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Finding Calm in  
a Frantic World
Anxiety overtakes all of 

us from time to time, 

disrupting our lives in 

unexpected ways. This 

roundup of simple, 

proven techniques can 

help you relax.    

By Elizabeth Millard
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Listen to Your Thyroid 
This little gland is involved in hundreds of 

biological processes — and when it gets out 

of balance, it can take a significant toll on your 

health. A pioneering functional-medicine physician explains 

how you can use nutritional and lifestyle strategies to get your 

thyroid back on track. 

By Amy Myers, MD
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More to the Core 
Having strong abdominal muscles 

is only one factor of a stable core. 

Discover all the components that 

make up your center, and learn how 

an optimally functioning core can 

make movement of all kinds easier, 

more enjoyable, and less risky.

By Jennifer Blake, RKC-II
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Two months ago, bright 
and early on a Monday 
morning, I tapped into 
my phone’s settings and 

switched off my email notifications. 
My family’s annual week at the cabin 
had begun, and after wrapping up 
some final to-dos, it was time to 
check out for a few days. 

For real. 
You see, despite my many attempts 

to cut down on screen time in the 
previous months (which I wrote 
that I would do in this very column 
last October), my usage had gotten 
more out of control. I was checking 
my emails, texts, and social-media 
feeds first thing in the morning and 
last thing at night, on weekends, at 
stoplights, at dinners with friends 
and family, even during my morning 
walks, when I should have been 
seeing nature instead of another 
news-feed update. If I wasn’t on my 
phone, I was probably on my laptop.

“Mommy, look at me instead of 
your ’puter.” Those were the words 
that finally pulled me out of my 
virtual rabbit hole. It was a few days 
before our trip, and I was working 
from home with my girls. All day, I 
kept putting them off so I could finish 
one more thing. But the 4-year-old 
was done with my excuses. 

And there were plenty of them. 
Too often when my girls needed help 
or wanted to show me something, 
my responses were, “Just five more 
minutes” (which usually turned into 
10) or “I just have to finish editing this 
article.” I was so busy on my devices 
— both during and after normal work 
hours — that I wasn’t available for the 
most important people in my life. 

I refused to let that be the case 
during our few days away together. So 
I began to pay attention to the habits 
that were triggering my excessive 
screen use. 

I realized that when I was away 
from my laptop, I’d compulsively 
check email on my phone to make 
sure I wasn’t missing anything. 
Then, rather than putting the phone 
away, I’d almost immediately open 

Virtual 
Shift

Editor’s Note by Jamie Martin

Email us at experiencelife 
@experiencelife.com. 

Your Thoughts?

The tiny action of 

switching off my 

email turned out to be 

incredibly eye-opening 

and freeing. In those few 

days, it felt like a weight 

lifted and I could breathe. 

Jamie Martin is Experience Life’s  
editor in chief. Follow her on Instagram  
@jamiemartinel.

Facebook or Instagram. Suddenly, 
what was supposed to be a quick 
email scan turned into 20 minutes 
of mindless scrolling — and missed 
opportunities for real-life connec-
tion. (Investigative reporter Charles 
Duhigg describes identifying routines 
like this as the first step in sustainable 
habit change — learn more at ELmag 
.com/powerofhabit.)

Realizing email was one of my 
gateways to disengagement, I made a 
commitment to truly disconnecting 
during vacation, something I hadn’t 
done in too long. The tiny action of 
switching off my email turned out to 
be incredibly eye-opening and freeing. 

In those few days, it felt like a weight 
lifted and I could breathe. I played 
with my kids. I had conversations 
with my husband that didn’t include 
references to news headlines from 
social media. I read two books for fun. 

The experience was so stress-
relieving that I decided to leave email 
turned off on my phone when I got 
back to the office; with the exception 
of a day or two as needed, I’ve stuck 
with it. It turns out, most after-hours 
emails don’t require immediate 
responses, and my kids love having a 
more present mom. 

A simple tap of a phone setting 
— that’s all it took to initiate an 
important shift in my life. I still have 
work to do to reach my healthier 
screen-time goal, but it’s a start. And 
that’s better than nothing. 
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Talk to Us    Readers share their feedback.

Adrenaline Rush
 I enjoyed your cover story, “A 

Different Lens,” on Krystle Wright 
(July/August 2017).  I love her com-
ment: “The situations in which I’ve 
been absolutely scared or angry, or 
felt any raw feeling, are when I’ve felt 
most alive.” As a self-confessed adren-
aline junkie, I find my fix through tak-
ing care of patients in critical care. I 
admire Krystle for being able to iden-
tify and express this feeling at such a 
young age, and I encourage adrenaline 
junkies everywhere to find their fix! 
You can do a lot of good in the world 
that way. Now that I’m aging, I hope 
I can use Robert Marchand (“Lessons 
on Aging From a Record-Setting 
Centenarian Bicyclist,” July/August 
2017) as my role model and still be 
looking for my adrenaline rush when 
I am 105! 
Janie B.

In Praise of R & R
 I totally related to Jon Spayde’s 

article about our reluctance to take 
time off (“The Trouble With Time Off,” 
July/August 2017). For years, my only 
“vacations” were business trips. Now, 
a minimum of two weeks on the beach 
in Hawaii or Mexico is my yearly norm. 
And my work no longer dominates my 
life and my thoughts 24/7. Workaholics 
Anonymous, a 12-step program like AA, 
has provided lots of tools and support 
to help me kick my work obsession and 
to live a sane, balanced life. 
Pat S.

Design Kudos
  I have not read “Cultivating 

Courage” (July/August 2017) yet, but 
when I opened my magazine this 

morning and saw the two-page 
graphic spread, I was so excited! It is 
beautiful. For a magazine, dedicating 
two whole pages to an illustration (as 
opposed to more ads) is a courageous 
and wonderful act. It made me pause 
and just admire it. Thank you for 
producing a quality magazine.
Erin B.

Some Things to Consider
 I’m probably going to cancel my 

subscription. The July/August 2017 
issue was really female-focused. I kept 
looking for anything unisex or for 
men. Maybe this is your target now?
Mr. Kelly

We strive for gender, ethnic, and age 
diversity in each issue, and are committed 
to featuring content and imagery that are 
representative of our entire audience. 

 The cover of your July/August 
2017 issue gives me a chill. I’m a 
former adventurer/climber, and I 
know that no one ascends without a 
rock-climbing helmet, nor exposes 
themselves to a potential fall by not 
having a three-point contact. Say she 
slips sideways while occupied with 
a camera — she’s spinning without a 
helmet into granite. Ouch! And the 
harness will tip her upside down in an 
instant, for the upper torso is heavier 
and requires a chest and pelvis 
harness for actual safety during a fall 
so your head remains on top. Just 
thought it might benefit those who 
seek to climb to do it safely, as falls 
are not healthy.
Tom R. W.

Thank you for sharing your concerns 
and tips. While we strongly advocate for 
the use of helmets, our cover subject 
determines whether she’ll wear one after 
assessing each climbing situation. She 
opted to go without a helmet during the 
cover shoot.
 
A Positive Solution 

 I found it interesting that the 

June 2017 issue of Experience Life 
had a compelling article on bottled 
water (“Truth on Tap”), followed by 
an equally compelling perspective 
from Bahram Akradi (“The Power of 
Positive”). So, our marketing team 
decided to act upon the message 
of both.

We used to get bottled water 
delivered to our office spaces. By 
looking over the history of our 
orders, we figured out that our small 
team of eight people had been going 
through approximately 30 cases 
of bottled water every year since 
2014. This equals about 60 empty 
bottles we’ve been throwing away 
every month, or 720 each year.

So the positive change we needed 
to make was simple: Buy everyone on 
our team a nice aluminum reusable 
bottle. Sure, it’s a pain for all of us to 
have to queue up in the break room 
multiple times a day for water refills, 
but this two-minute inconvenience is, 
by far, offset by the savings of both 
our team’s water budget and, more 
importantly, the massive impact on 
our planet.

If your team burns through bottled 
water like we did, I’d encourage you to 
consider this small, positive change!
Robert S. 

 “The Power of Positive” (June 2017) 
did not present a new idea, but it’s 
one with tremendous merit. I stopped 
at a small grocery store yesterday 
afternoon. It was raining and all the 
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made me pause and  
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Talk to Us
shopping carts were in the parking lot. 
I shoved together three carts while 
holding my umbrella and shopping 
bags, and then pushed them up to the 
store. Nobody cared what I did; it was 
not for praise. If you are sensitive, 
you can feel the ripples of kindness 
when somebody does something 
kind for you. You can perpetuate this 
effect by passing it forward whenever 
you have the chance. Ever so slowly, 
humanity is awakening; look for your 
opportunities to make the world a 
better place for us all.
Raegan R.

Veggie Love
  I love the work Emily Penn is 

doing (“Turning the Tide,” June 2017), 
but I wish you would have given 
space to the benefits of a vegetarian 
diet and the positive impact it can 
have on the planet. According to 
estimates from the Water Footprint 
Network and Grace Communications 
Foundation, it takes close to 2,000 
gallons of water to raise and process a 
pound of red meat. Even if we all just 
went meatless on Mondays, it could 
still make a difference in saving our 
freshwater supplies.
Donna M.

 I recently came upon Antonio 
Carluccio’s recipes in the June 2017 
issue of Experience Life (“Celebrating 
Vegetables”). I made the Asparagus 
and Onion Frittata for Father’s 
Day, and I’m making the Summer 
Cucumber and Tomato Soup tonight! 

 his cookbook!
Elizabeth

Patient Power
  Self-advocacy is key to health-

care (“Rethinking Heart Health,” 
September 2016). If your doctor won’t 
listen, try to find one who will. If you 
can’t, then you can listen to your doc-
tor’s advice, but do not feel obligated 
to follow through. I refuse to take a 
statin, which my NP recommended 
after one general HDL, LDL, and total 
cholesterol test in 2016. No discus-
sion of lifestyle modifications. I will 
continue to work to educate her and 
work on the lifestyle modifications 
that probably led to my high reading. 
I’m enjoying learning yoga and a new 
way of baking high-protein, grain-
free muffins.  
Rachel M. J.

Heels and Health
(On “Study Shows How High Heels 
Affect Muscle Development and 
Balance,” July 13, 2015)

  Heels do such damage to your feet 
in general — bunions, deformed toes 
and nails — and it’s all for style! Trust 
me, we should all think twice before 
trying to wear them on an everyday 
basis. My feet sure wish I had thought 
twice. As my mother used to say, 
“What you do in your 20s will always 
come back to haunt you in your 40s.” 
And how. Ouch.
Andrea F.

  I used to wear them until I started 
running. Can’t stand them now! 
Feet and legs are not designed to be 
squished and contorted — not with-
out consequences, anyway!
Linda K.
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News & Views

Rich in healthy fats, extra-virgin olive oil 

is also packed with free-radical-fighting 

antioxidants and inflammation-battling 

polyphenols. The only problem? Just 

one in three bottles of the oil in grocery 

stores is the real deal, according to Larry 

Olmsted, author of Real Food, Fake Food. 

Bogus extra-virgin olive oil might be 

diluted with cheaper, less-healthy oils, 

like soybean, sunflower, or even heav-

ily refined olive oil. And it often includes 

stale oil, which quickly goes rancid. 

Real
Tips for  
 Finding

Extra-Virgin Olive Oil

For more tips on buying  

olive oil, go to ELmag.com/ 
realevoo.

Web Extra!

1. 
Always opt for “extra.” “Pure” 

and “light” olive oils sound 

promising, but they are lower-grade oils 

with few of the health benefits of the 

thick, rich extra-virgin variety.

2. 
Check the harvest date.  
“Olive oil has a maximum life 

of about two years, so we recommend 

consuming within 18 months,” says 

Darragh. “When it oxidizes, health 

benefits disappear.”

3. 
Don’t assume “organic” has 
you covered. International 

standards require that extra-virgin olive 

oil be extracted without chemicals or 

heat and must pass a taste test. An 

organic label doesn’t necessarily cover 

those criteria.

4. 
Ignore marketing ploys. 
Labels like “cold-pressed” and 

“first press” are meaningless because the 

extraction method and freshness are part 

of the “extra-virgin” definition.  

5. 
Expect to pay more. “When 

you see imported olive oil for $5, 

it is not olive oil,” says Darragh. “It’s low-

grade, refined, poor-quality oil.” 

