Mind has listed some 
things folks can do to help main-
tain some sort of normalcy in 
their lives. For example, sticking 
to a daily, planned routine and 
schedule, taking a walk around 
your neighborhood every day, 
working on an art or home im-
provement project, gardening, 
joining an online book club like 
the one at Goodreads, connect-
ing with family or friends on a 
daily basis, or connecting with 
someone else who’s stuck at home 
through QuarntineChat, can all 
help you feel more connected 
and give you something to look 
forward to.

We are designed to be social be-
ings; it’s part of who we are. That’s 
why social isolation has long been 
used as a form of torture for pris-
oners of war—its impact is that 
significant.

Our human connection helps 
provide us with a sense of be-
longing, a sense of purpose, and 
a sense of well-being, not to men-
tion the positive effects it has on 
our mental and physical health.

With society’s current situation, 
let’s hope we’re not making the 
cure worse than the disease.

Tatiana Denning, D.O., is a 
family medicine physician who 
focuses on wellness and preven-
tion. She believes in empowering 
her patients with the knowledge 
and skills necessary to maintain 
and improve their own health.

Positive Aging

Senior 
Sweethearts
Remarrying after a spouse has died 
has become more common

Marilyn Murray Willison

I 
have a dear friend who has been a 
widow for three years. She recently 
told me that special days, like her 
birthday, Valentine’s Day, or her 
anniversary always make her feel 

depressed. She knows that no one would 
ever love or pamper her the way her hus-
band did. And that sobering fact always 
makes her very sad.

I let my friend cry on my shoulder for 
as long as she needed to. Then I looked 
her directly in the eyes and said: “I 
know that you feel very alone right now, 
but experience has taught me that you 
never know who or what might be right 
around the corner. I’m willing to bet 
that you won’t always feel so lonely.” She 
didn’t know it, but I had just finished 
reading the latest data about people 
who fall in love later in life (sometimes 
much later). Statistically, she stands a 
good chance of once again becoming 
a much-loved wife.

There’s no doubt about it: Romance 
among retired folks is definitely on 
the rise. For some, it may be a matter 
of loneliness, financial need, physical 
longing or merely a desire to feel loved 
again. Whatever the reason, there are 
far more 60-plus couples on the relation-
ship landscape than ever before. And 
while the topic of senior intimacy might 
be uncomfortable for younger people, 
when it comes to the elderly, there are 
a variety of measurable benefits for to-
getherness. And perhaps the most im-
portant bonus is that elderly people who 
have a lover or a spouse tend to enjoy 
longer and happier lives.

Ten years ago, NPR’s Connie Gold-
man published “Late-Life Love: Ro-
mance and New Relationships in Late 
Years,” an insightful book including 
interviews with 22 older couples who 
were in love. In her words: “Late-life 
love—along with the challenges, joys, 
and pleasures of re-mating in the later 
years—continues to enrich the lives of 
so many. A colleague once told me that 
those of us in the winter of our lives can 
still find summer.”

Of course, lots of people over 65 are 
definitely not hoping to find a new part-
ner. Many widows and widowers aren’t 
looking for love because they’re mourn-
ing the loss of their spouse. But accord-
ing to the Pew Research Center, in 2013, 
67 percent of individuals aged 55 to 64 
had entered a “subsequent marriage.”

This statistic shows a 12 percent in-
crease in the number of older remar-
riages since 1960. Additionally, 34 per-

cent of adults ages 65 and older had 
remarried in 1960, but by 2013, that 
number had climbed to 50 percent.

I know three lovely women—the 
youngest is 64, and the oldest is 77—
who have lost their husbands within 
the last few years. Much to my surprise 
and delight, they have each found an at-
tentive, serious, and worthy sweetheart, 
almost effortlessly. Their partner’s ages 
range from 60 to 91. Right now, none of 
them are contemplating remarriage, but 
they all admit that it’s wonderful and 
comfortable to have a male “companion 
and escort” for dinner dates, movies, 
and weekend getaways.

Two of these women had husbands 
who experienced lengthy illnesses be-
fore their deaths, and they became their 
husbands’ loving primary caregivers 
for the last two years of their lives. My 
third friend lost her husband of 40 years 
to an unexpected heart attack. I was 
surprised—and relieved—to see these 
women respond so warmly to their 
new sweethearts’ romantic overtures. 
Obviously, the “widow’s weeds” days, 
when women were punitively expected 
to mourn their departed spouse for the 
rest of their lives, are long gone.

Most widows and widowers to-
day—not to mention those who are 
divorced—are anxious to reconnect 
and share their remaining years with 
a loving partner. Whether you’re 18 or 
80, love just might turn out to be the 
real-deal fountain of youth.

Marilyn Murray Willison has had a 
varied career as a six-time nonfic-
tion author, columnist, motivational 
speaker, and journalist in both the U.K. 
and the U.S. She is the author of “The 
Self-Empowered Woman” blog and the 
award-winning memoir “One Woman, 
Four Decades, Eight Wishes.” She can 
be reached at MarilynWillison.com. To 
find out more about Marilyn and read 
her past columns, please visit the Cre-
ators Syndicate webpage at Creators.
com. Copyright 2020 Creators.com
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Late-life romance has risen, giving widowers and widows a second chance at love.

Whether you’re 
18 or 80, love 
just might turn 
out to be the real 
fountain of youth.

HumanWhy

Is Good for Your Health
Connection

Decreased social 
connections result 
in a 50 percent 
increased risk of 
early death, and is 
as harmful to our 
health as risk factors 
such as smoking 15 
cigarettes a day and 
obesity.

Face-to-
face contact 

has important 
neurological 

effects.
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CONNECT TO LEAD

Managing Hard Conversations
Connecting is crucial, even when it is over bad news

SCOTT MANN

The other day, I was on a call with the lead-
er of a manufacturing company and he was 
talking about how this pandemic has put a 
huge pinch on his business. One of his un-
fortunate roles as the leader of this company 
is being the bearer of bad news and having 
the hard conversations about furlough with 
his employees. Even when they’ve been able 
to bring back some of those furloughed em-
ployees, they avoided him and looked at him 
like the face of death itself. 

Hard conversations are part of our re-
ality as the economic constraints from 

this pandemic start to make themselves 
known. That’s why the mindset of human 
connection is crucial. In this new arena, 
we’ve got to think about how we connect in 
order to be relevant on the other side. Peo-
ple are going to get furloughed and laid 
off, and because we’re meaning-seeking, 
emotional, social beings who thrive on 
connection, our relationship portfolio is 
our greatest asset—especially in a crisis.

If you’re a leader and you truly value peo-
ple, there’s nothing easy about this. Even 
if you’re good at it, it takes a toll. So, how 
do we have these hard conversations yet 
still keep the relationship intact? We have 

FIZKES/SHUTTERSTOCK

People may not expect a leader to coddle them, but they do expect that leader to be clear and direct. 

Restrictions, worries brought about  
by COVID-19 take different tolls on  
different people, researchers say

Youth Suffer 
Greater Mental 
Health Decline 
During Pandemic, 
Study Finds

high enough to potentially need medical 
assistance.

We found that many common and well-
known mental health differences persisted 
in the middle of the lockdown. For instance, 
women showed substantially worse men-
tal health than men (with a mean score of 
13.6 compared with 11.5), and one-third of 
women had clinically significant levels of 
distress compared with one-fifth of men.

Mental health also tended to get worse 
further down the income scale. The low-
est fifth of earners had an average score 
of 13.9, with 32 percent showing clinically 
significant levels of distress. This compared 
with an average score of 12.0 in the highest 
fifth of earners, of whom 26 percent showed 
high distress levels.

Yet, while this told us where the mental 
health need was, it didn’t tell us what the 
pandemic’s effects had been. We got a bet-
ter sense of this by comparing this year’s 
scores with prior measurements—and in-
deed, mental health was, on average, worse 
this year. Average scores have risen from 
11.5 in the 2018–19 financial year to 12.6 in 
the recording made in April. We also saw a 
significant overall increase in the propor-
tion of people showing clinical levels of 
distress: 19 percent in 2018–19 versus 27 
percent in April.

However, because the pandemic arose 
against a background of worsening mental 
health in the UK, we expected some deteri-
oration. We took account of this by looking 
at each individual’s pre-pandemic answers, 
stretching back to 2014. These helped us 
predict what the scores were likely to have 
been in April, had the pandemic not hap-
pened.

Overall, we found that scores were 0.5 
points worse this year than we would have 
expected, suggesting that the pandemic—

specifically—has had an effect on mental 
health.

Not Everyone Is Affected Equally
This worsening of mental health differed 
considerably for different groups. Com-
pared to what we would have predicted 
to see, men’s scores got only marginally 
worse (+0.06), while the change for women 
was far greater (+0.92). Young people, aged 
18–24, were most affected, seeing a relative 
increase of 2.7 over what we would have ex-
pected if the pandemic had not happened.

We had also predicted that fear of the 
virus would be a driver of poorer mental 
health and that this would disproportion-
ately affect key workers or people with un-
derlying health conditions. But this wasn’t 
the case.

The factors driving the decline in some 
people’s mental health aren’t yet clear. But 
some clues are revealed when we consider 
who was most affected. The deterioration 
in women and those with young children 
points to the difficulty of managing the 
domestic load during the lockdown. Hav-
ing young children is challenging at any 
point, and we know that reliable support 
from family members, paid childcare, and 
friends lessen its difficulty. The govern-
ment’s social restrictions and lockdown 
abruptly cut off most of these supports.

The effects on young people are especial-
ly troubling to see. These have happened 
against a background, in the past decade, 
of significant worsening mental health for 
young people and of young people’s mental 
health services struggling to cope.

Some young people are vulnerable to 
social isolation and are affected badly by 
being withdrawn from school. They may 
lose oversight of their well-being by teach-
ers and other responsible adults, as well as 

KATHRYN ABEL & MATTHIAS PIERCE

Public health responses to the pan-
demic have focused on preventing 
the spread of the virus, limiting 
the number of deaths, and easing 

the burden on health care systems. But 
there’s also another, less visible potential 
epidemic we should be focusing on: mental 
illness.

Our  recent study  found that people’s 
mental health worsened following the on-
set of the pandemic. We discovered that by 
analyzing data provided by 17,452 adults in 
the United Kingdom who were surveyed in 
April as part of the UK Household Longitu-
dinal Study. This is a large ongoing study 
of people who contribute data every year, 
some from as far back as 1992.

Not everyone, we discovered, was af-
fected equally. Young people, women, 
and those with small children saw their 
mental health worsen significantly more 
than other groups.

How We Measured Distress
The survey measured mental health us-
ing 12 questions, which covered people’s 
difficulties with sleep, concentration, and 
decision-making, as well as their emotional 
state, such as whether they were feeling 
strained or overwhelmed.

People’s answers were then assigned a 
value between zero and four, with higher 
scores indicating worse mental health. 
These scores were added together to give 
each person a total of between zero and 36, 
which offered an overall measure of their 
mental health. We also applied a sepa-
rate scoring system to people’s answers 
to estimate whether they were showing 
clinically significant levels of psychologi-
cal distress—that is if their distress was 

We found that 
many common 
and well-known 
mental health 
differences 
persisted in the 
middle of the 
lockdown.

Young people, women, 
and those with small 
children saw their 
mental health worsen 
significantly more than 
other groups.
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Lonely and Confused: Coping With 
Dementia During COVID

Caregivers and their charges struggle as resources 
and freedom disappear during the pandemic

HEIDI DE MARCO

Daisy Conant, 91, thrives from routine.
One of her favorites is reading the 

newspaper with her morning coffee. 
But, lately, the news surrounding the 
COVID-19 pandemic has been more 
agitating than pleasurable.

“We’re dropping like flies,” she said 
one recent morning, throwing her 
hands up.

“She gets fearful,” explained her grand-
son Erik Hayhurst, 27. “I sort of have to 
pull her back and walk her through the 
facts.”

Conant hasn’t been diagnosed with 
dementia, but her family has a history 
of Alzheimer’s. She had been living in-
dependently in her home of 60 years, but 
Hayhurst decided to move in with her 
in 2018 after she showed clear signs of 
memory loss and fell repeatedly.

For a while, Conant remained active, 
meeting up with friends and neighbors 
to walk around her neighborhood, at-
tend church, and visit the corner mar-
ket. Hayhurst, a project management 
consultant, juggled caregiving with 
his job.

Then COVID-19 came, wrecking 
Conant’s routine and isolating her from 
friends and loved ones. Hayhurst has 
had to remake his life, too. He suddenly 
became his grandmother’s only care-
giver—other family members can visit 
only from the lawn.

COVID-19 has upended the lives of de-
mentia patients and their caregivers. 
Adult daycare programs, memory ca-
fes, and support groups have shut down 
or moved online, providing less help for 
caregivers and less social and mental 
stimulation for patients. Fear of spread-
ing the virus limits in-person visits from 
friends and family.

These changes have disrupted long-
standing routines that millions of people 
with dementia rely on to help maintain 
health and happiness.

