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Praise for Eat Move Sleep

“A passionate and practical guide to living better and longer. Eat Move
Sleep will change your life. It might also save it.”

—SIR KEN ROBINSON, PH.D., author of The Element

“One of the most successful nonfiction writers of his generation, Tom
Rath has produced a blockbuster book with deep insights alongside
specific actions. Eat Move Sleep is a transformative work.”

—DANIEL H. PINK, author of Drive

“Tom Rath has developed multiple creative strategies for a lifestyle of
enduring health.

—CALDWELL B. ESSELSTYN, JR., M.D., author of Prevent and Reverse Heart
Disease

“Tom Rath's next project [Eat Move Sleep] may be his most important
yet . . . Fortune 500 leaders look to him as one of the greatest thinkers
of his generation.”

—WASHINGTONIAN magazine



EAT MOVE SLEEP



Choices count. You can make decisions today that will give you more
energy tomorrow. The right choices over time greatly improve your odds of
a long and healthy life.

A hundred years ago, many people died from infectious diseases
because they had no cure. But today, a majority of people die from
preventable conditions. The next time you are with two friends, consider
that two of the three of you are likely to die from heart disease or cancer.

The problem is, you do not see the threats that your small daily decisions
pose in the moment. You have little urgency to change your diet until all
those years of fried food, sugar, and processed meat cause a heart attack at
age 60. At that point, reversing disease is possible but more difficult.

No matter how healthy you are today, you can take specific actions to
have more energy and live longer. Regardless of your age, you can make
better choices in the moment. Small decisions — about how you eat, move,
and sleep each day — count more than you think. As I have learned from
personal experience, these choices shape your life.

A Personal Perspective

At age 16, I was playing basketball with friends when I noticed something
wrong with my vision. There was a black circle in the middle of my visual
field. I assumed it would go away. Instead, it got progressively worse. I
finally told my mom, who immediately took me to an eye doctor.

That black spot turned out to be a large tumor on the back of my left eye.
The doctor said it might lead to blindness. As if that was not enough, I
needed to get a blood test to rule out other medical problems. A few weeks
later, my mom and I went back to the doctor’s office for the results.



The doctor told us I had a rare genetic disorder called Von Hippel-
Lindau (VHL). While VHL typically runs in families, my condition was a
new mutation that affects just one in every 4,400,000 people. This mutation
essentially shuts off a powerful tumor suppressor gene and leads to rampant
cancerous growth throughout the body.

I still vividly recall sitting on one side of a large wooden desk as my
doctor tried to explain what it would be like to battle cancer for the rest of
my life. It was one of those moments when your stomach sinks and your
mind races for an alternate explanation. My doctor then described how I
was also likely to develop cancer in my kidneys, adrenal glands, pancreas,
brain, and spine.

While the thought of losing my eyesight was tough, these longer-term
issues were even more daunting. That conversation with the doctor forced
me to wrestle with much larger questions about my life. Would people treat
me differently if they knew about my illness? Was there any chance I would
get married and have kids? Perhaps most importantly, I wondered if there
was any way I could live a long and healthy life.

Doctors tried everything to save my eyesight, from freezing the tumors
to cooking them with a laser. But the sight in my eye never returned. Once I
got over this loss, I turned my attention to learning everything I could about
the other manifestations of this rare disease.

I quickly realized that the more I learned, the more I could do to increase
my odds of living longer. As new information emerged, I discovered I could
stay ahead of my condition with annual MRIs, CTs, and eye exams. If
doctors caught tumors early when they were small, the tumors were less
likely to spread and kill me. Learning that was a huge relief. Even if it
required some difficult surgeries, there was something I could do to live
longer.



I have had annual exams and scans for 20 years now and currently have
small tumors in my kidneys, adrenal glands, pancreas, spine, and brain.
Every year, I “watch and wait” to find out if any of these tumors are large
enough to require surgery. In most cases, they are not.

Waiting around for active tumors to grow may sound nerve-wracking. It
could be, if I dwelled on the genetic condition that is beyond my control.
Instead, I use these annual exams to stay focused on what I can do to
decrease the odds of my cancers growing and spreading.

As each year goes by, I learn more about how I can eat, move, and sleep
to improve my chances of living a long and healthy life. Then I apply what
I learn to make better choices. I act as if my life depends on each decision.
Because it does.

Small Choices Change Everything

Making better choices takes work. There is a daily give and take, but it is
worth the effort. The vast knowledge we have to prevent cancer, heart
disease, and other chronic illnesses is staggering. Every day, I read about
new ideas that could help someone I care about live a longer and healthier
life.

Over the last decade, I have dedicated a great deal of time to organizing
this virtual sea of information in a way that can benefit others. What I look
for are simple and proven ideas. I read a wide range of academic studies
and research-based articles — from medical and psychological journals to
in-depth books — and try to extract knowledge that can help people make
better decisions and live healthier lives.

Let me be clear. I am not a doctor. Nor am I an expert on nutrition,
exercise physiology, or sleep disorders. I am just a patient. I also happen to



be a researcher and voracious reader who loves to extract valuable findings
and share them with friends. In this book, you will find the most credible
and practical ideas I have found so far.

What I learned from all this research influences my countless daily
decisions. Every bite of food either increases or decreases my odds of
spending a few more years with my wife and two young children. Half an
hour of exercise in the morning makes for better interactions all day. Then a
sound night of sleep gives me energy to tackle the next day. I am a more
active parent, a better spouse, and more engaged in my work when I eat,
move, and sleep well.

What seem like small or inconsequential moments accumulate rapidly.
When your good daily decisions outweigh your poor ones, you boost your
chances of growing old in better health. Life itself is a big game of beating
the odds. Take, for example, these four largely preventable diseases: cancer,
diabetes, heart disease, and lung disease. Combined, they kill nearly 9 in 10
people.

Researchers have estimated that 90 percent of us could live to age 90
with some simple lifestyle choices. What’s more, we could live free of
common diseases that make our final years miserable. Even if you have a
family history of heart disease or cancer, most of your fate is in your
control.

A recent study suggests you do not “inherit” longevity as much as
previously believed. Instead, the sum of your habits determines your life
span. How long you live is more about how you live your life and less
about how long your parents lived.

I am a living testament to the fact that lousy predispositions can be
encoded in your genes. Yet even in this extreme case, my decisions affect
the odds of new tumors growing and my existing cancers spreading. The



reality is, the majority of your risk in life lies in the choices you make, not
in your family tree.

No single act can prevent cancer or guarantee you will live a long life.
Anyone who promises you something that absolute is a fraud. What I will
share in this book are some of the most practical ideas to improve your odds
of a longer, healthier, and more fulfilling life.

30 Days to Better Decisions

As you read this book, I hope you find ideas that work for you and test them
over the next month. From my own experience and from observing others, I
have noticed that making better choices often becomes automatic after just
a couple of weeks. However, it takes some initiative — on your own, with a
friend, or as part of a group — to take the first step.

Each chapter has three research-based findings and concludes with three
ideas for how you can apply them in your life. Challenge yourself to use at
least one idea per day for the next month. Write them down. Post them
somewhere in your home or office. See if you can make good decisions
automatic.

If one of these strategies works for you, stick with it. If not, move on to
the next one. It’s up to you to determine which ideas make sense and can
improve your life the most. No one can do everything in this book, period.
But you should be able to add at least a few ideas into your daily routine.
On the book’s website at www.eatmovesleep.org, you can:

• Create a personalized Eat Move Sleep Plan based on your needs
and behaviors

http://www.tomrath.org/eat-move-sleep/


• Use the Reference Explorer for direct links to more than 400
academic journals, books, articles, and notes

• Download the First 30 Days Challenge and other tools to use with
friends, groups, and teams

Have fun. The key is to create a plan that works for your unique
situation. If you apply some of the ideas with at least one friend, you can
greatly increase your odds of building new habits. Or, if you prefer to test
things as you go, keep moving at your own pace. Creating a few new
patterns in the next month will lead to healthier choices for years to come.

The Eat, Move, Sleep Equation

Starting your day with a healthy breakfast increases your odds of being
active in the hours that follow. This helps you eat well throughout the day.
Consuming the right foods and adding activity makes for a much better
night’s sleep. This sound night of sleep will make it even easier to eat well
and move more tomorrow.

In contrast, a lousy night of sleep immediately threatens the other two
areas. That bad night of sleep makes you crave a less healthy breakfast and
decreases your odds of being active. In the worst-case scenario, all three
elements start to work against you, creating a downward spiral that makes
each day progressively worse. This is why the book is structured to help
you work on all three elements together.

New research shows that tackling multiple elements at the same time
increases your odds of success, compared to initiating a new diet or exercise
program in isolation. Eating, moving, and sleeping well are even easier if
you work on all three simultaneously. These three ingredients for a good



day build on one another. When these elements are working together, they
create an upward spiral and progressively better days.

If you eat, move, and sleep well today, you will have more energy
tomorrow. You will treat your friends and family better. You will achieve
more at work and give more to your community.

It all starts with making decisions like tomorrow depends on it.



The Basics

Forget Fad Diets, Forever

If you find yourself confused by the latest diet trends and information, you
are not alone. According to one report, three out of every four people claim
that today’s ever-changing dietary guidelines make it hard to eat healthy.
More than half of people surveyed find it easier to figure out their income
taxes than to know how to eat right.

This could explain why a majority of Americans are trying to lose
weight, yet two-thirds are overweight or obese. One problem is that being
“on a diet” is a temporary effort that assumes an endpoint. Many popular
diets are destined to fail. When you see a book or advertisement claiming
you can be healthy by doing just one thing for weeks on end, stop and think
about the ramifications.

If your primary goal is weight loss, there are countless fad diets to
temporarily shed pounds, yet they do not serve your long-term interests.
Some of the most egregious examples are diets that instruct you to eat only
cookies (yes, several of these exist) or drink smoothies for several days.



Even if you do shed a few pounds in the short term, this works against your
overall health.

Even mainstream diets fail if they target a single element at the expense
of the whole equation. In the early 1990s, “low fat” was the most popular
type of diet. This led food companies to create products with lower overall
fat. Bagel shops began to appear on every corner. Low-fat chips and
crackers lined grocery store aisles. I was one of many who consumed about
anything with low fat content, in hopes of being healthier.

However, this dietary shift ignored the fact that it is relatively easy to
reduce total fat content by adding carbohydrates, sugars, and synthetic
substitutes. This allowed food companies to replace the flavor from fatty
foods with something even sweeter. To a large degree, food producers
simply exchanged fats for sugar-based ingredients.

Attention then shifted to low-carb diets. This led people to consume
greater amounts of animal products for protein, ignoring the detrimental
impact animal fats have on our health. And, while vegetarian diets have
been popular for decades, they are less healthy if animal products are
replaced by refined carbs and sweet foods.

Even basic calorie counting is insufficient. As one expert put it,
“Contrary to nutritional dogma, calories are not created equal.” It turns out,
the belief that you can eat anything in moderation is dead wrong.

The quality of what you eat matters far more than the overall quantity.
This is the primary finding from a landmark Harvard study that tracked
more than 100,000 people for two decades. The researchers discovered that
the types of foods you consume influence your health more than your total
caloric intake. Quality of food matters even more than levels of physical
activity. As one of the Harvard researchers put it, “The notion that it’s O.K.
to eat everything in moderation is just an excuse to eat whatever you want.”



Many popular diets have some helpful elements, but only if they are part
of a more holistic approach to eating. Think of all the diets you have tried.
Keep the best elements of these diets in mind as you make choices. For
your overall approach to eating, find foods with less fat, fewer
carbohydrates, and as little added sugar as possible.

Eating well does not need to be difficult or complicated. It is possible for
healthy eating to be sustainable and even enjoyable. Set your sights on
foods that are good for your near-term energy and long-term health. Making
a commitment to eating the right foods every day is a lot easier than
jumping from one diet to the next.

Once you start eating better, give it time — a lot of time. People often
bounce from diet to diet because they grow impatient. The body takes a
long time to react to these dietary changes, usually a year or more,
according to experts. Instead of worrying about losing 10 pounds in the next
month, focus on better decisions the next time you eat. When you make
better choices in the moment, it benefits your overall health and well-being.

Make Inactivity Your Enemy

Exercise alone is not enough. Working out three times a week is not
enough. Being active throughout the day is what keeps you healthy.

For centuries, our ancestors spent a large portion of their time moving
around on foot. From the days of hunting wild animals to more recent times
working on farms, a typical workday used to be spent doing physical labor.
Over the past century, this has changed dramatically.

On average, we now spend more time sitting down (9.3 hours) than
sleeping in a given day. The human body is not built for this, and the
obesity and diabetes it contributes to is a major public health problem.



Watching your diet and exercising 30 minutes a day will not be enough to
offset many hours of sitting.

When I was growing up, my days were filled with physical activity. I
spent most of my time running around the neighborhood with friends,
playing basketball in my driveway, and practicing for other sports. When I
look back, it is no wonder I felt so good and had boundless energy. Most of
my waking hours were spent in motion.

This is why it was a rude awakening when I started working full time.
All of a sudden, the majority of my time was spent sitting. On my best days,
I would spend an hour working out. Then I spent about an hour walking
around my home and office. Add eight hours of sleep, and that left about 14
hours a day of sitting in a chair, car, or couch. Not exactly the active
lifestyle I was used to before signing on to a desk job.

Reducing this chronic inactivity is even more essential than brief periods
of vigorous exercise. When scientists from the National Institutes of Health
followed 240,000 adults for a decade, they discovered that exercise alone is
insufficient. Even seven hours a week of moderate to vigorous physical
activity was not enough to keep people alive. Among the most active group
studied, who exercised more than seven hours a week, those who spent the
most time sitting had a 50 percent greater risk of death from any cause.
They also doubled their odds of dying from heart disease. Exercise clearly
helps, but it will not offset several hours of sitting.

The amount of time you spend seated adds up quickly. Let’s do the math.
You might sit down for a while to watch the morning news and eat
breakfast. Then let’s say your commute adds another 30 to 60 minutes
sitting in a car, train, or bus. When you arrive at work, you sit 8 to 10 hours
in an office chair. At the end of the day, you have another seated commute



back home, followed by a “sit down” dinner with family. Then perhaps you
watch an hour or two of television before going to bed.

Of course, you do have a few hours of activity tucked inside this
otherwise sedentary day. Yet when you look at a typical day, it is easy to see
how long periods of time when you are not in motion can add up. The
challenge is to examine each of these situations. Figure out how to slowly
add a little movement, or at least spend less time sitting each day. There are
literally hundreds of moments in a day when you can embed extra activity
into your routine.

Sleep Longer to Get More Done

One less hour of sleep does not equal an extra hour of achievement or
enjoyment. The exact opposite occurs. When you lose an hour of sleep, it
decreases your well-being, productivity, health, and ability to think. Yet
people continue to sacrifice sleep before all else.

In some workplaces, it is a badge of honor to “pull an all-nighter” to get
work done. Then comes boasting about having only four hours of sleep the
night before a meeting to show your colleagues just how hard you are
working. I fell into this trap for many years, until I realized just how flawed
this logic is from every vantage point.

One of the most influential studies of human performance, conducted by
professor K. Anders Ericsson, found that elite performers need 10,000
hours of “deliberate practice” to reach levels of greatness. While this
finding sparked a debate about the role of natural talent versus countless
hours of practice, another element was all but missed. If you go back to
Ericsson’s landmark 1993 study, there was another factor that significantly
influenced peak performance: sleep. On average, the best performers slept 8



hours and 36 minutes. The average American, for comparison, gets just 6
hours and 51 minutes of sleep on weeknights.

The person you want to fly your airplane, operate on your body, teach
your children, or lead your organization tomorrow is the one who sleeps
soundly tonight. Yet in many cases, people in these vital occupations are the
ones who think they need the least sleep. And more than 30 percent of
workers sleep less than six hours per night.

This sleep-related productivity loss costs about $2,000 per person a year
and leads to poorer performance and lower work quality. Getting fewer than
six hours of sleep a night is also the top risk factor for burnout on the job. If
you want to succeed in your job, make sure your work allows you to stay in
bed long enough.

Professor Ericsson’s studies of elite performers — including musicians,
athletes, actors, and chess players — also reveal how resting more can
maximize achievement. He found that the top performers in each of these
fields typically practice in focused sessions lasting no longer than 90
minutes. The best performers work in bursts. They take frequent breaks to
avoid exhaustion and ensure they can recover completely. This allows them
to keep going the next day.

Prevent sleeplessness from slowing you down. Working on a task too
long can actually decrease your performance. To avoid this, work in bursts,
take regular breaks, and make sure you get enough sleep to be productive.
When you need an extra hour of energy, add an hour of sleep.



Identify the healthiest elements of diets you have tried. Build them in to your
lifestyle for good.

Each morning, plan ahead to add activity to your daily routine.

Sleep longer tonight to do more tomorrow.



Small Adjustments

Every Bite Is a Net Gain or Loss

Each bite you take is a small but important choice. Every sip requires
another brief choice. If you make a decision that does more good than
harm, such as opting for water over soda, it is a net gain. When you pick a
side of fries instead of vegetables, it is a net loss. Even seemingly positive
choices can turn into a net loss if you are not careful about everything that
goes into a particular food or drink.

At one restaurant I visit regularly, the most popular entrée is the “harvest
salad.” Even the name sounds nutritious. Yet by the time this salad meets a
fork, it is covered with small pieces of fried chicken and bacon and coated
in a fat-laden ranch dressing. Good intentions, seductive label, wrong
outcome.

The same thing occurs with drinks. Coffee by itself is good for you.
Each sip you take is a net gain for your health. However, if you add cream
and a few packets of sugar, each sip becomes a net loss. Or look at any of
the packaged “green tea” drinks in a supermarket. In most cases, the added



sweeteners and preservatives turn it into a much less healthy drink than real
green tea.

You can modify many choices to ensure they are a net gain. One of my
favorite meals is the hickory grilled salmon at a local restaurant. While it
sounds healthy, I eventually realized the tasty barbecue sauce covering my
filet of salmon was almost pure sugar.

After studying the nutritional content of common barbecue sauces, I
realized it is essentially pancake syrup for meat. I could have told myself
that the benefit of eating salmon outweighed the downside of the sugary
sauce. But the only way to make this a clear net gain was to order my
salmon without the barbecue sauce. A few months after making this switch,
I learned to enjoy the actual taste of fresh salmon without the overpowering
sauce.

There are a few good and bad ingredients in most meals. No matter how
hard you try, you will eat some foods that are not ideal. But do a little
accounting in your head. Ask yourself if what you are about to eat is a net
gain, based on what you know about all the ingredients. If you develop a
habit of asking this question, you will make better decisions in the moment.

Step Away From Your Chair

Sitting is the most underrated health threat of modern times. This subtle
epidemic is eroding our health. On a global level, inactivity now kills more
people than smoking.

Sitting more than six hours a day greatly increases your risk of an early
death. No matter how much you exercise, eat well, avoid smoking, or add
other healthy habits, excessive sitting will cause problems. Every hour you



spend on your rear end — in a car, watching television, attending a meeting,
or at your computer — saps your energy and ruins your health.

Sitting also makes you fat. Over the span of the last two decades, while
exercise rates stayed the same, time spent sitting increased, and obesity
rates doubled. One leading diabetes researcher claims that sitting for
extended periods poses a health risk as “insidious” as smoking or
overexposure to sunlight. He contends that physicians need to view
exposure to sitting just like a skin cancer expert views exposure to direct
sunlight.

“Sitting disease” also takes a toll in the moment. As soon as you sit
down, electrical activity in your leg muscles shuts off. The number of
calories you burn drops to one per minute. Enzyme production, which helps
break down fat, drops by 90 percent.

After two hours of sitting, your good cholesterol drops by 20 percent.
Perhaps this explains why people with desk jobs have twice the rate of
cardiovascular disease. Or as another diabetes researcher put it, even two
hours of exercise will not compensate for spending 22 hours sitting on your
rear end.

Yet for many people, sitting for several hours a day is inevitable. The
key is to stand, stretch, and increase activity as much as possible. Get up
and move around while you’re watching television. Walk to someone’s
office instead of calling.

Simply standing in place increases your energy more than sitting.
Walking increases energy levels by about 150 percent. Taking the stairs
instead of the elevator increases energy by more than 200 percent. Instead
of viewing a long walk as something you don’t have time for, think of it as
an opportunity to get in some extra activity that will make you healthier.



Sleep Makes or Breaks a Day

Missing sleep can change the trajectory of an entire week. On a recent
Tuesday evening, our dog woke me up in the middle of a stormy night. She
whimpered and howled for at least an hour until the rain subsided. I finally
fell back to sleep at 3 a.m., only to hear my alarm blaring two hours later.

That morning, it took me longer to get out of bed. By the time I
compensated with coffee, I was running behind, so I postponed my morning
workout. Once I was at the office, I needed to get through countless emails,
so I responded to all of them quickly with little thought. It took extra effort
to focus my dry and tired eyes on the glare of the computer screen. While
on conference calls, my mindset was to get through them as quickly as
possible, instead of being helpful or proactive.

This cycle continued throughout the week as I struggled to catch up.
Perhaps it would have been different if our dog had kept me up on a
Thursday. Getting behind on a Tuesday was detrimental to my energy and
interactions for several days. By the end of the week, one of my colleagues
asked the dreaded “Is everything okay?” My wife and kids also felt the
aftershocks of a cranky husband and dad.

You are simply a different person when you operate on insufficient
sleep. And it shows. Your friends, colleagues, and loved ones can see it,
even when you are too sleepless to realize your own condition. One study
found that losing 90 minutes of sleep reduces daytime alertness by nearly
one-third. If you consider all the things that demand your attention in a day,
reducing alertness by one-third is consequential.

An extra hour of sleep could be just as essential as an additional hour of
work or even another hour of physical activity. If you do not get enough



sleep, it can lead to a cascade of negative events. You achieve less at work,
skip regular exercise, and have poorer interactions with your loved ones.

However, if you get an additional hour of sleep, it can make the
difference between a miserable day and a good one. A small adjustment,
even 15 or 30 minutes, could make or break your next day. While it may
seem like skipping sleep is the only way you can get other things done,
doing so comes at a cost.



Ask yourself if the next food you put in your mouth is a net gain or a net loss.
Repeat throughout the day.

Eliminate an hour of chair time from your daily routine.

Gradually add sleep to your nightly schedule in 15-minute increments.
Continue until you feel fully rested each morning.



Quality First

What Counts More Than Calories

Reading a nutritional label and focusing on calories alone will lead you
astray. While 9 percent of people read nutritional labels regularly, just 1
percent read beyond the headline of total calories. A coffee shop in my
neighborhood recently advertised lattes “under 200 calories.” I fell for their
clever marketing one morning and used it as an excuse to get a vanilla latte
instead of regular coffee. Later on that day, I went to the coffee shop’s
website and realized that 150-calorie latte also has 28g of carbohydrates and
a whopping 27g of sugar. This choice was not a great way to start the day,
despite the relatively low calorie count.

Most people eat more carbohydrates than they need and don’t get
enough protein. Large-scale studies show that even modest increases in
protein intake, coupled with a reduction in carbohydrates, helps us to be
healthier. If you look at the nutritional label on most packaged foods, you
will notice the total grams (g) of carbohydrates outnumber the grams of
protein in a serving. In most cases, the carbs greatly outweigh the protein,
by 10 to 1 or higher.



Instead of focusing on total calories, another simple way to screen all the
options you see in a day is to look at the ratio of carbs to protein. Set a goal
of eating foods that have a ratio of one gram of carbs for every one gram of
protein. I started doing this several years ago, and it is a great shortcut when
scanning items in a grocery store or restaurant. Almost every nutritional
label I found lists both the total carbohydrates and total protein. For
example, the mixed nuts I snack on regularly, the avocado salad I order for
lunch, and my favorite Indian meal (palak paneer) all sit right at or near a 1
to 1 ratio.

At a minimum, avoid foods with a ratio higher than 5 to 1 carbs to
protein. Most snack chips and cereals have a 10 to 1 ratio. Maintaining a
better balance of carbohydrates to protein will give you additional energy
while improving your health in the long run. Using this 1 to 1 ratio may not
be the perfect metric for evaluating food, but it is a decent shortcut to
ensuring that you are not overloading on carbs.

Use Product Placement at Home

Marketers have known for decades that you buy what you see first. You are
far more likely to purchase items placed at eye level in the grocery store, for
example, than items on the bottom shelf. There is an entire body of research
about the way “product placement” in stores influences your buying
behavior.