6. 
Know your retailer. Because 

you can’t always trust the 

extra-virgin label on the bottle, look for 

reputable sellers or wholesalers. Food 

co-ops and other natural-food stores are 

good bets. You can also buy direct from 

small farms.  

— Laine Bergeson

. (

Run Rx
1 Hour Running = 7 Hours Longer Life

That’s what researchers 

concluded after analyzing 

cohort study data as well 

as fitness tests. The results 

were published in Progress 
in Cardiovascular Diseases.

Thousands of partici-

pants self-reported their 

running times and took 

At an average of two 

hours of running per week, a 

typical runner ran less than 

six months (or about 4,000 

hours) over 40 years. 

Lead author Duck-

Chul Lee, PhD, assistant 

professor of kinesiology 

at Iowa State University, 

explains the results by 

pointing to running’s 

“well-established health 

benefits, including reduced 

treadmill tests to measure 

cardiorespiratory fitness. 

Overall, runners lived an av-

erage of 3.2 years (or about 

28,000 hours) longer than 

nonrunners. The incidence 

of premature death among 

runners was 25 to 40 per-

cent lower than nonrunners.

risk of hypertension 

and improvements in 

insulin sensitivity and 

cardiorespiratory fitness.” 

This study only shows 

correlation; it does not prove 

that running increases one’s 

lifespan, Lee notes. And the 

benefits are not infinite: 

Running's life-expectancy 

gains are capped at around 

three years.

— Kaelyn Riley

These tips from Olmsted and Patricia 

Darragh, executive director of the 

California Olive Oil Council, can help you 

find genuine extra-virgin olive oil.
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Are You
Overmedicated?

When integrative-medicine 

pioneer Andrew Weil, MD, was 

growing up in the 1940s and 

’50s, doctors wrote prescriptions 

in Latin. As a result, he writes in 

his new book, Mind Over Meds, 

most patients had no idea what 

medications they were taking and 

seldom questioned their doctors.

Times have changed, but people 

still don’t ask enough questions 

about the medicine they’re 

prescribed, Weil says. 

“Taking a drug just because a 

doctor says so is not necessarily a 

good idea,” he argues. “Always try 

to understand why you need it.”

Drugs can be life-saving 

remedies for critical and acute 

illnesses, Weil says, but when 

it comes to chronic conditions, 

such as type 2 diabetes and heart 

disease, lifestyle adjustments 

to diet, exercise, and stress-

management habits are critical. 

We asked Weil more about 

overmedication — and when to look 

for alternatives.

Experience Life | What are the consequences of overmedication? 
Andrew Weil | Safety is the biggest concern. Polypharmacy [taking 

multiple medications] increases the odds for adverse reactions, drug 

interactions, and the unintended worsening of health problems.

Another worry is cost: The markup on pharmaceutical drugs is greater 

than on any other commodity in the marketplace. 

There are also environmental concerns: Drugs that are excreted from 

the body or thrown out accumulate in our water supplies, in the soil, and in 

the foods we eat, and lead to exposure.

Overmedication also contributes to the pervasive notion that drugs are 

the only answer, but drugs alone do not address the root cause of disease.

EL | So, when are drugs needed versus lifestyle changes?
AW | Use of pharmaceuticals should be limited to critical care, terminal care, 

and the management of severe disease. For chronic-disease management, 

drug therapy should be offered in the context of comprehensive care that 

also includes lifestyle modifications and nondrug therapies.

We are faced with the growing realization that overreliance on 

prescription-drug therapy has come at a terrible price: worsening antibiotic 

resistance, an unprecedented opioid addiction, and an epidemic of serious 

adverse drug reactions. 

Crisis offers opportunity. In these challenging times, my hope is that, 

as a country, we see the wisdom of integrative medicine and the lifestyle 

habits it encourages as part of the solution to our healthcare crisis. 

— Anjula Razdan

For our full Q&A with  

Andrew Weil, MD, go to  

ELmag.com/drweilq&a.

Web Extra!
For our complete list of 

antibiotic tips, see ELmag 
.com/antibioticsmarts.

Web Extra!

Q&A With Andrew Weil, MD

If your closet is cluttered with clothes 

you rarely wear, or your dresser 

drawers are too full to close, Project 

333 can help. This fashion campaign 

challenges people to dress with 33 

or fewer items for three months. 

Less stuff could mean more space 

for the things you really love. (Learn 

more about the founder on page 86.)

bemorewithless.com/project-333W
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Antibiotics are a key weapon for fighting certain 

illnesses, but they can also lower individual 

immunity, and their overuse has given rise to 

life-threatening superbugs. Consider these 

suggestions for using them more safely 

and effectively:

• Make sure they’re necessary. Antibiotics 

fight bacterial infections, not viruses, but they’re 

commonly prescribed for both — often because 

patients demand them.

• Match the antibiotic to the ailment. 
If you need antibiotics, talk to your healthcare 

provider about which makes more sense — 

broad- or narrow-spectrum varieties. “You don’t 

want to use a hammer for a pushpin,” says 

functional-medicine practitioner Kara Fitzgerald, 

ND. “Broad-spectrum antibiotics will damage the 

healthy bacteria that we want to keep around.”

• Take probiotics. To help repopulate the 

good bugs in your system, eat prebiotic and 

fermented foods and consider taking a probiotic 

when you finish a course of antibiotics.

• Bolster your immunity. “If you’re low 

on zinc or vitamin A or D, immunity is not as 

robust and you won’t be able to fight infection 

as effectively,” explains functional-medicine 

physician P. Michael Stone, MD. A strong immune 

system helps you fend off infections and may 

shorten your time on antibiotics.

— LB

Antibiotic
Smarts
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All photos shot  
on location at 
the Package Free 
Shop, Singer’s 
store in  
Brooklyn, N.Y.  
 
Singer’s jar  
contains the 
waste she’s  
generated 
over the past 
five years. Hear 
her explain 
what’s in it at
bit.ly/2eRA1Lf. 
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Lauren Singer’s interest in environmental 
sustainability began when, as a teenager, 
she read Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, 
the classic book that documents 
the devastating effects of pesticides 
on ecosystems.

“The book opened my eyes to how 
powerful — either positively or negatively 
— human actions can 
be on the rest of the 
planet,” Singer says.

She took Carson’s 
lessons with her to 
New York University, 
where she majored in 
environmental stud-
ies. But she was frus-
trated to discover how 
many of those insights 
were lost on her fel-
low students. 

One of them, for 
example, always 
brought her lunch 
in plastic clamshell 
containers, ate with 
plastic utensils, drank 
from plastic water bottles, and threw 
everything away when she was done.

“Here we were, studying how to make 
the world a better place, and there she 
was, throwing all this stuff into the gar-
bage,” Singer recalls.

Several days later, however, she 
noticed that everything in her own 
refrigerator was covered in plastic. “I was 
so mad at this girl for making so much 

plastic trash, and it turned out I was 
doing the same thing.”

That epiphany led the budding eco-
activist and entrepreneur, now 26, to wean 
herself from plastic. Since the substance 
is ubiquitous in our culture — it’s in food 
containers, toothbrushes, even clothing — 
Singer realized “the only way I was going 

to be able to move 
away from plastic was 
to learn to make prod-
ucts myself.”

Researching 
recipes for home made 
deodor ant and face 
wash led Singer to 
Bea Johnson’s website, 
www.zerowastehome 
.com. A blogger, 
mother of two, and 
author of Zero Waste 
Home, Johnson and 
her family have lived 
a waste-free lifestyle 
since 2008, following 
what she’s termed the 
“5Rs”: refuse, reduce, 

reuse, recycle, and rot.
“I thought I was doing the best thing 

for the planet by not using any plastic, 
but the idea that I didn’t have to produce 
any trash was empowering and inspir-
ing,” Singer notes. “I realized that while 
I studied, talked about, and protested 
for sustainability, there was a disconnect 
between my values and how I lived my 
day-to-day life.”

Zero-waste advocate Lauren Singer is helping people lighten  
their environmental footprint — one container at a time.

BY HEIDI WACHTER • PHOTOS BY KWAKU ALSTON

“LIVING A 

ZERO-WASTE 

LIFE DOESN’T 

HAVE TO COST  

ANYTHING. 

SAYING NO 

IS FREE.”



To learn more about 
Lauren Singer, watch the 
behind-the-scenes video 
at ELmag.com/videos. 

Video 
Extra!
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SPREADING THE WORD
Singer began adopting Johnson’s 5Rs 
and transitioning to a zero-waste 
lifestyle — composting, recycling 
minimally (it still uses tremendous 
amounts of energy), and refusing to 
send anything to a landfill — mainly 
by avoiding packaged foods. She 
started bringing her own jars to the 
grocery store and filling them from 
the bulk-section bins. She also began 
buying her vegetables and fruits 
from the “package-free” farmers’ 
market, all of which offered some 
unintended benefits. 

“By eliminating foods wrapped in 
packaging, I found that most of what 
I had been eating were food products 
and not actual food,” she says. “Eating 
fresh vegetables and fruits has left me 
feeling much healthier — mentally 
and physically.”

Her sustainable-living focus 
gradually grew into a broader eco-
friendly lifestyle that others began to 
notice. “I didn’t really talk about the 
changes I was making when I started,” 
she says. “Over time, people would 
ask me questions when I’d bring my 
Mason jar to the coffee shop, for 
example, and I realized there was 
interest in the information.” 

These conversations led Singer 
to launch a blog, Trash Is for Tossers, 
which offers DIY product recipes as 
well as a plethora of tips for those 
looking to minimize their waste. She’s 
also not shy about debunking various 
myths about a zero-waste lifestyle, 
including the notion that it’s an 
expensive proposition. 

“I save a lot of money by refusing 
to buy new things or by purchasing 
second-hand clothing,” she notes. 
“Living a zero-waste life doesn’t have 
to cost anything. Saying no is free.”

Singer encourages those looking to 
reduce their eco-footprint to begin by 
examining their own trash and finding 
multiuse solutions. Start simply by 
replacing plastic water bottles with a 
reusable one or by using canvas totes 
to carry groceries instead of the paper 
or plastic bags offered at stores.

And consider learning to make 
your own personal-care products. 

“DIY recipes give you full control 
over what you are putting on your 
body — and save you money,” 
she says.

SELLING A PHILOSOPHY
Knowing that the path to zero-waste 
can seem daunting, Singer started 
selling laundry detergent through The 
Simply Co. to help people who don’t 
necessarily want to make their own 
products minimize their chemical 
exposure and reduce the amount of 
packaging in their homes.

Her latest coventure with 
no-waste fashion designer Daniel 
Silverstein — the Package Free Shop 
in Brooklyn, N.Y. — provides even 
more options for people hoping to 
minimize their contribution to the 
waste stream.

The one-stop pop-up shop sells all 
the tools necessary to facilitate a low-
waste lifestyle, like multiuse coffee 
cups, refillable dental-floss containers, 
even reusable toilet paper. Singer and 
Silverstein also offer classes on soap 
making, cooking, and sewing to help 
customers build the skills necessary 
to live a zero-waste lifestyle.

To combat the intrinsic waste 
embedded in the retail and 
production processes, the store 
stocks products from brands with 
strong waste-reduction philosophies. 
Customers receive shipped items 
in postconsumer recyclable and 
compostable packaging materials, 
secured with paper tape. 

While Singer wants the store to 
be a success, her bottom line extends 
beyond profit or loss. It operates on 
the same philosophy that drove her to 
adopt a no-waste lifestyle in the first 
place: Every single action you take — 
intentional or unintentional — is part 
of a much bigger system.

 “I encourage everyone,” she says, 
“to consider whether what they do or 
what they buy makes them feel good 
about themselves and is in service of 
their values.”  

Heidi Wachter is an Experience Life 
staff writer.

Well Informed  On the Cover



AKTIV Against Cancer was founded by nine-time New York City Marathon champion Grete Waitz and Helle Aanesen 
in Norway in 2007. After donating more than $14 million and helping to create 15 physical activity centers in cancer 
treatment facilities throughout Norway, AKTIV Against Cancer has pledged $3.3 million to Memorial Sloan Kettering 

Cancer Center to fund exercise oncology research and to support the exercise oncology research center.

Learn more at www.aktivagainstcancer.org

Changing the world  

of cancer research  
through physical activity.

AKTIV AGAINST CANCER WORKS TO ENSURE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 
WILL BECOME AN INTEGRAL PART OF CANCER TREATMENT



Shake up your 
at-home exercise 
regimen with this 
simple and  
versatile full-body 
workout tool. 