“The pandemic has been devastating 
to older adults and their families when 
they are unable to see each other and 
provide practical and emotional sup-
port,” said Lynn Friss Feinberg, a senior 
strategic policy adviser at AARP Public 
Policy Institute.

Nearly 6 million Americans age 65 
and older have Alzheimer’s disease, 
the most common type of dementia. 
An estimated 70 percent of them live 
in the community, primarily in tradi-
tional home settings, according to the 
Alzheimer’s Association 2020 Facts and 
Figures journal.

People with dementia, particularly 
those in the advanced stages of the dis-
ease, live in the moment, said Sandy 
Markwood, CEO of the National As-
sociation of Area Agencies on Aging. 
They may not understand why family 
members aren’t visiting or, when they 
do, why they don’t come into the house, 
she added.

“Visitation under the current restric-
tions, such as a drive-by or window visit, 
can actually result in more confusion,” 
Markwood said.

The burden of helping patients cope 
with these changes often falls on the 

more than 16 million people who pro-
vide unpaid care for people with Al-
zheimer’s or other dementias in the 
United States.

The Alzheimer’s Association’s 24-hour 
Helpline has seen a shift in the type of 
assistance requested during the pan-
demic. Callers need more emotional 
support, their situations are more com-
plex, and there’s a greater “heaviness” to 
the calls, said Susan Howland, programs 
director for the Alzheimer’s Association 
California Southland Chapter.

“So many [callers] are seeking advice 
on how to address gaps in care,” said 
Beth Kallmyer, the association’s vice 
president of care and support. “Others 
are simply feeling overwhelmed and just 
need someone to reassure them.”

Because many activities that bolstered 
dementia patients and their caregivers 
have been canceled due to physical-
distancing requirements, dementia 
and caregiver support organizations 
are expanding or trying other strate-
gies, such as virtual wellness activities, 
check-in calls from nurses, and online 
caregiver support groups. EngAGED, an 
online resource center for older adults, 
maintains a directory of innovative pro-
grams developed since the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

They include pen pal services and let-
ter-writing campaigns, robotic pets, and 
weekly online choir rehearsals.

These may not always be enough.
Hayhurst, for example, has experi-

enced some rocky moments during the 
pandemic.

He said it was hard for Conant to 
understand why she needed to wear 
a mask. Eventually, he made it part of 
their routine when they leave the house 
on daily walks. Conant has now learned 
to put on her mask without prompting.

“At first it was a challenge,” Hayhurst 
said. “She knows it’s part of the ritual 
now.”

People with dementia can become 
agitated when being taught new things, 
said Dr. Lon Schneider, director of the 
Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center at 
the University of Southern California. 
To reduce distress, he said, caregivers 
should enforce mask-wearing only when 
necessary.

That was a lesson Gina Moran of Foun-
tain Valley, California, learned early on. 
Moran, 43, cares for her 85-year-old 
mother, Alba Moran, who was diag-
nosed with Alzheimer’s in 2007.

“I try to use the same words every 
time,” Moran said. “I tell her there’s a 
virus going around that’s killing a lot of 
people, especially the elderly. And she’ll 

respond, ‘Oh, I’m at that age.’”
If Moran forgets to explain the need for 

a mask or social distancing, her mother 
gets combative. She raises her voice and 
refuses to listen to Moran, much like a 
child throwing a tantrum, Moran said. 
“I can’t go into more information than 
that because she won’t understand,” she 
said. “I try to keep it simple.”

The pandemic is also exacerbating 
feelings of isolation and loneliness, and 
not just for people with dementia, said 
Dr. Jin Hui Joo, associate professor of 
psychiatry and behavioral sciences at 
the Johns Hopkins University School of 
Medicine. “Caregivers are lonely, too.”

When stay-at-home orders first came 
down in March, Hayhurst’s grandmoth-
er repeatedly said she felt lonesome, he 
recalled. “The lack of interaction has 
made her feel far more isolated.”

To keep her connected with family 
and friends, he regularly sets up video 
conference calls.

But Conant struggles with the con-
cept of seeing familiar faces through 
the computer screen. During a Zoom 
call on her birthday last month, Conant 
tried to cut pieces of cake for her guests.

Moran also feels isolated, in part be-
cause she’s getting less help from family. 
In addition to caring for her mom, Mo-
ran studies sociology online and is in the 
process of adopting 1-year-old Viviana.

Right now, to minimize her mother’s 
exposure to the virus, Moran’s sister is 
the only person who visits a couple of 
times a week.

“She stays with my mom and baby so I 
can get some sleep,” Moran said.

Before COVID-19, she used to get out 
more on her own. Losing that bit of free 
time makes her feel lonely and sad, she 
admitted.

“I would get my nails done, run er-
rands by myself and go out on lunch 
dates with friends,” Moran said. “But 
not anymore.”

Heidi de Marco is a reporter and pro-
ducer for California Healthline. This 
story was produced by Kaiser Health 
News, which publishes California 
Healthline, a service of the California 
Health Care Foundation.

Alba Moran must be reminded about the 
COVID-19 pandemic when she is asked to 
wear her mask.

to develop the mindset of delivering bad 
news with dignity and respect.

The first thing to do, if you know a hard 
conversation is coming up, is prepare. Au-
tomatically, you’re going to go into a sym-
pathetic state. You will go into a state of 
fight, flight, or freeze, where your anxi-
eties go up. Prepare to bring that 
energy down so that it sets an 
emotional temperature that’s 
more manageable for the con-
versation. Pre-engagement 
preparation is a great way to 
do that. It takes less than five 
minutes.

Five to 10 minutes before the 
conversation, go to a quiet area 
where you won’t be interrupted, close 
your eyes, take three deep, lower-body 
breaths, and slowly say, “I have time.” Re-
peat this process three times. Then ask and 
answer the following questions out loud: 
“Who am I? Why am I here? What do they 

need from me?” Finally, open your eyes 
and do some ballistic movement, such as 
push-ups, jumping jacks, or stretches.

The more direct you can be, the bet-
ter. People don’t expect you to be nice to 
them, but they expect you to be straight 

with them. That doesn’t mean that we 
hurt feelings or that we’re cold, it 

simply means that we are nest-
ed. Nesting your actions in the 
context of the larger purpose 
of the organization is always 
a useful mindset and will be 
a great anchor point in a dif-

ficult conversation.
You also have to be careful 

about damaging someone’s iden-
tity. We all assess our worth in the con-

text of other people. Without even meaning 
to, you can make a hurtful comment about 
someone’s performance or economic rel-
evance. “Nonessential,” in many cases, can 
be a harmful term. We’ve got to be careful 

about how we use words in this context 
because, as humans, we take things right 
to our core.

A few years ago, I was coaching an Afghan 
army officer about how his folks weren’t 
properly pulling security on patrol. He took 
that right to his identity. I should have start-
ed that conversation by saying: “Hey, your 
soldiers are great soldiers. They’re motivat-
ed and working hard. There are a few little 
areas that they need to work on. Would it 
be OK if I share that with you?” Do you see 
the difference?

If you’re going to have to have a hard con-
versation, it’s important to rehearse. As a 
whole, we don’t rehearse enough for our 
high-stakes engagements. Taking the time 
to rehearse the engagement before it hap-
pens is critical.

After the hard conversation, have a mi-
cro recovery, even if it’s just turning off 
the lights in your office and doing some 
deep breathing to bring yourself back 

into a parasympathetic state. Give your-
self permission to recover and metabolize 
that anxiety out of your body. Otherwise it 
starts to stack up, especially if you have to 
deliver a lot of hard conversations.

Those are some tips that you can put into 
play right away to improve your mindset 
regarding hard conversations. Prepare, be 
direct, nest your actions in the larger pur-
pose of the organization, be careful about 
damaging the person’s identity, rehearse, 
and recover. I hope that serves you in these 
trying times, and remember: Fear is con-
tagious, but so is leadership.

Scott Mann is a former Green Beret who 
specialized in unconventional,  
high-impact missions and relationship 
building. He’s the founder of Rooftop 
Leadership and appears frequently on  
TV and many syndicated radio programs. 
For more information, visit  
RooftopLeadership.com

Before a difficult 
conversation, 

pause to consider 
the broader 

purpose your 
team is working 

toward.

access to regular meals and peer support 
from friends.

Could There Be Long-Term Effects?
As lockdown measures ease, we may see 
improvements in people’s mental health. 
It remains to be seen whether there will be 
any long-term effects, such as preexisting 
mental health demographic differences 
becoming more entrenched.

The pandemic has brought people’s dif-
fering life circumstances into stark con-
trast. Access to outside space, household 
crowding, food insecurity, domestic vio-
lence, addiction, maintenance of social 
connectivity, and economic reserves are all 
relevant to mental health. It’s likely these 
differences will become more important 
during the anticipated economic recession, 
and these may have different effects on 
mental health compared with the govern-
ment lockdown.

What these changes will do to people’s 
overall health, well-being, and family isn’t 
known. But to mitigate and manage any 
additional mental health needs requires 
them to be closely monitored. People also 
need to receive high-quality information 
about mental health in public health mes-
saging and be provided with adequately 
resourced services.

We would do well to remember that our 
mental health is as important as our physi-
cal health, and this shouldn’t be lost in our 
future planning.

Kathryn Abel is a professor of psychologi-
cal medicine at the University of Man-
chester in the UK, and Matthias Pierce is a 
research fellow in psychology and mental 
health at the University of Manchester. 
This article was first published on  
The Conversation.

The changes have 
disrupted long-standing 
routines that millions of 
people with dementia 
rely on to help maintain 
health and happiness.
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Stress, Sleep, and Natural 
Strategies That Work

A lack of sleep can feed 
vicious cycle that leaves 
you anxious, stressed, 
feeling terrible

LISA ROTH COLLINS

any people have experienced a rise in 
stress in the past few months. Sleep prob-
lems arising from that stress have some 
people seeking natural ways to reduce 
stress and enjoy the restorative sleep we all 
need.

Self-quarantine, social isolation, closed 
schools, lost jobs, fears of infection, and not 
knowing what lies around the corner are 
all weighing heavily on our minds. Even 
the vacations that would help us unwind 
have been put on hold indefinitely.

Of course, for some people, the slow-
down resulting from the pandemic has 
been a chance to unwind. But for others, it 
has brought on entirely new problems.

For people facing unexpected and un-
welcome upheaval, stress and anxiety can 
take a significant toll on the body, mind, 
and spirit, contributing to health concerns.

Sleep deprivation, one of those prob-
lems, feeds a vicious cycle: You are 
stressed and anxious during 
the day and can’t sleep, 
and due to lack of sleep, 
you are more stressed 
and anxious as you try to 
get through the day.

Strategies to Reduce Stress
It’s been said that knowing other 
people share your suffering can 
help you better cope. However, 
the best strategy is to take action. 
Here are a few ways to reduce stress 
naturally.

Self-care: Practice some self-love 
routines. A massage, bubble bath, 
home facial, dry brushing, and self-
manicure can be a way to tend to yourself. 
Self-care can also mean taking the time to 
do something you really enjoy and makes 
you feel good about yourself.

Deep breathing exercises: Try this simple 
stress reducer several times throughout 
the day: Breathe in slowly through your 
nose to the count of eight, hold it for four 
to five seconds, then release through your 
mouth to the count of seven. Repeat three 
to five times each session.

Practice yoga. You don’t need to put 
yourself into a pretzel pose. Watch a 
beginner’s yoga lesson on video or TV and 
practice a few simple poses every day. The 
combination of controlled breathing with 
poses and meditation can do wonders for 
reducing stress.

Be mindful. Mindfulness is the practice 
of paying attention to the moment-by-mo-
ment passage of your feelings, thoughts, 
and environment. Allow yourself to put the 
past and future aside, and focus on what is 
before you—and inside you.

Nourish yourself. Treat your body, mind, 
and spirit to nutritious, whole foods, and 
minimize or eliminate processed foods as 
much as possible. This approach will help 
keep you in balance.

Enjoy exercise. Physical activity releases 
the feel-good hormones known as endor-
phins. It also improves the health of your 
heart and nervous system, and enhances 
mood. Make it a point to do activities that 
you enjoy every day, such as walking, 
biking, jazzercise, tai chi, swimming, or 
gardening.

Strategies to Improve Sleep
To really make sure you unwind and get 
the best sleep possible, it’s a good idea to 
combine your favorite strategies to reduce 
stress with ways to improve the quality of 
your sleep.

Tune out. You may love your electronic 
devices, but they aren’t sleep-friendly. 

Tune out or turn them off at least one 
hour before retiring. Their blue light 
interferes with the sleep hormone 
melatonin.

Keep a schedule. Go to bed and 
get up at the same time every day, 
even the weekends. Resist taking 

a nap in the afternoon (unless it’s 
truly needed) and avoid stay-

ing up late and then sleeping 
in. These habits can play 

havoc with your circadian 
rhythm.

Chill out. Before bed-
time, enjoy a relaxing 

activity, such as listen-
ing to soothing music, taking 

a warm bath, or drinking a cup of 
chamomile tea. Meditation is a great way 

to deeply unwind. An essential oil diffuser 
with lavender, rose, or peppermint oils can 
help provide a calming atmosphere.