This gives you a chance to use product placement to your advantage.
Healthy items like produce are often the least visible foods at home. You
won’t think to eat what you don’t see. This may be part of the reason why
85 percent of Americans do not eat enough fruits and vegetables.



If produce is hidden in a drawer at the bottom of your refrigerator, these
good foods are out of sight and mind. The same holds true for your pantry. I
used to have a shelf lined with salty crackers and chips at eye level. When
these were the first things I noticed, they were my primary snack foods.
That same shelf is now filled with healthy snacks, which makes good
decisions easy.

Foods that sit out on tables and countertops are even more critical. When
you see food every time you walk by, it gives you permission to graze. So
to improve your choices, leave good foods like apples and pistachios sitting
out instead of crackers and candy.

Go through the places in your house where you store food. Organize
items so the best choices are the first things you see and the easiest to reach.
Then hide poor choices in inconvenient places where you might not see
them for a while. Better yet, simply clean house and discard foods with
little nutritional value you know you’ll be tempted to eat.

Move fruits, vegetables, and other healthy options closer to eye level in
your refrigerator or put them out on a counter. Simply seeing fresh produce
regularly will plant a seed in your mind for your next snack. This also gives
you a head start at resisting temptation in the moment.

Work Faster While You Walk

Working on this book was an experiment in itself. While I had read a fair
amount of research about the downside of sitting, I read most of it … sitting
down. To make things even more difficult, because I have written several
books, I know it requires even longer periods sitting at my desk than
normal. It’s no coincidence my back pain is always at its worst when I am



writing and editing. What’s more, a recent study found a strong association
between long-term sedentary work and rates of cancer.

Given the topic of this book, it was time for a new approach. I decided
to build a workstation on my treadmill and set a goal of writing this entire
book while walking. So I mounted my computer monitor above my
treadmill and built a homemade keyboard tray across the arm rests. Because
it was a low-cost solution, I figured it was worth trying even if it did not
work out.

Initially, I didn’t know if it would be possible to type, look at my screen,
and use a touchpad while in motion. A few days into the experiment, I
determined that as long as I maintain a pace of 1.5 miles per hour, it
worked. At this pace, I can read, type, and talk on the phone at least as
easily as if I were seated. When I use voice dictation software for extended
periods of writing, I am able to write far more words per day than I can
when I’m seated.

After using this homemade walking desk for several months, I am now
walking an additional 5-10 miles per day as a result. At the end of each
“walk day,” as I have started to call it, my back no longer aches. I also have
dramatically more energy compared with days when I am sitting in
meetings, cars, or airplanes.

By the time this book was nearing publication, a wide range of
commercial options had emerged for working while walking, standing, or a
mix of standing and sitting. One of the most common treadmill brands now
produces a model with an integrated desk for a keyboard and monitor. It
gets even better reviews from users than the model without a built-in desk.
A recumbent bicycle with an integrated laptop desk is even more popular.
This “pedal desk” will set you back about $250, which is reasonable in the
context of how much it could contribute to your health.



If it is remotely practical, try something like this to increase activity,
even if it’s only when you are at home. I have a friend who forces himself
to watch sporting events while on his elliptical machine, so he is getting a
little activity alongside his favorite athletes. Another option is a standing
desk or a convertible desk that moves up and down for standing and seated
work.

If you stand still while you work, it is a good idea to alternate between
standing and sitting. Standing still for extended periods can cause
unnecessary strain if you don’t move around or alternate with sitting. You
can also find adapters that secure to a stationary desk and allow you to raise
and lower your monitor and keyboard to a standing or seated level.

All of these options are gaining popularity in workplaces as companies
discover the cost savings from fewer sick days associated with excessive
sitting. Several organizations I have worked with provide shared walking
workstations where employees can go to catch up on email. I spoke with a
friend the other day who used one of these shared workstations to complete
all of his annual online compliance training.

If your employer will not provide walking or standing desks (it never
hurts to ask), put your laptop or monitor on a shelf where you can stand and
work occasionally. Or get a music stand, wall mount, or something that
makes it easy to read and work while standing. At a minimum, try reading
on a stationary bike, or take a walk while listening to an audio book or
conference call.



Select one food to eat today with a balanced (1 to 1) ratio of carbs to protein.
Avoid foods above a ratio of 5 to 1.

Put the healthiest foods in your home on a shelf at eye level or in a bowl on
the counter.

Identify one way you can work without sitting, right now. Test it out tomorrow.



Break the Cycle

Sugar Is the Next Nicotine

Sugar is a toxin. It fuels diabetes, obesity, heart disease, and cancer. At the
current dose we consume, more than 150 pounds per person every year,
sugar and its derivatives kill more people than cocaine, heroin, or any other
controlled substance.

One report aptly described sugar as “candy for cancer cells.” It
accelerates aging and inflammation in the body and subsequently fuels
tumor growth. It is now clear that if you lower your sugar intake, you
reduce the odds of cancer.

As additional research emerges, even higher “normal” glucose levels (82
to 110 mg/dL) have an adverse impact on your health over time. Blood
sugar levels at the higher end of the normal range have been linked to
significant shrinkage of the brain. The more sugar you consume, the greater
the levels of inflammation in your body. This leads you to age faster, inside
and out. There is simply no good reason to consume any added sugars
beyond what you get from whole fruits and vegetables.



People once thought of smoking a cigarette as a pleasant break. It
relieved stress, satisfied a craving, and provided a quick high. Sound
familiar? Then we learned smoking creates cumulative damage in our
bodies, causes cancer, makes us look older, and decreases our energy.
People finally started to kick the habit, as hard as it may be.

Much like cigarettes, sugars are addictive. Each time you eat sweets, it
causes your brain to light up, produce dopamine, and want more sugar. In
the words of one leading neuroscientist, sweets “fire the reward regions in
our brain” much like other drugs. Your brain also builds a tolerance to sugar
over time, one that mirrors the way people habituate to alcohol or tobacco.
As a result, once you consume sugar, your body needs larger quantities over
time to mimic the pleasurable sensation.

This is why drug companies are now scrambling to find compounds that
reduce the body’s normal uptake of sugar. Their goal is to produce pills you
can take every day to counteract your cravings for sugar, thus reducing the
odds of heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. Yet like a nicotine gum or patch,
this is a temporary solution. Over time, you need to wean yourself off added
sugars.

Eliminating all sugar from your diet tomorrow is about as realistic as
telling a lifetime smoker to go cold turkey. It might be even harder because
sugars are embedded in so many foods, products, events, and celebrations.
Sugar also has an unfair advantage; it manipulates our brains so we
consume larger amounts over time.

Yet you have a responsibility to defend yourself. Start by cutting back on
added sugar. Added sugar is not just the packets you pour into your tea or
coffee. In most cases, sugar is already in the prepared and packaged foods
you consume.



Study nutritional labels and look for the total grams (g) of sugar. The
closer to zero the better. Any packaged product with more than 10g of sugar
is more than you need in a single serving. While the American Heart
Association recommends limiting added sugar intake to 25g (6 teaspoons a
day) for women and 38g (9 teaspoons a day) for men, a better goal is to
keep your daily total in the single digits. Remember, there is absolutely no
nutritional need for foods with added sugars.

Substitutes Are a Nicotine Patch

If you have a sweet tooth, it’s not your fault. Generations ago, a preference
for sweet tastes was coded into your genes for the sake of survival. Foods
that naturally contain fructose are not poisonous. This provided your distant
ancestors with a way to avoid eating things in the wild that threatened their
survival. Over time, the preference for sweet taste was built into your genes.
As a result, you are born to trust any sweet taste as safe.

While sweet-tasting foods will not kill you immediately, this preference
no longer serves your evolutionary instinct to survive. You can forget the
debate about which sugar derivative or substitute is “less bad for you.”
Anything that makes your food or drink taste sweet leads you to crave less
healthy foods later. So even if you believe that the latest organic, safe-for-
diabetics sweetener is okay for your health, it will still work against you in
the long run. Once a sweet taste hits your tongue, it sets a cycle in motion,
and you consume even more sugar by the hour.

I used to add a sugar substitute and creamer to my coffee every morning.
After a few cups, I would crave sweet tastes later in the day as well. On
most days, I would have a couple of diet sodas and a sugary snack in the
afternoon. Then a few years ago, I decided to eliminate the artificial



sweetener from my coffee. I also replaced the sweetened creamer with
unsweetened coconut milk, which eliminated any sweet taste from my
morning routine. This made it remarkably easy to avoid diet soda and
sugary snacks later.

Look at your own daily routine. Consider what you could do to curb
sugar cravings early in the day. The ingredients to watch out for on labels
include: agave nectar, aspartame, corn syrup, dextrose, fructose, fruit juice
concentrates, high fructose corn syrup, honey, maltitol, saccharine, sorbitol,
stevia, sucrose, sucralose, and sugar. While some of these options are
probably better than others, the more you avoid any added sweetener, the
fewer subsequent cravings you will have for sugary foods.

If you consume fewer sugars and substitutes, your body will see a rapid
benefit. New research shows how reducing the amount of fructose you
consume can lead to major changes in as little as two weeks. As you reduce
this biological desire for sweet tastes over time, you will need significantly
less willpower to pass on the cake.

Take Two Every Twenty

The act of sitting literally makes your backside bigger. When researchers
studied MRI images of muscle tissue, they found that sitting around for
long periods of time could put pressure on cells and cause the body to
produce 50 percent more fat than it usually would. This research suggests
that when force is placed on a specific area in the body for an extended
time, it causes fat tissue to expand. So even if you exercise regularly, sitting
for many hours encourages fat cells to congregate near your rear.

When you have no choice but to sit for several hours a day, at least break
it up. If you sit for hours on end, your blood sugar and insulin levels will



spike to dangerous levels. However, taking regular breaks can
counterbalance these spikes. In experimental settings, even two minutes of
leisurely walking every 20 minutes was enough to stabilize blood sugar
levels.

If getting up and moving around regularly is not natural for you, trick
yourself into being active. Do something to remind yourself to get up at
least two or three times per hour. One way to force movement is to increase
your consumption of liquid. This makes you get up more often for refills
and restroom breaks.

A colleague of mine who tends to get focused and lose track of time
when he works at his computer uses a timer on his smartphone. He sets the
timer to play a subtle audible alert every 20 minutes. This reminds him to
take a quick break, walk around the office, stand up, or stretch.

Don’t worry about breaks every 20 minutes ruining your focus on a task.
Contrary to what I might have guessed, taking regular breaks from mental
tasks actually improves your creativity and productivity. Skipping breaks,
on the other hand, leads to stress and fatigue. As one management professor
described, mental concentration is akin to a muscle that gets fatigued with
prolonged use. It needs a period of rest before it can recover. Getting up for
the sake of your body may yield as much benefit for your mind.

Also examine your surroundings and think about how you can prevent
sedentary time. We’ve built our lives around convenience, so anything we
need is within arms’ reach. This translates into sitting for longer periods
without having to get up, move, and interact with other people. Instead,
organize your home and office to encourage movement over convenience.



Identify the sugar content in your favorite meal or snack. If it’s more than
10g, find a replacement.

Pick one food or drink you sweeten regularly — artificially or with sugar —
and consume it without the added sweetener for a week.

When you have to sit for long periods of time, stand up, walk, or stretch
every 20 minutes.



Staying Healthy

Judge Food by the Color of Its Skin

The benefit of a diet rich in fruits and vegetables is so well-documented it
hardly bears repeating. Eating the right natural foods wards off disease,
enables you to live longer, makes you look better, and gives you additional
energy. Yet most people fail to eat enough fruits and vegetables but
consume large quantities of unnecessary foods.

This problem influences more than just your physical health. A study of
80,000+ people suggests that total intake of fruits and vegetables is a robust
predictor of overall happiness. Every additional daily serving of fruits or
vegetables, all the way up to seven servings, continues to improve well-
being.

However, we do not have a quick way to determine what foods are the
healthiest. We receive conflicting advice from different sources. Then we
face countless choices every time we go to a grocery store or place an order
at a restaurant.

An efficient mental shortcut is to judge a fruit or vegetable by the color
of its skin. Generally speaking, produce with dark and vibrant colors is your



best bet. Green means go. Broccoli, spinach, kale, bok choy, celery,
cucumbers, peppers, zucchini, and other dark leafy greens are net positives
for your health. Also look to red or blue fruits and vegetables as good
nutritional sources. Apples, peppers, raspberries, strawberries, tomatoes,
and almost any fruit or vegetable with vibrant skin tone makes for a better
choice.

The next time you are in a grocery store, start by shopping in sections
with dark-colored fruits and vegetables. Spend as much time as possible in
the produce section before loading up on other foods. When you get home,
prepare your plate with dark and diverse colors. When you dine out, ask for
greens instead of grains. Order what you would normally put on a sandwich
on top of spinach or romaine.

A Vaccine for the Common Cold

Getting a flu shot every year takes some forward thinking. The flu is
usually a risk in the distance versus an immediate threat. The shot requires a
little pain today in hopes of preventing a lot more misery in the future. This
challenge is part of the reason why millions of people don’t get vaccinated
each year. What if someone told you there was finally a vaccine for the
common cold? One that requires no painful injection or doctor visit, yet is
even more effective at preventing a cold than a flu shot is against influenza.

One experiment suggests a good night’s sleep may be the answer.
Participants in this study reported their sleep quality for 14 consecutive
nights. Then they were quarantined and given nasal drops containing a
rhinovirus (common cold). Researchers monitored participants for the next
five days to see if they developed a cold. This experiment revealed that the
participants who typically had less than seven hours of sleep before being



exposed to the rhinovirus were nearly three times as likely to develop a
cold.

Even though you cannot see it, a sound night’s sleep alters what is going
on inside your body. Sleep deprivation raises blood pressure, increases
inflammation, and boosts the risk of heart disease and stroke. These
outcomes suggest sleep is an even higher priority when you are likely to
catch a cold or the flu.

During cold and flu season, for example, your immune system may need
enough sleep to ward off the latest strain going around your office. When
your sleep routine is at risk, due to travel or any other reason, plan your
schedule to get the right amount of sleep. This will keep your natural
defenses high when you are at an increased risk of getting sick.

Quality Beats Quantity in Bed

It is easy to spend eight hours in bed and still feel lousy in the morning.
There are many nights when I spend more than eight hours in bed but get
far fewer hours of quality sleep. To study this in more depth, I tested a
sophisticated sleep-tracking device to get a better gauge of my sleep quality.

The device I used consisted of a headband with a large sensor that sat in
the middle of my forehead at night. This sensor communicated with a
special alarm clock on my nightstand. Every morning when I got out of bed,
my alarm clock would display a total sleep quality number. It also gave me
detailed information about how long I was in bed but still awake as well as
my time in light sleep, deep sleep, and REM sleep.

I was only able to test this device for a few weeks because my wife
threatened to take a picture of me wearing the ridiculous-looking headband
and share it with friends. However, I learned all I needed to know. In short,



my detailed sleep quality scores matched my own subjective rating of my
sleep almost perfectly. When I was up most of the night stressed out about
something, my sleep quality was markedly lower. On mornings when I felt
well-rested, my sleep quality score was near-perfect.

It was also clear from my experience that total time in bed is not the
right number to watch. You can spend nine hours in bed yet get just five
hours of good sleep. The problem is, time spent rolling around awake in bed
doesn’t count. Nor is it healthy if you are regularly getting up in the middle
of the night and struggling to fall back to sleep.

As part of the experiment in the previous section in which people were
quarantined and injected with a rhinovirus, participants were also graded on
the quality or efficiency of their sleep. To determine the “sleep efficiency”
scores for each participant, researchers asked what time they went to sleep,
what time they got up, how much time they spent in bed before falling
asleep, how many times they awoke, and how long they were up throughout
the night. The sleep efficiency score was then calculated based on the
percentage of time participants slept out of the total time they were in bed.

The researchers discovered that sleep efficiency is more influential than
the total duration of sleep, at least when it comes to warding off the
common cold. Participants who had lower sleep efficiency scores over the
14-day period before exposure to the rhinovirus were 5.5 times as likely to
develop a cold. Quality of sleep beat quantity by a wide margin.

Set yourself up for quality sleep first. Consider your diet, activity, and
environment. Then focus on extending how long you sleep.



Every time you go to the store, start by loading up on fruits and vegetables
with vibrant colors.

When disruptions threaten your regular schedule, plan ahead to ensure you
get a good night’s sleep.

As you make adjustments for better sleep, measure your progress. Note the
time you get into bed and the time you wake up. Then rate your sleep quality
on a 1-10 scale.



What Counts

Wear a New Pair of Genes

Bad genes are no excuse for an unhealthy lifestyle. As I mentioned at the
beginning of this book, I have a rare condition that is the equivalent of
losing the genetic lottery. Yet the worst thing I could do is blame my genes
and use them as an excuse to make poor choices. If I were to go through life
blaming “bad genes” and playing the role of a victim, it would make things
far worse.

As scientists are now uncovering, your lifestyle choices can create rapid
and dramatic changes at the genetic level. Even with a family history of
obesity or heart disease, you will benefit from a better diet, more activity,
and quality sleep. Lifestyle choices can be even more influential than your
genetic background. Simply being active is associated with a 40 percent
reduction in the genetic predisposition for obesity, according to a study of
more than 20,000 adults. While your genes can make it easier to become
obese, they do not prevent you from being healthy.

Another experiment showed how participants who underwent just three
months of major lifestyle adjustments, from diet to exercise, created



changes in the activity of about 500 genes. There was more activity in
disease-preventing genes and less activity in disease-promoting genes. One
of the strongest genetic mutations for heart disease can even be altered.
High fruit and vegetable intake almost negates the effect of this mutation
that predisposes people to cardiovascular disease.

While you will not be able to change your genes altogether, you clearly
can alter the expression of your genes and the subsequent impact they have
on your health over time. You obviously can’t change your family history.
However, you can change your family future by making better choices
today.

Measuring Makes You Move More

In 2008, I ordered a small gadget called a Fitbit to measure my daily steps
and activity. The device is about the size of a tube of lip balm. All I have to
do is clip it to my waist or put it in my pocket. Whenever I walk past a
wireless sensor, the device uploads my data to a website. It also shows my
total steps on a small digital display so I can check my progress throughout
the day. At the time, this was a revolutionary way to track steps, miles
walked, and what percentage of my day was active.

When I started tracking my progress, I was walking only two miles a
day. After tracking this metric for more than four years, I now walk at least
five miles, even on a slow day. If I had not started measuring my daily steps
and miles, there is no way I would be as active today.

One little secret of medicine and social sciences is how measurement
itself creates improvement. When researchers study the effect of a given
intervention, simply asking people to track a specific outcome makes it



more likely to improve. While this is a limitation for scientific experiments,
you can use this to your advantage.

If you want to increase your activity, measure how much you move.
When people are assigned to wear a pedometer as part of randomized
controlled trials, they walk at least one extra mile per day on average.
Overall activity levels go up by 27 percent. Body Mass Index (BMI)
decreases, and blood pressure goes down.

In addition to basic pedometers, which cost as little as $5, more
sophisticated tools are available today. There are now hundreds of devices
that can measure your activity all day long. They come in the form of
wristbands, necklaces, GPS watches, and other clip-on or in-pocket devices.

Some of these tools even monitor the duration and quality of your sleep.
Others track your heart rate and alert you if you are inactive for a prolonged
period. You can also achieve much of this using the accelerometer or GPS
in a smartphone. All you need to do is download an app.

If you have the slightest interest in gadgets, this is a golden era for
health-based information. These devices are easy to use and relatively
inexpensive. An entire industry is emerging around this “quantified self”
movement. Even if you’re not into technology, you can always map your
walk, run, or commute to calculate the total distance. When you start to
measure, the improvement will come.

Whether you prefer high tech, low tech, or no tech, find some way to
track or log your activity. This will prompt you to set specific goals — yet
another key to adding movement. What could be even more beneficial is
comparing your activity levels to your peers’ activity levels. At a minimum,
tracking your activity keeps it top of mind.



Target 10,000

Once you find a way to measure your movement, set a goal for your daily
activity. The most common standard is the raw number of steps you take in
a day. Almost any pedometer or device tracks and displays your total steps.

When I first started counting, my typical day was just 5,000 steps. Until
I received this daily feedback, I had no idea how sedentary my lifestyle had
become. After tracking continuously for a year, I was hitting 8,000 steps per
day on average, and I now routinely walk more than 10,000 steps a day.
Every night, the last thing I look at before bed is my step count for the day.
This number is a decent proxy for whether my body had a good day or a
rough one.

Based on the latest research, 10,000 steps per day is a good target for
overall activity. This equates to roughly five miles, which is nowhere near
as daunting as it sounds once you start adding up all of your daily
movement. On the other end of the continuum, people who walk fewer than
5,500 steps are considered sedentary.

When researchers compared average number of steps per day across
different nations, they discovered that the average American falls below this
sedentary line at just 5,117 steps per day. In comparison, the average
Australian takes 9,695 steps per day, nearly two times the average
American’s steps per day. This helps explain why Australia’s obesity rate is
just 16 percent, while the United States’ is 34 percent.

The good news is, going from the lower end of this continuum to the
recommended 10,000 steps leads to significant health benefits — from
weight loss to warding off diabetes. Start doing smaller things each day to
increase your total. If you live in a city, walk to the second closest coffee



shop. Instead of trolling for the parking spot right by an entrance, find one
at the back of the lot.

Try to get a few hundred steps around your home or office every hour.
Take a brisk walk during your lunch break for 30 minutes, which could add
about 3,000 steps. Play an active sport for an hour to add 8,000-10,000
steps. Then if you have a day when you just can’t get to 10,000, aim for a
weekly total of at least 70,000 to balance things out.



Build your meals around fruits and vegetables today to change the
expression of your genes tomorrow.

Select one way to measure your daily movement. Use a pedometer, watch,
GPS, smartphone, or manual log to start tracking your activity today.

Aim for 10,000 steps every day or 70,000 steps per week.



Refined Fuel

Be Less Refined

We are addicted to refined carbohydrates. They are a staple of most meals.
People put carbs in a bowl for breakfast, slap two pieces of bread around
protein for lunch, and allow carbs to overwhelm their dinner plate. Much
like sugars, the more refined carbs — such as white bread or white rice —
you consume, the more you crave them throughout the day.

All carbohydrates convert to sugar in your bloodstream. The more
refined they are, the faster this conversion occurs. If you eat a roll before
dinner, its carbohydrates turn into blood sugar soon after entering your
bloodstream.

One publication went as far as to describe carbs as “more addictive than
cocaine” and concluded, “At the center of the obesity universe lies
carbohydrates, not fat.” As a team of Harvard researchers wrote in the
Journal of the American Medical Association, carbs are a “nutrient for
which humans have no absolute requirement.” Another study suggests that
eating fewer carbs even curbs cancer growth rates by as much as 50
percent.



Yet quitting carbs altogether would be an uphill climb. Most animals,
humans included, evolved to prefer the taste of carbohydrates over protein.
Carbs also stimulate pleasurable dopamine centers in the brain. And they
are cheap and convenient. Everywhere you turn, pasta, bread, chips, or a
bowl of rice is staring you in the face. I guess this explains why it is still so
hard for me to choose a salad over a sandwich.

Do everything you can to replace refined carbohydrates with vegetables
when you prepare or order a meal. You get enough carbohydrates from
fruits, vegetables, and protein. Try to reduce your consumption of pasta,
bread, rice, and chips in particular. Most restaurants will let you substitute a
vegetable for a side of rice, pasta, or fries. Keep most of the refined carbs
from making it to your plate in the first place. That way you won’t need a
superhuman amount of willpower to resist what is sitting in front of you
during a meal.

Watch out for all the hidden sugars and carbs in packaged snacks and
snack bars as well. Last year, I got hooked on an “all-natural” almond
crunch snack. Then I realized the only way you get something to stick
together and crunch is to bind it with a sugary substance. Even the organic
granola bars we had at home contained 30g of sugar, 23g of carbs, and a
mere 3g of protein. As I looked closer at the items in my local grocery store
aisle, almost every protein bar and so-called health snack I found was
loaded with sugar or refined carbs.

Instead of chips, crackers, or bars, find natural snacks like nuts, carrots,
apples, celery, kale chips, or seeds. Then avoid the processed and refined
carbs at all costs. Remember, this is one case where “refined” does not
mean “better” or “improved.”