How to 
Make a

Slosh 
Pipe

Senior fitness 
editor Maggie 
Fazeli Fard (pic-
tured) demos 
slosh-pipe exer-
cises at ELmag 
.com/sloshpipe.

Web Extra!
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A PVC pipe partially filled with water 
creates a simple-yet-dynamic work-
out tool that forces your body to 

engage and adapt as the water sloshes to and 
fro. The destabilization works all the muscles 
of your core, making moves more effective 
than your standard set of crunches — even 
walking can be a challenge. 

A slosh pipe takes less than 20 minutes 
to assemble and costs about $30. You can 
gather everything you need from your local 
hardware store.

BY KAELYN RILEY

Apply primer to one end of the pipe 

and inside the nonadjustable end 

cap; let stand for two minutes.

Brush a thin, even layer of cement 

over the primer and connect 

the end cap to the pipe. Twist it 

clockwise until it locks into place. 

Stand the pipe on its closed end to 

provide pressure; allow the cement 

to cure for five to 15 minutes.

Pour about 1 gallon of water into 

the pipe. If you don’t plan to drain it 

regularly, add a few capfuls of bleach 

to prevent mold growth.

Fit the adjustable cap on the open 

end of the pipe and use a flathead 

screwdriver to tighten it. Your slosh 

pipe is ready for use!

1. 

2. 

3.

4.

•  One PVC pipe, 5 to 8 

feet long (have it cut at 

the store) and 4 inches 

in diameter

•  One 4-inch PVC end cap 

•  One 4-inch rubber 

adjustable end cap 

•  One pack PVC cement 

and primer

•  1 gallon water

•  Flathead screwdriver

Directions:

Well Informed  Learn This Skill

Materials and Tools:



        Live it. 
Give it!

Visit ExperienceLife.com/LTgift to order today. 
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 Fit
Body

Try Tabata!
Looking for an effective work-
out you can fit in during your 
lunch hour? Consider Tabata. 
This protocol consists of 
eight 20-second intervals of 
maximum-intensity exercise, 
separated by 10-second 
periods of rest. 

Though it’s a short routine 
(each round is just four min-
utes), Tabata has been proven 
to challenge both the aerobic 
and anaerobic systems, mean-
ing you’ll burn fat while also 
boosting your endurance and 
cardiovascular performance. 

It’s not a technique for the 
faint of heart — or those who 
are new to exercise — but if 
you’re willing to push yourself, 
Tabata could be an impor-
tant tool for achieving your 
fitness goals.
 

Get expert advice on how to 
customize the Tabata Protocol 
so you can create a routine 
that works for you.

Page
28



A ccess to a well-equipped 
health club makes sticking 
to a workout regimen 
easier. But sometimes 

getting to the gym just isn’t in the 
cards. Maybe you’re on vacation or 
in a hotel on a business trip. Maybe 
you’re home with a sick kid. Maybe 
you’re working late on a deadline and 
haven’t left your cubicle since lunch.

Granted, these situations can make 
you feel harried or unmotivated. Still, 
none truly stands in the way of a 
good workout. 

“It’s the mental piece of our day-
to-day life that allows us to create 
and make change,” says David 
Freeman, NASM-PES, OPEX CCP, 
national manager of Alpha Training 
at Life Time in Chanhassen, Minn. 
“Mind right, body right.” 

One strategy that can help you 
stick with an exercise regimen no 
matter what life throws your way is 
to go minimal. 

Freeman designed this workout 
based on the following constraints: 

Fit Body  The Workout
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a 30-minute-or-less circuit you can 
do in a space about the size of a yoga 
mat — small enough for a studio 
apartment, hotel room, rest stop, even 
the corner of a crowded gym — with 
no equipment.

It’s a high-intensity routine that will 
hit all your major muscle groups, get 
your heart pounding, and clear your 
head. All you need is your own body 
weight to perform the moves and an 
open mind to overcome the inner voice 
that insists you can’t make it work. 

Still not convinced that a brief, 
small-space workout is worth the effort 

BY ANDREW HEFFERNAN, CSCS 

No Space? 
No Equipment? 

 No Problem!

during these times of stress? Then 
consider this: A 2013 study published 
in Frontiers in Psychiatry found that 
working out reduces anxiety and 
catastrophic thinking. The researchers 
discovered that physical activity 
stimulates brain-derived neurotrophic 
factor (BDNF), a depression-busting 
protein that can increase feelings of 
control and mastery. In other words, 
exercise is one of your most effective 
tools in stressful times. 

Ready to get started? All you 
need to remember here is the lucky 
number 13. 

This minimalist 
workout offers 
a strength and 
cardio challenge 
— with no gym, 
no weights, and 
almost no space 
required.
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This minimalist workout, 

designed by Life Time’s David 

Freeman (pictured), consists of 

five exercises you perform as 

a circuit, using only your body 

weight for resistance. 

The goal is to complete as 

many good-form reps of each 

move as you can in as short a 

time as possible — a beginner 

might finish in 40 minutes, an 

advanced trainee in 20. Modify 

the moves to make them easier 

or harder as needed, and adjust 

your pace and rep count to suit 

your  current fitness level. 

Directions: 

• On a piece of paper, write 

down the numbers 1 to 13 in any 

random order. These numbers 

will represent the number of 

repetitions for each exercise. 

• Start a stopwatch. 

• Warm up with 20 reps of 

exercise A (burpees). 

• Starting with the first 

number on your list, perform 

that many reps of exercises B 

through E, in that order. So if the 

first number on your list is 11, do 

11 sit-ups, 11 mountain climbers, 

11 jump squats, and 11 hand-

release pushups. 

• Cross that number off your 

list, and proceed until you’ve 

crossed off every number. In all, 

you will perform a total of 91 reps 

each of moves B through E.

• Finish the workout with 

20 more burpees. 

• Stop the watch and 

record your time. That’s what 

you’ll try to beat next time. 

Make it easier: Lop off a 

few numbers (use the numbers 

1 to 11 or 5 to 13, for example, 

instead of 1 to 13), or add a time 

restriction of 25 minutes. 

Make it harder: If you get 

through the entire workout in 

under 20 minutes, use the num-

bers 1 to 14 or 1 to 15 next time. 

The Workout
The Exercises

See all the moves in action  

at ELmag.com/videos.

Video Extra!

A. Burpee (Warm-Up and Finisher)

• Keeping 

your back 

flat, jump 

straight up 

from the 

squat and 

return to 

standing. 

Repeat.

• Jump your 

feet forward 

to a squat 

position. 

(Make it 

harder by 

lifting your 

hands off 

the floor as 

you jump to 

a squat.)

• Jump your feet backward into a high plank position: 

feet about shoulder width apart or a little wider. (Make 

it harder by performing a pushup.) 

• Keeping your lower back in its natural arch, bend 

at the hips and knees, and place your hands on the 

floor. (For an extra challenge, jump your feet back 

with control as your hands reach the floor.)

• Assume 

an athletic 

stance — feet 

shoulder width 

apart, core 

engaged, and 

gaze forward.
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Fit Body  The Workout

Andrew Heffernan is an Experience Life contributing editor.

• Lie on your back with your knees 

bent and heels planted. 

• Position your hands near your 

ears, elbows pointing out. 

• Without jerking or pulling on 

your head or neck, sit up. 

• Reverse the move,  

lowering yourself  

back to the floor. 

• Assume an athletic stance.

• Squat down as far as you comfortably can with feet 

flat. Then, driving your arms forward and upward with one 

explosive movement, jump up as high as you can.

• Land softly on the balls of your feet and, upon landing, 

squat down and immediately jump again. 

• Assume a pushup position — hands and feet slightly wider than 

shoulder width, arms locked out, and body straight from your heels to 

the top of your head. 

• Brace your core to keep your midsection tight while pulling one 

knee toward your chest, keeping your raised foot flexed. 

• Tap your toe on the floor, then quickly return it to the start position 

while pulling the opposite knee toward your chest. That’s one rep. 

• Continue alternating feet for the assigned number of reps.

• Assume a pushup position.

• Keeping your body straight and your head in a neutral position, si-

multaneously bend your arms and retract your shoulder blades until 

your chest touches the floor.

• Lift your hands off the floor for a moment while still engaging 

your core, and then press yourself up to the starting position. 

B. Sit-Up

C. Mountain Climber

D. Jump Squat E. Hand-Release Pushups
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Tabata intervals remain 
popular for good reason: 
They offer the same fat-
loss and cardiovascular 

benefits as traditional cardio, but in a 
fraction of the time. They’re typically 
done by performing one exercise  
for 20-second bursts followed by  
10 seconds of rest, repeated eight 
times. One round takes a total of  
four minutes. (Learn more at ELmag 
.com/tabata.)

If you’ve been training with Tabata 
for a while, you may be ready for 
some variety. Change it up by building 
supersets and circuits that combine 
a mix of exercises, selecting moves 

A 

you can maintain at a high intensity 
without a breakdown in form. (Save 
technical lifts like Olympic cleans for 
another workout.) 

Feel free to get creative and to 
tailor your workout according to the 
areas you want to focus on that day. 
Alternate between 20 seconds of work 
and 10 seconds of rest, regardless of 
the format. (For movement ideas, 
check out ELmag.com/byoworkout.)

Personal trainer Artemis 
Scantalides, NASM-CPT, owner of 
Iron Body Training Systems in Las 
Vegas, offers these suggestions:

 • For a full-body workout, try a 
Tabata-inspired superset: Alternate an 
upper-body pull exercise (for instance, 
suspension-trainer rows) with a lower-
body push movement (like squats). 
Do each exercise four times to 
complete the four-minute round.

 After one round, rest for a minute 
to catch your breath, then perform 
a second round, this time doing a 
superset of an upper-body push 
exercise (pushups, for example) and a 
core movement (like planks). In total, 
this workout will take nine minutes. 

I love Tabata intervals, 
but I’m a little burned 
out with my routine. 
Can you suggest new 
ways to use them? 

Q
BY LAUREN BEDOSKY

Qs
Experts  

answer your  
fitness questions.

Your
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Fit Body  Expert Answers

• To focus on your upper body, 
create two push–pull supersets. Try 
pairing chest presses and straight-arm 
pull-downs with shoulder presses and 
bent-over rows. 

• To target your lower body, 
combine a superset comprising two 
exercises that focus on legs (such as 
deadlifts and jump lunges) with a 
superset of two core moves (perhaps 
hanging leg raises and ab rollouts). 

• For more of a circuit, flow 
through four exercises that work 
different muscles: one upper-body 
pull, one upper-body push, one lower-
body exercise, and one for your core. 
In four minutes, you’ll complete two 
full circuits. 

Your intensity level for each 
20-second exercise will likely be 
different from your exertion during a 
four-move circuit, since recovery time 
is minimal in the Tabata Protocol. 

Be mindful of your energy and pay 
close attention to your form. It’s OK 
to take a break during one of the work 
intervals, says Scantalides. As you 
progress, you’ll eventually be able to 
stick to the workout structure.

For a four-move Tabata 
workout, visit ELmag 
.com/tabataintervals. 

Web Extra!
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Is muscle soreness 
proof I got a 
good workout?

I’ve been hearing about 
protein pacing. What is it, 
and will it help me get fitter?

Soreness has a number 
of possible causes, but it 
isn’t related to workout 
quality — it only means 

that you’ve damaged your muscles. 
It could be that the movements 

were new, or that you changed 
variables like volume, weight, or 
intensity. If you don’t exercise for a 
week or more, even a relatively easy 
workout could leave you sore the 
next day, explains Dean Somerset, 
CSCS, an exercise physiologist in 
Edmonton, Alberta, who specializes 
in injury prevention and rehab.

It could also mean you’re changing 
elements of your workout too often 
— an approach known as “confusing 
your muscles” — which doesn’t 
give your body the chance to adapt 
to the stressors. “Exercise variation 
is a common cause of soreness,” 
says Somerset.

Chronic soreness after workouts 
could indicate that you’re skimping on 
important aspects of your recovery, 
such as sleep, nutrition, or hydration, 
or simply working out too frequently. 
Constantly pushing yourself to the 
point of soreness can lead to chronic 
fatigue, pain, and injuries that could 
land you on the sidelines.

A better way to gauge whether 
your workout is successful is to 
set measurable goals beforehand, 
Somerset says. For example, you might 
decide that you want to run a certain 
distance, maintain a specific speed, or 
lift a predetermined amount of weight. 
This objective feedback is a better 
indicator of workout quality than 
soreness, he explains, because you’ll 
know whether you’ve made progress. 