Use a natural supplement. A wide variety 
of natural supplements can help calm the 
mind and relax the body—both essential 
to the goal of getting a restful night’s sleep. 
Let’s look at some of those possibilities.

Supplements for Stress and Sleep
The above strategies can go a long way 
toward relieving stress and aiding rest-
ful sleep. However, sometimes a natural 
supplement can also help.

D-Stress: The key ingredient in this 
supplement is steam-distilled lavender oil, 
known for its ability to help relieve stress 
and restlessness. Lavender has several 
constituents, including linalool and linalyl 
acetate, which work in the body to promote 
relaxation.

Chill Pills: This supplement contains 

herbs and vitamins that may reduce irrita-
bility by promoting relaxation. Ingredients 
include ashwagandha, L-theanine, holy 
basil, and vitamins B1 and B5.

Sleep 8: This supplement includes some 
of the most effective natural sleep aids 
available, such as chamomile, hops, pas-
sionflower, melatonin, skullcap, catnip, 
and magnesium.

Merry Mind Omega 3: This contains 
the healthy essential fat known as EPA 
(eicosapentaenoic acid) It’s called essential 
because the body doesn’t produce EPA, so 
it’s important to keep providing it in the 
form of foods, such as certain fatty fish, or 
supplements.

Joyful. This supplement contains 11 bo-
tanical extracts, vitamins, and amino acids 
that can benefit mood and cognition, and 
also restore calm to the nervous system. 
Those ingredients include 5-HTP, trypto-
phan, vitamin D3, methylfolate, methyl-
cobalamin (B12), vitamin B6, L-theanine, 
gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA), san qi, 
phellodentron, and magnolia.

GABA. Gamma-aminobutyric acid is 
an amino acid that plays a critical role in 
calming the nervous system. Once you 
take GABA, it interferes with GABA recep-
tors, which, in turn, ultimately reduces the 
excitability of neurons and promotes stress 
reduction.

L-Theanine. Green tea is the source of 
this amino acid, which has the ability to 
cross the blood-brain barrier. This allows 
it to boost alpha brain-wave frequency, 
which in turn reduces stress. But green tea 
also contains caffeine, so if you are getting 
your L-theanine there, don’t drink it close 
to bedtime.

Bottom Line
The unprecedented levels of stress that 
many people face today take their toll. 
Sleep problems are important to address 
because sleep is when our body restores 
itself: Heart rate decreases, tissues are re-
paired, growth hormones are secreted, im-
mune system cells are produced, cellular 
waste is cleaned out, and stress hormones 
are turned off.

A combination of lifestyle changes is the 
most crucial way to ensure good sleep but 
high-quality supplements designed to ad-
dress these concerns can also help.

Lisa Roth Collins is a registered holistic 
nutritionist and the marketing manager  
at NaturallySavvy.com, which first 
published this article.

M Allow yourself to put the past and 
future aside, and focus on what is 
before you—and inside you.

Relaxation 
and sleep 
are essen-
tial for men-
tal clarity 
and physical 
health.
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Walking—Especially 
After Dinner—Helps 
Control Blood Sugar
Researchers have discovered it 
isn’t just how long you walk, but 
when, that makes the difference

MOHAN GARIKIPARITHI

It’s really easy to make a beeline 
for the sofa after dinner. You’ve 
had a long day and a satisfying 
meal, so a little “me time” is in 
order. Some television time or 
some screen scrolling is tempt-
ing.

But before retiring to this kind 
of relaxation, you might want to 
strap on your shoes and go for a 
short walk.

You might have heard that ex-
ercise can help keep blood sugar 
under control. And it’s true; exer-
cise has been repeatedly shown 
to lower blood sugar. But guess 
what? You can get even more out 
of it if it’s appropriately timed.

Walking for about 15 minutes 
after you eat, particularly after 
dinner, can help prevent harmful 

blood sugar spikes that lead to 
metabolic conditions such as 
Type 2 diabetes.

One study from 2013 found 
that when people at risk for Type 
2 diabetes went for a 15-minute 
post-meal walk, they had signifi-
cantly smaller blood sugar spikes 
in the hours afterward. They even 
found the results were better than 
in people who went for 45-minute 
walks in the mid-morning or late 
afternoon.

Your body draws on glucose—
sugar—from food to supply its fuel. 
When you walk and your muscles 
contract, stored glucose (glycogen) 
is being used. Those stores need 
to be refilled with blood glucose, 
which is shuttled to your cells by 
a hormone called insulin.

People with diabetes, prediabe-
tes, or metabolic syndrome have 
impaired insulin activity, caus-
ing too much glucose to remain in 
the bloodstream. This can lead to 
several chronic health conditions.

Other studies have shown just 
10 minutes of post-dinner walk-
ing is effective in bringing down 
blood sugar.

Walking post-dinner is likely 
most effective in bringing down 
blood sugar because it’s typically 
the time when glucose metabo-
lism is at its slowest. Then, as you 
sleep and aren’t moving, glucose 
can sit in the bloodstream. Go-
ing for a walk in the evening can 
help keep glucose metabolism at a 
higher level throughout the night.

If you’re exercising to keep 

blood sugar under control, pay 
attention to timing. You could 
get significantly more benefit by 
walking after meals, particularly 
in the evening. Spending 10 to 
15 minutes before settling down 
can pay big dividends.

Mohan Garikiparithi holds a 
degree in medicine from Os-
mania University (University 
of Health Sciences). He prac-
ticed clinical medicine for over 
a decade. During a three-year 
communications program in 
Germany, he developed an 
interest in German medicine 
(homeopathy) and other alter-
native systems of medicine. This 
article was originally published 
on Bel Marra Health.

Seeds Of Good Health

Seeds—as the starting point for 
growing rich, thriving plants—
are a source of complex nutrition. 
They deliver fiber and a formida-
ble list of good fats and nutrients 
with tremendous value for our 
health and well-being.

They are rich in minerals, vita-
mins, and antioxidants that pro-
tect the plant DNA from oxidative 
stress and help perpetuate the spe-
cies. They also contain beneficial 
components in the endosperm to 
sustain the embryo’s growth.[i]

There’s significant evidence that 
increased consumption of seeds 
can lower the risk for cardiovas-
cular disease, notably reducing 
risk factors such as high blood 
pressure.[ii]

Seeds played a major role in 
pre-agricultural diets due to their 
high energy content and nutrient 
density. But they remain a crucial 
part of nutrition today for their 
unique composition—and dis-
tinct benefits for wellness. Here 
are five seeds that can be a rich 
addition to your everyday diet.

Flaxseed
Flaxseed is a rich source of the 
plant-based omega-3 fat alpha-
linolenic acid (ALA) as well as 
lignans and fiber. These all en-
hance health through their anti-
inflammatory and antioxidant 
properties.[iii] Current evidence 
highlights the role of flaxseed in 
a range of cardiovascular condi-
tions, breast cancer, and other 
cancers, gastrointestinal prob-
lems and hormonal status in 
menopausal women.

In a systematic review, research-
ers associated flax with decreased 
breast cancer risk, where the seed 
helped stunt potential cancer 
spread and reduce mortality risk 
in those already afflicted with the 
disease.[iv]

Studies also concluded that flax 
can heal arteries, help manage 
weight, and reduce obesity in 
overweight subjects. It can also 
protect against ovarian cancer 
and even help treat carpal tunnel 

syndrome.[v],[vi],[vii],[viii]
There are at least 150 abstracts 

found on the GreenMedInfo flax-
seed database online.

Nigella Sativa (Black Seed)
Nigella sativa (N. sativa), or black 
seed, has a long history of dietary 
and medicinal uses. It hails from 
the Ranunculacaeae family and 
is found in Southern Europe and 
North Africa. Due to its important 
attributes, it has a rich historical 
and religious background.[ix]

N. sativa and its oil have been 
widely used for centuries to treat 
various ailments. Among Mus-
lims, it is deemed a great miracle 
for healing that can remedy many 
illnesses, thus earning a revered 
place in tibb-e-nabawi, or pro-
phetic medicine. As a remedy, 
N. sativa’s flexible benefits have 
been found helpful for a variety 
of conditions:

Type 2 diabetes: Two grams of 
black seed a day led to decreased 
fasting glucose, reduced insulin 
resistance, increased beta-cell 
function, and decreased glyco-
sylated hemoglobin (HbA1c) in 
a study with human subjects.[x]

Epilepsy: A 2007 study with 
epileptic children, whose condi-
tion was resistant to conventional 
drug therapy, found that a water 
extract of black cumin signifi-
cantly slashed seizure activity. 
Black seed is traditionally known 
to have anti-convulsive action.[xi]

High blood pressure: Using 
100 milligrams (mg) to  200 mg 
of black seed extract twice every 
day for two months led to a blood 
pressure-lowering effect in mildly 
hypertensive individuals.[xii]

MRSA: Black seed has strong 
antibacterial properties against 
clinical isolates of methicillin-
resistant Staphylococcus aureus 
(MRSA).[xiii]

Hemp Seed
Hemp seeds offer a creamy, nutty 
taste and have versatile uses in 
the kitchen. They are a nutritious 

addition to cereals and granola, 
salad dressings, and desserts, 
and more. But they are also a 
rich source of easily digestible 
proteins, along with an ideal bal-
ance of omega-3 and omega-6 
fats. Hemp seeds have essen-
tial amino acids, antioxidants, 
and other nutrients that help us 
achieve optimal health.

The nutrients of help seeds have 
several health benefits. They can 
nourish hair, skin, and nails, 
fight dryness and inflammatory 
conditions such as eczema, and 
exhibit anti-rheumatoid arthritis 
properties. They also provide an 
abundance of fiber, and brain-
nourishing omega-3s and min-
erals such as iron, phosphorus, 
magnesium, and zinc.[xiv],[xv]

Hemp seed can be added to 
your smoothies, sprinkled on 
your morning bowl of granola, 
or added to bread or muffins.

Sesame Seed
Sesame seeds are interesting in 
their variety of colors, from black 
to white to yellow or red. They 
come from the tropical plant 
Sesamum indicum, believed to 
have hailed from Africa. They are 
commercially cultivated today in 
countries like India, China, and 
Mexico.

The magic phrase “open sesa-
me” from “Arabian Nights” likely 
rings a bell for many, and it may 
be interesting to know that this is 
based on the seeds growing pods 
bursting open once ripe. It’s just 
as curious to know that sesame 
seeds are packed with nutritious 
components, from vitamin B1 to 
minerals such as calcium, mag-
nesium, manganese, phospho-
rus, and zinc.

As a therapeutic agent, sesame 
seeds are widely recognized for 
their healthful effects against 
cardiovascular disease and dia-
betes. They are thought to exert 
a beneficial effect on endothe-
lial function in hypertensive 
males,[xvi] as well as lead to a 
synergistic effect with an anti-
diabetic medication in Type 2 
diabetes patients.[xvii]

You can see more primary re-
search on sesame seed benefits 
on the GreenMedInfo.com da-
tabase.

Chia Seed
We’re wrapping up this list with 
a superfood that’s popular and 
has found its way to virtually ev-
erything from water and juices to 
salads and stir-fry to pancakes.

Chia, or Salvia hispanica L., 
originated in Mexico and Gua-
temala, and has served as an in-
tegral part of people’s diet for the 
past 5,500 years.[xviii] It was tra-
ditionally used by Aztecs and Ma-
yans in preparing folk medicine 
as well as for food and canvases.

This seed is a reliable source of 
the polyunsaturated fatty acids 
omega-3 and omega-6 as well as 
soluble dietary fiber. It also has 
notable amounts of protein and 
phytochemicals.[xix] This nutri-
tional profile is why chia is used 
to treat several diseases, includ-
ing high blood pressure, cardio-
vascular disease, and diabetes.

A 2010 study probed the effects 
of chia on postprandial glycemia 
and prolonging satiety. It conclud-
ed that these favorable effects po-
tentially explain improvements 
in blood pressure, coagulation, 
and inflammatory markers pre-
viously observed after 12-week 
chia supplementation in Type 2 
diabetic subjects.[xx]

For links to the research studies 
referenced in this article, please 
find it online at TheEpochTimes.
com/author-greenmedinfo.

The GMI Research Group is dedi-
cated to investigating the most im-
portant health and environmental 
issues of the day. Special emphasis 
will be placed on environmental 
health. Our focused and deep re-
search will explore the many ways 
in which the present condition of 
the human body directly reflects 
the true state of the ambient 
environment. This work is repro-
duced and distributed with the 
permission of GreenMedInfo LLC. 
Sign up for the newsletter at www.
GreenmedInfo.health

Seeds played a 
major role in pre-
agricultural diets 
due to their high 
energy content and 
nutrient density.

When you walk 
and your muscles 
contract, stored 
glucose (glycogen) 
is being used.

These 5 
nutritional 
powerhouses 
feed your health 
and help fight 
off disease 

Flax and sesame seeds.

Walking 
is one of 
the most 
healthful 
habits you 
can teach 
in your 
children—
and a great 
way to 
prevent 
blood sugar 
spikes.
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Nigella sativa  
seeds.