Family Style Is Making Us Fat

When food is served “family style” from large plates, bowls, or platters
placed in arms’ reach, people simply eat more. One study found that
women eat about 10 percent more. Men move even faster through their first
helping and eat an additional 29 percent if the dish is on the table instead of
on the counter.

Family style starts out with good intentions. When you prepare a meal
for a group of people, you fix more food to make sure there is enough for
everyone.

But the large serving plates moving around the table create peer
pressure. Everyone feels obligated to take a sample of each item to avoid
offending the chef. Then, everyone sits around with more food within reach,
making it far too easy to grab seconds or even thirds.

To avoid eating more food than you need, leave the serving plates in the
kitchen, on a counter, or anywhere else that requires people to stand up and
leave the table for another helping. This will allow your family and friends
to be selective and take only what they really want. It should also keep them
from eating too much and becoming uncomfortably full.

Once you move the serving plates off the table, you might notice that
people are less likely to get up and grab seconds or thirds. Some people will
remain seated just to avoid the perception of overeating. Others will stay
seated simply because getting up requires effort. Either way, sit back and
watch how you have channeled social pressure in a positive direction.

Also, when you cook for yourself or your immediate family and you
make extra food to save for leftovers, put those portions away before you
eat. If you leave the excess food sitting out, someone is bound to eat more
than they had originally planned.



This small and easy change makes a real difference. After testing this
myself over the last year, I now put less on my plate to start with and rarely
go back to the kitchen for a second serving. All it takes is a little planning
before you sit down to eat. The rest is almost automatic.

Burn Calories After Your Workout

While a few hours of activity a day sounds like a daunting challenge, it is
not when you reverse the equation. If someone told you to avoid 23 hours
of inactivity per day, I assume you would agree with this advice
wholeheartedly. Yet without some deliberate effort, it is easy to spend 23
hours a day sitting, sleeping, and moving slowly.

A few years ago, I began tracking the percentage of time I was active in
a given day. I always considered myself to be someone who leads an active
lifestyle. But it turned out nearly 20 hours of my day was occupied by
sleeping, sitting, and being lightly active. Then about three hours was just
fairly active, or the equivalent of walking.

That left well under an hour of very active time, when I was getting real
cardiovascular activity. As I studied these patterns, I realized how important
it was to first move as much time as possible away from the completely
sedentary category. Then I increased my amount of very active time by
walking briskly, running, and biking.

Study your distribution of activity for one of your typical days. Start
with the easy math and add up how much time you spend sitting each day.
Do everything possible to reduce that number. Then focus on doing
anything that gets your heart beating a little faster than normal.

Any workout will burn calories. However, as your level of intensity
increases, you continue burning calories for many hours after your workout



ends. New research suggests that vigorous activity could increase the total
benefit of a workout by nearly 50 percent over the duration of an entire day.
When participants in an experiment rode a stationary bicycle at high
intensity for 45 minutes, the exercise itself burned about 420 calories. Yet
what is most interesting is that over the next 14 hours, the participants
burned 190 additional calories on average.

When you exercise, push yourself to the point where it would be hard to
have a conversation. Or use a heart rate monitor to ensure you are in the
right target zone. If you can get to this point for much of the workout, your
body will continue to benefit for hours after you exercise.



Replace chips, crackers, and snack bars with nuts, seeds, apples, celery,
and carrots.

Always leave the serving dishes in the kitchen; don’t bring them to the table.

Get a full hour of vigorous activity to burn calories all day long.



Timing Matters

Empty Stomach, Bad Choices

The hungrier you are, the harder it is to resist unhealthy foods. When your
stomach is empty, your blood sugar levels drop. This increases your desire
for foods like burgers, pizza, brownies, and ice cream. When researchers
used functional MRI brain scans to study why this happens, they discovered
that the body focuses on feeding itself high-calorie foods to get blood sugar
levels back to normal.

An empty stomach also makes you more likely to start your meal with
the wrong foods, even when you have a variety of choices. One experiment
found that students who were asked to fast from dinner until lunch the next
day were more than two times as likely to start their meal with a roll or
french fries, compared with a control group that ate normally. In contrast,
most of the people in the control group started by eating a vegetable.

Perhaps you have experienced this before. You haven’t eaten in a while,
and you are starting to get hungry. As time passes, almost any food is
appealing, healthy or not. If you give in to temptation, you eat more than
normal. I know my willpower falls apart if I have not had anything to eat



for several hours. This leads me to eat about anything I can find. I also
consume more and at a faster pace when my stomach is running on empty.

Several years ago, I realized this was taking a toll on my health. If I got
hungry on a long drive, I stopped at the nearest fast-food restaurant. When
rushing through an airport, I would grab a sandwich or energy bar for my
flight. Anytime I was hungry and in a hurry, it resulted in a bad choice.

To keep myself from going into starvation mode, I decided to keep a
standby pack of mixed nuts in my work bag. This homemade snack pack
now goes everywhere with me, just in case I am stuck with no healthy
options nearby. Not only does this help satisfy cravings, it also serves as a
backup when I attend meetings or events with limited food choices.

When you are away from home, take small bags of nuts, fruits, or
vegetables with you in case you get hungry. Keep these healthy snacks
nearby to satisfy a mid-afternoon craving. When you plan for healthier
choices in advance, poor last-minute decisions are easy to avoid.

The 20-Minute Meal Rule

Given my lack of patience, I know how easy it is to devour a meal in five
minutes, particularly when I’m in a rush. For most of my life, I have viewed
eating as one more thing I need to complete as quickly as possible. This
made fast food and microwavable meals two of my best friends when I was
growing up.

When I first got married and went to dinner with my in-laws, I
remember how frustrating it was when they took a full hour to eat their
meal. As much as I enjoyed the company and conversation between bites, I
found myself sitting with a clean plate for the last 45 minutes of each meal,
looking at everyone else around the table as their forks moved between the



plate and their mouth in what felt like slow motion. As it turns out, my in-
laws had it right.

The more I studied this topic, the more I learned that nothing good
comes from racing through meals. When you eat too fast, your digestive
system does not have enough time to send a “you’re getting full” message
to your brain. So you tend to keep eating — and end up eating too much.
When you overeat, you get less enjoyment from consuming the excess
quantities compared with the initial flavorful bites. So when you rush
through a meal, you eat more than you need, and you enjoy the food less.

Eating fast not only leads to overconsumption, but it also nearly doubles
your risk of obesity and increases your odds of Type 2 diabetes by two and
a half times. In contrast, if you eat slowly and take the time to savor each
bite, you will consume significantly less and avoid these ill effects.

Rapid eating can also cause discomfort after a meal. When you eat too
fast, you introduce extra air into your digestive tract. This overloads your
stomach, causing it to produce more acid. The result is heartburn, or what is
technically known as gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). One study
found that eating a meal in 5 rather than 30 minutes made people 50 percent
more likely to have heartburn.

In contrast, an extended meal with friends is one of the best investments
of your time for a variety of reasons. Take time to enjoy each bite of food
along with the conversation. Spend more time with loved ones, eat slower,
and savor the taste of your food.

If you chew your food properly, a meal should take at least 20 minutes,
according to one expert. Slowing down can also give your brain and
stomach time to realize you are getting full. I find the 20-minute rule to be a
good general guideline, especially when I eat alone. Although I am still
tempted to eat much faster, aiming for 20 minutes at least slows me down.



Even when takeout food is the only option, there are things you can do
to slow your consumption. Something as simple as forcing yourself to put
your food, arm, fork, or spoon down between bites can help you avoid
rapidly shoveling food into your mouth. Savor the first few bites of each
meal. Learn to enjoy the process of eating foods that are good for you.

Move Early for a 12-Hour Mood Boost

Trust me, I have made every excuse in the book for not working out in the
morning: early meeting, long commute, or getting kids to school. Yet the
reality is, you are the only one who misses out if you don’t exercise first
thing in the morning.

When a team of researchers assigned a group of college students to
exercise, then tracked their mood the next day, they made a surprising
discovery. After just 20 minutes of a moderate-intensity workout, the
students were in a much better mood compared with a control group of
students who did not exercise. The researchers expected this result based on
previous findings. What surprised them was the durability of this increase
in mood. Students in the group who exercised continued to feel better
throughout the day. They were in a better mood 2, 4, 8, and even 12 hours
later.

A mere 20 minutes of moderate activity could significantly improve your
mood for the next 12 hours. So, while working out in the evening is better
than no activity at all, you essentially sleep through and miss most of the
boost in your mood. Exercising before you eat breakfast, instead of after,
could also burn additional fat and improve glucose tolerance. Working out
early also alleviates any guilt of putting it off and provides extra energy for
the remainder of the day.



After reading some of this research, I started forcing myself to exercise
first thing in the morning, even when it was inconvenient. I soon realized
my morning workout was essential on days when I had critical work,
meetings, or presentations. On a recent two-day trip to give a speech in San
Francisco, I made sure my flights were timed so I could stay on schedule
and get a good night of sleep. My presentation started at 8 a.m., so I went to
bed and woke up early to have time for a run and a healthy breakfast before
getting ready. This kept my internal body clock on schedule and ensured I
had plenty of energy for my speech.

Instead of treating morning exercise as something that will drain your
energy, as it often does the first few days until you establish a routine,
remember that it will eventually give you additional energy. In addition to
looking and feeling better, research suggests you will have extra brainpower
and creative thought following periods of vigorous activity. Working out in
the morning will also keep the 12-hour mood boost from going to waste.



Select a healthy standby snack today. Carry it with you wherever you go.

Make every meal last at least 20 minutes.

Exercise in the morning for a better mood and more brainpower all day.



Shortcuts

The First Order Anchors the Table

The more people you dine with, the more food you are likely to eat. When
dining with one person, people eat 35 percent more than when they are
alone. Sharing a meal with more than four people increases consumption by
75 percent. When people eat in groups of seven or more, they eat 96 percent
more than when they dine alone. When you dine with friends, social
expectations shape your decisions more than you realize.

“Anchoring” is a term behavioral scientists use to describe how people
rely too heavily on the first piece of information they hear. If someone
offers you a product for $100, you will think it is a deal to purchase that
product for $75. With almost any purchase, small or large, the sticker price
serves as an anchor for all discounts and negotiations.

The same phenomenon occurs when you dine out with friends. The first
person to announce what he or she is ordering sets an anchor for the entire
group. If the first person ordering chooses a healthy option, it puts a little
pressure on everyone else at the table to do the same.



But if the first person to order picks the fried chicken, it makes everyone
else want to give in to temptation and splurge. Research has shown how
people use this “it’s not as bad as what she ordered” mentality to justify
poor choices. Then consider another pivotal moment — when your waiter
asks if anyone wants to see the dessert menu. In most cases, we look at each
other for visual cues, and then someone makes the decision about whether
to accept the menu. If the first person to respond agrees to see the dessert
menu, the server will bring menus for everyone at the table. Even if you had
not originally planned to order dessert, you may give in.

The next time you are dining out with a group, see if you can detect how
your choices influence others. If you are planning to order a healthier item,
share that choice with friends while you are looking at the menu. Or be the
first one to order and anchor others’ decisions toward better choices.

Realign Your Spine

When the wheels of a car are not aligned properly, it pulls toward one side
instead of moving straight ahead. Over time, this poor alignment creates
uneven wear on the car’s tires. A similar problem occurs when your body’s
motions are not aligned and balanced. Using one side of your body far more
than the other, for example, can create uneven wear and serious back
problems over time.

If you don’t have back pain today, you probably will at some point. The
more sedentary we become and as electronic devices invade our lives, the
likelihood of our spines worsening over time increases. And for those of us
with chronic back issues, the smallest of incidents, such as tying a shoelace,
can set off a chain of painful events.



As one spinal surgeon put it, be careful to avoid bending, lifting, and
twisting in particular. During these three motions, your spine is the most
vulnerable to injury. When you need to bend down and pick something up,
use your knees instead of your back. Straighten up and protect your back at
all times, even when you sneeze. Try not to overextend when you reach.

If you need to carry a purse or bag for more than a block, switch the side
you carry it on frequently, or use a backpack to distribute the load evenly. I
have noticed it helps when I alternate sides when I carry my kids. Even
when I walk home from the grocery store, I now carry two lighter bags
instead of one heavy bag in my dominant hand.

When you use a computer, check the basic alignment of your keyboard,
screen, and chair. Then mix it up to minimize repetitive motion. If you have
used your right hand to operate your mouse for years, try using your left
hand.

I went as far as to put trackpads on the left and right side of my
computer to force myself to use both arms interchangeably. Doing this for a
few years eliminated my chronic wrist and shoulder pain. Another option is
to alternate between a trackpad, trackball, touchscreen, or other input device
instead of solely relying on a mouse using your dominant hand.

Apply the same principle to your phone. Switch the hand you use or the
ear you speak into regularly. Do whatever you can to create variance and
keep both sides of your body in balance.

Fight the Light at Night

Keep artificial light before bedtime from ruining your sleep. Exposure to
light in the hours before you go to sleep suppresses melatonin levels. Lower



melatonin levels make it hard to fall asleep, decrease sleep quality, and
could even increase the risk of high blood pressure and diabetes.

Melatonin plays a critical role in regulating our sleeping and waking
cycles. To study fluctuations in melatonin levels, one team of researchers
followed 116 healthy volunteers for five consecutive days. The researchers
inserted an intravenous catheter into each person’s forearm. This allowed
them to measure melatonin levels continuously. They discovered that
exposure to bright light before bedtime decreased the beneficial effect of
melatonin by 90 minutes compared with dim light exposure.

One implication from this emerging research is to consider your use of
indoor lighting. Open the blinds and keep lighting bright during the day.
Use “cool white” light bulbs near 6500K in color temperature, which are
designed to mimic natural daylight, in areas where you work. These bulbs
emit additional light from the blue part of the spectrum versus the yellowish
light from traditional incandescent bulbs. This blue-toned electrical light
and natural sunlight slow melatonin production and help you be more alert.

Use “warm” or more yellow-colored lighting closer to 3000K in color
temperature in your bedroom or other areas where you spend your time in
the evening. Then turn all artificial lighting down during evening hours.
Avoiding bright and blue-toned light in the evening allows your body to
produce extra melatonin and helps you sleep. Relying on natural light or
simply dimming your lights late in the day (dimmers are relatively
inexpensive and save electricity) will also improve your sleep quality.

Then eliminate as much light as you can in your bedroom. If you read in
bed each night, use a small reading light instead of brighter overhead
lighting. Add room-darkening curtains, cover any artificial light from
clocks or electronic devices, and remove any other distractions. There is a
reason why most hotels provide “blackout” shades for their guests. They



understand that you getting a good night of sleep and being satisfied with
your stay depends on keeping all light out at night.

Another good idea is to eliminate nighttime television in your bedroom.
Or don’t put a television in your bedroom at all. If you are used to falling
asleep watching TV, try to break that habit.



Make a healthy choice and order first when you dine out. It will lock in your
good decision and likely start a trend.

Pick one of your most repetitive motions, such as using a smartphone,
computer, or carrying a heavy bag. Alternate use of your left and right sides
frequently.

Use bright light to stay alert during the day. Dim your lights in the evening.
Then block all light in your bedroom at night.



Decisions

Prioritize Your Protein

Most of us need to consume more plant-based protein and fewer
carbohydrates. Research suggests protein stimulates the cells that keep us
thin and alert. Yet it can be difficult to figure out how to get enough protein
from the right sources.

In the early 2000s, like millions of other people, I jumped on the
bandwagon of diets focused on added protein from any source. I found
myself eating substantially more red meat and cheese. At the time, grilling
meat each evening was easy and appealing, until I had my cholesterol
checked and it had soared to a new high.

This was also the period in my life when tumors in my kidneys and
pancreas grew faster than ever before. While the tumor growth could be
coincidental, the way this “meat and cheese” diet increased my cholesterol
was not. Fortunately, reversing the bad trend in my cholesterol levels was
relatively easy as I learned about eating the right forms of protein.

Research has shown how consumption of specific protein sources can
provide the nutrients you need, without the negative effects of hot dogs,



hamburgers, or pastrami sandwiches. While it may be okay to eat meat
occasionally, you can get all the protein you need from plant-based sources.
The list below is a general continuum of where to look for protein before
resorting to red or processed meats:

Getting more protein from fruits, vegetables, nuts, and fish will also
increase your intake of omega-3s, which are deficient in most people’s diets
today. Omega-3s are essential fatty acids shown to protect against certain
cancers, cognitive decline, macular degeneration, and heart disease. They
can also decrease depressive symptoms and improve your mood.

One experiment found that participants who consumed omega-3s had a
20 percent reduction in anxiety levels and a significant reduction in
inflammation, compared with a control group. A 2012 study revealed that
people with low levels of omega-3s even had smaller brains (on MRI



scans) and lower scores on tests of basic mental ability. Ideal sources of
omega-3s are fish, nuts, and seeds; salmon, walnuts, and flaxseeds are the
best of the bunch.

Base most of your meals around protein from plant-based sources and
seafood with the lowest mercury levels (as listed on the previous page). If
the majority of your protein comes from these sources with higher omega-3
content, you may notice a difference in how you feel each day. Eating the
right mix of these foods can boost your mood and improve your long-term
health.

Stop Buying Junk for Friends

In the grocery store, I find it easy to rationalize buying cookies by telling
myself I am “getting them for friends” or to serve at an event. So I am
essentially acknowledging that a food is not healthy enough for me but still
okay to give to loved ones or friends. Then I present it to my friends in a
way that makes them feel good about receiving the unhealthy cookies and
virtually obligate them to eat it.

What’s really happening is: I am telling others that I value their health
and well-being less than my own. Studies show that people consistently buy
less healthy foods for others than for themselves. When making food
purchases for themselves, people buy a balance of foods. However, when
choosing food for family or friends, people are more likely to buy junk
food.

As a parent of young children, I notice that almost every gathering is
filled with baked goods and sweets. It is almost impossible to make a good
choice at these events. When I watch sporting events with friends, the
options are even more limited. I can’t remember the last time I watched



football with friends and ate something that was a part of my typical healthy
diet.

Until I thought this through, my decisions when entertaining were as bad
as anyone else’s. My standard plan for having guests over was to order
pizza or grill burgers. Then I realized it might be time to value the health of
others as much as I value my own. Put yourself in the place of one of your
friends, family members, or dinner guests. How often do you go somewhere
and the food options are not as healthy or diverse as what you would select
on your own?

The problem is, most of us want healthy options for ourselves but
assume incorrectly that others prefer less healthy foods. Change this trend
in your networks, and start bringing healthier food to gatherings. If nothing
else, it will tell your friends you value their health as much as your own.

Find Your Motivation to Move

Even though people know they should exercise regularly, a majority fail to
do so. We know that increasing activity levels will help us achieve major
goals (e.g., losing weight) or life outcomes (e.g., living longer). But when
we think about these big ultimate goals in the distance, it can be hard to get
motivated today. So instead of letting these broad long-term goals
overwhelm you, pick specific reasons that personally motivate you to be
more active right now.

One of my best near-term motivators is better interactions with friends,
colleagues, and family members. When I have been sitting all day, I get
cranky — and it shows. But when I exercise early, I have more energy and a
better disposition all day. There are other benefits as well: Once my
workout is behind me, I feel like I have accomplished more by midday than



I otherwise would in a full workday. And the vain side of me realizes my
face has more color when I exercise, so I look healthier as a result.

A longer-term motivator for me is to be an active parent for many years.
When I pair this motivation with my own risk factors, I have a deeply
personal incentive for making good decisions. If lifestyle can prevent two-
thirds of all cancers, and studies suggest exercise extends life span for those
of us with cancer, it is even easier for me to make these choices. To remind
myself of this each day, I keep pictures of my wife and kids directly above
my desk and treadmill. This reminds me that my staying active matters as
much for the people I care about as it does for myself.

Everyone has unique motivators. Some of the most powerful accounts I
have heard are from people who broke the difficult habit of smoking
because they knew how much it would mean to a spouse or child. Friends
who have lost a lot of weight often attribute their turnaround to a deeply
emotional plea from a loved one.

It is well-established that exercise reduces your risk of cancer, heart
disease, high blood pressure, obesity, and depression. Activity also slows
aging. There is no shortage of reasons to move more today.



Investigate how you can get most of your protein from plant-based sources.

Quit giving people food you know better than to eat yourself. When buying
food for friends or preparing a meal for others, think of what’s best for their
health.

Pick one deeply personal motivation to move more. Find a way to remind
yourself every day with a photo, note, or quote.



Working

Keep Work From Killing You

In 1951, a team of researchers embarked on an 18-year study of San
Francisco dock workers to examine the factors that predisposed these men
to fatal coronary heart disease. When they published their findings nearly
two decades later, many of the usual suspects emerged as contributors to
heart disease: elevated blood pressure, cigarette smoking, and obesity.

Yet one of the most striking findings was that the men with short bursts
of activity as part of their routine work had significantly lower death rates
from coronary disease. These were the dock workers who loaded cargo as
new ships came in and out of port. This is the type of regular activity that
was built in to a wide variety of jobs just 50 years ago.

Back then, jobs requiring moderate physical activity accounted for about
half of the labor market. Today, only 20 percent of jobs require real activity.
This transformational shift mirrors increases in diabetes and obesity rates.
You can now accomplish countless tasks with click of a mouse and a few
keystrokes. While this increases efficiency, it comes at the expense of our
physical health.



This epidemic of inactivity now spans the globe. From the United States
to India and China, technology — from computers to washing machines —
minimizes the need for manual labor, and our health suffers as a result. The
way we cook, clean, work, and make products no longer requires strenuous
activity.

Because of these seismic shifts in activity levels, you now have to find
ways to infuse deliberate movement into your day. If you work in a
traditional office setting, it is in your company’s best interest to ensure you
get some activity during the workday.

Emerging research suggests companies that provide employees with
time to exercise, even during working hours, do not lose any business. In
fact, this research shows how you could be more productive if your
organization gives you time to exercise during the workday. Even when you
work fewer hours in a week, the tradeoff is a net positive for you and your
organization. Other studies find that employees see significant increases in
overall earnings as their activity levels rise.

The good news is, many employers are taking notice. A friend of mine
recently lost 50 pounds. When I asked him how he did it, he gave almost all
the credit to encouragement from his colleagues and programs his employer
offered. Even if your peer group at work is not very active, consider what
you can do to start a positive trend.

Find a few moments each day when you can walk briskly. Do a few
push-ups or anything else to break up a 10-hour span of limited activity.
Ask a colleague to go for a walking meeting instead of sitting in
uncomfortable chairs. The late Steve Jobs was famous for requiring
colleagues and clients to go on walking meetings around his neighborhood.
When a reporter asked him why he did, Jobs explained he could think better
when he walked.



If nothing else, make sure you get up several times a day and move
around your workspace. Work can make you fat, sick, and tired. But
building movement into your daily routine will provide a buffer against
today’s sedentary jobs. As a leading public health researcher put it, “In
many ways we’ve engineered physical activity out of our lives, so we’ve
got to find ways to put it back into our lives.”

The Danger of Desktop Dining

Early in my career, having lunch with a group of friends from work was one
of the best parts of my day. Some days we would all go out to eat, but most
of the time, we grabbed lunch in the cafeteria. Either way, it provided a
mental break from what I was working on and forced me to get up and
move around. Most importantly, it was quality social time with my friends.

However, as the demands of my job increased over the next couple of
years, my lunchtime pattern changed. On most days, I considered myself
too busy for an extended lunch and opted to eat at my desk. This allowed
me to devour my food as quickly as possible, usually hunched over my
keyboard reading email. Eating at my desk got lunch “out of the way” in
about five minutes, compared to the 50 minutes it took to eat with a group.

I justified eating at my desk by telling myself it made me more
productive. In hindsight, desktop dining had the opposite effect. It was bad
for my relationships with colleagues. I had less physical energy. And I was
less satisfied with my job at the end of the workday and had fewer ideas to
contribute.

When I have a busy day, I still eat at my desk more than I should. But I
can now see how it is a trap because I eat more at my desk than I do when I



am paying attention. By sitting and eating at my desk, I also miss an
opportunity for midday activity.

According to various studies, roughly two-thirds of workers eat lunch at
their desks. And a majority don’t take time for regular breaks during the
workday. This can result in trouble focusing and less time for creative
thought. So to prevent that, use lunch as a natural stopping point in the
middle of a busy day. Take a short walk. On nice days, get outside for fresh
air. Or find somewhere to eat with a few friends at work. Use lunchtime as a
reminder to get exercise and energizing social time.