A 
Q Q

Lauren Bedosky is a Minnesota-based health and fitness writer. 

Protein pacing 
involves eat-
ing an optimal 
amount of 

protein at regular intervals 
throughout the day — not 
just at breakfast, lunch, 
or dinner. 

“What we are finding 
is that the timing of when 
you provide nourishment 
to your body, using protein 
as the anchor, is critical to 
our overall health and physi-
cal performance,” explains 
Paul Arciero, DPE, director 
of the Human Nutrition and 
Metabolism Laboratory at 
Skidmore College in Saratoga 
Springs, N.Y.

He notes that protein 
pacing isn’t just for pro 
athletes; it’s beneficial for 
everyone. A 2014 study 
in the Journal of Applied 
Physiology, for example, 
demonstrated that protein 
pacing, both on its own 
and paired with an exercise 
program, is an effective 
method for reducing fat 
and overall body mass in 
overweight and obese adults. 

If you go too long between 
meals (the one exception, of 
course, is nighttime fasting), 
your body transitions from 
maintaining or building lean 
muscle mass to breaking 
it down for fuel, Arciero 
explains. This is especially 
damaging if you’re working 
toward a fitness goal. 

“When people forgo 
eating a healthy source 
of protein before or after 
they’ve exercised, they’ve 
defeated the purpose of the 
exercise,” he adds. 

Adequate protein intake 
is critical for repairing tissue 
and protecting vital organs. 
For fitness buffs, it’s essential 
for maintaining a healthy 
level of lean body mass, 
which can easily be depleted 
if they’re counting calories. 

With that in mind, Arciero 
recommends eating four to 
six meals per day. While the 
meals don’t have to be equal 
in volume, he suggests eating 
0.12 to 0.2 grams of protein 
per pound of body weight 
every three to four hours — 
roughly 20 to 40 grams of 
protein for a 180-pound per-
son at each meal. 

Twenty grams amounts 
to about 3 ounces of cooked 
meat; a single serving of 
most higher-quality protein 
powders also contains 20 
grams of protein. 

Whenever possible, 
prioritize whole foods, he 
adds. Examples include 
a small chicken breast or 
salmon fillet; three or four 
large eggs; 1 to 1½ cups 
of cooked black beans, 
chickpeas, or lentils; and 1 to 
1½ cups of whole-fat Greek 
yogurt. (Learn more about 
your protein needs at ELmag 
.com/proteinpower.) 

If you have inquiries for our 
experts, email us at AskEL 
@experiencelife.com. 

Got Questions?

A 
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How one man is creating a 
family tradition of healthy 
living by making manageable 
changes to his own diet 
and lifestyle.

Left: In April 2015, Gene Armstrong was struggling to find the motivation to change his unhealthy 

lifestyle. Right: Today, Gene has lost more than 100 pounds and feels more joyful and energized.BY GENE ARMSTRONG

F or a long time, I lived my life 
only halfway. I didn’t eat well, 
and I didn’t exercise enough. 
Even worse, I didn’t think 

these things were worth the effort. 
Eventually, those habits put me 

in a life-threatening situation. I was 
severely overweight, and my heart 
was barely hanging on. Under the 
circumstances, I was happy just to be 
alive — but it wasn’t until I reclaimed 
my health that I began truly living.

Warning Signs
I was driving to work in April 2006 
when I began feeling some discomfort 
in my right arm. I was 57 — a year 
older than my father had been when 
he died from arteriosclerosis — and 
weighed 377 pounds. The strange 

feeling convinced me to go back 
home, though I didn’t really think I 
was in danger. 

Just a month earlier, I’d had a 
physical exam. My cholesterol and 
blood pressure were fine, and I 
interpreted that as a clean bill of 
health. Sure, the doctor said I needed 
to lose weight, but I now know that I 
left with a false sense of well-being.

Upon my return home that 
morning, my wife looked up my 
symptoms — arm pain, a dry sweat, 
feeling of malaise — and realized I 
was having a heart attack. She called 
an ambulance to rush me to the 
hospital, where surgeons immediately 
placed a stent in one blocked artery. 

Further tests showed other 
clogged arteries. I needed additional 
surgery right away, but the doctors 

were hesitant to operate because of 
my weight. 

Two days later, after getting 
clearance, I had quadruple-bypass 
surgery. Entering cardiac rehab, I had 
a new lease on life and followed my 
doctor’s instructions to the letter. I 
went to physical therapy three times a 
week. I embraced the prescribed low-
fat, low-sodium diet, and I counted 
calories religiously. Within 10 months, 
I’d lost 100 pounds. My cardiologist 
couldn’t have been happier.

Circling Back to Old Habits
Once I dropped those 100 pounds, I 
thought my work was done — and my 
old habits gradually resurfaced. 

I had been pretty fit during college, 
when I played tennis. Back then, I 
weighed 180 pounds and could run 

BEFORE AFTER

A Legacy
of Health

Meet: Gene 

Armstrong, 68, a 

retired benefits 

administrator in 

Jacksonville, Fla.

Big Achievements: Losing 

more than 100 pounds (and 

counting!) to better manage 

his heart disease; influencing 

his family to make their own 

healthy lifestyle changes. 

Big Inspiration: Gene believes in the 

lighthouse theory: If you become a 

beacon, you can help others find their 

way. “I knew if I wanted the people 

I love to make changes in their lives, 

I would need to make changes in 

mine first.”

What Worked: Making 

small, manageable 

shifts to his eating and 

exercise habits that he 

knew he could sustain. 

Success Summary
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all day long. But after graduating and 
getting married, I stopped working 
out and began to overeat.

My wife worked the night 
shift then, and I would eat out of 
boredom or loneliness. I binged 
on cheeseburgers, French fries, 
and chips. I often ate two or three 
servings during a meal. At restaurants, 
I always ordered dessert. 

After my initial post-bypass weight 
loss, I reverted to my old ways and 
began eating fried foods again; my 
portion sizes gradually increased as 
well. Within two years, my weight 
had climbed back to 338 pounds. But I 
didn’t let that bother me much. I was 
alive, after all, and I’d already done 
the hard work. I felt too comfortable 
to make any more changes.

High Stakes
The size of my body was putting 
strain on my damaged heart. It was 
as though I had an eight-cylinder 
engine that was running on only four 
cylinders. I knew losing weight was 
important, but doctor’s orders weren’t 
enough to motivate me — even when, 
in 2008, we discovered that my heart-
flow output was alarmingly low. 

My doctor immediately scheduled 
surgery to implant a defibrillating 
pacemaker, but my prognosis was so 
dire that I left the hospital wearing a 
defibrillator vest. If my heart started 
racing, the mechanism would shock it 
back into rhythm. 

In the back of my mind, I was 
resigned to the fact that my life 
expectancy was diminished. No one 
was talking to me about lifestyle 
changes; the doctors were focused 
solely on keeping my heart beating, 
and my family was simply relieved 
that I was still around. 

Plus, I was still able to play tennis. 
I missed a lot of shots, but even 

while I waited for my pacemaker, I 
was on the court a few times a week. 
An unhealthy person couldn’t do 
that, I reasoned. One evening my 
defibrillator fired four times during a 
match. It still wasn’t enough to shock 
me into losing weight. 

After surgeons implanted my 
pacemaker, I felt relieved to know I 
was no longer at risk for sudden death 
— it was as if I had a safety net to 
keep my heart beating properly. And 
I was still down 40 pounds since the 
day of my heart attack; I figured that 
was better than nothing.

A Beacon of Hope
It took another eight years, but what 
finally motivated me to change wasn’t 
my own health but that of my kids. 
My two adult children had become 
overweight as well. 

Like me, both my son and daughter 
were college athletes; and like me, 
they both gained weight as adults. My 
daughter had two young children, and 
I knew she wished she had the energy 
to do more with them. I didn’t want 
them to end up like me.

I wanted to be a lighthouse: People 
on ships look toward a lighthouse 
when they need guidance, and I wanted 
my family to look to me when they 
were ready. So, in March 2016, I hired 
Lee Jordan, a personal trainer who 
once weighed more than 400 pounds. 
Though I had lost weight before, this 
time I wanted to keep it off for good. 

Lee told me that exercise is not 
about intensity; it’s about frequency. 
He also encouraged me to get active 
first thing in the mornings. “I want 
you to start the day with a victory,” he 
said, “because enjoying that victory 
will help you make healthier decisions 
for the rest of the day.” 

Our motto was “Go small or go 
home.” My goal was to make small, 

sustainable changes. I didn’t start 
counting calories or buying low-fat 
everything. Instead, I listened to my 
body. I learned which foods nourish 
me and which ones make me feel lousy, 
like sugar and white flour. Lee had me 
send him a picture of everything I ate 
via an app on my phone. 

And I did start moving in the 
morning to begin my day on the right 
note, as Lee suggested. Every night, 
he would text me a workout for the 
next morning, and eventually I started 
walking a half-mile each day. 

More than 18 months later, I’ve lost 
117 pounds. Most of my medication 
dosages have been cut in half. I don’t 
tire as easily, and I’m getting joy from 
exercise again. 

Those are tangible improvements 
for me, but my lifestyle changes have 
affected my family, too. My daughter 
is working with Lee, and she’s lost 
more than 70 pounds. My son has 
started asking my wife, Mary, and me 
for recipe ideas. And Mary — who’s 
been hampered by a thyroid condition 
— joined my healthy journey and 
hired Lee’s wife, Beth, to work as her 
personal trainer. 

Today, I feel like I’m finally living 
my life to the fullest and creating a 
legacy of health for my family. Better 
now than never. 

Have a transformational healthy-living 
tale of your own? Share it with us at 
experiencelife@experiencelife.com.

Tell Us Your Story!
What Didn’t Work: Diets, 

cheat days, and hanging 

on to old behaviors. Until 

he made sustainable 

changes to his lifestyle, 

Gene’s weight continued 

to yo-yo.

Words of Wisdom: “If you’re going 

to make a change, set out to make it 

for the rest of your life. If a change is 

only temporary, the benefits will be 

temporary, too.” 

Gene’s weight loss has inspired his family to 

make healthy changes to their lives, too.
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BY HEIDI WACHTER

W
ind rattles 
the barn 
doors as 
it sweeps 
across the 

open pasture where llamas — 
like all faithful sentries — keep 
a watchful eye. Daisy the Cow 
calls for her morning meal, 
piercing the din of volunteers 
filling hay bins and water bowls.

“It’s time to bring out the 
pigs!” exclaims Alecia Torres, 
shelter director for Heartland 
Farm Sanctuary, an oasis for 
80 rescued farm animals near 
Madison, Wis. 

“Just a few more minutes,” 
someone responds. “We’re 
almost done making their salads 
and peanut-butter sandwiches!”

I put down my knife amid a 
pile of quartered purple grapes, 
wipe my damp, cold hands on 
my jeans, and begin to hand 
Torres some paper grocery 
bags. They’re filled with grapes 
and sandwiches as well as 
handfuls of lettuce and halved 
bananas with the peels still on. 

Suddenly, a volunteer 
appears in the barn’s hallway 

Above: Chicken Run Rescue provides opportunities for 

volunteers — like the article’s author — to develop new 

ways of thinking about these intelligent, social birds.  

Below: Sanctuaries offer animals a safe home, proper 

nutrition, shelter, and a chance to live with other animals.

accompanied by a rumbling 
800-pound pink-and-black-
spotted pig named Maxine. 
Quite literally a pig in a blanket 
of warm straw moments ago, 
Maxine sees the bag in Torres’s 
hand and eagerly follows her to 
a covered straw patch next to 
the barn. 

Watching Maxine’s black tail 
turning in a gentle circle as I 
follow on her heels, I can’t help 
but smile. I’ve never seen a pig 
eat from a paper bag. 

“Eating from the bag slows 
her down, and it is also fun and 
a form of enrichment,” Torres 
explains. “People don’t realize 
how smart pigs are. They need 
activities to stimulate their 
minds, just like dogs.”

Watching the scene from 
across a neighboring fence and 
yearning for her morning grain, 
Daisy lets out another mooooo 
— startling me out of my pig-
watching trance. 

There’s no time for spacing 
out here; a daunting list of 
chores fills an immense dry-
erase board hanging on a wall 
near the barn’s “kitchen.” The 

Animal sanctuaries provide rewarding  
opportunities for volunteers and vacationers.