Chia seeds. 

Hemp seeds.
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F
ace coverings are now a legal re-
quirement in many public spaces 
around the world. But even be-
fore they became compulsory, 
masks were causing litter prob-

lems on land and at sea.
One February beach clean in Hong Kong 

found 70 masks along 100 meters of shore-
line, with 30 more appearing a week later. 
In the Mediterranean, masks have report-
edly been seen floating like jellyfish.

Despite millions of people being told to 
use face masks, little guidance has been 
given on how to dispose of or recycle them 
safely. And as countries begin to lift lock-

down restrictions, billions of masks will be 
needed each month globally. Without bet-
ter disposal practices, an environmental 
menace is looming.

The majority of masks are manufactured 
from long-lasting plastic materials, and if 
discarded can persist in the environment 
for  decades to hundreds of years. This 
means they can have a number of impacts 
on the environment and people.

Hazardous to People and Animals
Initially, discarded masks may risk 
spreading coronavirus to waste 
collectors, litter pickers, or 
members of the public 
who first come across 
the litter. We know 
that in certain con-
ditions, the virus 
can survive on a 
plastic surgical 
mask  for seven 
days.

Over the medi-
um to long term, 
animals and plants 
are also affected. 
Through its sheer mass, 
plastic waste can smoth-
er environments and break 
up ecosystems. Some animals 
also cannot tell the difference 
between plastic items and their 
prey, subsequently choking on 
pieces of litter.

Even if they don’t choke, an-
imals can become malnour-
ished as the materials fill up their stom-
achs but provide no nutrients. Smaller 
animals may also become entangled in the 
elastic within the masks or within gloves 
as they begin to break apart.

Plastics break down into smaller pieces 
over time, and the longer litter is in the en-
vironment, the more it will decompose. 
Plastics first break down into microplas-
tics and eventually into even smaller nano-

plastics. These tiny particles and fibers are 
often long-lived polymers that can accu-
mulate in food chains. Just one mask can 
produce millions of particles, each with the 
potential to also carry chemicals and bac-
teria up the food chain—all the way back 
to humans.

Littered areas also tend to encourage fur-
ther littering, making the problem worse.

What You Should Do
In March, the World Health Organization 

estimated that 89 million additional 
disposable masks were needed 

globally per month in med-
ical settings to combat 

COVID-19. In addi-
tion, a recent work-

ing paper by the 
Plastic Waste In-
novation Hub at 
University Col-
lege London has 
put the current 
domestic de-

mand for the Unit-
ed Kingdom alone 

at 24.7 billion masks 
a year. However, the 

demand for domestic 
face masks in the UK drops 

dramatically—to around 136 
million a year—if only reus-
able masks are used.

But even with reusable 
masks, their specific design 
and how you choose to clean 
them makes a difference. The 

University College London team exam-
ined the manufacture, use, and disposal 
of masks that were disposable, reusable, 
and reusable with disposable filters, to 
calculate their overall environmental im-
pact. They found machine washing reus-
able masks with no filters had the lowest 
impact over a year.

Hand washing masks increased the en-
vironmental impact as—while machine 

washing uses electricity—manual washing 
uses more water and detergent for each 
mask. Disposable filters also increase the 
environmental impact because the small 
filters are often made from plastic similar 
to the disposable masks, with a filter dis-
carded after every use.

Perhaps surprisingly, the working paper 
estimates that hand washing reusable 
masks with disposable filters had the high-
est environmental impact overall—higher 
even than using fully disposable masks.

With all of this in mind, we should take 
these steps to reduce the impact of wearing 
a face mask:

1. Use reusable masks without disposable 
filters. Machine wash them regularly 
following the instructions for the fabric.

2. Try to carry a spare so if something goes 
wrong with the one you’re wearing you 
don’t need to use or buy a disposable 
mask.

3. If you do need to use a disposable mask, 
take it home (maybe in a bag if you have 
to take it off) and then put it straight into 
a bin with a lid. If this isn’t possible, place 
it in a proper public bin.

4. Don’t put disposable masks in the recy-
cling. They can get caught in specialist 
recycling equipment and be a potential 
biohazard to waste workers.

5. Whatever you do, don’t litter your mask.

Keiron Philip Roberts is a research fel-
low in clean carbon technologies and 
resource management at the University of 
Portsmouth in the U.K. Cressida Bowyer 
is a senior research fellow in the faculty 
of creative and cultural industries at the 
University of Portsmouth. Simon Kolstoe 
is a senior lecturer in evidence-based 
healthcare and university ethics adviser 
at the University of Portsmouth. Steve 
Fletcher is a professor of ocean policy and 
economy at the University of Portsmouth. 
This article was first published on The 
Conversation.

An Environmental Menace That Can Last Generations
Discarded masks 
also risk spreading 
coronavirus to waste 
collectors, litter 
pickers, and people 
who come across them

COVID Masks

Stely Nikolova

Discarded face masks 
may be mistaken as prey 

by sea creatures and 
eaten.

The majority of masks 
are manufactured from 
long-lasting plastic 
materials, and if discarded 
can persist in the 
environment for decades 
to hundreds of years. 
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Conan Milner

Y
ou can only survive a few 
weeks without food and just 
a few days without water. But 
without air, you’d be lucky to 
last a few minutes.

The link between life and breath has al-
ways been clear, but it took modern science 
to reveal the mechanics at the cellular level. 
Our cells are nourished by food and water 
but they need oxygen to break them down. 
Cells also excrete another gas, carbon di-
oxide, as waste. The body’s circulation of 

these gases is called respiration. If respira-
tion is compromised, cells get weak, slug-
gish, and die prematurely.

Lungs are the organs best associated with 
respiration, but the process is crucial for all 
our cells. The better our cells can breathe, 
the healthier our entire body.

Our Lungs and Disease
Our lungs drive respiration in two ways. 
First, they act like bellows, mechanically 
pumping air in and out of the body. Second, 
they transfer this air into and out of our 
blood with microscopic sacs called alveoli.

With each breath, alveoli deposit oxygen 
into the blood and pull carbon dioxide out 
of it. We have hundreds of millions of al-
veoli facilitating this gas exchange. If one 
took all the alveoli from an adult pair of 
lungs and spread them out, it would equal 
about the size of a tennis court.

According to Dr. David Beuther, a pul-
monologist at National Jewish Health, lung 
diseases typically target one of these two 
functions. Asthma, for example, is a bel-
lows problem: Airways become tight and 
inflamed, making it harder to inhale or 
exhale. In contrast, emphysema, a condi-

tion marked by scar tissue in the lungs, 
destroys alveoli.

“You actually get destruction of the air 
sacs, so your tennis court gets smaller and 
smaller in size,” Beuther said.

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, 
pneumonia, and other lung-related issues 
all impair our breathing in different ways. 
Various heart conditions can also leave us 
short of breath. But Beuther says you can 
have a perfectly healthy heart and lungs 
and still be gasping for air.

The Essentials of

Breathing
Every cell needs 
oxygen, but brain 

cells need the most. 

Big bellies, bad 
posture, and grief 
can rob our cells 
of air and leave 
us weak and 
emotional

Continued on Page 10
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Potential New 
Asthma Treatment
A protein linked to omega-3 fatty acids shows 
promise in treating constricted airways

� e Essentials of

Breathing
Continued from B1

“Many times, it’s just because people 
are out of shape,” he said.

� e Infrastructure of Breath
� e lungs don’t work alone. Air ex-
change at the cellular level requires 
a full-body infrastructure: tiny blood 
vessels that can reach each cell. If the 
infrastructure deteriorates, so does 
cell function.

You may not notice the deterioration 
until you’re required to do something 
particularly strenuous. When you ask 
more from your muscles than they’re 
used to, they need more air circula-
tion for the extra exertion. � is is what 
causes all the hu�  ng and pu�  ng—
your lungs are pumping harder to 
meet the demand of struggling cells.

Your lungs are working overtime, 
but respiration may not be able to 
reach the cells because there isn’t 
enough infrastructure to service 
them. “Imagine a neighborhood full 
of houses, but no streets. Trash builds 
up, and packages don’t get delivered,” 
Beuther said.

If you regularly engage in strenuous 
activity, both your body and breath-
ing become more e�  cient. Exercise 
doesn’t just strengthen muscle tissue; it 
improves cellular respiration because 
working muscles develop a more intri-
cate network of blood vessels.

“It’s easy to deliver things to the 
house, and the trash gets picked up 
regularly,” Beuther said. “You can 
train to do better at that.”

If we’re subjected to enough strenu-
ous activity, we begin to lose fat, and 
it’s the lungs that usher most of this 
fat out our body. Contrary to popular 
belief, fat doesn’t exit the body via 
the colon or miraculously turn to 
muscle. Instead, it breaks down into 
basic elements and we exhale it. In 
a 2014 study, researchers found that 
when a person burns o�  22 pounds of 
fat, more than 19 of those pounds are 
expelled as carbon dioxide. � e rest 
leaves as water.

Shedding excess fat also makes it 
easier to breathe. Beuther says fat can 
constrict the space that lungs need 
to fully expand, thus con� ning our 
bellows.

“� ose with a big belly typically 
have low oxygen levels at night,” he 
said. “Gravity keeps the belly away 
from their lungs when they’re stand-
ing during the day, but when they 
lie down, it pushes up against the 
diaphragm and makes for shallow 
breathing.”

Breath and the Brain
Every cell needs oxygen, but those in 
our brain need the most. Brain cells 
use about three times the oxygen of 
muscle cells. If the brain gets just a 
little less oxygen than it requires, it 
can result in poor judgment, lack of 
coordination, and dementia.

Since the brain is so sensitive to 
oxygen levels, it’s no wonder that 
breathing is also intimately tied to our 
emotional state.

A deep breath is often the � rst step 
we take in calming ourselves down. 
Short, rapid breaths may shape our 
mindset, too. Dr. Alex Tauberg, a chi-
ropractor and rehabilitation specialist 
in Pennsylvania, says people who suf-
fer from anxiety often have abnormal 
breathing patterns and tend to hy-
perventilate. Evidence suggests that 
these quick, shallow breathers may be 
physically triggering their emotional 
state. Better breathing may be able to 
undo it.

“� ere have been some studies that 

GRAEME MILLIGAN & ANDREW TOBIN

T
hough asthma affects 
almost 340 million peo-
ple worldwide, there is still 
no cure. � e respiratory 
disease frequently devel-
ops in childhood and can 

cause asthma “attacks” when the lungs 
become in� amed and the airways con-
strict, causing breathing di�  culty and 
wheezing. � ese attacks are caused by a 
number of factors, including pollution, 
allergens, and smoking.

� e condition is often treated by in-
haling a bronchodilator drug called 
a beta-agonist, such as Ventolin. During 
an asthma attack, inhalers deliver beta-
agonist into the airways. � is causes the 
muscles in the airway to relax, allowing 
the patient to breathe more easily. But 
this type of medicine doesn’t work very 
well for everyone—and there are limited 

other options for medicines that can be 
used to treat acute asthma attacks.

But while researching the health ben-
e� ts of eating “oily” � sh such as salmon 
and mackerel, we found something sur-
prising: Omega-3 fatty acids (typically 
found in such � sh in high levels), and 
more directly medicines that mimic 
some of the actions of omega-3 fatty 
acids, could potentially be used to help 
treat asthma.

Omega-3 fatty acids have many health 
bene� ts and they generate these bene� ts 
in a number of ways, including by limit-
ing in� ammation. � is happens when 
omega-3s interact with and stimulate a 
protein called “free fatty acid receptor 
4.” � is protein is present on the surface 
of certain cells that control the amount 
of sugar in our blood. As elevated blood 
sugar is often associated with diabe-
tes, medicines that activate free fatty 
acid receptor 4 have been considered 

Big bellies, bad posture, and grief can rob our 
cells of air and leave us weak and emotional

KA
TR

IN
A 

LE
E/

SH
UT

TE
RS

TO
CK

of houses, but no streets. Trash builds 
up, and packages don’t get delivered,” 

If the brain gets just a 
little less oxygen than 
it requires, it can result 
in poor judgment, lack 
of coordination, and 
dementia.
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Omega-3 fatty acids 
have many health 

benefits. They generate 
these benefits in 

a number of ways, 
including by limiting 

inflammation.

Potential New 
Asthma Treatment
A protein linked to omega-3 fatty acids shows 
promise in treating constricted airways

The Essentials of

Breathing
Continued from Page 9

“Many times, it’s just because people 
are out of shape,” he said.

The Infrastructure of Breath
The lungs don’t work alone. Air ex-
change at the cellular level requires 
a full-body infrastructure: tiny blood 
vessels that can reach each cell. If the 
infrastructure deteriorates, so does 
cell function.

You may not notice the deterioration 
until you’re required to do something 
particularly strenuous. When you ask 
more from your muscles than they’re 
used to, they need more air circula-
tion for the extra exertion. This is what 
causes all the huffing and puffing—
your lungs are pumping harder to 
meet the demand of struggling cells.