Working While Intoxicated

Sleep less, achieve less. It’s really that simple. According to a study from
Harvard Medical School, lack of sleep costs the American economy $63
billion a year in lost productivity alone. In the words of one of the lead
researchers, “Americans are not missing work because of insomnia. They
are still going to their jobs but they’re accomplishing less because they’re
tired. In an information-based economy, it’s difficult to find a condition that
has a greater effect on productivity.”

Sleep-deprived driving can be as hazardous as drunk driving; 75 percent
of the time a truck driver runs someone off the road, driver fatigue is a
prominent factor. According to one scientist who has studied this
extensively, four hours of sleep loss produces as much impairment as a six-
pack of beer. A whole night of sleep loss is equivalent to a staggering blood
alcohol level of 0.19 percent. That’s double most legal limits.

Working on little sleep is not much better. There is a reason why
surgeons and pilots now have mandated periods of rest before they are
allowed to operate or fly an airplane. In 2010, an Air India 737 crashed,



killing 158 people. When investigators listened to the data recorder, what
they heard was “heavy nasal snoring” in the cockpit. This is just one
example; hundreds are killed every year by people who get too little sleep.

If you care about the quality of your work and interactions with your
peers, give sleep the priority it deserves. To make this possible, your work
needs to be satisfying. Poor sleep quality is nearly twice as common among
those who are least satisfied with their jobs.

Even if you are not in your dream job today, it’s up to you to make sure
work is not keeping you up every night. Any job is likely to cause a
sleepless night on occasion. But I’m amazed by how many people go
through weeks, months, or years of dealing with poor sleep due to job
stress. It’s hard to imagine that any job is worth the damage this does to
your health over time.



Engineer activity into your work. Have a standing or walking meeting. Get up
and move every time you are on the phone.

Take a midday break of at least 30 minutes every day.

Structure your work schedule for better sleep. Help your boss and colleagues
understand why good sleep is in everyone’s best interest.



Quitting

The Throwaway Foods

Some foods have no redeeming value for anyone. Yet the first thing people
do when they receive a big box of candy they don’t want is put it in a
common location for others to consume. Who will pass on free food, right?

A couple of years ago, I spoke to a group of leaders about the
importance of wellness in the workplace. Following my talk, I received a
giant bucket of candy from the event’s organizers as a thank you. I’m sure
they had the best intentions, but it was ironic, given the topic I covered.
Nonetheless, when I got back to my office, I scoured through the bucket in
search of anything remotely healthy. No luck. Out of 20 options, they were
all loaded with sugar and refined carbohydrates.

To keep myself from eating these sweets, I would normally put the
bucket in our office’s shared kitchen or offer the candy to someone else. But
as I thought about it, that decision made little sense. If I left the bucket in
our office kitchen, my friends and colleagues would walk by, be tempted to
take some, and be less healthy as a result.



Given that more than one-third of our sugar intake comes from snacks,
leaving this candy out for colleagues suddenly felt like the wrong decision.
If I care about the people I work with, why tempt them to make a lousy
choice? So I dumped the entire bucket of sweets into a garbage can in my
office. Many foods are better off in the trash than in your stomach.

The next time you receive unhealthy food as a gift, subtly dispose of it
later. When you get a free dessert or candy with a meal, leave it behind. If
the item is clearly bad for your health, don’t feel guilty. You are not wasting
food. You may be saving lives.

Help a Quitter Win

When you pass on a piece of cake, it inevitably leads to someone saying,
“Come on, one bite won’t kill you.” Loved ones, friends, and colleagues say
this all the time. They do it without much thought or any bad intentions.

Yet for those who are trying to eat well and avoid sugary desserts, these
innocent comments make it difficult to resist temptation. While it is
common to pressure someone to take one bite of cake, you know better than
to tell a friend who is an alcoholic he should just have one drink.

People with drug or alcohol addictions can stay away from bars or
environments that create temptation. However, those who are diabetic or
obese do not have the option to completely avoid food. So making good
dietary decisions will be a daily struggle for the rest of their lives.

Our social circles continue to make this even more difficult. Half of
people surveyed in one study reported feeling pressure from peers to eat
foods that are not on their diet; 35 percent reported that other people go as
far as to make jokes about their diet. Nearly one-third said that someone



had ordered food for them at a restaurant they would not have selected for
dietary reasons.

Then you have the subtle social pressures that cause us to make poor
decisions; 56 percent of people in this survey broke their diet to avoid
insulting a host, boss, client, or family member. Another 51 percent did so
because they wanted to eat like everyone else and fit in with the group.

Instead of doing things that unintentionally sabotage the health of others,
turn this social influence in the other direction. Acknowledge friends who
decide to pass on cake or ice cream for the sake of their health. Give them
credit in front of the group, or better yet, join them in making healthy
decisions.

Try quitting a few of the worst foods you eat. Set a good example with
your own choices in social settings. You don’t have to be one of those
obnoxious people at a dinner, espousing your dietary beliefs to anyone who
will listen. Instead, help friends understand your decisions if they ask. Once
you quit ordering cake, you will notice friends doing the same over time,
even if it never comes up in conversation.

Hit Snooze and You Lose

The snooze button seems so innocent. For decades, it was a close friend of
mine. It was rare if a day went by when I did not give myself an extra 15
minutes of sleep after the alarm rang. And for many people, the snooze
button ritual lasts for 30-60 minutes. This might be fine if we weren’t
already struggling to get enough sound sleep.

When you break your final hour of sleep into small half-awake chunks,
studies show it does not count toward the total amount of deep restorative
sleep. For the next few weeks, set your alarm at the latest possible time so



hitting the snooze button is not an option. Force yourself to get up right
away. Those extra minutes can give you enough sleep so you feel refreshed.

If promising not to hit snooze doesn’t work, move your alarm clock
beyond your reach so you have to get out of bed to turn off the alarm. Find
a clock or smartphone app designed to prevent you from snoozing. Or if all
else fails, get one of those clocks that automatically rolls off your
nightstand and forces you to chase it across the room.

If you naturally wake up at around the same time each day, another
option is to do away with your alarm altogether — though this might not be
practical if your job requires an early start. One friend of mine banished the
alarm clock from his bedroom. After waking up without using an alarm
clock for several years, he describes how peaceful his mornings are
compared with the days when he was awakened by a jarring noise.

The light from an alarm clock can also be an issue. If the display on your
clock is one of the brightest elements in your bedroom, you are likely to
glance at it when you are having trouble sleeping. When you look over and
see you’re still awake at 2 a.m., all it does is create even more stress and
keep you up longer.

A simple solution I found is a clock that requires me to push a button on
top if I need to see the time. It does not display the time continuously in an
otherwise dark room. When I am in a hotel, I make sure to turn the alarm
clock around or cover the display. These small changes helped far more
than I would have guessed.



Whenever you receive junk food, put it in the nearest trash can. This will
keep you from splurging or regifting it.

When you see a friend making a good decision about what to eat, give credit
and encouragement.

Avoid using the snooze button on your alarm for the next week. Then, see if
you can banish it for good.



Myth Busting

The Butter Is Healthier Than the Bread

When I was growing up, I was told that anything made with wheat was
good for me. As it turns out, a couple pieces of bread could increase blood
sugar as much as a can of sugary soda or a candy bar. The original study
that launched the concept of the glycemic index (GI) as a measure of the
effects of certain foods on our blood sugar revealed that the GI of whole
grain bread is 72 (lower number is better). For comparison, the GI for white
bread is 69, a Mars candy bar is 68, shredded wheat cereal is 67, and table
sugar is 59. A more recent study found that foods containing the industry
standard “whole grain stamp” were higher in sugar and calories than
products without the stamp.

Surrounding a healthy food with two slices of bread changes the entire
equation. According to one expert, eating two pieces of whole wheat bread
increases your blood sugar more than eating two tablespoons of pure sugar.
This triggers the release of insulin and eventually leads to the growth of
extra abdominal fat. As this cycle continues, higher blood sugar levels



signal an inflammatory response, increasing the odds of bigger problems
like heart disease and cancer.

Do all you can to eat less bread. Take the top slice off a sandwich so you
consume half as much. Better yet, replace bread with a bed of greens for a
much healthier option.

Many “healthy” menu options at restaurants, from fast food to dine-in,
include a roll or bread on the side. This is the default for most restaurants,
and it is what consumers expect. My three favorite lunch spots provide
bread with each salad. The amount of bread they include is about the same
portion size you get with a sandwich. So, if I were to eat the bread, it
defeats the purpose of getting a salad instead of a sandwich.

Every day at these restaurants, I see people who, with great intentions,
order a relatively healthy salad but also take the free bread. The vast
majority take the bread, which means they also eat these additional carbs
and calories. My favorite entrée salad, for example, has 16 grams of
carbohydrates. The supposedly healthy “whole grain flatbread” they include
for free (which makes it even harder to decline) adds a whopping 46 grams
of carbs. The bread nearly triples the total carbohydrates for this meal.

The obvious, but admittedly difficult, choice is to turn down the side of
bread. Then you don’t need to worry about the temptation or the guilt of
throwing food away. Or request a substitute for the bread, like carrots or
apples. I have been pleasantly surprised by how many restaurants will
provide a much healthier alternative if you ask.

There will always be times when you are eating on the run and a wrap or
sandwich is the only viable option. The key is to pass on all of the extra
bread. As one of the world’s leading researchers on obesity put it, the next
time you consume buttered toast, consider that the butter may be healthier
than the bread.



Don’t Eat Your Meat and Potatoes

Meat and potatoes are central to a Western diet. Growing up in Nebraska,
an agricultural state in the middle of the U.S., my two dietary staples were
meat and some form of potato. Like most of my peers, as a child, I was told
to eat my meat and potatoes if I wanted to grow up to be big, strong, and
healthy. According to the research, I was not alone in associating meat with
masculinity.

However, these two foods are at the root of a global obesity epidemic. A
large-scale study published in the New England Journal of Medicine
revealed that french fries and potato chips account for even more weight
gain over time than processed and red meat. This study suggests that the
combination of these “meat and potato” categories could add more pounds
to your waistline than sweets and desserts.

While a moderate amount of meat and potato products may not be a
problem, watch out for excessive quantities of these two foods in particular.
Research suggests that eating processed meat regularly (e.g., sausage or
bacon) can increase the risk of deadly pancreatic cancer by 19 percent for
men. This is one of several studies to identify an association between higher
meat consumption and long-term health problems.

The most comprehensive study of its kind, which followed more than
100,000 men and women over 28 years, found that one daily serving of
processed red meat (e.g., one hot dog or two slices of bacon) was associated
with a 20 percent increased risk of death during the study period. One
serving a day was also linked to a 21 percent higher risk of dying from heart
disease and a 16 percent higher risk of dying from cancer. Similar but
slightly smaller risk levels were found for unprocessed meat. These studies



suggest that daily consumption of red and processed meat, in particular,
poses the highest risk.

Start thinking about what you could substitute for meat and potatoes. For
example, replace one serving of processed meat with vegetables, fish, nuts,
or legumes. It might be unrealistic to eliminate these two staples from your
diet entirely, so try to cut back by making meat and potatoes something you
consume only occasionally.

Be Cold in Bed

It is easier to sleep in a dark, cool room than in a warm room. You have a
natural body clock that regulates your core temperature, and fluctuations
tell you when to sleep and when to wake. If a room is too warm, your body
clock will think it is time to wake up, regardless of the time. This explains
why you can fall asleep easier and sleep longer in a cool room.

Experts advise keeping your thermostat two to four degrees cooler at
night. This is not ideal if you live where the climate makes cooling an entire
home to this range less energy efficient. Some things you can do to help
include: opening and closing vents to keep your bedroom cooler than the
rest of the house, installing a secondary thermostat to maintain a cooler
temperature in the bedroom, using lighter or fewer blankets, running a fan
at night, or adding a gel-based mattress topper to keep your bed cool at
night.

Try to sleep in a room that is a few degrees cooler than the temperature
you are accustomed to during the day. This mild drop in temperature
induces sleep. As part of one experiment, researchers had insomniacs wear
“cooling caps” and found that this alternative was three times as effective at
helping them sleep as sleeping pills. Other research goes as far as to suggest



that rising indoor temperatures could be contributing to obesity. Turning the
thermostat down could even help you shed a few pounds.

At a minimum, a slightly cooler room can help you get a good night’s
sleep. Another thing to remember is all sleep temperatures are relative to
what your body is accustomed to during the day. In the summer, for
example, I sleep with a warmer bedroom temperature (73 degrees) than I do
during the winter (68 degrees) to conserve energy. What matters is that the
temperature is two to four degrees cooler than what you are accustomed to
during the day, whether it is summer or winter.



When you are offered complimentary bread with a meal, ask for a healthy
alternative or simply pass.

Eliminate one type of red or processed meat from your diet for good (like
bacon or hot dogs).

Keep your bedroom two to four degrees cooler at night. See if it helps you
fall asleep and stay asleep.



Home

Small Plates, Smaller Waistline

Portion sizes in most homes and restaurants today are larger than necessary.
Unfortunately, we often rely on a visual scan of our plates, instead of our
stomach, to determine when we are full. Studies show that when we have a
larger portion size, we eat substantially more food.

A set of experiments revealed how poorly the internal fuel gauge on
your stomach functions. When you are given an extra-large container of
popcorn, you eat 45 percent more. You pour 37 percent more liquid in short
and wide cups compared with tall and skinny cups. The effect was even
worse for kids, who served themselves twice as much cereal if given a 16-
ounce bowl instead of an 8-ounce bowl.

When preparing your next few meals at home, use smaller plates like
those intended for side salads or appetizers. After trying this for several
months, I found that these plates, which are 30-50 percent smaller in total
area, are enough to hold the amount of food I need. Until I did the math, I
did not realize a traditional 11-inch plate has nearly double the surface area
(95 square inches) of an 8-inch plate (50 square inches).



Use plates with a diameter closer to the length of your hand than to the
length of your foot. If you do not have smaller plates, try to place smaller
total portions on your larger plates. Start by placing food at the center of the
plate instead of circling the edges. The goal is not to fill every inch of space
on your plate with food.

Even the color of a plate can influence what you eat. A study published
in the Journal of Consumer Research suggests that the impact of plate color
alone is quite dramatic. They found a clear contrast between food and plate
keeps people from overeating. In the experiments, for example, when pasta
with white sauce was served on a white plate, people consumed nearly 30
percent more pasta compared with those who received the same meal on a
red plate.

Be even more conscious about how much you eat when the color of your
food matches the color of your plate. White is the most common plate color,
and white-colored foods are often the least healthy. Consider all the foods
that blend into a white background, from pasta to white bread to mashed
potatoes. These are foods you should try to avoid, yet a matching white
plate color can trick you into eating more of these foods.

Of course, I’m not suggesting you go out and buy green plates tomorrow
so you can eat loads of broccoli with less effort. But pay extra attention to
how much food you put on your plate, especially when it blends into the
background. If you use white plates, add contrast to each meal with healthy
reds, greens, and darker colored foods.

Staying Active Starts at Home

If you want change to last, start at home. A study of more than 6,000 people
who had been successful keeping weight off revealed that the most effective



and sustainable changes start in the home. Ninety-two percent of the
participants in this study found a way to exercise in their homes. Whether
you use a treadmill, elliptical machine, stair stepper, or video-based aerobic
program or exercise out in your neighborhood, your home is a great place to
build an active lifestyle.

This study also revealed that 78 percent of the participants ate breakfast
every day, which is much easier to do if you establish a routine at home.
Another 75 percent of the most successful group weighed themselves once
a week. The fourth most common habit, identified by two-thirds of people
in this study, was watching less than 10 hours of television per week.

As you can see from the common threads of those who successfully kept
weight off, most of these habits revolve around what goes on at home. This
is where we construct our daily defaults, for better or worse. When you
want to establish a new routine that benefits your health, start with what
goes on where you live.

Finding excuses for not exercising is easy. Making the decision to
exercise is not. I have trouble just getting out of bed early enough to work
out. If this is as big a challenge for you as it is for me, eliminate little things
that get in your way each morning.

Start with a few small adjustments. Set your workout gear next to your
bed at night so you barely have to get up to get rolling. If you drink coffee,
set your coffee maker on a timer so you wake up to the smell of freshly
brewed coffee. If going to the gym is an obstacle, build your routine around
an at-home workout. Turn activity into the path of least resistance.

Make Sleep a Family Value



Sleep is a treasure, and it should be valued as one. Yet for many of us, sleep
is the first thing we cast aside. In my own experience growing up, I recall
several of my role models boasting about running on just a few hours of
sleep.

In hindsight, I know that this was rooted in a good-natured work ethic.
Yet my major takeaway at a young age was that needing a lot of sleep was a
sign of weakness. This made it easier for me to spend my teenage years up
late at night, doing absolutely nothing productive.

Today, researchers have identified a strong link between children’s sleep
patterns and their performance in the classroom. They found simply having
a specific bedtime rule makes a profound difference. Children with higher
sleep quality are more active and eat healthier foods. All of this research
suggests we need to rethink sleep as a core family value.

Help the people you live with understand and appreciate that sleep is
beneficial for everyone. If you have children, don’t send them to bed as
punishment. Think about the message it sends. And set a good example by
consistently getting quality sleep yourself.

A good friend of mine whose children are now in high school described
how their family has maintained sleep as a core value for a couple of
decades. They always put their kids to bed early, starting at a young age,
and allowed them to read as long as they wanted. Even now that their kids
are older, they have no computers or televisions in their bedrooms. Every
night, they still read before bed, and the entire family sleeps well. This is
just one example of how to build a healthy routine for kids, but it is likely to
work for us adults as well.

Consider how you can help spouses, friends, and roommates sleep
better. Make a goal of helping everyone under your roof get sound sleep.
Talk about how schedules, lights, thermostats, and noise can be adjusted to



help everyone sleep. It is clearly in your best interest to ensure the people
you spend time with are well-rested. No one likes perpetually grumpy
housemates.



Use smaller cups, plates, and serving sizes to eat less.

Identify one easy way to add activity around your home or neighborhood:
walking, running, biking, exercise machines, workout videos, yoga, or
Pilates.

Discuss how schedules, lighting, thermostats, and reducing noise can help
everyone living under your roof sleep better.



Get Ahead

Don’t Be Fooled by the Decoy

Restaurants know how to lure us in. They have sophisticated research
showing how placing salads and other healthy options on the menu — even
if we don’t buy them — allows us to justify going there in the first place. We
are more likely to visit a less healthy restaurant when a healthy option is
available compared with when no healthy options are available. It is hard to
believe how well this works. A less healthy restaurant plants a healthy
decoy, and it gives us an excuse to dine there.

I fell into this trap myself recently. While driving and growing
increasingly hungry, I noticed a national burger chain that had been running
ad campaigns touting their new “garden salads.” To justify pulling off the
road, I told myself I would order the salad. However, by the time I reached
the drive-through window, some irrational impulse made me order a
cheeseburger and fries instead. Restaurants know we make these crazy
justifications and use it against us. Before you even decide on a restaurant
with one of your favorite indulgent choices, remember it is a game you will
likely lose.



When you eat at a chain restaurant, making good choices is even more
challenging. A massive U.S. Department of Agriculture study, which
examined the nutritional content of 30,923 menu items from 245 popular
restaurant brands, uncovered a widespread problem. Among top restaurant
chains in this study, 97 percent of entrées exceeded daily limits for calories,
sodium, and saturated fat.

This does not mean you need to abandon dining out. Getting out with
friends and family is, of course, a good idea for a host of other reasons.
What it means is you have to be even more selective about where you go
and what you order. Find a restaurant with several healthy options on the
menu that are as appealing as indulgent choices. This will make it easier to
dine there regularly, select from a range of foods, and eat relatively healthy.

Start with the right place to eat. If you wind up at a restaurant with
limited options, do your best to play defense. Ask for your sandwich
without mayonnaise. To make sure your salad is not soaked in high-calorie
dressing, ask for light dressing, or better yet, get it on the side. Skip the
bacon on a burger. Ask for steamed vegetables instead of veggies sautéed in
butter or covered with cheese. Avoid deep-fried options. Slowly chip away
at bad habits to make better choices.

Structure Exercise for Enjoyment

The hardest part of working out for me is the first five minutes. I know if I
am going to run outdoors, as long as I start, I am likely to keep going. The
same goes for cold days when I exercise on my elliptical machine. If I’m
not feeling up to working out on a particular day, I tell myself I only need to
exercise for 10 minutes. Then by that point, I usually feel great and keep
going for at least 30 minutes. It’s all mental trickery, but it works.



No matter how much you care about your health, there is a good chance
you still dread your daily workout, at least some of the time. Most of us
underestimate the enjoyment value of exercise — from group workouts,
individual exercise, moderate activity, challenging workouts, and
everything from yoga to weight training. Apparently the thought of
exercise, at least when you consider it in advance, is a deterrent.

The good news is, we enjoy exercise more in the moment (e.g., when
we’re running or in a yoga class) than we estimate in advance. According to
researchers who studied this phenomenon extensively, one reason we
underestimate enjoyment is because we place too much focus on the often
unpleasant beginning of the activity. If you reflect on a recent workout, it is
likely you experienced a peak moment in the middle of the event and felt
pretty good at the end of your workout as well.

Several studies show that people tend to remember the peaks and ends of
any experience. So try to focus on a peak moment during your last workout,
perhaps when you had a real rush of energy. Also consider the sense of
gratification you had when you finished.

If you structure your activity to end on a high note, you are more likely
to do it again. As part of an experiment on this topic, participants were
assigned to exercise for 20 minutes at a level they considered unpleasant. In
one of the sessions, they had a pleasant five-minute cool-down period
added to the end of the workout. In another session, there was no cool
down. When researchers asked participants which workout they would
repeat a week later, they chose the one with the pleasant end by a ratio of 2
to 1.

Another strategy to coax yourself into exercising is to select the part of
your routine you enjoy most and move it up to the beginning of your
workout. Anything that makes it easier for you to get started instead of



postponing exercise helps. Find some way to focus on the easiest and most
enjoyable parts of your workout, and then close it out on a good note.

A Night to Remember

While it seems obvious that good sleep provides extra brainpower for the
next day, you may underestimate how sleep influences your ability to make
sense of what you learned the day before. In the span of a full day, you take
in large amounts of disparate information. With all the input your brain
needs to process in a day, it is no wonder some form of memory
consolidation must occur. You simply cannot retain everything.

This is when a sound night’s sleep comes into play. It helps your mind
work through an unconscious process. While you are asleep, your brain
goes back through the day’s events and selects the most pertinent
knowledge. These key memories are then reinforced and encoded for long-
term storage. This is what allows you to recall certain facts or events later.

Think back to when you were a student. Someone likely told you to get
a good night’s sleep and to eat a healthy breakfast before a test or final
exam. The theory is, you need to be fresh to perform well.

However, while getting sound sleep the night before a test is a good
idea, it is too late to help you on the test. The real benefit comes from
getting good sleep as you learn throughout the year, so the information can
be encoded in your memory each night. If you file everything away
properly as you go along, this knowledge will be there for you when you
need it most.

This is more than an interesting theory. It has been tested in several
experimental settings. These studies show how sleep duration and quality
aid your ability to recall specific facts you learned the day before. Research



also suggests that chronic sleep impairment is bad for your overall mental
ability and akin to aging four to seven years. If you sleep well, it essentially
keeps your mental hard drive from failing.



Select restaurants based on how easy it is to make a healthy choice when
you order.

When you are tempted to skip a workout, just start exercising for a few
minutes. Starting is often the hardest part.

The next time you work on something that requires a great deal of learning
and synthesizing, go to bed early instead of staying up late.



Energy

Avoid a High-Fat Hangover

While I was in the middle of working on this book, my mom called on a
beautiful fall weekend and asked if she could take our family out for
Sunday brunch. She had picked a nearby restaurant that was getting great
reviews. When we got there, it was bustling with people and an enthusiastic
staff. But when I scanned the limited brunch menu, I realized it was going
to be difficult to make a good choice.

There were just five options on the menu. None of them looked
particularly healthy. When our server introduced herself, she described how
the glazed doughnuts with chocolate sauce and eggs Benedict were the two
most popular items. I ordered the eggs Benedict, figuring it was not as bad
as the doughnuts and telling myself I deserved a “cheat day.” When my
meal arrived, the English muffin with ham and two poached eggs smothered
in a thick hollandaise sauce was accompanied by a buttery biscuit and fried
potatoes, which I ate as well.