Safe
Havens



space is full of no-nonsense, kind-
hearted Midwestern women of all ages 
who are chopping salad veggies for 
chickens, ducks, and turkeys — each 
of which have specific dietary needs. 

Since food prep is well under way, 
Torres sends me outside into the 
steady drizzle with a rake to clear wet 
straw from the chicken coops. It’s a 
cold morning, so most of the animals 
— including sheep, donkeys, llamas, 
geese, a miniature horse, and some 
sweater-wearing goats — are snug 
inside their respective shelters where 
it’s warmer and dry. But I’m not alone. 

An enthusiastic pot-bellied pig 
named Lucy follows me around the 
damp grounds, rooting in my piles of 
straw. Watching her gleefully foraging 
for scraps, I can’t help but think we’ve 
both found our happy place.

Putting Animals First
I felt good vibes while visiting 
Heartland (www.heartlandfarm 
sanctuary.org) because, like most 
animal sanctuaries, it’s designed to 
be a positive place. No matter what 
happened on the animals’ journeys, 
once they arrive they’ll spend the 
rest of their lives in a safe and 
caring environment. Here they can 

heal, emotionally and physically, 
while developing relationships with 
humans, members of their own 
species, and other animals.

The Humane Society of the United 
States estimates there are about 
10,000 animal rescues and sanctuaries 
currently operating in North America. 
These refuges give new lives to farm 
and companion animals; exotics such 
as reptiles, bears, and tigers; and 
retired or rescued elephants and other 
circus performers. Some offer tours 
and onsite lodging, but many are not 
open to the public.

What they all share is a fierce 
dedication to animal welfare.  
At Chicken Run Rescue (www 
.chickenrunrescue.org), “the health 
and happiness of the chickens are 
top priority,” cofounder Mary Britton 
Clouse tells me while holding a 
rooster named Magellan. The bird and 
his brother, Brighton, arrived at the 
refuge after being used and abandoned 
by people performing a ritual.

Since its founding in 2001, the 
nonprofit microsanctuary near St. 
Paul, Minn., has rescued more than a 
thousand chickens — including many 
refugees of the backyard-chicken craze 
and injured birds with special needs.
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The sanctuary is not open to 
the public, but Clouse welcomes 
volunteers devoted to developing 
relationships with the birds as a way 
of cultivating compassionate eating 
practices. “We really hope people will 
live with the birds, rather than think 
of them as something to put in a cage,” 
she explains.

The lessons in humane education 
pay off for both birds and humans. 
Many volunteers have fostered, then 
adopted a chicken, freeing up space 
for Chicken Run to care for more 
rescued birds.

Saving Them All
Anyone who’s visited Best Friends 
Animal Society sanctuary in Kanab, 
Utah, will tell you there’s just 
something special about it.

The largest companion-animal 
refuge in the United States, Best 
Friends (www.bestfriends.org) 
provides asylum for dogs, cats, 
horses, rabbits, parrots, and pigs. 
Its creation in 1984 was a response 
to the euthanizing of dogs and cats 
in America’s overfilled shelters and 
represented a watershed moment in 
animal-welfare advocacy.

Located near the Golden Circle of 

Not All Sanctuaries Are Equal
Lack of official government oversight creates opportunities for “pseudo 
sanctuaries” — especially those housing exotic species — to continue 
exploiting animals. These guidelines from independent accrediting agencies 
can help you be a smart visitor, volunteer, or donor.

•  Sanctuaries must maintain facilities 

that rescue and provide proper 

shelter, adequate nutrition, and 

veterinary care for animals that have 

been abused, injured, or abandoned, 

or are otherwise in need. 

 •  There can be no captive breeding 

(except for organizations that 

reintroduce animals to the wild), 

no commercial trade in animals or 

animal parts, no unescorted public 

visitation or contact with animals 

(with some exceptions for adoption/

foster programs), and no removal 

of animals for exhibition, education, 

or research.

•  Organizations must obtain nonprofit 

tax-exempt status and appropriate 

permits, and they must practice 

ethical fundraising activities.

•  Staff-, volunteer-, and visitor-safety 

protocols and training must be 

in place.
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Grand Canyon, Bryce Canyon, and 
Zion National Parks, the sanctuary 
attracts an estimated 30,000 
visitors each year. 

Most people stay in nearby towns, 
but the refuge offers cottages, cabins, 
and two fully equipped RV sites for 
rent. These allow a rescued dog to stay 
with visitors for a sleepover, which 
helps the animal eventually adjust to 
its forever home. 

The sanctuary offers tours as 
well as opportunities to walk, feed, 
and groom the animals; visitors can 
also assist in cleaning chores. The 
experience can be transformational. 

“I’ve always loved animals, but I 
started adopting those with special 
needs after my stints at Best Friends,” 
says Sherrie Bencik of Kalamazoo, 
Mich. Bencik first toured Best Friends 
in 2000 and now returns annually 
to volunteer. She’s even brought her 

two elementary-age kids to help work 
with the cats. Children between the 
ages of 6 and 9 can also attend the 
summer day camp, which features 
free activities designed to instill a love 
of animals. 

By partnering with rescue groups 
and shelters across the country, the 
sanctuary’s “save them all” message 
has yielded significant results. Its 
programs have helped reduce the 
number of animals euthanized in 
shelters nationwide from 17 million 
to about 2 million annually and have 
profoundly influenced American 
culture, says cofounder Cyrus Mejia. 
“When people can no longer say, ‘It’s 
only a dog,’ that is social change.” 
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Running Free
For nearly 30 years, Black Hills Wild Horse Sanctuary has provided 11,000 acres for 

America’s iconic mustangs to roam untethered among fields of wildflowers under a 

vast sky.

You can’t ride a horse at the sanctuary, located near Rapid City, S.D., but you can 

take a two-hour guided bus tour ($7.50–$50 donation) or a three-hour, privately 

guided, cross-country tour ($75–$150 donation). 

Aspiring and professional shutterbugs can take advantage of a special year-round, 

three-hour guided tour — including photography tips — that offers close-up access to 

the horses for a $300 donation. 

If you go, consider putting yourself to pasture for a night with a stay in one of the 

sanctuary’s rustic cabins or RV trailers, or in the prairie house. Prices range from $500 to 

$800 for two nights, depending on group size, and include a three-hour, cross-country 

tour. Proceeds are used to support the care of the horses. www.wildmustangs.com

Heartland Farm Sanctuary could not operate 

without its dedicated staff and volunteers.

Friends, Not Food
Since its founding in 1986, Farm 

Sanctuary has been educating 

people about the humane treat-

ment of farm animals, as well as 

the effects of factory farming on 

animals, humans, and the planet. 

It also advocates for institutional 

reforms, including laws designed 

to prevent farm-animal suffering. 

Farm Sanctuary operates 

three shelters. At Watkins Glen 

in upstate New York, vacationers 

have a unique opportunity to learn 

about humane animal treatment 

and explore the beautiful Finger 

Lakes region. Visit an idyllic farm-

ers’ market, apple orchard, or the 

Seneca Lake Wine Trail. Or grab 

your binoculars and watch birds 

or join a guided walk at Sapsucker 

Woods, a 230-acre bird sanctuary 

operated by Cornell University’s 

Lab of Ornithology.

The refuge offers on-site 

accommodations from May 1 to 

October 31 in tiny cabins for $160–

$190/night or in small houses for 

$275–$319/night. Companion 

animals are welcome in most rooms. 

A $20 membership fee — a donation 

to the sanctuary — is also required. 

www.farmsanctuary.org

To find an animal sanctuary near 
you, visit www.sanctuaries.org.

Heidi Wachter is an Experience Life 
staff writer.



YOU’RE INVITED:
Join us at Life Time clubs across the country for Gildan Esprit de She, the nation’s premier 
designer event series for women, and celebrate the Spirit of Her. Gather your girlfriends for 
our cardio experience in the gym, led by The Fitness Marshall or  CLUB FITz FITNESS. We’ll 
continue the celebration at the signature Gildan Esprit de She Lifestyle Market on the pool 
deck. Relax and mingle with mini LifeSpa treatments, bubbly, bites, giveaways and more.

EVENT SCHEDULE:

September 24  
Green Valley, NV

SPECIAL DISCOUNTS FOR LIFE TIME MEMBERS. REGISTER AND LEARN MORE AT ESPRITDESHE.COM

October 1
Roseville, CA

October 22
Garland, TX



Speed Clean  
Yuni body-care prod-

ucts make postworkout 

clean-ups quick and 

easy, even when there’s 

no shower available. 

With strictly natural 

scents and no harmful 

preservatives. $15–$26. 

www.yunibeauty.com

Mighty Moves  
The Virtual Trainer 

Bodyweight app offers 

dozens of moves you 

can do in any hotel 

room. Free (a $5 in-app 

purchase gets you more 

exercises). www.virtual 
trainerapps.com
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Fit Body  Worthy Goods

Work Out
     Anywhere

Stick with your fitness routine away from home. 

 Full Speed Ahead
The light-but-sturdy Mizuno Men’s 

Wave Catalyst 2 running shoes 

provide just the right combination 

of durability, support, and freedom. 

Vegan. $110. www
.mizunousa.com

 Pour It On
Even a modest amount of water in 

the Aqua Fit slosh ball makes it a solid 

challenge to swing or lift. But when it’s 

empty and packed in your suitcase, it 

weighs no more than a beach ball.  

From $79. www.movement360.com

 Yoga to Go
Tuck the tiny YOGO Ultralight Travel Yoga Mat in your carry-on, and 

then tote it to a class with the handy shoulder strap wherever you 

land. Weighs just 2.4 pounds. Made from natural rubber with plenty 

of traction. $68, including strap. www.yogo.net





4

5 

5.5 

6

6.5 

Girls 9–18
Boys 9–13
Women 31+

Women 19–30
Men 51+

Men 31–50

Boys 14–18
Men 19–30

Children 4–8

Ounces of protein 
needed per serving.

Living Lean & Clean
There are no one-size-fi ts-all workouts, and the same can be 

said for your recovery. Just BARE Chicken is a lean and clean 
protein that’s perfect for building strong muscles. Follow the 
guide above to make the most of your post-workout meals at 
JustBAREChicken.com.



 Healthy 
    Eating

Dietitian Lisa Markley, MS, RDN, and 
integrative nutrition and hormone coach 
Jill Grunewald, HNC, know the power of 
food as medicine. They collaborated on 
The Essential Thyroid Cookbook to offer 
recipes that address thyroid issues and 
support immunity, like this warming, anti-
inflammatory Golden Turmeric Milk. 

Find this recipe and more at ELmag 
.com/recipes. 

Page
44
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40 / EXPERIENCE LIFE / October 2017

Healthy Eating  Nutrients

Set aside the calorie obsession and fat-gram 
fixation. To lose weight and maintain a healthy 
body, try these strategies instead.

BY CATHERINE GUTHRIE

F
or a lot of people trying 
to lose weight, counting 
is comforting. Numbers 
define guidelines, goals, 
and  success — and there 

are oh-so-many ways to measure the 
weight-loss potential of food: points, 
calories, grams, serving sizes. 

But there is a different school 
of thought that looks beyond the 
numbers and toward a more holistic 
approach to eating, one that views 
food in terms of its effect on the 
broader health and balance of your 
whole body. And yes, this approach 

can help you find your way to a 
healthier weight, too. 

“If losing weight and maintaining a 
healthy weight were as simple as count-
ing, we’d be a nation of skinny minnies,” 
says Marcelle Pick, MSN, OB/GYN, 
NP, author of The Core Balance Diet. 

Pick and other integrative-health 
practitioners advise paying close 
attention to how you feel instead of 
obsessing about numbers. “If you feel 
lethargic, moody, and sick most of the 
time, there is a good chance some-
thing is biochemically broken,” she 
notes. “No amount of counting grams 

of fat, protein, or sugar will help you 
lose weight until you identify and 
resolve the underlying health issue.”

In fact, evaluating your food 
strictly by numbers rather than by its 
nutritional and metabolic merits is 
not only ineffective, but it may actu-
ally lead to weight gain.

We talked to top nutritionists 
and integrative physicians about the 
factors that have the greatest effect on 
your ability to achieve and maintain 
a healthy body weight. Here is their 
take on the five priorities that make 
a difference.

Red Wine
High in antioxidants 

like resveratrol, 

which may support 

heart health.