Your lungs are working overtime, 
but respiration may not be able to 
reach the cells because there isn’t 
enough infrastructure to service 
them. “Imagine a neighborhood full 
of houses, but no streets. Trash builds 
up, and packages don’t get delivered,” 
Beuther said.

If you regularly engage in strenuous 
activity, both your body and breath-
ing become more efficient. Exercise 
doesn’t just strengthen muscle tissue; it 
improves cellular respiration because 
working muscles develop a more intri-
cate network of blood vessels.

“It’s easy to deliver things to the 
house, and the trash gets picked up 
regularly,” Beuther said. “You can 
train to do better at that.”

If we’re subjected to enough strenu-
ous activity, we begin to lose fat, and 
it’s the lungs that usher most of this 
fat out our body. Contrary to popular 
belief, fat doesn’t exit the body via 
the colon or miraculously turn to 
muscle. Instead, it breaks down into 
basic elements and we exhale it. In 
a 2014 study, researchers found that 
when a person burns off 22 pounds of 
fat, more than 19 of those pounds are 
expelled as carbon dioxide. The rest 
leaves as water.

Shedding excess fat also makes it 
easier to breathe. Beuther says fat can 
constrict the space that lungs need 
to fully expand, thus confining our 
bellows.

“Those with a big belly typically 
have low oxygen levels at night,” he 
said. “Gravity keeps the belly away 
from their lungs when they’re stand-
ing during the day, but when they 
lie down, it pushes up against the 
diaphragm and makes for shallow 
breathing.”

Breath and the Brain
Every cell needs oxygen, but those in 
our brain need the most. Brain cells 
use about three times the oxygen of 
muscle cells. If the brain gets just a 
little less oxygen than it requires, it 
can result in poor judgment, lack of 
coordination, and dementia.

Since the brain is so sensitive to 
oxygen levels, it’s no wonder that 
breathing is also intimately tied to our 
emotional state.

A deep breath is often the first step 
we take in calming ourselves down. 
Short, rapid breaths may shape our 
mindset, too. Dr. Alex Tauberg, a chi-
ropractor and rehabilitation specialist 
in Pennsylvania, says people who suf-
fer from anxiety often have abnormal 
breathing patterns and tend to hy-
perventilate. Evidence suggests that 
these quick, shallow breathers may be 
physically triggering their emotional 
state. Better breathing may be able to 
undo it.

“There have been some studies that 

Graeme Milligan & Andrew Tobin

T
hough asthma affects 
almost 340 million peo-
ple worldwide, there is still 
no cure. The respiratory 
disease frequently devel-
ops in childhood and can 

cause asthma “attacks” when the lungs 
become inflamed and the airways con-
strict, causing breathing difficulty and 
wheezing. These attacks are caused by a 
number of factors, including pollution, 
allergens, and smoking.

The condition is often treated by in-
haling a bronchodilator drug called 
a beta-agonist, such as Ventolin. During 
an asthma attack, inhalers deliver beta-
agonist into the airways. This causes the 
muscles in the airway to relax, allowing 
the patient to breathe more easily. But 
this type of medicine doesn’t work very 
well for everyone—and there are limited 

other options for medicines that can be 
used to treat acute asthma attacks.

But while researching the health ben-
efits of eating “oily” fish such as salmon 
and mackerel, we found something sur-
prising: Omega-3 fatty acids (typically 
found in such fish in high levels), and 
more directly medicines that mimic 
some of the actions of omega-3 fatty 
acids, could potentially be used to help 
treat asthma.

Omega-3 fatty acids have many health 
benefits and they generate these benefits 
in a number of ways, including by limit-
ing inflammation. This happens when 
omega-3s interact with and stimulate a 
protein called “free fatty acid receptor 
4.” This protein is present on the surface 
of certain cells that control the amount 
of sugar in our blood. As elevated blood 
sugar is often associated with diabe-
tes, medicines that activate free fatty 
acid receptor 4 have been considered 

as a possible new treatment for Type 2 
diabetes.

One of the joys of being a research sci-
entist is that chance observations can 
lead to new insights in completely dif-
ferent areas to those you were initially 
studying. Free fatty acid receptor 4 is 
typically located in the gut and on white 
fat cells. But when our team examined 
where else in the body it might be lo-
cated, we were surprised to find large 
numbers of the receptor in the lungs of 
both mice and humans. We reasoned 
that if it was there, it must have a job 
to do.

Asthma Treatment
Given the large numbers of free fatty 
acid 4 receptors in the lungs, we won-
dered if proto-medicines (synthetic 
chemicals that activate free fatty acid 
4 receptor) would work just as well as 
beta agonists at opening up the airways 
and might also reduce inflammation in 
the lungs.

We first tested these chemicals on both 
living mice and in lung tissue samples. 
Initially, we found that activators of free 
fatty acid receptor 4 did indeed open up 
airways that had become constricted 
in the lungs of mice. However, in mice 
whose DNA we altered to lack free 
fatty acid receptor 4, these proto-
medicines didn’t work.

We then wanted to know 
whether these compounds 
also worked effectively if 
we induced an asthma-
like state in the mice. We 
did this by making them 
breathe the air-pollut-
ant ozone, or making 
them inhale cigarette 
smoke. Both of these are 
known to induce asthma 
attacks in humans. Again, 
we saw that in the mice 
that had free fatty acid re-
ceptor 4, the proto-medicines 
opened up the airways. They had 
no effect in mice that didn’t have 
the receptor.

Of course, mice aren’t humans—and if 
our initial observations are to have the 
potential to point toward a new treat-
ment for asthma and other diseases that 
affect the airways, such as chronic ob-
structive pulmonary disease, we need-
ed to show that free fatty acid receptor 4 
is also present in human lungs.

Using tissue samples from human 

lungs, we found that free fatty acid re-
ceptor 4 was also present—and that the 
proto-medicines that activate the recep-
tor were able to relax the human lung 
and airways.

Now, we’ll need to show that such 
treatments are equally effective in air-

way tissue from patients suffering 
from asthma, chronic obstructive 

pulmonary disease, or other re-
lated diseases. We’ll need to 

show that we can produce 
improved versions of the 
proto-medicines that will 
be safe for use. It will also 
be necessary to demon-
strate that they will be 
effective in alleviating 
the broncho-constriction 

than leaves people strug-
gling for breath.
All interesting possibili-

ties, considering we started 
out by wondering how eating 

a portion of salmon for dinner 
might be good for you.

Graeme Milligan is a Gardiner pro-
fessor of biochemistry and dean of 
research at the College of Medical, 
Veterinary, and Life Sciences at the 
University of Glasgow in Scotland, and 
Andrew Tobin is a professor of molecu-
lar pharmacology at the University of 
Glasgow. This article was first pub-
lished on The Conversation.

show that when you retrain some-
one’s breathing patterns, you can 
reduce their anxiety,” Tauberg said.

Emotions, in turn, may also influ-
ence our breathing. In traditional 
Chinese medicine, a philosophy in 
which each organ is associated with 
a different emotion, the lungs are tied 
to grief and sadness.

Grief is a natural reaction to pain 
and loss, but it can also be hard on the 
body, and the longer we hold on to it, 
the more damage it can do. Modern 
science has only recently come to 
understand how emotional stress can 
impair the immune system, but it’s 
an idea Chinese medicine has under-
stood for thousands of years.

In the online magazine NOVA, 
Australian acupuncturist and 
Chinese herbalist Olivier Lejus de-
scribes how this lung–grief relation-
ship manifested in his own life fol-
lowing the death of his father. Lejus 
flew to France to attend the funeral, 
but fell ill as soon as he arrived. He 
spent most of his trip in bed with a 
respiratory infection.

“Being unable to express these emo-
tions or being overwhelmed by them 
causes the lungs to weaken,” Lejus 
writes. “Our immunity goes down, 
and we can easily develop respiratory 
problems.”

Tips for Better Breathing
Several factors have an impact on 
the quality of our breathing. Fortu-
nately, we can take steps to address 
these and better ensure we get the 
air we need.

Environment: People have long rec-
ognized that fresh, clean air is essen-
tial to good health, and the evidence 
to support this idea continues to 
accumulate. One need only consider 
the damage caused by activities such 
as smoking and huffing solvents to 
understand at a simple level.

But bad air isn’t just a matter of our 
personal habits. Much of our mod-
ern airspace is filled with substances 
that are toxic to our cells. Emissions 
from industry and vehicles, synthetic 
fragrances, and the chemicals off-
gassing from numerous products in 
our home and office all contaminate 
the air we breathe.

“If you look at cities with poor air 
quality, the health of our lungs suf-
fers. We need to think of lung health 
as a public health issue,” Beuther said.

For good air, seek plants. Plants are 
natural breathing partners because 
their respiration compliments our 
own: They take in carbon dioxide and 
excrete oxygen. If you can’t get in the 
woods as often as you’d like, invite 
some spider plants or mother-in-law’s 
tongue indoors. These hardy speci-
mens require little care, and are also 
some of the best growing air cleaners.

Posture: Lung function typically de-
clines by our 30s. This may be in part 
because of our worsening posture. 
According to Dr. David A. Shapiro, 
a chiropractor at Complete Spine 
Solutions in Georgia, our upper 
spine, the area that surrounds the 
lungs, usually changes in shape as 
we age. As a result, we take shorter, 
shallower breaths. We get winded 
faster than when we were younger, 
because our body has to work much 
harder to get the same amount of 
oxygen to the blood.

“The upper back typically increases 
in curve by 10 degrees by 60 years of 
age,” Shapiro said. “In addition, all 
our spinal ligaments typically be-
come stiff and lose the elasticity of 
our youth. This combination of spinal 
deformity and ligament rigidity has 
been demonstrated in research to de-
crease our lung capacity, and thus has 
a negative impact on our endurance, 
strength, and health.”

The cure is simple: sit up straight 
and stand tall.

Exercise: To increase lung capacity, 
fitness expert Carol Michaels recom-
mends stretching to open the chest, 
and putting your bellows through a 
bit of resistance training.

Place a hand on your abdomen. 
Inhale through the nose while gently 
pushing the abdomen out. Exhale 
slowly through pursed lips while gen-
tly pushing inward and upward on 
the abdomen with your hand, to help 
empty the lungs completely, pulling 
the navel to the spine.

“In addition to strengthening the 
abdominal muscles, it will help regu-
late breathing if one becomes short of 
breath, particularly during an activ-
ity. This type of breathing will also 
help one to get through an activity 
where one experiences shortness of 
breath,” Michaels said.

Beuther believes that the most 
important thing for keeping lungs 
healthy is to stay active.

“More exercise can lead to better 
breathing,” he said. “The lungs, like 
a lot of our body, are a ‘use it or lose 
it’ situation. When you go and exer-
cise—a run, a brisk walk, or climb-
ing stairs—you’re taking deeper and 
more frequent breaths. Those deeper 
breaths stretch the lungs and that 
stretch is healthy for the lungs.”

Big bellies, bad posture, and grief can rob our 
cells of air and leave us weak and emotional

Asthma attacks are 
caused by a number 
of factors, including 
pollution, allergens, and 
smoking.

Africa Studio/shutterstock
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Contrary to 
popular belief, 

fat doesn’t turn into 
muscle. It breaks 
down into basic 

elements and we 
exhale it.

If the brain gets just a 
little less oxygen than 
it requires, it can result 
in poor judgment, lack 
of coordination, and 
dementia.

The lungs, like a lot of 
our body, are a ‘use it 
or lose it’ situation.
Dr. David Beuther, a pulmonologist 
at National Jewish Health
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Reasons to 
Avoid BPA 
and BPS 
in Plastic
Research links plastics  
common to many household 
items to several diseases  
and conditions

D
espite known nega-
tive effects of BPA and 
BPS in plastic, these 
toxic chemicals are still 
prevalent in many home 

products and food items. BPA (bisphe-
nol A) and BPS (bisphenol S) exposure 
is linked with reproductive disorders, 
lowered cognitive function, behav-
ioral problems in children, and in-
creased oxidative stress.

BPA and BPS are known to mimic 
estrogen’s effects in the body. These 
chemicals are found in common 
plastic  products, including food 
containers. The companies that 
produce these items are not legally 
required to report which chemicals 
are used in the manufacturing of 
their products. As a result, many re-
searchers believe that completely 
avoiding plastics is the best way to 
avoid these harmful and prevalent 
chemical compounds.

What Is Bisphenol A?
Bisphenol A is a synthetic phenol 
used in the production of plastics 
and epoxy resins and is one of the 
most widely used compounds on 
the planet. You are most exposed 
to BPA through plastic food pack-
aging, dental equipment, chil-
dren’s toys, canned foods (via the 
lining), and receipt paper. BPA is 
linked to infertility in men and 
women, breast and prostate can-
cers, and metabolic disorders. BPA 
is considered especially dangerous 
due to its tendency to bioaccumu-
late in the body.

What Is Bisphenol S?
Bisphenol S is a chemical compound 
often used to replace bisphenol A in 
plastic products, but its effects are 
just as harmful to the body’s hor-
monal system and brain develop-
ment. Like BPA, BPS is an endocrine 
disrupter and can be transferred 
from mother to child via placenta 
and milk, as well as through expo-
sure to BPS-containing products.