We had a great time at the restaurant, and the meal was filled with good
flavors. However, by early afternoon, I was bloated and half asleep on my



couch. It was one of the nicest days of the year and my daughter was asking
me to take her to the nearby park, but my energy was zapped. For the rest of
the day, my high-fat hangover from that one meal prevented me from doing
anything enjoyable or productive.

In hindsight, the only one I was cheating by making a bad breakfast
decision was myself. It was a self-inflicted way to ruin my energy and well-
being for the remainder of the day. A few weeks later, I was in a similar
situation. This time, I made a different choice and requested a healthy item
not on the menu: an egg white omelet with spinach, mushrooms, and
tomatoes. That afternoon, I had all the energy in the world, played with my
kids, got a little work done, and went for a run.

It is easy to take for granted how specific foods influence your energy
and mood during a typical day. Yet when scientists explore the relationship
between diet and mental health, it is clear that certain types of food increase
or decrease your energy in a given day. Fatty foods, for example, can make
you lethargic and moody.

One experiment found that people who consume more trans fatty acids
have significantly greater levels of aggression. They are also more irritable.
These findings led one of the researchers to suggest that institutions, like
schools and prisons, should reconsider serving fatty foods because the
detrimental impact “may extend beyond the person who consumes them to
affect others.”

The consumption of trans and saturated fats over time has also been
shown to increase the risk of being diagnosed with depression by up to 48
percent. Eating fast food and baked goods results in similar increases in the
risk of depression, even when consumed in small doses. These “comfort
foods” do not provide any comfort after all and could even accelerate the
cycle of depression. If you crave unhealthy foods when you are stressed, try



to avoid the trap of eating them. Eating poorly will make a bad day even
worse.

If you want to get your day off to a good start, don’t have biscuits and
gravy for breakfast. Before you order a heavy lunch, think about whether
you can afford what one scientist dubbed a “high-fat hangover.” Consider
the possibility, as researchers are investigating, that unhealthy food for
dinner can increase tensions with your spouse.

Each time you decide what to eat, it subtly shapes your days and
interactions with others. Fortunately, eating the right foods can turn your
mood in the right direction. Research suggests that on days when you eat
more fruits and vegetables, you will feel calmer, happier, and more
energetic than normal.

Take Your Brain for a Walk

Your brain works better following exercise. A team of researchers in Ireland
made this discovery through a relatively simple experiment. They asked a
group of students to watch a rapid lineup of photos. Each photo included a
name and face of a stranger. Then, after a brief break, the students tried to
recall the names of the faces that had moved across the computer screen.
After this initial test, half of the students were asked to ride a stationary
bicycle at a strenuous pace until they reached exhaustion. The other half of
the students sat quietly for 30 minutes. Then both groups took the test again
to see how many names they could recall.

The group of students who exercised performed much better on the
memory test than they had on their first attempt. The group who simply sat
in another room did not improve. As part of this experiment, the scientists
also collected blood samples, through which they discovered a biological



explanation for the increase in recall among the students who exercised.
Immediately after the strenuous activity, students in the exercise group had
much higher levels of a protein known as brain-derived neurotrophic factor,
or BDNF, which promotes the health of nerve cells.

Based on this research and other emerging experiments, exercise creates
an immediate benefit for your memory. Once your brain initially processes
something, you are less likely to retain the information if you are not
physically active in the period following this learning. If you learn then
move, you will have more effective recall when you need it most.

Walking a mile a day at least six days a week can even keep your brain
from shrinking. As part of an ongoing 20-year longitudinal study,
researchers analyzed the relationship between activity levels and brain
structure in more than 400 people. These scientists monitored how far
people walked each week. Then all patients underwent 3D MRI scans to
identify changes in brain volume. When brain volume decreases, it suggests
cells are dying.

This study revealed that higher levels of physical activity are
consistently related to greater brain volume. For healthy adults in the study
without any signs of cognitive impairment, walking about a mile a day was
enough to maintain brain volume. It also significantly reduced their risk for
cognitive decline. Other studies have shown that similar levels of activity
could reduce the risk of early death by at least 20 percent.

In addition to all the obvious benefits of walking, such as giving you a
quick mental refresher and energy, it is also essential for maintaining your
cognitive ability as you age. To fuel creativity now and prevent memory
loss over time, get walking.



Try Exercise Instead of Sleeping Pills

Regular exercise may be the best way to ensure a good night’s sleep and
more energy the following day. In particular, if you are among the 35 to 40
percent who have trouble falling asleep or who get tired during the day,
vigorous activity is a better place to start than medication. As sleep
researcher Brad Cardinal put it, “The scientific evidence is encouraging as
regular physical activity may serve as a non-pharmaceutical alternative to
improve sleep.”

Cardinal’s research team found, after controlling for known risk factors,
that sleeplessness decreased by 65 percent for participants who met the
basic activity guideline of 150 minutes of exercise per week. People who
worked out regularly also had less difficulty concentrating during the day.
Another researcher on this team said, “Regular physical activity may
positively influence an individual’s productivity at work, or in the case of
the student, influence their ability to pay attention in class.”

If you want better sleep, even a workout late in the day beats no exercise
at all. While working out early can boost your mood for the day, late-day
activity is just as valuable for your sleep. Despite what you might have
heard about exercise at night disrupting sleep, studies on this topic show
that even vigorous workouts in the hours right before bed are likely to
improve sleep significantly.

It’s easy to skip your workout when you are busy, but these studies show
that you are better off making sure you get some activity. Try exercising to
break a long-term cycle of sleeplessness before you jump to over-the-
counter or prescription sleeping medications. As is the case with a variety
of common ailments, a bit of activity can be more effective than a pill.



Before you order a heavy lunch, consider whether you can afford the
hangover that afternoon.

When your brain is filled with new information to remember or when you
need a burst of creativity, go for a walk.

If you’re having trouble sleeping, try exercising for a few days before you
resort to sleep medication.



Expectations

Stigmatize Sinful Foods

Depending on how old you are, you might remember when it was
acceptable to light up a cigarette on an airplane, in a classroom, or at your
desk. But over time, smoking indoors has become socially unacceptable.
The same thing occurred with littering, which was once commonplace but
is now rare and illegal. More recently, you can see how similar changes in
social expectations influence recycling.

I admit I didn’t start recycling at home until I realized all of my
neighbors were, and I felt social pressure. At my office, I used to grab paper
cups for coffee every day and throw them out without thinking twice. Then,
as I noticed my coworkers using reusable mugs and watching with a hint of
contempt when I threw away paper cups, I too switched to a reusable mug.
My social networks discouraged my bad habits, and it led to positive
change.

These same social pressures are now being aimed at unhealthy foods. I
recently noticed a large sign on the window of a major fast-food chain that
was featuring a sandwich. It consisted of cheese, bacon, and mayonnaise



surrounded by two large pieces of fried chicken in place of the bun. The
sign read, “We double dare you” above a photo of the sandwich. My
reaction was surprise and disgust. Even if consumers are willing to buy this
heart-attack-inducing sandwich, it seemed almost unconscionable for the
restaurant to explicitly dare people to make a poor decision.

We can use negative social stigmas to our advantage if we start to view
fatty, fried, and sugary foods with contempt. Vilifying people who are obese
would clearly be a mistake, but why not stigmatize the foods that cause
obesity, diabetes, and cancer? If you eat something regularly that you know
is not good for you, give it some kind of label to create a barrier to you
eating it. For example, around our house, we started calling lollipops “sugar
on a stick.” We described donuts as “deep-fried dough.” If you make a few
of your unhealthy choices less socially acceptable for yourself, it will
influence the environment around you as well.

Changing the way you look at bad foods subtly improves your default
choices. Learning more about the content of what I eat, versus relying on
the branding, improved my dietary norms dramatically over the last decade.
For example, I replaced crackers with almonds and swapped potato chips
for carrots. Now when I get hungry, I reach for the healthier options as a
default. Once you reset your norms and have healthy alternatives at your
disposal, it is a lot easier to make good choices.

To minimize temptation, set the right dietary defaults to maximize your
willpower. Researchers found that people who exhibit the most self-control
are the ones who set themselves up to use their willpower the least over the
course of a typical day. Every good decision you make in advance
essentially makes the next few choices even easier. Instead of fighting one
desire after another, set up your day to minimize temptation.



Find a few new defaults for unhealthy items you consume regularly.
Identify a healthier drink to keep on hand. Think about a few of the
healthiest snacks you eat. How could they substitute for things you reach
for in weaker moments? As you start to build new habits around these
defaults, you will notice how much less willpower it requires to get through
the day.

Organic Does Not Equal Healthy

Don’t confuse organic with healthy. An “organic” label on a product simply
means it was grown naturally, free of pesticides, fertilizers, solvents, and
chemical additives. Organic foods are essentially grown as they were in
generations past, before the development of modern chemicals and
additives. Back then, it was simply called food, without the need for
additional distinctions.

Organic food producers attempt to eliminate chemicals, not calories.
Unfortunately, many consumers gloss over this distinction and believe that
organic products have lower fat, calorie, and sugar content. “Fair trade”
foods fall in the same category. One study revealed that people believed the
fair trade chocolate they were consuming had fewer calories.

Countless products have earned a certified organic label, yet they are
filled with sugar, carbohydrates, or fats that are bad for your health. A
friend once tried to convince me a dish was healthy because it was made
with “organic brown sugar.” Less damaging? Possibly. Healthy? No.
Organic or not, sugar has a wide range of negative effects and is not good
for your health. Yet experiments show that people mistakenly believe
products like cookies and potato chips labeled as organic are healthier. They



are also willing to pay up to 23 percent more for these unhealthy items if
they have an organic label.

On packaged foods and drinks, there is usually a box on the side or back
of the item that contains the most objective information about what is in the
product. Study a product’s full nutritional label. Carefully examine the
relative levels of fats, carbs, sugars, and protein. Look at the list of
ingredients to better understand the contents of the foods and drinks you are
planning to consume. Compare these numbers to a few alternatives on the
shelf. As you learn more about what goes into a food or drink, it can
improve the quality of your choices.

Don’t get me wrong. It does pay to buy organic food in some cases, but
organic is far from an assurance of overall nutritional value. When you buy
produce and eat the outer layer or skin in particular, such as berries or
apples, it makes sense to select organic over conventional. But before you
consider whether to buy organic, ask if the product is good for your health
first. Then, figure out if it is worth buying the organic version.

Go Public With a Goal

To achieve a goal, share it with someone who cares. Over the last few years,
I have watched several good friends use this strategy to their advantage.
One friend emailed a group of her closest friends to tell them she was
planning to run a half-marathon. She announced it six months in advance,
which helped her to stay on track with her training.

She knew that once she put it out there, she would follow through. It
worked. Another friend posted his goal of completing a triathlon on
Facebook. That worked as well. What’s more, both of them inspired others
to join in their respective efforts.



A study published in the journal Obesity revealed just how contagious
success is when trying to lose weight. The study found that people who
were on teams with more social influence increased their odds of losing
weight by 20 percent. These results show how helpful it can be to surround
yourself with people who have similar health goals.

Using functional MRI scans, researchers also discovered that the brain
places more value on winning when you’re in a social setting than it does
when you are alone. If you have a specific goal, such as running a 5K race,
share your goal with a close friend. Better yet, share your goal with an
entire group of friends to up the ante.

The act of sharing a goal, in itself, is likely to help. While some people
are self-motivated and do not need external pressure, for most of us, it helps
to create some social expectations around any major goal. Sharing your
goal might even inspire the people you care about to make similar changes
in their lives.



Pick one food you eat even though you know you shouldn’t. Give it an
entertaining nickname that will make you think twice about eating it.

Shop for foods based on whether they are good for you first. Then consider
buying organic if you eat the skin.

Identify a specific goal for increasing your activity. Write it down, add a
deadline, and share it with at least one person (ideally more) or post it online.



Good Nights

Feast at Sunrise, Fast at Sunset

Instead of skipping breakfast, make it the most important meal of your day.
When you skip breakfast altogether, you are likely to eat more by the end of
the day. Regularly missing breakfast causes your body to store additional
fat and increases your waistline over time, compared with people who
regularly consume a healthy breakfast. As one publication put it, “People
who eat breakfast are smarter and skinnier.”

Breakfast is also the ideal time to eat protein, which gives you the
energy to make it through the day. While sugar-filled cereals and breakfast
bars may give you a quick energy boost, the effect does not last. In contrast,
eating breakfast foods with a low glycemic index prevents spikes in blood
sugar later in the day, which could make for better choices in the afternoon
and evening. Instead of traditional cereals for breakfast, consider foods like
egg whites, berries, salmon, nuts, seeds, or other options that are not filled
with added sugars.

While it’s easy to eat well in the morning, it is harder to do as the day
progresses. The results of a remarkable study, which aggregated eating



habits from 7 million meals worldwide, suggest this problem extends far
beyond Western cultures. In every part of the world researchers studied,
people’s good dietary habits appear to weaken as the sun sets. People make
their best food decisions at 7 a.m., get a little worse by 10 a.m., get even
worse by 4 p.m., then worsen precipitously by the hour. This occurs
because your brain goes into overdrive at the mere sight of high-calorie
foods when you are tired. Your brain knows calories will provide energy,
which you need more of at 10 p.m., and acts accordingly.

Take a minute to reflect on your own daily eating habits. Eat a healthy
breakfast to get your day off to the right start. At lunchtime, opt for greens
with a lean form of protein. Avoid meals with fried, fatty, or sugary foods.
This will keep your attention and memory sharp throughout the afternoon.

Then rethink the idea of a big traditional dinner. Sitting down with
family and friends to have a meal is a great idea. But dinner should not be
the meal when you eat substantially larger quantities of food. Your last meal
of the day should be the lightest.

Most of us have additional time to plan and prepare a meal in the
evening, so try to increase the quality and variety of what you eat for
dinner. Use lighter ingredients and smaller portions. Introduce a few new
vegetables or spices. Make this the meal where you learn to enjoy new
foods each day. A lighter dinner will also help you sleep.

Once you have finished your dinner, stop eating. Challenge yourself not
to eat anything else until breakfast the following day. If you absolutely need
a snack before bed, make it small and healthy — perhaps berries, nuts, or
apple slices with peanut butter. Then watch out for nights when you stay up
much later than usual. As I learned after gaining 40 pounds my first year of
college, no good food goes in that late in the day.



Television Shortens Your Life Span

It is the path of no resistance; you get home in the evening, sit down, and
turn on the television. Before you know it, you have been sitting there
watching TV for several hours. While this is the easiest thing to do and
watching television is a nice way to unwind, sitting for more than a couple
of hours each day can wreak havoc on your health.

Data show that people who spend more than four hours a day watching
video are more than twice as likely to have a major cardiac event that kills
them or puts them in the hospital, compared with those who spend less than
two hours a day on screen-based entertainment. More than four hours of
daily television time increases the risk of death from all causes by 48
percent. Even if you are in good general health and exercise regularly,
anything beyond two hours of screen time is still bad for your health.

An Australian study of more than 12,000 adults estimated that every
single hour spent watching television after the age of 25 decreased the
viewer’s life expectancy by 22 minutes. For comparison, each cigarette
smoked reduces life expectancy by 11 minutes, according to the study’s
authors. They found that a person who watches six hours of television a day
is likely to live about five fewer years than someone who watches no
television. Consistent with other findings, these results apply even for
people who exercise.

Of course, cutting television out entirely is probably not practical or
enjoyable for most people. But if every hour of television is going to cut 22
minutes off your life, at least be selective about what you watch. And when
you do watch television, particularly on days when you are less active, get
up a few times, add a couple of extra steps, or stretch. Getting up and
walking around during commercials could burn an extra 100 calories.



Another option is to save your favorite shows to watch while you
exercise. During the winter, I record and then watch a few of my favorite
drama series while I’m on my elliptical machine. This gives me even more
incentive to drag myself out of bed and work out.

Remember, the main reason researchers study time spent watching
television is because it is a good proxy for how much time people spend
sitting down. Apparently, it is easier for people to estimate screen time than
total sitting time. So if you are watching a movie or show while exercising,
it does not count toward the two-hour rule. Be creative and figure out how
you can add activity to your TV time.

Protect Your Final Hour

For more than a decade, the last thing I did before bed was check my email.
I figured it gave me one final chance to make sure everything was taken
care of at work before I went to sleep. Unfortunately, this often resulted in
my lying in bed thinking about my email exchanges. Particularly when I
had been discussing an important topic with someone, the thoughts stuck
with me and kept me awake throughout the night.

After realizing how this interfered with my sleep, I imposed a
moratorium on checking email right before bed. In reality, there is not much
going on after 9 p.m. that can’t wait until the next morning. So I gave it a
try, and it made a substantive difference right away. It’s now been more
than a year since I stopped reading email late at night, and my sleep has
never been better.

One of the biggest impediments to sleep is what you do in the hour
before you go to bed. Checking your messages. Stressing about your
finances. Arguing with a spouse or friend. Watching scary movies. All these



things can increase your stress levels at the worst possible time. Then there
are other sleep stoppers with direct physical impact, such as drinking too
much fluid or eating foods that cause heartburn.

According to a survey from the National Sleep Foundation, roughly two-
thirds of people studied do not get enough sleep on weeknights, while more
than 90 percent admit using electronic communications in the hour before
bed. The light from these devices could suppress your melatonin levels by
as much as 20 percent, further disrupting sleep and causing a host of related
problems.

To avoid the common sleep saboteurs, establish a ritual so you have at
least one hour to unwind before bed each night. Create a mental list of all
the things you choose to be off limits during your final hour of the day.
Instead of eating, drinking, or using your smartphone, try reading a book or
listening to music if it helps you relax.



Structure your days to eat more early, less late, and nothing after dinner.

Limit yourself to two hours of seated television a day.

Create a routine so you don’t eat, drink, or use electronic messaging in the
hour before you go to bed.



Think Again

Dried and Juiced Is Fruitless

While the pulverized form of a fruit is easy to store and consume on the go,
it does not have the same nutritional value as when the fruit is in its whole
form. It is easier to give my daughter a juice box than it is to peel a fresh
orange. It is more convenient to give my son a box of raisins instead of
slicing an apple. However, the process of eating and digesting whole foods
has great value in itself.

The added fiber from eating a whole fruit and its skin is critical. A single
apple has more than 10 times the fiber of a cup of apple juice. Eating the
whole form of fruit also prevents you from overdosing on fructose.

No one sits down to eat 10 apples at one time. However, if you drink a
large serving of apple juice, it is easy to consume more sugar than you need
in a full day. Most popular juices, such as apple or orange juice, have as
much sugar (roughly 10 teaspoons full) as a regular soda. Grape juice
contains 15 teaspoons of sugar and is practically liquid candy. A study of
more than 250,000 people suggests regular consumption of fruit drinks
could be even more detrimental than similar amounts of soda.



When you take these shortcuts and allow a machine’s processing to do
the work for you, you lose much of the nutritional value of fruit. Dried
fruits can be even worse than juice. While the dried form of your favorite
fruit may be convenient, you get almost all of the sugar and none of the
nutrition.

I have a friend who knows I like to eat healthy, so he used to bring me
dried mangoes. Until recently, he did not realize a cup of dried mangoes has
82g of carbohydrates and 76g of sugar. A common candy bar, for
comparison, has 26g of carbs and 21g of sugar. The cup of “fruit” has more
than three times as much sugar as the candy bar.

Dried cranberries and raisins are a common hidden source of sugar in
otherwise healthy salads. A single cup of dried cranberries, for example,
contains 78g of sugar. When I used the nutritional calculator at one of my
favorite lunch spots, I discovered that the raisins took the total sugar content
in my salad from 3g to a whopping 30g. One tiny and subtle ingredient
ruined the entire meal.

Whenever you have a choice, pick the form of a food closest to the way
it was grown originally. The act of eating the whole food will slow your
sugar consumption. It will also allow you to get the full nutritional value.

Don’t Judge a Box by Its Cover

Potatoes covered in mayonnaise are a type of “salad.” Milkshakes are now
“smoothies.” Sugar water is “vitamin water.” Potato chips are rebranded as
“veggie chips.”

These small marketing tricks are remarkably effective. One study found
that dieters are so interested in eating well, they are significantly more likely
to choose unhealthy foods labeled as healthy. People assume, incorrectly, a



dish labeled as a “salad” is somehow healthier than the exact same dish
labeled as “pasta.” In a similar experiment, participants received samples of
a product labeled as either “fruit chews” or “candy chews.” Unbeknownst
to the participants, they were eating the exact same food, just with a
different label. Again, dieters perceived the “fruit chews” to be healthier
and ate more because of the deceptive labeling.

A few years ago, Kellogg’s aired a commercial aimed at selling two of
their most sugary cereals, Froot Loops and Apple Jacks, to children. Even
though there is no real fruit in these products, that would be nothing new.
However, this commercial featured a young boy, dressed up as a doctor,
writing a prescription to one of his young friends who apparently needed
additional fiber in his diet. The boy dressed up as the doctor proceeded to
draw a diagram on the board explaining how the 3 grams of fiber in Froot
Loops “makes your tummy happy.”

Almost any packaged food has some ingredient that in isolation is good
for your health. Even though the first thing you see on the Froot Loops box
is a claim about the 3 grams of added fiber per serving, that claim is not
accounting for the 12 grams of sugar or 25 grams of carbohydrates in the
same serving. Nor is the box advertising that each serving contains just 1
gram of protein. An egg-white omelet with veggie fillings, for contrast,
would have just 3 grams of sugar, only 5 carbs, and 14 grams of protein. In
reality, that would make your tummy, brain, and body much happier.

The more claims a product makes, in advertising or packaging, the more
you need to be skeptical and ask the right questions. Marketers know that
something as simple as using the color green in packaging tricks us into
believing that a product has more nutritional value. The foods you should
consume are whole fruits and vegetables that will not have extravagant
packaging or a national advertising campaign. Cartoon characters on boxes



have been shown to mislead parents and children. Deceptive packaging like
this helps explain why more than half the foods aimed at children contain
excessive sugar.

Make sure to dig at least a few layers beneath the brand name of
anything you plan to eat or drink. Don’t trust cherry-picked nutritional
statistics on the front of the package. It is, after all, in the food producer’s
best interest to highlight the 3 grams of fiber over the 12 grams of sugar.

Make Noise at Night

A few years ago, we purchased our home without realizing the master
bedroom was 20 feet away from the back porch of a rental house filled with
college students. To counteract the 2 a.m. party music, my wife and I
downloaded free white noise apps for our phones to drown out the
distraction. It worked remarkably well.

I now use this app whenever I travel. Instead of hearing people in the
hallway of my hotel or an elevator closing, all I hear is white noise.
Because this is the same sound my brain is used to when I sleep at home, it
makes sleeping on the road significantly easier.

Your body essentially tells you to wake up when something unexpected
occurs. Whether it is sound, movement, light, or some other form of alarm,
most of the things that wake you up at night should not. Loud sounds, from
a snoring spouse to a noisy neighbor, are common culprits. They create
variance from what your senses expect and ruin your slumber.

Scientists found that the use of constant background noise can be
remarkably effective at improving sleep. People who were assigned to sleep
in a room with constant noise slept far better when compared with people in
a control group who slept in a quiet room. Researchers also noted much



higher quality sleep patterns among the people assigned to rooms with
constant noise, based on EEG monitoring of brain activity throughout the
night.

For those of us with small children, there are periods in life when you
want to wake up to check if anything is amiss. And if you are camping in a
park with grizzly bears, you might not want to use earplugs at night. When
you think about these scenarios, you can see why we are alert and vigilant
when anything out of the ordinary occurs at night. However, most noises
that wake us up today are not critical to our survival.

Eliminate things that could startle you at night. Then escalate the
background noise before you go to sleep. Whether you use a noisemaker, a
fan, or an app, this noise keeps you from being distracted by subtle
disturbances throughout the night. The challenge is to find the right
threshold of background volume to keep the unwanted noises out (e.g., an
air conditioner kicking in) but not be so loud it keeps you from hearing your
smoke alarm or other critical noises.



Replace all dried fruits and fruit juices with whole fruit and other healthy
alternatives.

If you see a packaged food or drink claiming to be healthy on the surface,
study all the ingredients in even more detail.

If sounds wake you up at night, add a constant background noise to keep
them from interrupting your sleep. Try a fan, noisemaker, or smartphone app.



Your Routine

Less Heat, Better to Eat

For most of my life, grilling was my method of choice for cooking
anything. When I was younger, throwing a burger, steak, or chicken breast
on the grill in our backyard was my daily routine. It took little effort to
simply turn the gas on, add meat, and wait a few minutes.