Sweet Potato
An excellent 

source of the 

phytonutrient 

beta-carotene.

Broccoli
A great choice for 

vitamin C, folate, 

and calcium, as 

well as fiber.

Chicken  
(Dark Meat)

Rich in vitamins 

A and K; various 

B vitamins; 

and taurine.
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Reduce 
Inflammation
Chronic systemic 
inflammation is 

your body’s misdirected 
immune response that can 
lead to high cholesterol, 
heart disease, type 2 dia-
betes, and more. A side 
effect of inflammation in 
your gastrointestinal sys-
tem, or gut, is often weight 
gain. If you regularly drink 
alcohol, pop painkillers or 
antibiotics, eat processed 
foods, or have an autoim-
mune disease, your gut 
may well be inflamed.

When the gut becomes 
inflamed, calcium and 

1.
sodium enter surrounding 
cells, which causes them 
to attract and hold water. 
Think of how a speck of 
dirt makes your eyes water. 
Now imagine your body 
drawing water into the tis-
sue around your gut as it 
tries to flush toxins.

“The extra water causes 
bloating and lowers the func-
tion of the cells’ energy cen-
ters, or mitochondria, mak-
ing the body feel sluggish,” 
explains Elson Haas, MD, 
founder and director of the 
Preventive Medical Center 
of Marin in San Rafael, 
Calif., and author of Staying 
Healthy With New Medicine.

2.
Balance Your Blood Sugar
Simple carbohydrates are a bigger fac-
tor than calories in driving weight gain 
for most people. This is because they 
lack nutrients — namely fiber and pro-
tein — that slow digestion and balance 
blood sugar. “The refining process strips 
grains and natural sugars of their chewier, 
more nutrient-dense casings and leaves a 
simple carbohydrate chain that the body 
mainlines as glucose,” explains Pick.

When glucose enters the body quickly, 
blood sugar soars. In a scramble to bal-
ance the load, the pancreas shoots out 
insulin, the body’s fat-storage hormone. 
Blood sugar momentarily stabilizes, but 
insulin is overproduced, energy levels fall, 
and hunger returns. When we reach for 
another simple-carbohydrate-based snack, 
the cycle begins anew. Long-term conse-
quences include weight gain and insulin-

related metabolic syndrome, which sets 
the stage for diseases like type 2 diabetes.

To even out your blood sugar and 
maintain a healthy weight, eat plenty of 
nutritious proteins, fats, and fiber-rich 
vegetables, and reduce your intake of 
sugar and refined grains. Avoid all sodas, 
including diet sodas. The intense sweet-
ness of artificial sugars can fool the 
body into releasing insulin, says Jacob 
Teitelbaum, MD, author of The Complete 
Guide to Beating Sugar Addiction. 

Teitelbaum recommends nutrient-
dense snacks and small meals to stave 
off sugar cravings. A half-cup serving of 
nuts, for example, can help keep the carb 
munchies at bay without weight-gain 
concerns. “At that pace, you don’t have to 
worry about the calories,” he says, noting 
that 2 to 4 ounces of high-quality nuts per 
day may also lower “bad” cholesterol.

Surprising  
Weight-Loss Snacks

Some foods that we may 
consider high-calorie 
splurges can actually 
support weight loss. The 
nutrient-dense foods 
listed below balance blood 
sugar — and they keep 
you satisfied for hours. 
Enjoy moderate amounts 
of these and you’ll be less 
likely to nosh on un-
healthy snacks. 

• Avocados

• Sardines

• Eggs

• Coconut

• Full-fat dairy

• Extra-virgin olive oil

•  Nuts, such as 

walnuts, almonds, 

and macadamias, and 

nut butters

•  Seeds, including pumpkin, 

sunflower, and sesame

You don’t only feel 
heavy — you look it. Haas 
calls this tissue swelling 
and abdominal bloat-
ing “false fat.” The bulge 
might appear to be 10 to 25 
pounds of excess fat, but it’s 
not “true fat” (also called 
adipose tissue). It’s water-
logged tissue, he says, “and 
it’s almost never corrected 
by conventional weight-
loss diets.”

The biggest culprit 
behind inflammation-relat-
ed weight gain is processed 
foods. Ironically, most 
reduced-calorie and “diet” 
foods stoke the fire. 

“So many food products 
presented as a means of 
weight control are highly 

refined and full of chemi-
cals that the body doesn’t 
recognize,” says Annie Kay, 
MS, RD, author of Every 
Bite Is Divine. “The stan-
dard American weight-loss 
menu is a diet soda and a 
frozen, low-calorie entrée,” 
she says. “It’s an inflamma-
tory nightmare.”

You can reverse inflam-
mation by eating nutritious 
whole foods and reducing 
or eliminating processed 
and packaged foods. As 
inflammation calms, the 
body often recalibrates to 
a healthy weight. Specific 
foods that fight inflamma-
tion include onions, turmer-
ic, red grapes, and green tea, 
as well as berries, dark leafy 
greens, and coldwater fish.
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Heal Your Microbiome
Ultimately, you can’t maintain a 
healthy weight without cultivat-
ing a healthy microbiome — the 
trillions of bacteria, yeasts, and 
fungi housed in your gut. That’s 
because a healthy gut is a cool 
gut, and a cool gut digests and 
metabolizes food efficiently. 

To heal an inflamed gut and 
build a welcoming home for 
health-supporting microbes, 
start by targeting bad bacteria. 
Identify and curtail foods that 
you may have an intolerance 
to — common culprits include 
dairy and grains containing 
gluten. Signs of intolerance or 
sensitivity include belching, 
diarrhea, gas, fatigue, and irrita-
bility. (The best way to identify 
food sensitivities and intoler-
ances is to do an elimination 
diet; see ELmag.com/ifmdetox.)

Next, reduce your intake of 
nutrient-poor processed foods, 
including crackers, chips, baked 
goods, and some breads, as 
well as fast foods, sweets, and 
anything containing artificial 
ingredients and preservatives 
— all of which can disrupt gut 
flora. Most processed foods are 
also packed with oils high in 
low-quality omega-6 fatty acids, 
which fan inflammation.

Finally, cultivate friendly 
flora and fauna by diversifying 
your diet. Eat a variety of whole 
foods, including all types of ber-
ries, dark greens, nonstarchy 
vegetables, and legumes. 

Liz Lipski, PhD, a certified 
nutrition specialist and author 
of Digestive Wellness, recom-
mends up to two daily serv-
ings of cultured and fermented 
foods, such as yogurt, kefir, 
sauerkraut, kimchi, and miso. 
All are natural sources of probi-
otics, enzymes, and prebiotics 
(soluble fibers that feed good 
probiotic microbes). 

A high-quality probiotic sup-
plement can help, but it’s not 
the same as eating fermented 
foods. “Historically, people have 
gotten their probiotics from 
food,” Lipski says. “It’s the life 
in foods that gives us life.”

(For more on building micro-
biome health, see ELmag.com/
buildmicrobiome.)

3.

You can’t 
maintain a 
healthy weight 
without 
cultivating 
a healthy 
microbiome.

Crash diets can fail for any number of 

reasons: They’re too restrictive to be 

sustainable, they rely on nutrient-poor 

foods that leave you feeling depleted, 

or they mess with your hormones. In 

the end, they can’t fool a compromised 

gut microbiome.

A 2016 article in the journal Nature 

was among the first to hint that obesity 

not only alters the microbiome but also 

creates a lasting “memory” within that 

ecosystem that leads to weight gain after 

a short-term diet ends. 

In a series of animal experiments, 

scientists examined the guts of previously 

obese mice after successful weight loss 

and noted key differences between their 

microbiomes and those of mice that had 

never been overweight. The microbiomes 

of the newly slender mice functioned as 

if they were still obese and, ultimately, 

drove the mice to regain the weight.

It took six months for the microbi-

omes of these mice to look more like 

the healthy microbiomes of the normal-

weight mice in the control group. The 

scientists predicted that shifting a human 

microbiome could take months to years.

To sustain weight loss and enjoy the 

clearer head, happier belly, and balanced 

energy that come with it, your best strat-

egy is to make your new healthy way of 

eating a new healthy way of life. 

The  
 Microbiome 
 Knows Best
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Boost Your Mood
Depression and weight gain often go 
hand in hand — many antidepressant 
medications themselves can lead to 
extra pounds. Plus, the lower your 
mood, the more likely you are to 
succumb to cravings for food heavy 
in starches and processed carbs, such 
as pasta. 

What your body may actually 
need is a shot of serotonin, the 
brain’s happiness chemical. Many 
people, and women in particular, 
experience significant carbohydrate 
cravings when they are deficient 
in this neurotransmitter, says Pick. 
Ninety-five percent of the body’s 
serotonin is stored in the gut, so the 
happier your gut, the better your 

odds of a good serotonin supply.
Because serotonin is made of 

amino acids, the building blocks of 
protein, you’ll want to emphasize 
healthy proteins in your diet. The 
most important amino acid for 
making serotonin is tryptophan; 
numerous studies link mild to 
moderate depression and restless 
sleep with tryptophan deficiency. The 
body can’t manufacture tryptophan 
on its own, so you have to get it from 
your diet; top sources include milk, 
soybeans, cashews, and poultry. 

More broadly, eating packaged and 
processed food can lead to nutrient 
deficiencies that tank both your 
mood and your metabolism. 

“Mood is one of the first places 

4.

5.
Tame Stress  
With 
Relaxation
If you eat well 

and exercise but still can’t 
lose the weight, your hor-
mones may be unbalanced. 
When people hear the 
word “hormone,” they tend 
to think of estrogen and 
testosterone, says Pick, but 
those are minor players. 
In truth, the body’s major 
hormones are insulin 
and cortisol.

As mentioned earlier, 
insulin’s job is to transport 
sugar from your blood-
stream to your cells. “Food 
controls insulin, so what 
you eat has a huge impact 
on your hormones,” Pick 
says. Keep insulin balanced 
by eating regular, small, 
nutrient-dense meals.

Balancing cortisol, the 
stress hormone, is also 
vital to maintaining a 

healthy weight. Like most 
of your hormones, cortisol 
is made from cholesterol. 
When you’re stressed, your 
body makes extra cortisol 
to help it overcome a chal-
lenge — real or perceived 
— but your cholesterol 
supply doesn’t change. 
Your body has to divert 
cholesterol away from 
making hormones that 
keep your metabolism run-
ning strong. “That’s called 
the cortisol steal,” says 
Pick. In short, stress bogs 
down your metabolism.

The causes of stress, 
of course, aren’t just 
psychological; they’re 
also physical. A low-
calorie diet can stress 
your body. When you 
don’t eat enough calories 
to properly fuel your 
resting metabolic rate, 
says Pick, “your brain 
sends a message to your 

nutrient deficiency shows up,” 
says Lipski. “Processed foods give 
our bodies information that says, 
‘Be sluggish. Be in a bad mood.’ 
Wholesome foods make your moods 
more vibrant and help you feel 
more alive.” 

body to slow metabolism. 
As a result, cells cling to 
calories rather than burn 
them quickly, and your 
metabolism downshifts.”

Counter cortisol by 
activating your body’s 
relaxation response, also 
called the “rest and digest” 
response. Start by get-
ting plenty of sleep. Then 
carve out a bit of time each 
day to center yourself: 
Consider prayer, medita-
tion, a walk in nature, or 
simply sitting in a park. 

“Reconnecting to your-
self,” says Pick, “will make 
an enormous difference 
to your hormonal health.” 
(For more on managing 
stress, see ELmag.com/ 
cortisolcurve and ELmag 
.com/resetstress.) 

Catherine Guthrie 
is an Experience Life 
contributing editor.

Numerous 
studies link mild 
to moderate 
depression and 
restless sleep 
with tryptophan 
deficiency. 
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T hyroid problems are a 
prevalent health concern 
these days, affecting an 

estimated 20 million Americans; 
some experts believe the number 
may be as high as 30 million. In our 
own personal experiences having 
lived with Hashimoto’s and our 
work with clients, we have found 
that nutrition, along with lifestyle 
changes, can be a powerful tool for 
improving thyroid health. 

By emphasizing specific nutrient-
dense foods and eliminating com-
mon food triggers, we’ve helped 

clients reduce flare-up symptoms, including fatigue, weakness, 
and joint pain. Of course, people who don’t have a thyroid condi-
tion can also benefit from nutrition that enables them to maintain 
healthy thyroid function. (For more on this, see “Listen to Your 
Thyroid,” page 54.)