As BPA’s health effects have be-
come more widely known, compa-
nies have started making products 
labeled as “BPA-free.” Unfortunate-
ly, many companies have switched 
to using BPS as an alternative, de-
spite a growing body of evidence 
that BPS is just as harmful as BPA.

BPA and BPS Health Risks
Several health conditions have been 
linked with exposure to these com-

pounds and research is still ongoing.

Behavioral and Cognitive Issues
Postnatal BPA exposure has been 
linked to lower cognitive function 
and an increased likelihood of be-
havioral problems in children. Sci-
entists have linked high levels of 
BPA in parental urine concentra-
tion with depressive and hyperac-
tive behavior in their children, and 
found that prenatal exposure to BPA 
is linked to symptoms of depression 
and anxiety in boys.

Reproductive Disorders
Similar studies have shown that 
BPA exposure in pregnant moth-
ers promotes fetal mutations, infec-
tions, and miscarriage, negatively 
impacts fertility and the endome-
trium lining of the uterus, and may 
increase reproductive disorders 
such as polycystic ovary syndrome 
in female children.

These results aren’t limited to 
female reproduction, however, as 
various studies have shown that 
BPS exposure disturbs the antioxi-
dant balance in testicular tissue, 
lowering testosterone levels and 
negatively affecting male fertility.

Oxidative Stress
BPA and BPS have been demon-
strated to increase oxidative stress 
and negatively impact cellular en-
ergy metabolism, and a 2020 study 
demonstrated that BPA and BPS 
exposure significantly decreased 
intracellular antioxidant capacity 
and increased damage to biomac-
romolecules.

These effects have been demonstrat-
ed in various tissues including the tes-
tis, brain, liver, and kidneys. Oxidative 
stress is associated with:

•	 Estrogenic effects in the testis, 
lowering testosterone levels.

•	 Increased risk of structural and 
functional abnormalities in the 
liver, increasing the risk of non-
alcoholic fatty liver disease.

•	 Increased risk of renal injury and 
chronic kidney disease.

•	 Increased instances of headaches, 
brain fog, brain aging, migraines, 
depression, anxiety, burnout, so-
cial isolation, and fatigue, as well 
as a lack of ability to combat post-
traumatic stress.

Non-Alcoholic  
Fatty Liver Syndrome
Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease 
(NAFLD) is a chronic liver disease 
caused by too much fat in the liver in 
people who consume little to no al-
cohol. Rates of this dangerous con-
dition are on the rise, and research 
suggests that long-term exposure 
to BPS can aggravate NAFLD by af-
fecting lipid metabolism, cell-sig-
naling, and hormonal homeostasis.

Other studies have linked peri-
natal exposure of BPA to increased 
risk of NAFLD. Given the increase 
in both BPA- and BPS-containing 
products, researchers believe these 
compounds may explain the rise 
in NAFLD among children and 
adolescents, which is currently the 

most common cause of chronic liver 
disease in U.S. children and affects 
approximately 17.5 percent of ado-
lescents.

Reducing BPA and BPS Exposure
It’s important to reduce your daily 
toxic load and avoiding these BPA 
and BPS is part of that. Even if you’ve 
dramatically reduced or eliminated 
your plastic exposure, take the time 
to inventory what household items 
may contain BPA or BPS and follow 
these guidelines:

•	 Choose cardboard or glass con-
tainers over cans

•	 Avoid canned food
•	 Use BPA- and BPS-free baby bot-

tles
•	 Avoid plastics, especially in food 

and skincare products, or only 
use plastic products with a 1, 2, 
4, or 5 in their recycling symbol

•	 Use frozen vegetables or fruits if 
fresh are unavailable

•	 Don’t print your receipts (receipts 
are usually printed on thermal 
papers that are coated in BPA-
containing resins)

•	 Use glass or ceramic dishes and 
tableware

•	 Remove toys with 3, 6, or 7 in 
their recycling symbol from your 
home; choose toys made from or-
ganic, natural materials

•	 Don’t use plastic wrap or plastic 
baggies in your home

•	 Avoid plastic water bottles

For more information about bisphe-
nol A and bisphenol S, their toxic 
effects and to review other research 
being done on these harmful chem-
icals, please visit the GreenMedIn-
fo.com research databases.

For links to the studies referenced 
in this article, please find it online 
at  TheEpochTimes.com/author-
greenmedinfo.

The GMI Research Group is 
dedicated to investigating the most 
important health and environ-
mental 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 pres-
ent condition of the human body 
directly reflects the true state of the 
ambient environment. This work 
is reproduced and distributed with 
the permission of GreenMedInfo 
LLC. Sign up for their newsletter at 
www.GreenmedInfo.health

Bananas Can Help Prevent Bone Breaks, Aches, and Pain
If your body is missing key nutrients, it can draw them from your bones, leading to bone loss

Devon AnDre

I
f you’re making sure to get 
enough exercise, calcium, and 
vitamin D, you probably think 
you’ve got pretty strong bones. 
And you know what, they prob-
ably are. Those three compo-

nents are essential to bone health, but 
they don’t tell the whole story.

Your body needs calcium for far 
more than keeping bones healthy. It 
plays a role in regulating hormones, 
for example. When your body needs 
calcium to perform various func-
tions, it relies on what is stored in 
your bones—especially if you’re not 
eating or absorbing enough of it from 
your diet.

When your body starts drawing cal-
cium from bones, they get weaker and 
become more susceptible to breaks, 
boosting the risk for osteoporosis. 
High levels of calcium in the blood 
are generally a sign it’s being drawn 
from the bone.

But eating bananas may help your 
bones stand up and leave calcium 

where it belongs.
It’s estimated that very few people 

in North America get enough potas-
sium. There is some evidence sug-
gesting that as many as 98 percent of 
U.S. adults aren’t reaching the daily 
recommended intake of 4,700 mil-
ligrams.

Potassium plays a key role in the 
maintenance of bone strength by 
preventing calcium loss. It prevents 
the metabolic extraction of calcium 
from bones, keeping it where it needs 
to be and ultimately helping slow 
bone loss.

In turn, this can help promote 
stronger bones and a lower risk for 

fractures and conditions such as os-
teopenia and osteoporosis.

Bananas, of course, aren’t the only 
source of potassium. Other foods rich 
in potassium include beet greens, 
baked yams, potatoes, avocado, sweet 
potato, spinach, and salmon.

You could be at higher risk for a po-
tassium deficiency if you take diuret-
ics or battle with chronic diarrhea 
and vomiting.

Eating a healthy, balanced diet rich 
in fruit and vegetables can help your 
health in several ways, including 
building and maintaining strong, 
healthy bones.

If you’re making an effort to eat 
more calcium and boost vitamin D 
intake, add potassium to the list as 
well. Don’t let your efforts go to waste!

Devon Andre holds a bachelor’s de-
gree in forensic science from the Uni-
versity of Windsor in Canada and a 
Juris Doctor degree from the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh. Andre is a journal-
ist for BelMarraHealth, which first 
published this article.

High levels of calcium 
in the blood are gen-
erally a sign it’s being 
drawn from the bone.

Lunov MykoLa/shutterstock
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A 2020 study demon-
strated that BPA and 
BPS exposure sig-
nificantly decreased 
intracellular antiox-
idant capacity and 
increased damage to 
biomacromolecules.

Bisphenol S is a 
chemical compound 
often used to replace 
bisphenol A in plas-
tic products, but its 
effects are just as 
harmful to the body’s 
hormonal system and 
brain development.

The compa-
nies that produce 

these items are not 
legally required to 

report which chem-
icals are used in the 

manufacture of 
their products. 
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the skill of the surgical 
team is not the only 

factor that aff ects the 
outcome of surgery. 

Training Your Body for Surgery
Improving fi tness levels 
in the weeks before 
surgery can improve 
recovery and reduce 
complications

eMILY C. DUnForD

I
f you’ve had a surgery post-
poned due to the pandemic, or 
have one on the horizon, there 
may be some work you can do 
right now to prepare and to 
help improve your postopera-

tive outcome.
Prehabilitation, a strategy that 

uses exercise to improve patients’ 
functional capacity before surgery 
and improve outcomes, is increas-
ingly recommended for those facing 
scheduled surgeries. Th is approach 
is improving experiences for patients 
across a wide range of situations.

Th ere’s no guarantee, of course, 
but it gives patients much greater 
agency over their own health, and 
it’s never a bad idea to do what you 
can to lower your risk of complica-
tions following surgery.

Postoperative Risks
Statistically, dying within a month 
after an operation accounts for 7.7 
percent of deaths globally, which 
makes it one of the top three fac-
tors contributing to global fatalities, 
trailing only heart attack and stroke.

While death is the most severe 
outcome, surgery patients are also 
susceptible to additional post-
operative complications, such as 
intense fatigue, longer hospital stays, 
or hospital re-admittance, anemia, 
and post-operative anorexia among 
a host of others. Th ose most at risk 
post-operatively are generally older 
adults who already live with other 
chronic diseases, take various medi-
cations, and have a lower fi tness 
level.

Th e success of a surgical procedure 
depends on more than the skill of 
the medical staff  and the complex-
ity of the operation. It is becoming 
apparent that the likelihood of the 
patient returning to a physically and 
psychologically healthy state is also 
dependent on their health and what 
they do in the weeks leading up to 
the surgery.

Scientists have shown that an ef-
fective way of increasing chances of 
success is to physically train in the 
time leading up to a surgery. In this 
time of uncertainty, when many sur-
geries have been delayed, prehabili-
tation might be an opportunity to 
help optimize outcomes.

Doctors are often concerned with 
a patients’ risk factors, such as 
high blood pressure, blood lipid 
status, or obesity, many of 
which are diffi  cult to control. 
Physical fi tness, something 
you can change with exercise 
training and impacts several 
risk factors, should likely be 
added to this list. Exercise 
training can improve your 
physical fi tness incrementally 
in as little as two weeks, making 
it a viable option for people about to 
undergo a surgical procedure.

Prehabilitation
Th e concept of prehabilitation is 
based on the idea that patients 
with a higher functional capacity, 
or fi tness level, will better tolerate 
a surgical procedure, have fewer 
post-operative complications, and 
demonstrate better functional, 
psychological, social, and surgical 
outcomes.

Th ink of your fi tness as a pitcher 
of water, and each outcome after 
surgery as a plant. Th e more water 
you have at the start somewhat 
predicts how many plants or out-
comes you can care for. Critically, 
scientifi c evidence suggests that 
an individual’s fi tness level may be a 
stronger predictor of post-operative 
risk than traditional risk factors, as 
small improvements in fi tness have 
been associated with substantial 
improvements in survival.

Th e great news is that we know 
that many types of exercise train-

ing are eff ective, including brisk 
walking or jogging, high-intensity 
interval training, weightlifting, 
breathing exercises, and muscle- or 
joint-specifi c training.

Th e current fi tness of the patient 
is an important factor to consider 
when prescribing a pre-surgical 
exercise program, as someone with 
a higher fi tness level will most likely 
be able to complete a more challeng-
ing program, such as high-intensity 
interval training combined with 
strength training, and will require 
more activity to see physical gains. 
By contrast, an older, frail patient 
undergoing chemotherapy in prepa-
ration for a surgical procedure will 
be more limited in their fi tness level, 
and may only be able to complete 
deep breathing exercises with a 
focus on strengthening their inspira-
tory muscles, which are respiratory 
muscles used when inhaling, such 
as the diaphragm.

Preparing for Delayed Surgeries
Regardless of the specifi c exercise 

program, it seems that these 
exercise interventions are safe, 
and may be associated with 
improved post-operative out-
comes.

Like training for a race or 
sporting event, prehabilitation 

programs are most eff ective 
when combined with nutritional 

and psychological interventions. 
Surgery induces a stress response 
causing an increased need for ad-
ditional energy sources, which can 
be relieved with nutritional supple-
mentation, such as eating a diet 
higher in protein.

Addressing a patient’s anxiety 
regarding pain management and 
behavioral modifi cations such as 
quitting smoking and reducing alco-
hol consumption have been shown 
to independently decrease the risk 
of postoperative complications. Th e 
best postoperative results have been 
observed when a multi-pronged 
approach, or a program designed 
to address all aspects of a patient’s 
health, has been applied.

In health care, it’s possible to 
switch gears. If we use prehabili-
tation and approach surgery like 
training for a race, we could see 
better outcomes, fewer deaths, and 
healthier patients. Th is is even more 
important now, amid the current 
pandemic. With so many surgeries 
delayed, many patients have some 
extra time for prehabilitation that 
could improve their outcome.

Th e Heart 
and Mind 
Connection 
in Peripheral 
Artery Disease
Improving blood fl ow to the 
organs and limbs can also be 
connected to how we feel in 
our daily lives

MoHAn GArIKIPArITHI

P
eripheral artery disease (PAD) 
can be a painful and risky or-
deal. It results from plaque in 
the arteries blocking healthy 
blood fl ow to your head, or-

gans, and limbs. Coming back from it is 
no easy task, and how you approach re-
covery can have a signifi cant infl uence 
on your risk of death by heart disease or 
other illness.