Grilling required almost no preparation or cleanup after the fact,
compared with other cooking methods. It was quick and simple, and I loved
the chargrilled taste of the black crust around the edges. I also assumed
grilling was a healthier way to prepare my food. At the time, restaurants
were going to great lengths to describe how much healthier grilled options
were over fried foods. But it turns out the chargrilled taste is a warning sign
for food that is bad for your health.

As a new body of research is uncovering, how you prepare your food
may be as important as the type of food you eat. When you grill, fry, or
broil food, the high levels of heat and char produce a class of toxins called
advanced glycation end products (AGEs). These AGEs, which are also
produced when food is sterilized and pasteurized, have been linked to



inflammation, diabetes, obesity, and Alzheimer’s, among other health
issues.

As a leading medical researcher put it, “Excessive intake of fried,
broiled, and grilled foods can overload the body’s natural capacity to
remove AGEs … so they accumulate in our tissues, and take over the
body’s own built-in defenses, pushing them toward a state of inflammation.
Over time, this can precipitate disease or early aging.”

The challenge is, AGEs are quite deceptive. They often produce
desirable smells and tastes. Yet the char that forms when grilling meat in
particular is the least healthy part to eat. Anything that creates a crust or
crispy border is likely to produce AGEs, which are associated with the type
of plaque formation seen in cardiovascular disease. The byproducts wind up
on other tissues in the body and cause long-term damage.

While research on the detrimental effects of these cooking methods is in
the early stages, other studies make it clear that eating raw or steamed foods
helps us retain additional nutrients with each meal. When you have a choice
about how your meal is prepared, prioritize fresh, steamed, or stewed foods
ahead of fried, broiled, or grilled. Avoiding fried foods in particular could
have the most rapid return.

Learn to cook with moisture — try steaming, stewing, or poaching —
instead of dry heat. Be careful not to overcook vegetables in particular. If
you cook broccoli until it is soft, for example, the health value can
plummet. Instead, lightly steam vegetables for a couple of minutes or until
they are slightly crunchy. Or simply eat vegetables raw. These basic
strategies will help you retain as much of the nutritional value as possible.
You may also learn to enjoy the taste of the food you’re eating more than
the leftover char from a dirty grill.



Driving to Divorce

Over the past 50 years, society has had a laser-like focus on determining
how we can get from point A to point B as quickly as possible. Perhaps no
invention did more to decrease our levels of activity than the automobile.
Owning a car enables us to build large, less expensive houses in the
suburbs. But in turn, we are forced to commute several hours per week.
And sitting in a car for all that time is about as sedentary as you can get.

According to one report, the way we have designed our way of life
around automobiles could be a leading cause of obesity. After analyzing
data collected over a 30-year period, scientists discovered that the
correlation between vehicle use and obesity rates was an unusually high 98
percent. While driving is admittedly convenient and the only practical
option in many cases, it has a hidden cost.

In one study, when a group of otherwise healthy men were assigned to
use crutches and place no weight on one of their legs, it produced swift
physiological changes. After just 48 hours, a biopsy of muscle from the
inactive leg revealed disruptions in DNA repair, rising oxidative stress,
slowing insulin response, and slowing metabolic activity. What’s worse,
these changes persisted after their activity resumed.

This study suggests that extended periods of inactivity, such as long car
rides or flights, could create permanent changes if you get virtually no
activity for 24-48 hours. Take small steps, literally, to counteract sedentary
days. Get up regularly on long flights. Make stops every couple of hours on
road trips. When you arrive at your destination, get some exercise right
away. If you have ever spent a few days in a hospital bed, you may have
noticed how it takes up to a week or two for your muscles to fully recover
from the inactivity.



If you or your spouse is considering a new job opportunity that requires
a long commute, give it serious thought. A Swedish study found that
couples in which one partner has a commute longer than 45 minutes are a
whopping 40 percent more likely to get divorced. When making a decision
about where to live or work, it is easy to underestimate the time you lose
with loved ones sitting in a car for an hour or more each day.

A classic study titled Stress That Doesn’t Pay: The Commuting Paradox
found that not even a big pay raise or larger house is worth it if you have to
add an hour to your commute. These researchers found that for every extra
hour of total commuting time per day, you would need a corresponding 40
percent increase in your salary to make the added car time worthwhile.
Whenever you are considering a major move — for school, work, or a new
home — start by asking if it will help you spend less time commuting and
more time with the people who matter.

If you have no choice but to make an extended daily commute, think
about how you could cut back on your total drive time. Could you adjust
your work schedule so your commute is during off hours when there is less
traffic? Ask your employer if telecommuting is an option one or two days a
week. On days when you don’t need to physically be in the office — for
meetings or other in-person obligations — spending a couple hours in a car
is a waste of your time, your well-being, and otherwise productive hours.

Sleeping in Only Sounds Good

Breaking the rhythm of your daily routine has consequences. Your body’s
24-hour clock, called your circadian rhythm, regulates your sleeping and
waking cycles. Each organ has its own circadian clock genes that help you
operate with efficiency all day long.



When your biological clock is disrupted (by jet lag, a new shift at work,
or eating at a different time), it contributes to a host of issues, from weight
gain to heart problems to depression. This may explain why the risk of
having a heart attack jumps significantly in the days following time changes
due to daylight saving time. Emerging science suggests that disruptions to
circadian clock circuitry can even stimulate the onset and progression of
cancer. One large-scale study found that people with severe sleep apnea had
a 65 percent higher risk of developing cancer. This study alone helped me
on a personal level view good sleep as a necessity, not a luxury.

An experiment conducted at Harvard Medical School offers some clues
about the way sleep shifting causes serious problems. As part of this
carefully controlled study, healthy adults spent five weeks living in a lab.
Their sleep patterns were optimal for the first week, then greatly disrupted
for three weeks, and intentionally returned to normal in the final recovery
phase.

Throughout the disruption phase, participants had just 5.6 hours in bed
per 24-hour period. In addition, the timing of participants’ sleep schedules
was disrupted to simulate real-life events like travel and changing work
shifts. As the editor of the medical journal that published this study
summarized, “During the 3-week disruption, the participants’ glucose
control went haywire … this magnitude of disruption … could easily set the
stage for development of diabetes and obesity …”

One easy way to keep your clock on track is to wake up at the same time
each day. If you can maintain a consistent waking range every day of the
week, you are less likely to shift your circadian clock and get out of sync.
Maintaining a constant wake-up time will also lead to a stable bedtime. At a
minimum, do your best to keep wide time shifts from occurring, even when



you travel. While sleeping in on a Sunday always sounds good, the reality
is, you pay for it later.



Steam healthy foods like fish and vegetables instead of grilling them with dry
heat.

Find one way to trim your total weekly transit time, like telecommuting once a
week or driving at low-traffic times.

Wake up at the same general time every day of the week to keep your
internal clock on track.



Simple Steps

Buy Use It or Lose It Foods

In addition to selecting darker colored fruits and vegetables, another quick
way to determine if something is good for you is to ask yourself how
quickly it spoils. One reason most foods today last longer is because they
are chemically modified to spend months in your pantry. Food
manufacturers add preservatives because it allows them to extend a
product’s shelf life. While rice and canned meat may not taste great for
eternity, they do have a shelf life of up to five years.

Look at some of the foods that are still hiding on your shelves after
months or years. I am guessing you will see rice, pasta, canned goods, bags
of flour, sugar, and the like. While some of these are fine to eat on occasion,
foods that do not last for years on a shelf are usually healthier.

There are always exceptions to this rule of thumb, but to eat right, it
takes extra effort to ensure a continuous supply of healthy foods. Go to the
grocery store more frequently. Then buy just enough instead of stockpiling
as if you were a bear preparing to hibernate for the winter.



After trying this for several years now, I learned that buying more
produce frequently also forces me to make better decisions at home. When I
see an apple on the counter and know it won’t taste as good after a few
days, I’m more likely to choose it over a packaged snack. Every time I open
our refrigerator and see fresh celery and almond butter, I select that over
something like crackers, which will last for several months. Because the
healthiest items have immediate “use it or lose it” appeal, I make better
daily decisions.

You might need to go shopping every few days instead of stocking up
once a month on things you can stow away forever. A little extra effort?
Yes. A little extra exercise walking through a grocery store or farmers
market more often? Hopefully.

How You Move Matters

A young woman is so engrossed in texting, she falls into a shallow pool of
water in the middle of a shopping mall. A man walks directly into a post
while reading his email on a smartphone. Perhaps you have seen one of
these online videos. Incidents like this will only become more common.
They can even put you in danger when pedestrians and drivers fail to pay
attention to their surroundings.

As you walk by people on the street or in the hallway, study the way
they carry themselves. Observe their posture. Notice how often people keep
their head down and slump as they walk. Or you might notice how fixated
people are with handheld devices as they risk pedestrian collisions to read
their messages.

This “smartphone pose” is bad for your wrists, neck, and back. I forced
myself to stop using my smartphone while walking a few years ago. It not



only reduced my back pain but also allowed me to focus on my natural
surroundings and take a break from the reactionary world of email.

The next time you’re walking in a public area, keep your gadgets in your
pocket, your back straight, and your chin and head above your shoulders
looking forward. Practice walking tall. Notice how much better it feels for
your back and body when your head is not facing down with your arm and
wrist curled.

Beyond the obvious physical problems, poor posture also makes a bad
impression on others. People who are simply asked to adopt dominant poses
feel more in control and do a better job of handling stress, according to one
study. Adopting a powerful pose also minimizes physical pain.

The next time you want to project confidence, stand, walk, or sit up
straight. To maintain better posture, remind yourself to keep your ears
directly above your shoulders and your shoulders directly above your hips
as much as possible. Maintaining this alignment can improve muscle tone,
decrease pain, and even make it easier to breathe.

Keep Stress From Ruining Your Sleep

Stress leads to a lot of lost sleep over time. But it’s hard to shut off those
stressors that keep you up at night right before bed. What you can do is get
ahead of stressors before they occur. When researchers study people who
are successful at minimizing their stress levels, they find things like
breathing exercises help a little. Yet of all the stress management techniques
I studied, one in particular is the most effective: prevention.

Stress prevention starts with structuring your days to avoid situations
likely to cause stress before they occur. This is far more effective than deep
breathing or counting to 10 in the midst of a stressful situation. I don’t mean



you should skip getting married, working, or having kids to avoid stress.
The best way to avoid stress is to prevent smaller daily stressors in advance.

It is critical you get ahead of this cycle because poor sleep puts
additional stress on your immune system. This stress makes you more likely
to get common ailments like a cold or the flu. Scientists are learning more
about this topic, and chronic stress may even have dire consequences, such
as fueling the metastasis of certain cancers.

After learning just how damaging stress and sleeplessness are on the
body, I made a series of changes to my own routine. This knowledge
motivated me to structure my days for less stress. When I traveled, I left
earlier for the airport so I was not worried about missing my flight. When a
discussion got heated at work, I took a step back to put things in
perspective.

Last year, I realized the biggest stressor in my life was that I could not
find time to work on a project I was deeply passionate about: this book. The
stress from not doing something I care about this deeply was keeping me up
most nights. So I made a major career change and left a job I loved to spend
all my time working on this book. Almost immediately after making this
decision, the stress and sleepless nights ended.

Identify what stressors are keeping you up at night, big or small. Tackle
the big ones first. Then find the smaller irritants and fix them. If you can
plan your days to minimize recurrent stressors, you will have much better
nights of sleep.

An interesting finding from recent research is that the way you deal with
stress can be more important than the stressor itself. If you get overly upset
by daily stressors and continue to dwell on them after the fact, your health
will suffer. However, if you make the decision to accept what happened and
let it go quickly, it reduces the long-term damage to your health and well-



being. In reality, most daily stressors will not matter much a year from now,
which is always a helpful reminder. So the next time something causes you
undue stress, remember that your reaction matters more than the stressful
event itself.



Go through the food in your house today. Get rid of a few unhealthy items
that have been sitting on a shelf for months.

If you are in motion, whether walking or driving, keep your smartphone in
your pocket or purse.

Identify one thing that stresses you out regularly. Create a plan to prevent it
from occurring in the first place.



Looking Good

Get a Tan From Tomatoes

Whether you realize it or not, you make quick assumptions about how
healthy someone is based on his or her physical appearance. Or you may
have noticed how easy it is to spot a person who smokes by his extensive
wrinkles and skin damage. In direct contrast, you can see the increased
blood flow and vibrancy in the faces of your friends who eat well and work
out each morning. As it turns out, you are what you eat, and you look like
what you eat.

In a novel experiment, a team of researchers in Europe found that people
who ate additional portions of fruits and vegetables were rated by others as
having a healthier glow. People with this “dietary tan” were even rated by
third-party observers as looking healthier than people who got a tan from
natural sunlight. As Dr. Ian Stephen put it, “Most people think the best way
to improve skin color is to get a suntan, but our research shows that eating
lots of fruits and vegetables is actually more effective.” The researchers
attributed this increased vibrancy in skin tone to the effect of carotenoids,
which are abundant in vegetables like tomatoes and carrots in particular.



What you eat also affects the quality of your hair (or lack thereof). Hair
grows on average about half an inch every month, and the nutrients you eat
serve as the foundation for all new hair, skin, and nail growth. Foods likely
to increase the health and thickness of hair include blueberries, salmon,
spinach, and walnuts. The key is to have an overall balanced diet with the
right nutrients.

Look Younger With Each Step

Physical activity does as much for your exterior as it does for your interior.
Researchers study the physical impact of various conditions in the lab using
mice. They use mice to determine how certain drugs or activities could
affect humans, for better or worse. Even though these studies sometimes
fail to translate in human trials, a recent experiment on activity and aging
offers tantalizing clues for all of us.

In this experiment, a team of researchers genetically programmed a
group of mice to grow old at a much more rapid pace than normal. The
mice that did not exercise over the first eight months (the equivalent age of
early 60s in human years) became extremely frail and decrepit. They had
smaller muscles and brains, enlarged hearts, shrunken gonads, and hair that
turned patchy and gray. This group of mice could barely move around their
cages, and all of them died before reaching one year of age.

Another group of mice genetically programmed to age rapidly were
allowed to run on a wheel for 45 minutes three times a week, starting at
three months of age (the equivalent of age 20 in human years). The mice
continued with this vigorous exercise (human equivalent of 18 miles per
week) for the next five months. By the eight month mark, unlike their
sedentary peers, the mice that exercised maintained full pelts of dark fur (no



graying), kept their muscle mass and brain volume, and had normal gonads
and hearts. At one year, none of the mice that exercised had died from
natural causes. As lead researcher Dr. Mark Tarnopolsky summarized,
“Exercise alters the course of aging.”

It is important to note these 45-minute exercise sessions were at a fairly
strenuous pace. The human equivalent would be running about 6 miles at an
8-9 minute-per-mile pace three days a week. If you are in good shape and
prefer to get your vigorous exercise in a few intensive sessions per week,
this might be a good option. But even Dr. Tarnopolsky was unsure this pace
would be necessary for humans to see benefits. He suggests that people who
have been inactive should start with five minutes of walking per day, then
gradually increase their activity level.

Increased exercise has produced similar results in human trials and
works at any age. Even among heart failure patients over 65, regular
aerobic activity counteracts muscle breakdown, increases strength, and
decreases inflammation caused by aging. No matter what your age or
current physical condition is, moving more will keep you looking and
feeling younger.

Sleep to Impress

The vibrancy of a person’s face shapes our immediate perception. I will
admit, as I meet and interact with people, my mind is constantly making
snap judgments. If a colleague’s face looks wiped out and he has dark
circles under his eyes, I make assumptions, even if they are incorrect or
unfair. My first reaction is usually empathetic because I can relate to
sleepless nights.



However, my mind sometimes makes less forgiving interpretations as
well. When I spot a sleep-deprived colleague, I wonder if he has enough
energy to make a meaningful contribution to a meeting. What’s worse, if I
notice a pattern, I assume he is struggling more generally at work or in his
personal life. Others may suspect a drinking problem. Again, none of this is
particularly fair, but we make these snap judgments hundreds of times in a
week.

Nothing is more damaging to the way others perceive us as the cosmetic
impact of sleep deprivation. A study published in the British Medical
Journal found that random people clearly judge us based on how sleepy or
rested we look. What the researchers learned, after asking 65 untrained
observers to rate photos of people who were sleep deprived versus those
with normal sleep, confirms what you would have guessed.

Without any background knowledge, random people rated the “sleep-
deprived” group as being less healthy, less attractive, and more tired. Other
studies reveal that the stress-induced changes associated with insomnia
could cause your skin to look much worse through various physiological
mechanisms.

Sleeplessness is one of the only major conditions visible on the outside
before it takes a long-term toll inside. On days when you need the most
energy and want to make a good physical impression, plan for a sound night
of sleep. If you sleep well consistently over time, it will cut years off your
appearance.



Eat more carrots and tomatoes for a truly natural tan. Also add salmon and
blueberries for better hair and skin.

Walk at least five minutes a day to counteract aging. Build up to 45 minutes
of intense activity at least three days a week to halt aging even more.

When you need to look your best, give yourself plenty of time to get a sound
night’s sleep.



An Extra Boost

Eat the Healthiest Food First

My four-year-old daughter loves pasta, which is not the healthiest food. I
noticed she was eating and filling up on the pasta first then leaving most of
the vegetables on her plate. So instead of being a militant parent and taking
away pasta altogether, I told her she could have it after she finished her
vegetables. While she might not enjoy broccoli as much as macaroni, she
now finishes her vegetables every time and leaves some pasta behind.

My wife and I tried following the same rule and found it worked for us
as well. When I go out to dinner, most meals start with a big salad. When
my entrée arrives, I start with the vegetables. Eating the healthiest foods
first also makes it easier to resist the temptation of dessert.

As research over the last decade has revealed, the dish you start with
serves as an anchor food for your entire meal. Experiments show that
people eat nearly 50 percent greater quantity of the food they eat first. If
you start with a dinner roll, you will eat more starches, less protein, and
fewer vegetables. Beginning your meal with a starch also makes you likely
to eat more overall.



Eat the healthiest food on your plate first. As age-old wisdom suggests,
this usually means starting with your vegetables or salad. If you are going
to eat something unhealthy, at least save it for last. This will give your body
the opportunity to fill up on better options before you move on to starches,
carbs, or sugary desserts. It will also ensure you eat larger quantities of
what is best for you.

When you expect to be tempted with bad choices, try priming before a
meal with healthy alternatives. Find something healthy to fill your stomach
a little and decrease your appetite. One study revealed simply drinking a
large glass of water before each meal resulted in significant weight loss
over time.

A strategy that worked for me is eating a small snack before going
somewhere where healthy options could be limited. If I am going to a
friend’s house who usually serves meat and pasta, I load up on nuts or
veggies before I leave home. This makes it much easier to avoid
overindulging later.

The Right Way to Get High

Think about the most enjoyable forms of exercise you have ever
experienced. This could be any activity — for example, running, biking,
football, soccer, tennis, yoga, or Pilates. Within that specific type of
workout, see if you can identify some of the best moments in particular.

For me, there is a point around two miles into an outdoor run at which
the activity is far more enjoyable. Any aches and pains from the first
minutes of running are gone. My heart rate and breathing are at a
sustainable level. The endorphins are kicking in and giving me a natural
high.



When scientists study this phenomenon, they find that this pleasurable
moment usually occurs at or before you reach your “ventilatory threshold,”
which is the point when breathing is so difficult it is hard to talk. While a
few people feel their best after this threshold, for most of us, it is near or
just before this point.

You have an evolutionary addiction to exercise. Our early ancestors had
to chase their next meal on foot and run away from predators. Scientists
speculate that this is why the so-called “runner’s high” became part of our
evolution.

Researchers are uncovering how and when this natural high occurs.
Intense activity triggers the release of brain chemicals called
endocannabinoids, which create a potent feeling of pleasure. When this is
tested in the lab by having people either walk or run on a treadmill for 30
minutes, running more than doubles the level of endocannabinoids released
in the brain. As one physician described what occurs when she runs, “When
you first start, you feel a little stiff … but then once you get started,
everything loosens up … Your heart gets stronger. It gets bigger. The
amount of blood your heart can pump is more.”

Walking is beneficial to your health, but it does not provide the same
high as running does. Jogging a few times a week can also add five to six
years to your life, but that is not a great motivator to go for a run tomorrow.
If you want an immediate high, get 30 minutes of high-intensity exercise.

Sleep Your Way to a New Day

If you have a lousy day, deep REM (rapid eye movement) sleep may be
your best defense so the next day is better. A team of Berkeley researchers
discovered that during REM sleep, your stress chemistry shuts down so



your brain can process emotional experiences. This deep sleep takes the
edge off difficult memories. As one of the researchers stated, “During REM
sleep, memories are being reactivated, put in perspective and connected and
integrated, but in a state where stress neurochemicals are beneficially
suppressed.”

To test this, the scientists divided people into two groups who viewed
150 emotional images 12 hours apart while a functional MRI (fMRI)
scanner measured their brain activity. Half of the participants viewed the
images in the morning and then again in the evening (meaning they stayed
awake between the two viewings). The other half viewed the images for the
first time in the evening then again the next morning (so this group slept for
much of the 12-hour period between viewings instead of staying awake).

Members of the group who slept between image viewings reported a
significant decrease in their emotional reaction to the images. The fMRI
scans of this group also revealed a dramatic reduction in reactivity in the
brain’s amygdala, the region that processes emotions. The group who slept
between scans also had significant decreases in levels of stress
neurochemicals in the brain.

As this experiment illustrates, your deepest period of sleep serves as
“REM therapy” for processing traumatic events without producing
damaging stress neurochemicals and hormones. At the end of a difficult
day, remind yourself how a good night of sleep can accelerate your
recovery. Think of sleeping like being anesthetized for surgery. It allows
your brain to do the difficult work with less pain.

When you manage to get a decent night of sleep, you can start the next
day with less burden from the prior day’s events. Even if you are not “back
to normal” the next morning, you’re likely in a much better place than
before you went to bed. At best, it feels like a new day.



Start every meal with the most healthy item on your plate, and end with the
least.

Identify one aerobic activity that gives you a natural high. Do it at least once
a week for 30 minutes.

At the end of a lousy day, before you make a small stressor into something
bigger, give sleep a chance to do some repair work overnight.



Reminders

Grab a Handful

Think about the last time you ate at your desk while working, had a meal
while watching television, or dined while driving. I’m guessing you ate
more than you planned and enjoyed your meal less. A Harvard study found
that people consumed 167 additional calories per hour while watching
television.

I have a real weakness for dark chocolate almonds. In the past, I would
grab the entire container, take it with me, and sit in front of the television.
Even though I told myself I would only eat a few, that inevitably turned into
20 before I put the container away. Recently, I decided to discipline myself
on this occasional indulgence. I now force myself to grab a portion no
larger than a single handful and leave the container in the pantry. This
simple change cut my consumption by two-thirds.

Instead of multitasking while eating, focus on what and how much goes
in your mouth with each bite. Avoid checking messages, reading, or
watching a show while you eat. If you can’t help but snack while
multitasking, trick yourself into slowing down.



When a team of researchers studied consumption habits of people eating
popcorn in a movie theater, they discovered that good or poor taste had little
bearing on how much popcorn participants consumed. Even though no one
likes week-old popcorn, the participants who were used to eating popcorn
in a movie theater consumed just as much whether it was fresh or stale. But
the most interesting part of this experiment was what happened when
researchers instructed these moviegoers to eat with only their non-dominant
hand. Using the less familiar hand, study participants ate considerably less
popcorn.

Another study suggests even subtle “stop signs” can curb a binge. When
researchers placed one red potato chip for every 5 or 10 regular colored
chips in a stack, it reduced consumption significantly. On average,
participants ate about 50 percent less when these subconscious stop signs
were in place, even though they were not told the red chip’s hidden purpose.

Apparently, we just need something to help us remember to pause. To
get ahead of unintentional binge eating, limit yourself to one handful when
you reach for a snack. Or put a predetermined portion on a plate, napkin, or
bowl. This will allow you to set the amount you plan to consume in
advance. Then you don’t need to worry about getting so engrossed in what
you’re doing that you forget to stop eating. Another option is to snack on
something that requires work to eat, like pistachios in the shell. When you
have to work for it or think about it, you eat less.