When we decided to write The Essential Thyroid Cookbook, we 
sought to develop recipes that reflected current research into how 
various micronutrients affect this important gland. Whether you 
have Hashimoto’s or not, these recipes can provide a wealth of 
support for one of the most important systems in your body.

Essentials 
Healthful

Dietitian Lisa Markley, 
MS, RDN, (left) and 
integrative nutrition 
and hormone coach Jill 
Grunewald, HNC, guide 
clients with hypothyroid-
ism and Hashimoto’s 
back to health. They 
coauthored The  Essential 
Thyroid Cookbook (www 
.thyroidcookbook.com), 
from which these reci-
pes are selected.

Skipping grains altogether can certainly be helpful 
for some with thyroid issues, but it may not be 
necessary for all. Soaking and toasting grains 
like oats helps remove phytic acid — which can 
prevent nutrient absorption — and makes them 
easier to digest.  Preparing grains this way may 
enable you to take advantage of the health-
supporting vitamins and minerals they provide, 
without the bloating and discomfort. 

Makes three to four servings
Prep time: 10 minutes, plus overnight to soak oats
Cook time: 30 minutes

•  2 tsp. coconut oil or ghee

•  1 cup gluten-free steel-cut oats

•  2½ cups filtered water 

•  1 cup unsweetened coconut, cashew, almond, or 

hemp milk 

•  1 tsp. vanilla extract

•  ¾ tsp. ground cinnamon

•  ¼ tsp. ground cardamom

•  ¼ tsp. ground nutmeg

•  ¼ tsp. sea salt

•  1⁄8 tsp. black pepper

•  2 tbs. coconut oil or ghee

•  1 tbs. coconut sugar or Sucanat

•  2 apples, sliced thinly

•  2 tbs. local honey or pure maple syrup

•  ¼ cup pecans

The evening before
 •  Melt 2 teaspoons oil or ghee over medium-low 

heat in a saucepan. Add oats and toast for two to 

three minutes, stirring frequently until lightly golden 

and fragrant. Reduce heat to low, and carefully pour 

in the water and milk. Add vanilla, spices, salt, and 

pepper, and stir. Remove from heat, cover, and cool; 

allow to soak in the refrigerator overnight. 

In the morning

•  Melt 2 tablespoons of coconut oil or ghee in a 

large skillet over medium heat. Add coconut sugar or 

Sucanat and stir until the sugar begins to melt. Add 

sliced apples and cook until brown and tender, about 

10 minutes.

•  Meanwhile, return the oats to medium heat and 

simmer gently, covered, for 15 minutes. Remove oat-

meal from heat, sweeten with honey or maple syrup, 

top with pecans and caramelized apples, and serve. 

Toasted Steel-Cut Oatmeal With 
Chai Spices and Caramelized Apples
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Find the recipe for this Golden Turmeric 
Milk, and for the ras el hanout spice 
blend mentioned on page 47, at  
ELmag.com/essentialthyroid.

Web 
Extra!

Healthy fats from pecans 
slow digestion and balance 

energy. To make  them more 
digestible, you can soak 

pecans in water overnight.

Cinnamon helps 
regulate blood sugar.
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Whole foods that 
are deep colored — 

black, blue, or dark 
purple — are high 

in antioxidants 
and phytonutrients, 

which reduce 
inflammation .

Makes six servings
Prep time: 20 minutes
Cook time: 40 to 50 minutes

Salad ingredients

•  ½ cup raw cashews 

•  2 cups filtered water

•  ½ tsp. sea salt

•  1 cup black rice

•  2 fresh mangos, diced 

•  1 small jicama, peeled and diced

•  1 red bell pepper, diced

•  ¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro

•  ¼ cup chopped fresh mint

•  1 lime, cut into wedges

Dressing ingredients

•  3 tbs. brown-rice vinegar

•  1½ tbs. toasted sesame oil

•  1½ tbs. pure maple syrup

•  1 tbs. reduced-sodium  

tamari or coconut aminos

Asian Forbidden Rice Salad  
With Mango and Jicama

Ancient Chinese tradition held that black rice was so rare 
that only emperors could eat it. These days, we celebrate this 
“forbidden rice” for its health properties: It contains more 
disease-fighting antioxidants — including purple and reddish 
pigments called anthocyanins — than any other rice variety. 

•  Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. Spread cashews on a sheet 

pan and place in the oven until toasted, approximately six to 

eight minutes. Remove from oven and transfer to a plate to cool.

•  Combine water, salt, and rice in medium saucepan. Bring 

to a boil, and then lower heat to low and simmer for 35 to 40 

minutes, until all liquid has been absorbed. Fluff the rice with 

a fork, and then spread it evenly on a parchment-lined sheet 

pan and allow to cool. 

•  Combine dressing ingredients together in a small bowl. 

Set aside.

•  When rice has cooled to the touch, transfer it to a large bowl 

and combine with mango, jicama, bell pepper, cilantro, and 

mint. Add dressing to taste and toss until well coated. 

•  Garnish with toasted cashews and serve with lime wedges. 
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Moroccan Chickpea  
and Vegetable Stew

This stew is seasoned with a prized Moroccan spice blend 
called ras el hanout, which offers a well-balanced, curry-like 
flavor that is anti-inflammatory, warming, and slightly sweet. 
Find it at natural food stores and specialty shops, or make 
your own blend (see recipe at ELmag.com/essentialthyroid).  

Note that cauliflower contains goitrogens, a substance 
found in cruciferous vegetables that research suggests may 
work against thyroid health. But many functional-medicine 
practitioners believe this veggie contains too many beneficial 
nutrients to avoid; enjoy it cooked rather than raw. 

Makes six servings
Prep time: 15 minutes
Cook time: 25 minutes

•  2 tbs. ghee or coconut oil

•  1 onion, diced

•  3 cloves garlic, minced

•  1 tbs. freshly grated gingerroot

•  2 carrots, chopped

•  2 celery stalks, chopped

•  1½ cups chopped cauliflower 

•  4 cups low-sodium vegetable or 

chicken broth

•  1 15-oz. can coconut milk

•  1 to 2 cups filtered water

•  1 cup dry quinoa, rinsed

•  2 to 3 tbs. ras el hanout

•  1 15-oz. can chickpeas, drained and 

rinsed

•  Sea salt and black pepper

•  3 cups chopped Swiss chard

•  Toasted coconut (optional)

•  Fresh cilantro (optional)

•  In a large soup pot, heat ghee or oil 

over medium heat. Sauté onion, garlic, 

gingerroot, carrots, celery, and cauliflow-

er for five to six minutes.

•  Add broth, coconut milk, water, 

quinoa, and ras el hanout, and bring to a 

simmer. Simmer for 15 minutes to allow 

quinoa to cook thoroughly. 

•  Add chickpeas and cook for an addi-

tional two to three minutes. Season with 

salt and pepper. 

•  To serve, place about a ½ cup of 

chopped Swiss chard in the bottom of 

each soup bowl and cover with soup. 

Stir well and allow chard to wilt. Garnish 

with toasted coconut or fresh cilantro, 

if desired.

Substitute orange 
cauliflower, if available, for 
a boost in carotenoids, a 
phytonutrient that supports 
skin and eye health .
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Why No Numbers?
Readers sometimes ask us why we don’t publish nutrition information with our 
recipes. We believe that (barring specific medical advice to the contrary) if you’re 
eating primarily whole, healthy foods — an array of sustainably raised vegetables, 
fruits, nuts, seeds, legumes, meats, fish, eggs, whole-kernel grains, and healthy fats 
and oils — you probably don’t need to stress about the numbers. We prefer to focus 
on food quality and trust our bodies to tell us what we need.  — The Editors

Makes six servings
Prep time: 10 minutes
Cook time: 25 to 30 minutes

•  1 tbs. ghee or avocado oil

•  1 medium yellow or white onion, diced

•  2 cloves garlic, minced

•  1 lb. lean ground grassfed beef 

•  1½ tsp. sea salt

•  2 tbs. chili powder

•  1 tbs. ground cumin

•  ½ tsp. ground cinnamon

•  1 14.5-oz. can diced tomatoes

•  1 15-oz. can tomato sauce

•  ½ cup dry quinoa, rinsed

•  1 cup filtered water, plus more to thin, if 

desired

•  2 15-oz. cans kidney beans with no salt 

added, drained and rinsed

•  1 cup frozen organic corn (optional)

•  Heat ghee or oil over medium heat in a 

large heavy pot. Sauté the onion and gar-

lic for three to four minutes, until onion is 

translucent.

•  Add the beef, salt, and spices. Using a 

wooden spoon or spatula, break up beef 

into smaller pieces and continue to cook 

an additional three to four minutes, until 

browned.

•  Stir in tomatoes, tomato sauce, quinoa, 

water, beans, and optional corn. Cover 

and simmer for 15 to 20 minutes. The 

chili will thicken as it cooks; thin with 

additional water if desired. Serve with 

guacamole or other toppings, if desired. 

Grassfed Beef, Red Bean, 
and Quinoa Chili 

Grassfed beef is nutritionally superior 
to its grain-fed counterpart — and 
stands out in terms of sustainability. 
Beef and beans are also good sources 
of energy-producing B vitamins and 
iron, which are important for overcom-
ing the kind of fatigue that thyroid 
issues can create.

The avocados in 
guacamole are 
a good source of 
healthy fats, which 
can help reduce 
inflammation and 
balance hormones.

Recipes excerpted with permission from The Essential Thyroid Cookbook by Lisa Markley 

and Jill Grunewald, published by Blue Wheel PressTM. Text © 2017 by Lisa Markley and Jill 

Grunewald. Food photography © 2016 by Kenny Johnson.



DELICIOUS, PREP-FREE  PROTEIN*. 
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WHEN  YOU’RE READY.
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NO 
ADDED MSG†

NO 
PRESERVATIVES

*11g OF PROTEIN PER SERVING. †EXCEPT FOR THAT NATURALLY OCCURRING IN SOY SAUCE AND YEAST EXTRACT. © 2017 LORISSA’S KITCHEN. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



BY DARA MOSKOWITZ GRUMDAHL

I 
took an eye-opening trip to 
Mexico City recently and, to 
my great surprise, found myself 
eating ant larvae and pupae for 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

Escamoles is the proper name for 
these delicacies, which are about the 
size of seed pearls, look like plump 
and semitranslucent tapioca balls, and 
taste like buttery blanched almonds. 
I sampled them in tacos and stews, 
and in elite concoctions with avocado 
and ash. 

After consuming many ant-laden 
foods, I concluded they were mild 
and pleasant, but not particularly 
delicious. Still, I left grateful for the 
opportunity to explore this tradition, 
which has been a culinary staple since 
the time of the Aztecs. 

This happy bug-eating experience 
might make you think I’m now 
the perfect audience for the 
press releases that clog my inbox 
announcing cricket-flour chocolate-
chip cookies, peanut-butter-and-
chocolate cricket-protein bars, 
and even a cheese-powder-coated, 
cricket-based version of Doritos. 

You would be wrong. I think these 
products are ridiculous, and I predict 
they will fail. I think the argument 
these PR folks make — that people 

from other cultures eat bugs and this 
is the way forward if we want to save 
lives and the planet — is a crock.  

Processing Problems
Highly processed food is not good for 
you, whether it’s finely milled corn 
inside a protein bar or finely milled 
cricket flour inside a tortilla chip. We 
now have reams of data showing a 
correlation between these processed 
foods and chronic diseases — espe-
cially obesity, type 2 diabetes, and 
cardiovascular conditions. Humans 
are simply meant to eat whole foods: 
bunches of Swiss chard, eggs with the 
yellow and white parts together, intact 
kidney beans.

We’re not just feeding ourselves, 
after all. What we eat affects our 
microbiome, the several trillion 
bacteria that help us get the most 
out of our meals. When scientists 
look at the microbiomes of people 
who eat highly processed foods, they 
find a completely different bacterial 
ecosystem than they find in people 
who eat primarily whole foods. 

That makes me think there are 
microbiome critters that thrive on 
microscopically milled flours and 

I’ve got nothing against 
eating insects. Just don’t 
tell me cricket-flour tortilla 
chips are the solution to 
global hunger.
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easily available sugars — the ones 
associated with chronic health 
conditions — and they drive out the 
healthy-microbiome guys. 