A new study is drawing a close distinc-
tion between a person’s mental state and 
their ability to recover from PAD opti-
mally. Th e study, led by researchers at 
Yale University, suggests that depressive 
symptoms are a signifi cant impediment 
to recovery.

Peripheral artery disease is most 
common in the legs. It can aff ect 
energy, functionality, mobility, and 
quality of life.

Th e condition can also boost the risk of 
illness of death from heart disease.

Published in the Journal of Ameri-
can Heart Health, the study found that 
people with depressive symptoms were 
less likely to recover from the condi-
tion than people who didn’t report such 
symptoms.

Depression can add stress and further 
pressure on your heart. It can activate 
your immune system, exacerbating oth-
er conditions and taxing natural bodily 
systems designed to keep you healthy. It 
can also aff ect outlook, making people 
less likely to believe they can heal.

Th ere is no simple treatment for de-
pression. It’s not as black and white as 
treating physical health. Doctors know 
ways to encourage better circulation 
and treat PAD but may be unsure how 
to help improve a patient’s overall 
happiness.

Depending on the degree of depres-
sion, a person may be served by making 
meaningful connections with people, 
adopting an exercise program, or ac-
complishing small goals and partici-
pating in hobbies. Others may require 
professional help.

When you’re working on your mental 
state, it’s important to remember to do 
things for your body. Exercise releases 
hormones and improves blood fl ow, both 
of which can give you a mental boost.

Th ere are several things that can help 
reduce the risk of heart disease and 
promote healthier blood fl ow through 
arteries besides exercise.

Certain foods can boost blood nitric 
oxide levels, which helps open up blood 
vessels and improve blood fl ow. Th ese 
foods include are beets, beetroot juice, 
garlic, leafy greens, nuts and seeds, and 
meats. Supplements can also be used.

Meanwhile, you should limit your in-
take of processed foods, which can have 
the opposite eff ect.

Spending time in nature is also pro-
foundly relaxing for many people, 
especially beautiful settings that give us 
a sense of awe.

Mohan Garikiparithi holds a degree 
in medicine from Osmania University 
(University of Health Sciences). He prac-
ticed clinical medicine for over a decade. 
During a three-year communications 
program in Germany, he developed an 
interest in German medicine (home-
opathy) and other alternative systems 
of medicine. Th is article was originally 
published on Bel Marra Health.

Dying within 
a month after 
an operation 
accounts for 7.7 
percent of 
deaths globally.

People with depressive 
symptoms were less 
likely to recover from 
the condition than peo-
ple who didn’t report 
such symptoms.

‘Prehabilitation’:

Emily C. Dunford is a 
postdoctoral fellow in 

kinesiology at McMaster 
University in Canada. 

Th is article was fi rst 
published on Th e Conver-

sation.

Exercise can 
improve fitness 

incrementally in as 
little as two weeks.

ketut suBiyanto/PeXeLs
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How Journaling Can 
Help You in Hard Times
Stressed and isolated? Try expressing your thoughts and feelings in writing

KIRA M. NEWMAN

O n April 1, I had been 
quarantining in my 
downtown apartment 
for two weeks, and it 

was starting to become clear that 
this coronavirus thing wasn’t go-
ing away anytime soon.

As I often do in tough times, I 
turned to journaling. I decided I’d 
keep a record of my quarantine 
life through the month of April, a 
way to remember this crazy his-
torical moment and process my 
feelings.

Now it’s August, and my daily 
journal continues. I’ve left my 
building about two dozen times 
since I started journaling, so 
its contents aren’t all that excit-
ing—tidbits of everyday life, news 
about social distancing rules and 
reopening stages, moments of 
worry and loneliness and cabin 
fever and gratitude.

I know I’m not the only one 
with a pandemic journal. In fact, 
hundreds of people have written 
journal entries on the Pandemic 
Project website, a resource cre-
ated by psychology researchers 
that offers writing prompts to help 
people explore their experiences 
and emotions around COVID-19.

At a time when the days blend 
into each other, journaling is help-
ing people separate one from the 
next and clear out the distressing 
thoughts invading our heads (and 
our dreams).

Although there are some pitfalls 
to journaling—ways of doing it 
that might backfire—it’s one of 
those rare and valuable mental 
health tools that doesn’t require 
you to leave your house or even 
see another human being.

The Power of Opening Up
People had been keeping diaries 
long before scientists thought to 
put them under microscopes. But 
in the past 30 years, hundreds 
of studies have uncovered the 
benefits of putting pen to paper 
with your deepest thoughts and  
feelings.

According to that research, jour-
naling may help ease our distress 
when we’re struggling. In a 2006 
study, nearly 100 young adults 
were asked to spend 15 minutes 
either journaling or drawing 
about a stressful event, or writing 
about their plans for the day, twice 
during one week. The people who 
journaled saw the biggest reduc-
tion in symptoms like depression, 
anxiety, and hostility, particu-
larly if they were very distressed 
to begin with. This was true even 
though 80 percent had seldom 
journaled about their feelings and 
only 61 percent were comfortable 
doing so.

Why do we avoid journaling?
For one, it isn’t always pleasant; 

I know that I sometimes have to 
force myself to sit down and do it. 
Cathartic is probably a better word. 
In fact, some research suggests that 
we can feel more anxious, sad, or 
guilty right after we write.

But in the long term, we can ex-
pect to cultivate a greater sense 
of meaning as well as better 
health. Various studies have found 
that people who do a bout of journ-
aling have fewer doctor visits in the 
following half year, and reduced 
symptoms of chronic disease like 
asthma and arthritis.

Can Your Diary  
Keep You Healthy?
Other research finds that writing 
specifically boosts our immune 
system, good news when the source 
of so much stress today is an infec-
tious virus.

One older study even found that 
journaling could make vaccines 
more effective. In the experiment, 
some medical students wrote for 
four days in a row about their 
thoughts and feelings around 
some of the most traumatic experi-
ences of their lives, from divorce to 
grief to abuse, while others simply 
wrote down their daily events and 
plans. Then, everyone received 
the hepatitis B vaccine and two 
booster shots.

According to blood tests, the 
group who journaled about upset-
ting experiences had higher anti-
bodies right before the last dose 
and two months later. While the 
other group had a perfectly healthy 
response to the vaccine, the au-
thors write, journaling could make 
an important difference for people 
who are immune-compromised or 
for vaccines that don’t stimulate 
the immune system as well.

“Expression of emotions concern-
ing stressful or traumatic events 
can produce measurable effects 
on human immune responses,” 
the University of Auckland’s Keith 
J. Petrie and his colleagues write.

Journaling could also boost our 
immune system once we’ve been 
infected with a virus. In another 
study, researchers recruited un-

dergraduate students who tested 
positive for the virus that causes 
mononucleosis, which persists 
in the body after infection and 
has the potential to f lare up. 
Three times weekly for 20 min-
utes, some wrote about a stressful 
event—like a breakup or a death—
while others wrote about their  
possessions.

Based on blood samples taken 
before and after, writing about 
stress increased people’s anti-
bodies—an indication that the 
immune system has more control 
over the latent virus in the body—
compared to more mundane writ-
ing. It also seemed to help them 
gain a deeper understanding of 
their stress and see more posi-
tives to it.

Why Journaling Works
What’s the secret to the humble 
diary? It turns out journaling 
works on two different levels, hav-
ing to do with both our feelings 
and our thoughts.

First, it’s a way of disclosing (and 
resolving) emotions rather than 
stuffing them down. Repress-
ing our emotions is known to be 
harmful for our health. Many of 
us have secret pain or shame that 
we haven’t shared with others, 
swarming around our brains in 
images and emotions. Through 
writing, our pain gets translated 
into black-and-white words that 
exist outside of ourselves.

“I’m able to organize thoughts 
and feelings on paper so they no 
longer take up room in my head,” 
says Allison Quatrini, an assistant 
professor at Eckerd College who 
has been journaling for years 
and started a COVID-19 journal 
in April. “If I get them out on the 
page and clear the mental decks, 
it sets up the rest of the day to not 
only be more productive but be 
more relaxed.”

On the thinking level, writing 
forces us to organize our experi-
ences into a sequence, giving us 
a chance to examine cause and 
effect and form a coherent story. 
Through this process, we can also 
gain some distance from our expe-
riences and begin to understand 
them in new ways, stumbling 
upon insights about ourselves 
and the world. While trauma can 
upset our beliefs about how life 
works, processing trauma through 
writing seems to give us a sense 
of control.

“Journaling is a tool to put our 
experiences, thoughts, beliefs, and 
desires into language, and in doing 
so it helps us understand and grow 
and make sense of them,” says 

Joshua Smyth, a distinguished 
professor of biobehavioral 
health and medicine at Penn 
State University, who co-au-
thored the book “Opening Up 
by Writing It Down” with pio-

neering journaling researcher 
James Pennebaker.

How to Start a Journaling 
Practice
While you can journal in many dif-
ferent ways, one of the most well-
studied techniques is called ex-
pressive writing. To do this, you 
write continuously for 20 minutes 
about your deepest thoughts and 
emotions around an issue in your 
life. You can explore how it has af-
fected you, or how it relates to your 
childhood or your parents, your 
relationships, or your career.

Expressive Writing is tradition-
ally done four days in a row, but 
there isn’t anything magical about 
this formula. Studies suggest you 
can journal a few days in a row, a 
couple times a week, or just once 
a week; you can write for 10 or 15 
or 20 minutes, and you can keep 
journaling about the same topic 
or switch to different ones each 
time. For example, the Pandemic 
Project offers several prompts to 

inspire your writing. You can write 
a basic entry about your general 
thoughts and feelings around CO-
VID-19, or dig into more specific 
topics such as your social life, work 
and money, and uncertainty.

Social Life: How is your social 
world changing, how does that 
make you feel, and how are you 
handling it?

Work and Money: How do you 
feel about your financial situation, 
and how has your job changed?

Uncertainty: Where is your anxi-
ety and sense of uncertainty com-
ing from, and how can you cope 
with it?

“Many people often start writing 
about COVID-19 and then begin 
writing about other topics that are 
bothering them more than they 
thought,” notes the Pandemic Proj-
ect website, which was created by 
Pennebaker and his research team. 
“This is what expressive writing is 
good for. Use it to try to understand 
those problems that are getting un-
der your skin.”

In my journal, I’ve found myself 
exploring the issue of control. My 
constant instinct is to organize and 
plan out life, but that’s been impos-
sible in the midst of a massive, un-
predictable crisis. Journaling also 
let me ponder the lessons I want 
to take away from this experience 
around flexibility, acceptance, and 
letting go.

The Do’s and Don’ts of a Diary
A 2002 study does suggest that 
journalers should beware of re-
hashing the same difficult feelings 
over and over in writing.

In the experiment, over 120 col-
lege students journaled about a 
stressful or traumatic event they 
were experiencing, like troubles 
at school, conflicts with their part-
ner, or a death in the family. They 
were instructed to write for at least 
10 minutes, twice a week, over the 
course of a month. Some students 
wrote about their deepest thoughts 
and feelings—including how they 
try to make sense of the stress and 
what they tell themselves to cope 
with it—while others wrote about 
their feelings only.

During the month, the group who 
wrote about feelings and thoughts 
experienced more growth from 
the trauma: better relationships 
with others and a greater sense 
of strength, appreciation for life, 
and new possibilities for the fu-
ture. They seemed to be more 
aware of the silver linings of the 
experience, while the group who 
focused on emotions expressed 
more negative emotions over 
time and even got sick more often  
that month.

The findings support something 
most of us will naturally intuit. 
Journaling should give us a prac-
tice of self-reflection that helps us 
make sense of our experience. The 
most effective journaling moves 
from emotions to thoughts over 
time. We start by expressing our 
feelings, allowing ourselves to 
name them. If we were to jump 
to thoughts too quickly, it could 
mean we’re over-analyzing and 
actually avoiding our feelings. 
First, we must tune into our-
selves and how we really experi-
ence something. Eventually, we 
can start to make observations, 
notice patterns, or set goals for  
the future.

This has been the case for Alli-
son Quatrini, who usually writes 
for a half-hour in the morning 
about whatever’s going through 
her mind—from the losses she’s 
experiencing during the pan-
demic to her work or romantic 
relationship. It allows her to put 
into words how much her life has 
been disrupted and normalize the 
range of emotions she’s been feel-

Journaling 
is a tool 
to put our 
experiences, 
thoughts, 
beliefs, and 
desires into 
language, 
and in doing 
so it helps us 
understand 
and grow and 
make sense  
of them.
Joshua Smyth, a 
distinguished professor 
of biobehavioral 
health and medicine at 
Penn State University

People had 
been keeping 
diaries long 

before scientists 
thought to put 

them under 
microscopes.

At a time when  
the days blend  
into each other, 
journaling is helping 
people separate 
one from the next 
and clear out the 
distressing thoughts 
invading our heads 
(and our dreams).
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How to Say 
‘Yes’ to Life
We can stop retreating 
from life by accepting 
more and rejecting less

LEO BABAUTA

We often reject the experience in front of 
us. It’s usually out of habit. We may dislike the 
discomfort or uncertainty or be upset by the 
fact that we aren’t getting what we want.