Take Five Outside

Outdoor activity gives you a little extra kick. A series of studies revealed
that exercising in a natural environment yields more benefit than indoor
workouts. Outdoor activity leads to increased energy, positive emotions,



and feelings of revitalization. It can even decrease tension, confusion,
anger, and depression.

Participants in these studies reported greater enjoyment and satisfaction
with outdoor activity. They were also more likely to repeat the activity.
Even if you need to bundle up at certain times of the year, it is worth
battling the cold.

I often feel the need to get out of my house or office after a full day
indoors. Even when I’ve had ample indoor exercise, there’s something
about a natural environment that boosts my energy. An hour on the
treadmill pales in comparison to an hour of walking around my
neighborhood.

The good news is, just five minutes of outdoor activity is all you need to
boost your mood. The study that produced this discovery also concluded
that any outdoor activity — walking, gardening, cycling, or fishing — will
do the trick. Better yet, merge a few minutes outdoors with social time. If
you have kids, go out and play ball. Take a brief walk with a colleague to
grab a coffee. Go on a neighborhood walk with your significant other in the
morning or evening. Walk your dog. Remember, even quick outings are
beneficial on cold days.

Any environment should work, from a nature trail to an urban street. On
days when you are in danger of getting almost no outdoor time, step out for
a brief walk. It will yield real benefits for your mental and physical health.

Pay for Peer Pressure

Having another person hold you accountable is a great way to get and stay
in shape. As busy as people are today, we often need a little “nudge,” as
behavioral economists call it, to be more active. This accountability is one



of the primary reasons people spend money on personal trainers or commit
to group classes and activities. They know that someone else will be
counting on them to show up and they have already made the financial
investment.

A new series of studies found that the effect of even occasional nudges
has a lasting impact. Researchers at Stanford recruited 218 people and
divided them into three groups. All participants were told they should have
a goal of walking half an hour on most days. The first group served as a
control, the second group received automated messages every three weeks
asking about their exercise patterns, and the third group received calls from
a person who stayed in touch and encouraged them throughout the year-
long study. Those who received the calls from a live person were
congratulated on any exercise they performed and encouraged to do more in
the future.

After 12 months, all three groups showed some improvement, perhaps
because they knew there would be follow-up at the end of the study. The
group who received no regular phone calls reported exercising for about
two hours per week at the end of the year-long study. People who received
automated calls and encouragement exercised just over two and a half hours
per week. The group who spoke to a live person every three weeks went
from just over an hour and a half of weekly exercise at the start of the study
to almost three hours per week by the time the study wrapped up.

A simple check-in from another person nearly doubled each participant’s
activity over the span of a year. As one of the Stanford researchers
explained, it often takes more than individual willpower to change behavior,
“Whether it’s smoking or alcohol use or physical inactivity, social support
helps prevent against relapse ... a light touch can have lasting effect.” This



study and many others suggest that almost anyone, even someone you don’t
know well, can help hold you accountable.

That being said, having a close friend nudge you in the right direction
can be even more helpful. If you plan to exercise with a friend for
motivation, research suggests you will benefit more if your friend is better
than you at a given activity. Peers who perform better yet give you less
verbal encouraging during the workout (presumably to avoid being
condescending) are more effective.

If you don’t have someone who encourages you to be healthier today,
find at least one person to help you reach a specific health goal. This person
doesn’t need to check in on you every day. It could be a friend, colleague,
sibling, spouse, or anyone else who is willing to help. If you’re more
comfortable hiring a personal trainer or using an online system, this can
work and be well worth the investment. Just make sure you have a
mechanism in place to have someone remind you of your health goals and
check in on how you are doing every once in a while.



When you want a quick snack, take a handful and leave the bag or box
behind.

Spend at least five minutes outside every day.

Identify one person who will check in regularly and hold you accountable for
staying active. This could be a friend, coach, or personal trainer.



Prevention

Eat to Beat Cancer

Half of all men and one-third of all women in America will be diagnosed
with cancer. Even if you are not formally diagnosed, you probably have
microscopic cancer cells in your body that are too small to see on an MRI
or CT scan. When researchers conduct autopsies of people who die in car
accidents, for example, they often find undiagnosed cancers. According to
one leading researcher, microscopic cancers are likely forming in our bodies
all the time.

Most of these microscopic cancers never grow large enough to pose a
threat. They sit dormant in the organ where they live, as small as the tip of a
ballpoint pen, lacking an adequate blood supply. This is where your lifestyle
and diet play a major role, for better or worse.

What you eat can greatly reduce the risk of cancers growing and
spreading. Diet and physical activity have been shown to reduce
recurrences of cancer and to extend survival. In my own experience, many
of my largest tumors have not changed in size over the last decade. While



there is no way to know how much my dietary changes have slowed this
growth over time, they certainly help my odds.

Maintaining a lean body weight is a good place to start to curb
cancerous growth. According to recent studies, obesity acts as a “bona fide
tumor promoter.” Obesity creates a chronic inflammatory state that makes it
easier for cancer to grow and spread throughout the body.

Epidemiological studies suggest that obese people have about a 50
percent increase in their risk for all cancers. For specific types of cancer,
such as liver cancer, the risk for people who are obese goes up by as much
as 450 percent. It appears maintaining a normal weight may be one of the
best things you can do to minimize your long-term risk of cancer.

To prevent the growth and spread of cancerous cells in your body,
consume more of these foods and drinks: apples, artichokes, blueberries,
bok choy, broccoli, green tea, kale, lemons, mushrooms, raspberries, red
grapes, red wine, salmon, strawberries, and tomatoes. Also consider eating
ingredients commonly used for flavor that have cancer-fighting potential:
cinnamon, garlic, nutmeg, parsley, and turmeric.

Try these foods and spices as replacements for sweet or fried foods. Also
watch out for processed meats, red meat, saturated fats, and added sugar.
All of these food types have been linked to increased cancer rates in
different parts of the body. While no diet alone will prevent or cure cancer,
you can absolutely decrease the odds of cancer by eating the right foods. If
you feed your body well, you may starve cancer in the process.

Get a Prescription for Exercise

Taking a pill should be your last resort, not your first line of defense. We are
often quick to jump to one of the many answers that arrive in the form of a



pill. While medications are often essential and reduce the near-term risk of
life-threatening events, they are not always the right long-term solution.

In the words of medical researcher Alex Clark, who studies the effect of
exercise on heart function, “Exercise is a wonder drug that hasn’t been
bottled.” Exercise could be as effective as medication for treating
everything from depression to migraines. Friends of mine who have battled
depression swear regular activity is one of their best defenses. Added
activity can also help you use fewer over-the-counter pain medications by
decreasing inflammation.

I know from my own experience that exercising is the best way to keep
chronic pain at bay. Activity does more to reduce my back and neck pain
than any drug I have tried. I have also found vigorous exercise to be far
more effective than pharmaceutical remedies for improving the quality of
my sleep. As a result of increasing my activity in recent years, I was able to
eliminate almost all prescription and over-the-counter drugs.

Regular activity also modifies your genes in a way that could benefit
your diet. When scientists analyzed people’s DNA before and after half an
hour of exercise, they found that the activity altered the way DNA produces
specialized muscle proteins that boost metabolism. This change caused the
muscles to burn more fats and sugars, which could reduce the need for a
variety of medications that help the body compensate for poor dietary
choices.

The next time you visit your doctor, ask about some of the medications
you could reduce or even eliminate if you had enough activity in your daily
regimen. Or just boost your activity levels, and see if it starts to alleviate
your symptoms. It may turn out you need a prescription for exercise more
than you need the latest pharmacological solution.



Know Two Numbers by Heart

Despite the fact heart disease kills millions worldwide every year, it is one
of the most preventable ailments ever studied. A landmark international
study dubbed Interheart compared people on every continent who suffered a
heart attack with a similar number of relatives who did not. After studying
more than 15,000 people across continents, this study determined that about
90 percent of the risk associated with a heart attack is within your control.

High cholesterol, blood pressure, physical activity, smoking, and diet all
have a profound influence on the likelihood of developing heart disease.
The most important thing is to prevent a heart attack before it occurs. Once
you’ve had a heart attack, the odds of dying in the next year soar. In the
year following a recognized heart attack, 25 percent of men and 38 percent
of women will die. This is why you need to get ahead of your heart health
before it is too late.

Start by knowing two fundamental metrics: your cholesterol and your
blood pressure. As one article put it, knowing these numbers “is as
fundamental to heart health as knowing the alphabet is to reading.” With
cholesterol, look at the balance of good (HDL) versus bad (LDL) metrics in
particular, as total cholesterol can be misleading. Unfortunately, many
people don’t even know their own numbers, let alone how those numbers
compare to what is ideal. At a minimum, track these numbers annually —
and more frequently if you have any type of elevated risk for heart disease.

While getting your cholesterol checked usually requires a blood test and
a doctor visit, checking your blood pressure is much easier. It is also less
expensive. Home blood pressure monitors start at about $20. If you are into
higher-tech solutions, there are blood pressure cuffs that connect to your
smartphone for regular tracking. A more cost-effective solution is to visit



your local drug store, pharmacy, or even grocery store. They often have a
professional-grade station where you can check your blood pressure for
free.

If you eat well and don’t smoke, it is much less likely you will need to
use drugs to manage your blood pressure or cholesterol. Start by improving
your diet to keep these numbers in check. Then try to get 30 minutes of
exercise each day, which is associated with a 70 percent reduction in the
risk of a heart attack. If 30 minutes is not possible on some days, at least
take a 10-minute walk.

When scientists at the Mayo Clinic analyzed data on this topic, they
found that even a brisk 10-minute walk each day results in a nearly 50
percent reduction in heart attack risk, compared with people who get hardly
any exercise. A little activity can even help raise your good cholesterol.
Also watch out for simply sitting too much. According to the Mayo Clinic
study, sitting is about the same as smoking when it comes to increasing
your risk for heart disease.



Replace sweet and fried foods with healthier spices and flavors.

Make activity your first line of defense before you resort to pain killers or
other medications.

Know your blood pressure and cholesterol levels. If you don’t know these
numbers, check them in the next month. Then retest at least once per year.



Daily Choices

Buy Willpower at the Store

The most influential choices you make for your health occur in the grocery
store. Once you put something in your cart, good or bad, it is likely to end
up in your stomach. Even if you feel some remorse about your poor choice
in the store, when you get home, your willpower stands little chance. After
all, you paid for it, and it is only a few steps away at that point.

One of my vices is Wheat Thins crackers. If I can find them at home, I
will eat the entire box, usually in a day or two. Because these crackers are
loaded with carbohydrates and salt, they have an addictive taste that makes
it almost impossible for me to eat just one or two. My limited willpower is
no match. I finally realized the only way to win this battle is to make sure
the box of Wheat Thins never makes its way into my house.

To get ahead of my temptation to purchase snack crackers at the grocery
store, I use Amazon’s “subscribe and save” feature for healthier items.
Every month, they send me a fresh supply of nuts, green tea, and other
healthy snacks. Allowing this subscription to renew also makes these
choices more automatic.



Anytime I visit our neighborhood grocery store, I spend most of my time
in the fresh produce and seafood sections. I also try to avoid the middle
aisles altogether, as they are filled with unhealthy and addictive items. If I
don’t see the salty pretzels (another major vice), there is no chance they will
wind up in my cart.

Being aware of your own temptations gives you an opportunity to get
ahead. When you are at the store, put the right things in your cart so bad
choices don’t make the trip home. Better yet, make a list of healthy foods to
buy in advance so you are less likely to load up on poor impulse choices.

When it is practical, shop for food when you are full. As your hunger
increases, the quality of your dietary decisions decreases. If you walk
through the aisles of the store hungry, you will fill your cart with less
healthy foods. Get in the habit of shopping for food after, not before, your
normal mealtime. If you get ahead of your own hunger instinct, you will
make better purchasing decisions. Then at home, it will take less willpower
to eat well every day.

Clean Your Brain and Bowels

Some of the greatest benefits of exercise are hiding beneath the surface. As
scientists learn more, it appears exercise can “speed the removal of garbage
from inside our body’s cells.” Studies suggest that regular exercise helps the
cells inside your body sweep away debris, such as viruses and bacteria, that
accumulate over time.

Daily workouts may even help clear debris from your brain. A series of
laboratory experiments with animals found that regular exercise reverses
the adverse effects of a high-fat diet on the brain. These studies suggest that



exercise stimulates the production of substances in the brain that degrade
the plaques associated with Alzheimer’s disease.

Fortunately, the amount of exercise that protected the brains of lab rats
and mice is equivalent to about a 30-minute run for humans. Any vigorous
activity should do the trick. You don’t need to be a long-distance runner to
get these benefits from exercise. As long as your body is literally in motion
for a few hours a day, it keeps things from slowing down, clogging up, and
settling in.

Researchers are only scratching the surface in terms of the mechanisms
through which exercise benefits your well-being. However, it is clear that
activity not only gives you extra energy, but it also clears out your system.
This helps explain why experts recommend regular exercise to avoid
constipation and to maintain regularity.

If you have ever tried running a longer distance than normal, you might
have noticed how the up-and-down motion of running rattles things loose
inside. There is a reason why marathon routes are lined with portable
restrooms. Between this and the sweat you produce during intense activity,
exercising is one of the most rapid ways to keep your body from clogging
up and slowing down.

Sleep on It

When you need to make a big decision, do it after a sound night of sleep.
One experiment showed just how important sleep is if you want to learn and
make good decisions. When people in this study learned a new technique
for winning a game in the evening then went home to sleep on it, they made
much better decisions in the morning when they returned.



In comparison, people in the study who did the same activity in the
morning and had a waking day to think on it did poorly. The group who
slept made better decisions four times as often compared with the group
who had all those waking hours to think on it.

Fortunately, when people are asked to solve easier problems, a full night
of sleep makes no difference. As a researcher who has studied this topic
said, “Our study shows that this sleep effect is greatest when the problems
facing us are difficult. Sleep appears to help us solve problems by accessing
information that is remote to the initial problem, that may not be initially
brought to mind.”

The age-old axiom “Sleep on it” is based in good science. The next time
you need to solve a difficult problem or have a major life decision to make,
give it the time and sleep it deserves.



Identify a few healthy food options. Buy them automatically so good choices
are always available at home.

Use vigorous exercise to clear your mind and body.

Make small decisions quickly to get them out of the way. But when you need
to make a big decision, always sleep on it first.



New Habits

Save the Cake for Your Birthday

Every day is someone’s birthday. If you have ever worked in an office, you
likely noticed there are several “special occasions” in any given week
warranting candy, pastries, or cake. While celebrating birthdays,
anniversaries, holidays, and other milestones is healthy, using them as an
excuse for eating sugar and refined carbs is not. What’s worse, our flawed
mental accounting allows us to conveniently forget these “exceptions,” even
though we might have consumed enough sugar for the entire day.

Eventually, workplaces and gathering spots will have better options for
these types of celebrations. Until social expectations start to change, define
what is truly a special occasion. There are always reasons to indulge, and
it’s fine to do so occasionally, but save it for your own birthday instead of
every coworker’s.

The environment you create in your home could be even more important
than broader cultural influences. One of the most effective ways to help
obese adults and children lose weight is through a process researchers call
“family-based behavioral treatment.” The key to this treatment working for



the child is that the parent loses weight. A parent’s weight loss is the only
factor that predicts the child’s weight loss.

Figure out what you can do to improve unhealthy family rituals. Eating
as a family at home, instead of dining out, is a good start. If meals in your
home revolve around fried foods, refined carbohydrates, or other unhealthy
foods, slowly turn the tide. Think about eliminating sweets if dessert is a
ritual every night. For those of you with children, consider the message it
sends when you reward kids with ice cream if they eat their veggies. At a
minimum, add some healthy options so your family has a chance to make
better choices.

Substitute a bowl of fresh fruit or berries for dessert. Mix in some
unsweetened coconut or flax milk, and you have a relatively healthy
alternative with a naturally sweet taste. Research has shown that a variety of
berries, blueberries and strawberries in particular, serve as a “natural
housekeeper” for your health. Berries have diverse antioxidant mechanisms
linked to better brain health, lower risk of diabetes, and decreased risk of
Parkinson’s disease. One report describes how berry fruits actually change
the way neurons in your brain communicate. These changes in signaling
can prevent inflammation in the brain and improve motor control and
thinking.

Most restaurants that serve dessert also have fruit or berries on hand.
They are usually not on the menu as standalone items, but that should not
prevent you from ordering them when you dine out. My late grandfather
used to ask for a bowl of berries as his dessert whenever we went to a
restaurant. Every time I watched him try this, the restaurant figured out a
way to make it work, and he got berries or fruit without the ice cream.

Raspberries, blackberries, and acai berries are other healthy options for a
creative dessert. One challenge is finding berries during off seasons. If fresh



berries are not available, try the frozen variety. Another option is to make
desserts from common fruits you can find year-round, like apples and
bananas. Remember, almost any natural choice is better than cake or ice
cream.

Indulge Less to Enjoy More

When you indulge, you enjoy the fifteenth bite far less than the first. A rare
treat increases your happiness more than daily indulgence in that same treat.
There is something about maintaining novelty that could improve your
health and well-being at the same time.

As part of an experiment, one group of chocolate lovers was assigned to
eat a piece of chocolate, then they pledged not to eat any more for the next
week. A second group of chocolate lovers ate the initial chocolate then were
told to eat as much as they wanted over the span of a week. The second
group was even given a two-pound bag of chocolate to help them achieve
this “goal.”

When both groups returned a week later, the participants who continued
to consume chocolate on a daily basis enjoyed it significantly less. In
contrast, the participants who ate no chocolate during the week enjoyed it as
much as ever. Giving up a favorite indulgence for a week helped chocolate
lovers renew their enjoyment.

If you can’t imagine life without chocolate, the good news is, eating a
little dark chocolate has some health benefits. Small portions of dark
chocolate could reduce the risk of heart attack and stroke. Milk chocolate,
the most common type, did not have the same effect, and white chocolate
had no benefit at all. Even dark chocolate is a bad idea if it has any type of
sugar-based filling.



Limit yourself to one or two small squares of dark chocolate to keep the
good effects from outweighing the bad. Challenge yourself to let one bar of
chocolate last a few weeks. At least try not to eat an entire bar in one
sitting. If you are like me and need help to overcome a lack of willpower,
buy individually wrapped chocolate squares to keep yourself from
conveniently losing count. Look for dark chocolate with at least 70 percent
cocoa and little added sugar, as these varieties contain additional flavonoids
and have greater cardiovascular benefits.

The same indulgence effect is likely to hold true for other foods and
drinks. If you drink your favorite wine every week, it is sure to be less
enjoyable than if you save it for special occasions. When you plan to
indulge in a food or drink, find a way to ration the amount and frequency of
what you consume. Order the smallest possible serving of ice cream. Or
share one of your favorite treats with someone else so you both get a few
bites. If you keep servings small and indulgences rare, you will have less
guilt, more enjoyment, and better health.

Take Credit to Make It Count

Tracking all of your activity, in itself, improves objective physical health
outcomes. While just knowing how much activity you get would not seem
likely to change your actual health, it might. A fascinating study conducted
by a team of Harvard researchers explored the impact of simply telling a
group of housekeepers how many calories they burn during the day.

To study this objectively, the researchers divided hotel housekeepers into
two groups. They told the first group that the work they do each day,
cleaning hotel rooms, is good exercise and satisfies the surgeon general’s
recommendations for an active lifestyle. They also gave this group



examples of how their daily work was exercise. The researchers followed
the other group of housekeepers for the same period of time. These
housekeepers performed the same daily activities as the first group. But
they were not given any information about the value of their exercise.

Four weeks later, the housekeepers who received information about the
value of their daily activity weighed less and had lower blood pressure,
lower body fat, a smaller waist-to-hip ratio, and a lower body mass index.
The control group did not see any such gains, even though they continued
the same activity throughout the four-week study. It was clear the additional
information researchers provided to the first group created a sort of placebo
effect that improved real and objective health outcomes.

Think through your daily activities and identify exercise that your
mental accounting is missing. Then as you do basic tasks like yard work or
cleaning the house, keep in mind the value they add for your overall health.
Better yet, use a pedometer to see exactly how much you are moving
throughout the day. When you can see these little things adding up, it
improves your actual health. The more credit you take, the more benefit you
get.

Next, add a few “microactivities” to your routine. Think of
microactivities as any movements that make a measurable contribution to
your health but would not count as a full workout. These seemingly small
activities have been shown to add up and benefit our health in the long
term. Consider all the opportunities you have, for example: a little time
cleaning the house, making an extra trip up the stairs, or walking to the
printer at work. Even subtle activities matter.



Save sugary desserts for your own birthday. On other occasions, eat fruit or
berries instead.

Ration your most indulgent choices to enjoy them even more. If you can’t
imagine life without chocolate, have a few bites once a week.

Try a new microactivity today, like taking the stairs or parking far away from
the door.



Trend Setters

Broccoli Is the New Black

You know broccoli is good for you. Maybe you even eat it a few times a
week, despite the inclinations of your taste buds. I was never a big fan of
broccoli myself, but as I read more about its health benefits, I learned to
like it. Now I try to eat a cup of broccoli every day, whether I chop it up in a
salad, eat it raw with hummus as a snack, or steam it with an entrée for
dinner.

An apple a day might keep the doctor away, but eating broccoli every
day will do even more for your health. Emerging science suggests that
consuming broccoli can alter the way your genes are expressed, thus
playing a powerful role in preventing everything from cancer to heart
disease. A study of 4,886 breast cancer survivors found a 62 percent
reduction in mortality for women whose vegetable consumption was in the
highest quartile.

Of all common foods available in the world today, no single food has
amassed a body of research about its health benefits that rivals broccoli. It
is a rich source of antioxidants, vitamins, and fiber. Research suggests it has



powerful anticancer activity and heart benefits, could guard against arthritis
and asthma, and helps protect our eyesight and boost our immune system.
People are finally taking notice. In one of the most encouraging findings I
have read in a long time, per-person consumption of fresh broccoli in the
United States has tripled over the last three decades.

Find ways to build broccoli and other cruciferous vegetables like
cauliflower into your diet. Chop broccoli into small pieces and mix it into a
salad or stew. Prepare it with sauces and seasonings that add flavor and
taste. Simply steaming fresh broccoli for three to four minutes over medium
heat and then adding lemon and pepper is an easy option. If broccoli does
not work for you, try kale, bok choy, collard greens, or Swiss chard. There
are countless green vegetables you can add to your diet, and all it takes is
some creativity to work them into most meals.

Stick With Coffee, Tea, and Water

In liquid form, sugar works in stealth mode. The next time you walk
through a grocery store, look at the labels on a few beverages. You will
notice the most popular drinks are loaded with added sugars or substitutes.

There are teas with sweeteners that counteract the value of any helpful
antioxidants. Many fruit juices have more sugar than you need in an entire
week. Even healthy types of milk like almond, coconut, or flax often have
added sugars for flavoring. Unless these drinks clearly specify they are
“unsweetened,” you have to assume they are loaded with additional sugar.

In the United States, about half the population consumes a sugary
beverage every day, and that is if you don’t count fruit juice, diet soda,
sweetened milk, or sweetened tea. Yet even one to two sugary drinks a day
can increase the risk of Type 2 diabetes by more than 25 percent and



increase the risk of certain types of cancer. One study found that each
additional sugar-sweetened drink per day increased the risk of heart disease
by 19 percent. A Harvard study estimated sugary drinks alone kill 180,000
people every year.

It appears diet drinks with artificial sweeteners are not much better. The
taste of diet drinks makes you crave other sweet foods and may even
increase the risk of stroke, depression, and heart attack. For nearly a decade,
I consumed several diet sodas every day. Then as I read more about the
detrimental effects of even diet soda and how it could lead me to eat
sweeter foods throughout the day, I switched to water, coffee, or tea instead.

I still give in and drink a diet soda on occasion when I’m away from
home. Yet what made the most difference for me was never purchasing soda
or juice to have at home. As soon as I made that shift and stopped buying
diet soda as part of my daily routine at work, I eliminated 98 percent of the
problem.

The easiest way to get enough liquid is to drink unlimited quantities of
truly natural drinks like coffee, tea, and water. While coffee has received
mixed reviews over the years, current research on coffee consumption is
overwhelmingly positive. So often, I hear people say, “I need to cut back on
coffee.” While there are certainly some groups of people who should avoid
caffeine, such as expectant mothers, for many people there are tangible
benefits to regular coffee consumption.