Consider some common scenarios.
You might not like the way other people 

are acting and find yourself thinking bad 
things about them. Or you may do this to 
yourself after making a mistake you’ve 
made before. You might retreat to distrac-
tion and fill yourself with TV shows or video 
games or simply proclaim you’re done with 
the whole thing and retreat from difficult 
relationships or situations.

This rejection of our experience is why we 
so often get frustrated with other people, 
down on ourselves, or avoid the hard things.

It’s why we have such a hard time with 
good habits like meditation, exercise, eating 
well, writing, reading, flossing, and so on. 
Good habits are often not easy, so we say 
“no” to them, even when we really wish we 
could say “yes.”

It’s why we turn to alcohol, smoking, drugs, 
junk food, TV, social media, or other distrac-
tions to numb ourselves. This is how we say 
“no” to life. But what if we said “yes”?

How to Say ‘Yes’ to Life
Think about everything you complain 
about. Everything that makes you want to 
go, “Ugh.” Everything you want to avoid.

Now imagine that you could be open to 
all of it.

You could be in a room of people you nor-
mally dislike, and be compassionate with 
them. You could see their beauty and good-
ness and appreciate them just as they were.

What if you could be a “yes” to everything? 
What would that change for you?

That doesn’t mean that you don’t fight 
against injustice, or don’t try to help those 
who are suffering. It means you don’t retreat 
from those things you care about. You don’t 
have to love injustice—but you can love the 
people who are suffering, even those whose 
suffering leads them to commit injustice. 
You can be compassionate toward everyone, 
even if you don’t agree with their actions or 
beliefs.

This openness is a path to a particular 
kind of freedom. Our almost instinctual 
rejection of others and ourselves leaves us 
handcuffed. We’re restrained by an inability 
to accept the world as it is and meet it with 
creativity and compassion.

But what if you could be “yes” to all of the 
difficult things in life: your scariest project, 
the hardest tasks, the most boring moments?

The practice is to face everything and open 
up to it. To see the beauty in the moment, even 
in the parts you normally reject or dislike.

To love the parts of yourself that you usu-
ally want to change. To love everything.

In my experience, if you can say “yes” to 
life as it is, life will say “yes” to you in return.

Leo Babauta is the author of six books, the 
writer of “Zen Habits,” a blog with over 2 
million subscribers, and the creator of sev-
eral online programs to help you master 
your habits. Visit ZenHabits.net

ing. She can also brainstorm ways 
forward.

“It helps me make sense of the 
way that I’m feeling right now,” 
she says. “Why do I feel not very 
motivated, why do I feel bored, 
why do I feel sad? It’s also useful in 
admitting to myself what is going 
on [and] why it’s been very chal-
lenging to deal with this.”

In addition to writing, you might 
also consider adding drawings 
to your journal. In a 2003 study, 
people either journaled, made 
drawings, or journaled, and drew 
about a negative experience from 
the past that still upset them, such 
as relationship troubles or loss. 
According to surveys before and 
after, the group who wrote and 
drew saw the biggest improve-
ments in their mood after three 
weekly, 20-minute sessions. 
Drawing without writing actu-
ally made people’s moods worse, 
though. The researchers speculate 
it may have dredged up difficult 
feelings without offering a way to 
process them.

If writing is challenging, 
speaking your feelings aloud 
may work just as well. In that 
mono study, there was an-
other group of students who re-
corded themselves talking about 
their stress. This group ended up 
showing the strongest immune 
responses to the dormant virus in 
their bodies. They also seemed to 
be doing the best psychologically, 
gaining insight and a positive per-
spective on their stress, improv-
ing in self-esteem, and engaging 
in healthier coping strategies. The 
researchers suspect that talking—
even to a voice recorder—may feel 
similar to sharing our feelings 
with a loved one.

Freedom of Expression
Sharing with a trusted confidant 
might seem even better than 
writing down feelings, as it serves 
a similar purpose and offers us 
warmth and validation that a piece 
of paper can’t provide. And that’s 
probably true, write Pennebaker 
and Smyth in “Opening Up by 
Writing It Down.”

One study, for example, found 
that people who talked to a thera-
pist for four short daily sessions 

WISE HABITS

showed more positive emotion 
and less negative emotion. They 
gained understanding and per-
spective, and they made healthy 
behavior changes similar to peo-
ple who journaled.

Therapy also seemed to be less 
unpleasant than writing. In fact, 
when Pennebaker originally en-
visioned journaling as a mental 
health exercise, he was inspired 
by the benefits of therapy—but 
mindful that not everyone has 
the means or the inclination to 
talk to a professional about their 
problems.

Of course, confessing to friends 
or partners isn’t without its com-
plications. Sometimes our loved 
ones are overloaded by their own 

stresses, or they can’t offer the 
right kind of support—and 
may even make us feel worse. 

Other times, our secrets feel too 
vulnerable to speak out loud.

No matter what, if we’re talking to 
another human, our brains will be 
doing a constant calculation about 
what to say or not say, how they 
might react, and how we will be 
perceived, says Smyth. Confiding 
on paper can be a valuable alterna-
tive and a way to express ourselves 
with absolute freedom. Journaling 
lets us process secrets before we 

reveal them to others.
For Quatrini, who research-

es and teaches about 
China, the stress of the 
pandemic has an extra 
layer: With the disrup-
tion to U.S.–China rela-
tions and travel, she’s 

concerned about the fu-
ture of her research. The im-

mensity of that loss and uncer-
tainty—and how it was affecting 
her day-to-day feelings and rela-
tionships—only became clear to 
her when she wrote about it.

“My entire life has been turned 
upside down and I don’t know if 
it will ever right itself,” she says. 
“Without the journal, I think I 

would not have figured that out.”

Kira M. Newman is the man-
aging editor at the Greater 
Good Science Center. 

This article was originally 
published on the Greater 

Good online magazine.
See the beauty in the moment, even in the 
parts you normally reject or dislike.

The practice is to face every- 
thing and open up to it. 

Journaling allows 
us to pause with our 
feelings, reflect, and 
move toward under-
standing and action. 
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MARILYN MURRAY WILLISON

F
or years, researchers have known 
that everyone bene� ts from so-
cialization—regardless of age or 
gender. We’ve all seen the tragic 
videos of neglected orphans who 

failed to grow and develop because they 
were kept in isolation and deprived of inter-
action with others. According to functional 
magnetic resonance imaging studies, or 
fMRI studies, it’s become common knowl-
edge that adults, particularly the elderly, 
need the same sort of social stimulation 
that infants do. In fact, feeling alone can 
actually be worse than feeling annoyed 
or harassed. Why? Feeling isolated acti-
vates many of the same areas of the brain 
involved in physical pain.

Unfortunately, after reaching retirement 
age (and when others leave the household), 
many seniors � nd themselves spending 
way too much time alone. � is is particu-
larly true if they are no longer able to drive 
or have other transportation issues. But 
in order to maintain a sense of belonging, 
stay happy, and keep their minds sharp, 
seniors really need to � nd a reliable way 
to socialize with others on a regular basis.

When the American Academy of Neurol-
ogy examined the relationship between 
dementia, socialization, and stress, it 
discovered that “people who are socially 
active and not easily stressed may be less 
likely to develop dementia.” Since it is es-
timated that as many as 1 in 7 Americans 
over the age of 71 have dementia, these 
� ndings are important. And even though 
some researchers feel that memory prob-
lems or symptoms of depression are more 
likely to appear among those over the age 

of 70 than among younger individuals, this 
doesn’t have to be the case.

To avoid mental isolation, seniors must 
commit to remaining socially active and 
do whatever it takes to avoid feeling lonely. 
� e latest research indicates that an ac-
tive post-retirement social life can reduce 
stress, lower blood pressure, boost the 
immune system, lower levels of depres-
sion, and minimize physiological pain 
symptoms—among other things. Approxi-
mately 7 million people over the age of 65 
experience some level of depression. � e 
importance of consistent human contact 
and interaction cannot be underestimated.

I recently experienced a very mild taste of 
what it feels like to be prevented from en-
joying the company of others. As you know, 
for the past 26 years I have been wheel-
chair-dependent, so my transportation in-
volves a handicap van with a ramp. As luck 
would have it, one night some misguided 

burglars ignored the disability designation 
on the van’s license plate and proceeded to 
break in and try to steal it. � e good news is, 
their e� orts to hot-wire the vehicle failed; 
the bad news is, they damaged both the 
ignition and steering column of the van. 
My only form of transportation was at the 
repair shop for two weeks, and I was un-
able to leave my house for physical therapy 
appointments, shopping, and visits with 
friends. Obviously, this was not a tragic 
situation, but everything seemed so dif-
ferent when I couldn’t leave home and feel 
like I was a part of normal life. Fortunately, 
my van has now been � xed, and I am once 
again able to get out and about four days 
a week.

� e fastest-growing age group of elders 
in America is those who are 85 years old 
and older, which leads experts to conclude 
that community-based services must step 
in when or where family members cannot. 

According to a recent AARP article, “� e 
number of Americans without any close 
con� dants has increased dramatically in 
the past 20 years.” � is is a clear indication 

that whatever our age, we all need to 
be proactive about building and 

maintaining social connections.
To defeat loneliness and isola-

tion among the elderly, programs 
that go beyond basic meal deliv-
ery or brief impersonal visitations 

are needed. Today, there are ap-
proximately 15,000 senior citizen 

centers scattered across the U.S. that 
o� er programs ranging from leisure ac-
tivities (journaling, singing groups, etc.) 
to volunteering to educational opportuni-
ties. Additionally, according to the National 
Adult Day Services Association, as of 2010 
there were more than 4,600 adult day care 
centers nationwide that o� er activities de-
signed to provide social support and health 
services to older adults.

� e bottom line is that feeling lonely or 
being lonely needs to be avoided at any 
age, but especially at this stage of our lives.

Marilyn Murray Willison has had a var-
ied career as a six-time non� ction author, 
columnist, motivational speaker, and 
journalist in both the U.K. and the U.S. 
She is the author of “� e Self-Empowered 
Woman” blog and the award-winning 
memoir “One Woman, Four Decades, 
Eight Wishes.” She can be reached at 
MarilynWillison.com. To � nd out more 
about Marilyn and read her past col-
umns, please visit the Creators Syndicate 
webpage at Creators.com. Copyright 2020 
Creators.com

Why

Is Essential

Social
Interaction
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Whatever 
our age, we 

all need to be 
proactive about 

building and 
maintaining social 

connections.

� ere are approximately 
15,000 senior citizen 
centers scattered 
across the U.S. that 
off er programs ranging 
from leisure activities 
to volunteering to 
educational opportunities. 

POSITIVE AGING

As an Epoch VIP, you’re 
passionate about the 
traditional journalism and 
in-depth reporting you get 
in The Epoch Times. You’ve 
even sent us ideas on how to 
spread the word.  Here are 
some of the best suggestions 
from readers like you!
 

Request FREE Newspapers  
to Be Sent to Your Friends*
Submit the names and shipping 

addresses of your friends. You can 

request FREE newspapers for as many 

friends as you want. The Epoch Times 

will send the newspapers on your 

behalf for free. 

Newspaper Sharing
Simply pass your copy of The Epoch 

Times, or a section of it, to someone 

else after you’ve read it. Consider 

neighbors, friends, family, relatives, 

co-workers, teachers, golf buddies, and 

your boss.

Newspaper Placement
Place a copy of The Epoch Times at 

places where people typically wait 

such as doctors’ offices, dentists’ 

offices, hotel lobbies, airline terminals, 

barbershops, and beauty salons. Also 

consider placing copies at community 

centers, company cafeterias, break 

rooms, coffee shops, gyms, churches, 

automobile dealerships, or in your car.

Visit EpochShop.com.

 

Bumper Stickers
Put a bumper sticker on your car plus 

ask friends and family to put stickers on 

their cars as well. Visit EpochShop.com. 

 

Getting the Word Out
Word-of-mouth is always a great way 

to spread the news about The Epoch 

Times. Talk it up at your local library, 

meetings, birthday parties, special 

events, and with friends and family over 

the holidays.

Using Email and Social Media
Use technology to share stories from 

The Epoch Times. Forward our daily 

email MORNING BRIEF to friends 

and family. Share postings from our 

Facebook site and YouTube channel. 

Simply copy the URL and then send it 

with a brief note such as: “Here’s a story 

I thought you’d like to read.”

 

Displaying Your Poster
The Epoch Times SPYGATE poster has 

become legendary—so consider posting 

it on a wall at your home or office. When 

friends or business associates ask, explain 

what the poster is about and how they 

can get their own copy.

How to Share The Epoch Times  
With Your Friends and Family

* (1) Please log into your account at TheEpochTimes.com (2) Click your name to manage your account (3) Click “Request Free Papers” on the left menu bar and follow steps

Not a subscriber yet?  
Visit ReadEpoch.com
to learn more