A study of more than 50,000 women found that two to three cups of
caffeinated coffee per day decreased risk of depression by 15 percent,
compared with women who had one cup or less per day. Drinking four or
more cups helped even more, decreasing the risk of depression by 20
percent.



Emerging research suggests that the high levels of antioxidants in coffee
could also help reduce the risk of some cancers. Other studies have shown
that coffee can help you live longer, slow down cognitive decline as you
age, increase stamina for longer periods of activity, and boost mood. Coffee
may also protect against Type 2 diabetes. Some early experiments suggest
caffeine’s effect on your body mimics the muscle contraction that
accompanies exercise.

If you do not tolerate coffee well, tea is a great alternative. It has a
quarter of the caffeine of coffee and is easier on the stomach. Green tea in
particular offers a host of health benefits, from decreasing inflammation and
preventing cancer to protecting your skin. Green tea is also good for your
brain, learning, and memory. Just be careful to avoid caffeine in the
afternoon or evening so it doesn’t disrupt your sleep.

And don’t forget to drink lots of water. Hydrating your body flushes
toxins from your organs and carries nutrients to your cells. It also provides a
moist environment for your ears, nose, and throat, which helps minimize
daily irritation. When I have a headache, sinus problems, or allergies,
drinking a lot of water often works as well as taking medication.

Tame Ties and Tight Pants

Anything you wear that creates discomfort could cause long-term problems.
Tight belts can put pressure on critical nerves. Snug-fitting jeans often
interfere with digestion and create what one physician dubbed “tight pants
syndrome.”

Ties and tight collars can limit your movement and decrease circulation
to the brain. Ties can even cause eye problems, decreased range of motion
in the neck, and increased tension in the back and shoulders. Or as



billionaire entrepreneur Richard Branson said far more colorfully in an
interview:

“I don’t know why the tie was ever invented … now everyone looks the
same and dresses the same. I often have a pair of scissors in my top pocket
to go cutting people’s ties off. I do think that ties most likely are still
inflicted on people because the bosses, they had to wear it for 40 years and
when they get into positions of responsibility they’re damned if they’re
going to not have the next generation suffer.”

A few years ago, I realized wearing a tie was making me less effective in
my job. I was having headaches, skin irritation, and difficulty breathing.
But wearing a tie was necessary if I wanted to fit in at important meetings.
When I conformed to these unwritten fashion rules, I ended up spending a
good deal of time thinking about my own discomfort.

While I was working on this book, my grandmother passed away. Even
though I knew I was expected to wear a tie to her funeral service, I decided
not to. I wanted to make sure all of my energy was focused on what
mattered that day, remembering my grandmother and being there for my
family.

If you wear a tie and find it just as comfortable as when you wear an
open collar, or if it gives you more confidence, by all means wear one.
Women have even more hurdles to deal with. Our society keeps
encouraging women to wear high heels and to squeeze into something even
smaller each season. There will always be trade-offs and times when a little
pain is worth tolerating for an evening. Just make this the exception instead
of the norm.

Ill-fitting shoes are another source of daily discomfort that can lead to
longer-term problems caused by chronic inflammation. In particular, heels
higher than two inches have been linked to a variety of ailments, from stress



fractures to shortened Achilles tendons. Find a pair of shoes you can wear
for extended periods. There are several shoe brands, for men and women,
that specialize in comfortable shoes and look perfectly normal with
business apparel.

I am certainly not suggesting you start wearing sweatpants or slippers to
work. Looking professional matters in many settings, and you can meet
most dress codes without being uncomfortable. After spending the last
decade in the business world, I’ve never seen a meeting fail because
someone neglected to wear heels or a tie. Unless you are perfectly
comfortable in high heels or ties every day, save these accessories for
special events.



Never go a full day without eating something green. Have at least one cup of
broccoli or another green vegetable.

Replace all juice, soda, and sugary beverages with water, tea, coffee, or
other unsweetened drinks.

Identify one item you wear regularly that creates discomfort. Find a
comfortable alternative.



Ideas for Life

Fight Risk With Food

The greatest risks to your health are specific to you as an individual. This is
why doctors ask about your family history and why they collect as much
information as possible, from height to weight to blood pressure. Your
physician is trying to do what is best based on your individualized risk
factors. Yet no doctor will ever have as much insight into your health as you
can accumulate.

Your genes, environment, and choices all make unique contributions.
Some elements work against you, while others fight back and help. In this
constant tug of war, knowledge is your best ally.

Take, for example, my personal condition. Because I was born with a
genetic mutation that creates an unusually high risk for cancerous growth, I
have a clear understanding of the greatest threats to my health. Armed with
this information, I pay close attention to anything related to these
vulnerabilities. When I notice a story in the news about something that
increases or decreases the odds of kidney cancer, for example, I dig deeper.
Several years ago, I saw a headline about a large study that found a



relationship between eating fatty fish like salmon and reduction in kidney
cancer.

When I tracked down the full report from this study, I discovered that
eating just one serving of fatty fish per week was associated with a 44
percent reduction in risk of kidney cancer. The study participants who
consumed a serving of fish per week for a decade had a 74 percent decrease
in cancer rates. After reading this research, I figured it would not hurt to eat
more fatty fish, as long as I selected fish with low mercury levels.

This study was one of many I found related to kidney cancer. Another
review found a strong association between increasing BMI (body mass
index) and cancer of the kidneys. This work suggests that every one-point
increase in BMI increases the risk of kidney cancer by 4 percent. While that
may sound small, it translates to a 50 percent higher rate of kidney cancer if
you are obese.

These examples are specific to my own risk equation for kidney cancer.
Making these small changes will not keep me from developing additional
kidney tumors. But in combination with everything else I have learned on
these topics, my goal is to reduce my overall risk.

Identify your greatest health risk today, whether it is cancer, heart
disease, diabetes, or something more specific. Also consider friends and
loved ones who are battling a health condition. Watch news reports for any
headlines relating to these risks.

When you spot something with the potential to improve your odds, do
some research. Don’t change your diet based on unreliable information. If
you see something questionable, go to the source and determine if the
findings are applicable to your health.

Look for studies that have been published in peer-reviewed medical
journals like The New England Journal of Medicine (NEJM), Journal of the



American Medical Association (JAMA), or the British Medical Journal
(BMJ). The U.S. National Library of Medicine has an enormous database of
these articles on its pubmed.gov site, which is available free of charge and a
good place to start. Once you have confidence in the source, eat based on
what you learn to boost your odds of living longer.

Gain Sleep With Weight Loss

The more you weigh, the more difficult it is to get enough sleep. Being
overweight or obese is not only a barrier to nighttime sleep, but it also
creates daytime sleepiness and lost energy.

Losing weight is one of the best ways to counteract excessive fatigue.
But this is clearly a two-way street. Better sleep also helps with weight loss
over time. As people’s weight goes down and they sleep better, it decreases
their risk of other ailments like diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart
disease.

If you weigh more than you should today, shedding a few pounds could
have a major impact on the quality of your sleep. A Johns Hopkins study
found that diet and activity improve sleep quality for people who are
overweight. Losing belly fat in particular led to higher quality sleep.

One way to shed pounds is to replace an hour of television with an hour
of sleep. This simple change could result in substantial weight loss over
time. A study on this topic suggests that swapping this hour of television for
sleep could result in a loss of more than 14 pounds over a year.

If you can maintain a lean weight, you will sleep better. Sleeping better,
in turn, will decrease your appetite and help you make better dietary
choices. Because of the way sleep and diet are closely intertwined, you can
create an upward spiral with both elements feeding off one another in a



good way. Remember, it starts with your next meal; one day of eating the
right foods and a good night’s sleep sets a positive cycle in motion.

Eight Is Enough

Think about how many hours you consider to be an ideal night’s sleep.
Having a clear expectation about how long you want to sleep every night
can be a good starting point for improving overall sleep quality. The amount
of sleep we need varies from one person to the next. I know people who
claim they are at their best as long as they get six good hours of sleep.
Others say eight or even nine hours is ideal.

When researchers study the exact amount of sleep people need to feel
fully rested, they find that 95 percent of us need somewhere between seven
and nine hours of sleep per night. In controlled experiments where subjects
are placed in an environment without clocks or windows and asked to sleep
when necessary, just 2.5 percent of people (1 in 40) felt well-rested with
less than seven hours of sleep a night. Another 2.5 percent needed nine
hours or more.

Based on this study and a large body of academic research, it is safe to
say the vast majority of people need about eight hours of quality sleep.
When scientists test the amount of sleep people need, they use computer
programs to track how alert participants are while they conduct on-screen
tasks. People who have just seven hours of sleep do not perform as well on
these tests compared with participants who sleep more than eight hours.

On the other end of this continuum, people who sleep more than nine
hours a night could increase their risk of various conditions, from obesity to
depression. So the right range is somewhere between seven and nine hours
of total sleep, depending on your body’s unique reaction to sleep. Most



people need seven hours of sleep just to be in the game the next day and
ideally eight to have enough energy to win.



Identify one specific risk to your health. Spend an hour studying what foods
you could eat to decrease that risk.

Work toward or maintain a normal weight to improve your odds of sleeping
well. If you need to lose a few pounds, swap an hour of daily television for an
hour of sleep.

Arrange your schedule to ensure you get at least eight hours of sleep each
night.



Wrapping Up

Every Meal Matters

Every bite and drink counts. The moment you ingest something, it moves
through your body, creating positive or negative effects in various places. A
donut or sugary drink, for example, creates an immediate high and then
does more damage than good by the time it passes through. A leafy green
salad, in contrast, functions like a virtual housekeeper as it cleans bad
elements from your body and deposits nutrients.

When I was in high school, my biology teacher demonstrated what
happens to the human lung as people inhale cigarette smoke. He actually lit
a cigarette in our classroom and showed us how the virtual inhaling of
smoke created yellowing and browning of a white sponge. It was a
powerful visual showing what’s happening to your insides when you
smoke. Unfortunately, there is no easy way (at least yet) to see the
deleterious effects bad dietary choices have inside your body.

Yet, the food and beverages you consume can be just as detrimental as
chain smoking. When researchers brought people into a lab and tested the
effect of a single poor meal, they made a few surprising discoveries. One



group had a healthy meal consisting of salmon, almonds, and vegetables.
The researchers conducted an ultrasound of each person’s arteries a few
hours later. In this group, people’s arteries dilated normally (compared to an
initial baseline scan) and maintained good blood flow.

A second group was assigned to eat a meal consisting of a sandwich
with sausage, egg, and cheese and three hash browns. This group also had
baseline ultrasound scans of their arteries and follow-up scans after the bad
meal. After eating just one poor meal, the arteries of participants in this
group dilated 24 percent less than their original state. This study suggests
every meal influences your body’s ability to function properly.

Each ounce you consume is either a net positive or a net negative by the
time it runs through your body. You don’t get healthier by simply trying to
eat better in general. You improve your health on a bite-by-bite basis. Once
you know what foods and drinks do more good than harm, weigh your
choices throughout the day as if you can see the immediate impact of each
decision inside your body.

Put Activity Before Exercise

How much should you exercise? The scientific answers to this question
often conflict with one another based on the type of exercise or whether the
study targeted heart disease, weight loss, or a different outcome. Yet there is
a simple answer for most of us: a little more than you are exercising today.

The thought of “getting in shape” can be overwhelming. The thought of
taking a few vigorous steps today is not. When you know you are going to
have a day with almost no activity, challenge yourself to get up and take a
brisk five-minute walk. Start small. Some activity is always better than
none.



The debate about whether you need 30 versus 60 minutes of exercise a
day, or five versus six days a week, is more philosophical than practical. If
you don’t do any formal exercise today, start by walking a few times a
week, or spend even 15 minutes engaged in something that increases your
heart rate.

One large-scale study suggests that even 15 minutes of activity a day
could add three years to your life. Then every additional 15 minutes of
activity per day reduces mortality by another 4 percent. The last thing you
want to do is set a goal so unrealistic or intimidating that it deters you from
doing anything at all. Make sure you don’t exercise to the point of creating
undue fatigue or soreness, which can keep you from being active the next
day.

If you already exercise for 30 minutes two or three days a week, stretch
yourself to four and then five days per week. Even when you reach the most
common general guideline of 150 minutes of moderate-intensity activity per
week, additional activity will continue to help.

Each minute of activity adds up and matters. Experiment with what
works best for you. Focus on how you feel, physically and mentally, on
days when you are active. See if you notice any patterns, such as better
interactions with your friends or additional energy when playing with your
children.

Don’t just exercise because you “have to” for your physical health.
When researchers study the benefits of working out, it clearly does just as
much for your mental well-being. In these studies, even a little more
exercise can significantly improve your overall satisfaction with life. Added
activity has also been shown to provide a physiological buffer, so your body
does not react as severely to stressful situations throughout the day.



Make a mental note of the immediate return on the time you invest in
activity. Use this return on energy and enjoyment to keep going. Build
movement into your normal lifestyle so you don’t have to worry about
“getting in shape” all the time. If you can build on these small wins, a year
later, you will notice you also got in shape.

Invest in Sleep for Your Future

The better you sleep, the better you eat. Science has shown that good sleep
increases your production of the digestive hormone leptin, which keeps you
from eating too much. Sound sleep also decreases the digestive hormone
ghrelin, which boosts appetite.

This could explain why a short night’s sleep not only increases hunger,
but also causes you to eat calorie-dense high-carbohydrate foods and
sweets. When you are in a sleep-deprived state, unhealthy foods activate
regions of the brain typically involved in addiction and behavior control. As
one researcher described, based on experimental sleep studies conducted in
his lab, this could explain our preference for high-fat and high-sugar food
when we are tired.

This is another example of how closely intertwined your diet, activity,
and sleep patterns are in the span of a day. When you look at some of the
leading causes of obesity, it is easy to jump to diet and exercise as a remedy,
but sleep clearly belongs in this category. To eat better, make sure your next
diet takes the quality of your sleep into account.

When you think about your health, sleep often gets pushed to the back
burner. With all the things you need to do in a day, one less hour of sleep
seems to be a good way to find extra time. But it is a trap. Sleep is not a
luxury. It is a basic necessity.



If you sleep less, you eat more. You remember less. You get sick more
often. You look bad. And poor sleep also leads to high blood pressure,
missed workouts, irritability, poor decision making, and greatly impaired
well-being.

Prioritize eight hours of high-quality sleep ahead of all else. You will be
more likely to have a good workout, get more done at your job, and treat
your loved ones better when you put sleep first. Remember, every extra
hour of sleep is a positive investment. It is not an expense.



With each bite, consider how it can benefit your body. Use what you know to
make better choices in the moment.

Be active every day of the year. Take a few more steps tomorrow than you
did today.

Every day, invest more time and energy in good food, activity with friends,
and quality sleep.



CONCLUDING THOUGHTS



Putting It All Together

Eat right. Move more. Sleep better. When you do these three things in
combination, you will see how the overall benefit is greater than the sum of
the parts.

Eating right is not enough. Exercise alone is insufficient. Sleeping well,
in isolation, is not adequate. When you focus all your energy on just one of
these pursuits, it often comes at the expense of another. It is essential to
think about all three elements together.

Eating the right foods provides energy for your workout and improves
the quality of your sleep. In turn, a sound night of sleep makes you more
likely to eat right the next day. This is why the real magic lies at the
intersection between eating, moving, and sleeping. If you can do all three
well, it will improve your daily energy and your odds of living a long,
healthy life.

As I mentioned in the introduction, life itself is a big game of odds. You
get to chip away at it, one day at a time. Small decisions and behaviors are
quite consequential. In particular, if you have known risks or health
conditions today, the way you eat, move, and sleep are the only things you
can control with each decision.

Once you start to improve your odds of living longer and stronger, take
one more step. Create a culture of health around you. Rethink everything
with this in mind. Leading through example is the single best way to
improve the health of the people you love.

Consider how you could fill your home with better foods for yourself
and your family. Find a few friends or colleagues who will help you stay
active. Create an environment where a sound night’s sleep is the norm.



Help yourself. Then help the people you love to live like life depends on
it. Because it does.



http://www.tomrath.org/eat-move-sleep/


Eat Move Sleep First 30 Days Challenge

DAY 1: The Basics
Identify the healthiest elements of diets you have tried. Build them in to your
lifestyle for good.

Each morning, plan ahead to add activity to your daily routine.

Sleep longer tonight to do more tomorrow.

DAY 2: Small Adjustments
Ask yourself if the next food you put in your mouth is a net gain or a net loss.
Repeat throughout the day.

Eliminate an hour of chair time from your daily routine.

Gradually add sleep to your nightly schedule in 15-minute increments. Continue
until you feel fully rested each morning.

DAY 3: Quality First
Select one food to eat today with a balanced (1 to 1) ratio of carbs to protein.
Avoid foods above a ratio of 5 to 1.

Put the healthiest foods in your home on a shelf at eye level or in a bowl on the
counter.

Identify one way you can work without sitting, right now. Test it out tomorrow.

DAY 4: Break The Cycle
Identify the sugar content in your favorite meal or snack. If it’s more than 10g, find
a replacement.

Pick one food or drink you sweeten regularly — artificially or with sugar — and
consume it without the added sweetener for a week.



When you have to sit for long periods of time, stand up, walk, or stretch every 20
minutes.

DAY 5: Staying Healthy
Every time you go to the store, start by loading up on fruits and vegetables with
vibrant colors.

When disruptions threaten your regular schedule, plan ahead to ensure you get a
good night’s sleep.

As you make adjustments for better sleep, measure your progress. Note the time
you get into bed and the time you wake up. Then rate your sleep quality on a 1-10
scale.

DAY 6: What Counts
Build your meals around fruits and vegetables today to change the expression of
your genes tomorrow.

Select one way to measure your daily movement. Use a pedometer, watch, GPS,
smartphone, or manual log to start tracking your activity today.

Aim for 10,000 steps every day or 70,000 steps per week.

DAY 7: Refined Fuel
Replace chips, crackers, and snack bars with nuts, seeds, apples, celery, and
carrots.

Always leave the serving dishes in the kitchen; don’t bring them to the table.

Get a full hour of vigorous activity to burn calories all day long.

DAY 8: Timing Matters

Select a healthy standby snack today. Carry it with you wherever you go.

Make every meal last at least 20 minutes.

Exercise in the morning for a better mood and more brainpower all day.



DAY 9: Shortcuts
Make a healthy choice and order first when you dine out. It will lock in your good
decision and likely start a trend.

Pick one of your most repetitive motions, such as using a smartphone, computer,
or carrying a heavy bag. Alternate use of your left and right sides frequently.

Use bright light to stay alert during the day. Dim your lights in the evening. Then
block all light in your bedroom at night.

DAY 10: Decisions

Investigate how you can get most of your protein from plant-based sources.

Quit giving people food you know better than to eat yourself. When buying food
for friends or preparing a meal for others, think of what’s best for their health.

Pick one deeply personal motivation to move more. Find a way to remind yourself
every day with a photo, note, or quote.

DAY 11: Working
Engineer activity into your work. Have a standing or walking meeting. Get up and
move every time you are on the phone.

Take a midday break of at least 30 minutes every day.

Structure your work schedule for better sleep. Help your boss and colleagues
understand why good sleep is in everyone’s best interest.

DAY 12: Quitting
Whenever you receive junk food, put it in the nearest trash can. This will keep you
from splurging or regifting it.

When you see a friend making a good decision about what to eat, give credit and
encouragement.

Avoid using the snooze button on your alarm for the next week. Then, see if you
can banish it for good.

DAY 13: Myth Busting



When you are offered complimentary bread with a meal, ask for a healthy
alternative or simply pass.

Eliminate one type of red or processed meat from your diet for good (like bacon or
hot dogs).

Keep your bedroom two to four degrees cooler at night. See if it helps you fall
asleep and stay asleep.

DAY 14: Home

Use smaller cups, plates, and serving sizes to eat less.

Identify one easy way to add activity around your home or neighborhood: walking,
running, biking, exercise machines, workout videos, yoga, or Pilates.

Discuss how schedules, lighting, thermostats, and reducing noise can help
everyone living under your roof sleep better.

DAY 15: Get Ahead
Select restaurants based on how easy it is to make a healthy choice when you
order.

When you are tempted to skip a workout, just start exercising for a few minutes.
Starting is often the hardest part.

The next time you work on something that requires a great deal of learning and
synthesizing, go to bed early instead of staying up late.

DAY 16: Energy
Before you order a heavy lunch, consider whether you can afford the hangover
that afternoon.

When your brain is filled with new information to remember or when you need a
burst of creativity, go for a walk.

If you’re having trouble sleeping, try exercising for a few days before you resort to
sleep medication.

DAY 17: Expectations



Pick one food you eat even though you know you shouldn’t. Give it an
entertaining nickname that will make you think twice about eating it.

Shop for foods based on whether they are good for you first. Then consider
buying organic if you eat the skin.

Identify a specific goal for increasing your activity. Write it down, add a deadline,
and share it with at least one person (ideally more) or post it online.

DAY 18: Good Nights

Structure your days to eat more early, less late, and nothing after dinner.

Limit yourself to two hours of seated television a day.

Create a routine so you don’t eat, drink, or use electronic messaging in the hour
before you go to bed.

DAY 19: Think Again
Replace all dried fruits and fruit juices with whole fruit and other healthy
alternatives.

If you see a packaged food or drink claiming to be healthy on the surface, study
all the ingredients in even more detail.

If sounds wake you up at night, add a constant background noise to keep them
from interrupting your sleep. Try a fan, noisemaker, or smartphone app.

DAY 20: Your Routine

Steam healthy foods like fish and vegetables instead of grilling them with dry heat.

Find one way to trim your total weekly transit time, like telecommuting once a
week or driving at low-traffic times.

Wake up at the same general time every day of the week to keep your internal
clock on track.

DAY 21: Simple Steps



Go through the food in your house today. Get rid of a few unhealthy items that
have been sitting on a shelf for months.

If you are in motion, whether walking or driving, keep your smartphone in your
pocket or purse.

Identify one thing that stresses you out regularly. Create a plan to prevent it from
occurring in the first place.

DAY 22: Looking Good
Eat more carrots and tomatoes for a truly natural tan. Also add salmon and
blueberries for better hair and skin.

Walk at least five minutes a day to counteract aging. Build up to 45 minutes of
intense activity at least three days a week to halt aging even more.

When you need to look your best, give yourself plenty of time to get a sound
night’s sleep.

DAY 23: An Extra Boost

Start every meal with the most healthy item on your plate, and end with the least.

Identify one aerobic activity that gives you a natural high. Do it at least once a
week for 30 minutes.

At the end of a lousy day, before you make a small stressor into something bigger,
give sleep a chance to do some repair work overnight.

DAY 24: Reminders

When you want a quick snack, take a handful and leave the bag or box behind.

Spend at least five minutes outside every day.

Identify one person who will check in regularly and hold you accountable for
staying active. This could be a friend, coach, or personal trainer.

DAY 25: Prevention

Replace sweet and fried foods with healthier spices and flavors.



Make activity your first line of defense before you resort to pain killers or other
medications.

Know your blood pressure and cholesterol levels. If you don’t know these
numbers, check them in the next month. Then retest at least once per year.

DAY 26: Daily Choices
Identify a few healthy food options. Buy them automatically so good choices are
always available at home.

Use vigorous exercise to clear your mind and body.

Make small decisions quickly to get them out of the way. But when you need to
make a big decision, always sleep on it first.

DAY 27: New Habits
Save sugary desserts for your own birthday. On other occasions, eat fruit or
berries instead.

Ration your most indulgent choices to enjoy them even more. If you can’t imagine
life without chocolate, have a few bites once a week.

Try a new microactivity today, like taking the stairs or parking far away from the
door.

DAY 28: Trend Setters
Never go a full day without eating something green. Have at least one cup of
broccoli or another green vegetable.

Replace all juice, soda, and sugary beverages with water, tea, coffee, or other
unsweetened drinks.

Identify one item you wear regularly that creates discomfort. Find a comfortable
alternative.

DAY 29: Ideas for Life
Identify one specific risk to your health. Spend an hour studying what foods you
could eat to decrease that risk.



Work toward or maintain a normal weight to improve your odds of sleeping well. If
you need to lose a few pounds, swap an hour of daily television for an hour of
sleep.

Arrange your schedule to ensure you get at least eight hours of sleep each night.

DAY 30: Wrapping Up
With each bite, consider how it can benefit your body. Use what you know to
make better choices in the moment.

Be active every day of the year. Take a few more steps tomorrow than you did
today.

Every day, invest more time and energy in good food, activity with friends, and
quality sleep.
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