Or it might have to do with the 
fact that the good guys need the 
indigestible (to humans) parts of 
whole foods to thrive. Removing the 
oat’s bran, the apple’s peel, the pea’s 
skin, and maybe even the cricket’s 
head may mean nothing to you, but it 
may be essential to the little helpers 
in your digestive tract. 

If the microbiome isn’t damaged 
as a result of the good things being 
removed from food in processing, 
it could be compromised by the 
pesticides, herbicides, fungicides, 
and other poisons used to grow 
and process food. According to the 

Healthy Eating  Honestly, Dara
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Highly processed food 
is not good for you, 
whether it’s finely 
milled corn inside a 
protein bar or finely 
milled cricket flour 
inside a tortilla chip.

Bugged!
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Environmental Working Group, 
the people who put out the Dirty 
Dozen list every year, farmers apply 
some 300 pounds of pesticides to 
every acre of conventionally grown 
strawberries, leaving plenty of post-
harvest residues. 

We’ve all heard about the 
chemicals pumped into factory-
farmed chickens to ward off diseases; 
this makes me wonder whether 
factory-farmed crickets get the same 
kind of treatment. I have read that the 
crickets you can buy now in stores are 
raised on artificial feed, which isn’t 
designed with the human digestive 
system in mind.

Then there’s the matter of turning 
these bugs into edible products. 
Manufacturers tend to introduce 
novel chemicals into highly processed 
food at every stage of production: 
They make the various flours and 
oils shelf-stable as an ingredient, 
make them extrudable, make them 
perpetually emulsified, and make 
them shelf-stable as a product. 

All of this is as pertinent to wheat 
flour as it is to cricket flour, which is 
to say processed foods are processed 
foods — no matter their origin. We 

evolved as animals over hundreds 
of thousands of years in a world of 
whole foods, and in that time we 
co-evolved with microbiome critters 
that used the same wholesome fare.

Hunger Games
So, to those who tout bug food as a 
sustainable source of protein and, 
hence, a long-term solution to global 
hunger, I say this: The problem facing 
famine-struck people in distant lands 
is typically war, not a lack of food. 

Armed conflict, corrupt dictators, 
and weakened governments all 
contribute to inadequate food-
distribution networks. The World Bank 
has said African nations could feed 
their people — while reducing poverty 
and generating growth — if they could 
operate under peaceful conditions. 
Cricket flour, unfortunately, will do 
little to help them get there. 

But you know who does benefit 
from the spread of cricket-protein 
bars? The people sending the press 
releases and the venture capitalists 
funding this food trend. We already 
tried feeding the world by boosting 
U.S. corn production, and all we 
got was a dead zone the size of 

Connecticut in the Gulf of Mexico 
from all the fertilizers, pesticides, and 
other agricultural chemicals draining 
into the Mississippi River. Meanwhile, 
African warlords plundered the corn 
and used it as a bargaining chip to 
damage the most vulnerable. 

The way to solve health problems 
and famine in the developing world 
has little to do with eating insects. 
All of us need to eat whole foods, in 
peace. This is not easy; it’s slow and 
steady work.

Am I the biggest bummer in the 
world? Maybe.

I do, however, recommend trying 
the escamoles if you’re ever in Mexico 
City. Go to one of the markets and 
see them in their raw glory — pale as 
ivory and expensive as caviar. Aztec 
culture is beautiful and deserves to be 
revered and celebrated.

Also, if you’re going to Sweden, try 
the herring and rutabaga. Just don’t 
try to tell me that turning herring 
into Doritos will solve global hunger, 
because I’m not buying it. 

Dara Moskowitz Grumdahl is a  
James Beard Award–winning food and 
wine writer.
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Support your digestive 
system with these gut-
friendly foods.

1. Pour It On
Dahlicious lassi is a 
refreshing Indian yogurt 
drink, alive with 15 bil-
lion probiotics and made 
from unhomogenized, 
organic grassfed milk. 
Great for drinking 
straight or on fruit and 
granola. About $12. 
www.dahlicious.com

2. Bubble Up
Tart and tasty, Health-
Ade kombucha comes in 
a variety of adventurous 
flavors — from Cayenne 
Cleanse to Reishi-
Chocolate. About $5. 
www.health-ade.com

3. Simmer Down
Enjoy the gut-healing 
wonders of bone broth 
without waiting hours 
for it to cook. Epic 
makes its shelf-stable 
broth only from pas-
tured animals. About 
$42 for six. www.epic 
bar.com

4. Find Relief
Ease indigestion with 
this cider vinegar–based 
bitters blend from Urban 
Moonshine. Alcohol-free. 
$18. www.urbanmoon 
shine.com

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

1.
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Healthy Eating  Worthy Goods

6. Plant Power
The dairy-intolerant can 
truly enjoy Kite Hill’s 
silky-smooth almond-
based yogurt. The Key-
lime flavor is what vegan 
dreams are made of. $2. 
www.kite-hill.com

5. Get Wild
Fortify gut bacteria 
and get the benefits of 
raw veggies with these 
Wildbrine ferments, 
which include flavor-
ful krauts, kimchis, and 
 salsas. About $10.  
www.wildbrine.com
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I discovered a common situation: The 
results were in the normal ranges, but 
they weren’t optimal. 

It’s not uncommon to learn your 
thyroid lab numbers are normal, even 
though you have thyroid symptoms 
and feel lousy. This is partly because 
standard ranges were developed in 
reference to patients with malfunc-
tioning thyroids, which is like devel-
oping healthy blood-sugar  standards 
based only on people with diabetes.  

The “thyroid signaling system” is 
complex; it doesn’t work in a linear 
way. Even a small departure from 
optimal hormone levels can have big 
effects, producing exhaustion and 
depression — as it did for Gerald and 
does for many others. It’s estimated 
that at least 20 million Americans suf-
fer from thyroid dysfunction.  

What’s more, there’s no universal 
treatment that works for everyone. I 
analyze lab results and tweak supple-
ments to determine what’s right for 
each of my patients based on indi-
vidual sensitivity to each intervention. 
Even optimal hormonal ranges vary 
from person to person.

I do, however, have a food-and-
lifestyle protocol I recommend for 
anyone dealing with thyroid issues, 
because this gland — perhaps more 
than any other organ — does not 
operate in isolation. It’s uniquely 
sensitive to food and stress, as well as 
environmental toxins, and it affects us 
at the most basic level: by determin-
ing how much available energy we 
have to live our lives.

If I offered prizes to differ-
ent body parts, I’d give the 
thyroid the Most Important 
Yet Most Underappreciated 
Award. This small, butter-
fly-shaped gland in your 
neck is the true power-
house for your entire body. 
Every cell has a receptor 
for thyroid hormone, which 
is like gas in your tank — 
you need a steady stream 
of it to fuel each cell. 

When thyroid function 
is optimal, you feel terrific: 
vital, energized, optimistic. 
When it’s off, you can feel 
beyond rotten. Your cells 
can’t reproduce properly 
without exactly the right 
amount and type of thyroid 
hormone. Your organs can-
not operate effectively. 

It’s not enough to have 
“some” thyroid hormone, 
either. Every cell needs 
exactly the right amount. 
Too little, and your metabo-
lism bogs down — which 
is hypothyroidism. You 
become cold, depressed, list-
less, and constipated, with 
mind-fuddling brain fog. You 
gain weight easily. Your sex 
hormones get out of whack. 

Too much, and your 

metabolism revs up to warp 
speed — hyperthyroid-
ism. You become panicky, 
anxious, and plagued by 
frequent bowel movements. 
You lose weight even when 
you eat constantly. Your 
muscles feel weak and your 
hands shake. 

Your need for thyroid 
hormone is multifaceted 
and dynamic. On days 
when you are active, extra 
stressed, or fighting a cold, 
your thyroid works harder. 
It suffers when you don’t get 
enough sleep or eat foods 
that stress your digestive or 
immune system. 

And when your hormone 
balance changes — due to 
pregnancy, childbirth, peri-
menopause, menopause, or 
andropause — your thyroid 
also takes a hit. (Most of 
these hormonal transitions 
affect women; they are five 
to eight times more likely 
than men to be diagnosed 
with thyroid issues.) 

Once you understand 
how to support your thy-
roid, you can make sure 
this vital organ gets every-
thing it needs to do its 
high-pressure job.

What Is the Thyroid?
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The thyroid works in partnership with other organs, so I 
prefer to think of it as the thyroid signaling system. 

It all starts with the hypothalamus. This part of the 
brain is your body’s air-traffic controller. It regulates hun-
ger, thirst, sleep, and body temperature, and it directs the 
production of a variety of hormones, including all forms of 
thyroid hormone.

To keep your thyroid on task, the hypothalamus 
monitors hormone levels in your blood. If levels are too 
low, it dispatches a messenger to the pituitary gland called 
thyrotropin-releasing hormone, or TRH.

The pituitary is a pea-size gland located at the base 
of the brain, just below the hypothalamus, that regulates 
growth, reproduction, lactation, and stress. When it 
receives TRH from the hypothalamus, it releases thyroid-
stimulating hormone, or 
TSH. This stimulates the 
thyroid to produce more of 
its energy-regulating cock-
tail of hormones. (TSH is 
a crucial indicator of how 
well your thyroid is func-
tioning. If levels are too 
high on a lab test, it sug-
gests your thyroid needs 
extra stimulation.) 

So thyroid function 
involves not one but three 
body parts: the hypothala-
mus, the pituitary, and the 
thyroid itself. Sex and 
stress hormones, as well as 
the gut and immune sys-
tem, play their own roles 
in the process. 

Don’t just think thyroid; 
think network. 

The Thyroid Network
A number of things can cause your thyroid 
signaling system to get off balance: consump-
tion of foods your body doesn’t tolerate, a lack 
of thyroid-supportive nutrients, an imbalance 
of sex or stress hormones, excessive exercise 
or stress, sleep deprivation, a long-simmering 
infection, or exposure to environmental toxins. 
But the primary culprit is autoimmunity. 

If your thyroid is underactive, you may 
have Hashimoto’s disease, an autoimmune 
condition that causes the body to attack and 
destroy its own thyroid tissue. Adjustments to 
diet and lifestyle can often correct the imbal-
ance, though supplemental hormones are 
sometimes necessary to help you feel truly 

great — especially if 
you’ve had symptoms 
for a long time. 

A less common 
autoimmune condition 
is Graves’ disease, the 
result of an overac-
tive thyroid — and its 
outcomes can be seri-
ous. I was diagnosed 
with this and was on 
the verge of liver fail-
ure before I got my 
symptoms under con-
trol. (Other long-term 
effects can include 
osteoporosis and heart 
failure.) An overactive 
thyroid can be harder 
to treat — I compare it 
to catching a runaway 
horse versus coax-
ing a reluctant one 
out of the barn — but 
the same basic prin-
ciples apply: Adjust 
food and lifestyle and 
add supplemental 
herbs and medication 
when needed. 

Because the thyroid signaling system 
interacts with all your other hormones, when 
your signals are off, you don’t process stress 
well, your sexual function gets disrupted (low 
libido, diminished fertility), and your mood, 
memory, and focus all tank.

That gives you an idea of all the ways the 
thyroid needs support. Read on to learn how 
you can provide it.  

Imbalance Factors

Thyroid function involves not 
one but three body parts: the 
hypothalamus, the pituitary,  

and the thyroid itself. 
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When I treat thyroid disorders, I put 
all my patients on a 28-day program 
designed to eliminate thyroid triggers, 
supply critical nutrients, and heal 
leaky gut syndrome, which commonly 
afflicts people with thyroid imbal-
ance. You can find the full plan in my 
book The Thyroid Connection, where 
I also explain the nitty-gritty of differ-
ent types of thyroid hormone — like 
regular and reverse T3 and T4, which 
are often ignored by conventional 
practitioners — as well as how to 
work with your health practitioner to 
get the testing you need. 

If you struggle with thyroid issues, 
I strongly recommend seeking the 
support of a functional-medicine 
practitioner who is willing to see 
beyond the numbers and work with 
you to find a solution that makes you 
feel truly better. 

These are the basics of my 28-day 
plan, which you can try on your own 
right now.

FOCUS ON NUTRIENTS
Your thyroid can go haywire with a 
nutrient-poor diet or a lack of dietary 
diversity. To keep your thyroid signaling 
system optimal, you need the following:

• Iodine and protein. Iodine is a key 
building block of thyroid hormone, 
and protein helps keep you sated 
and off the blood-sugar roller coast-
er; this supports healthy metabolic 
function. For protein, choose high-
quality, pasture-raised meat and 
wild-caught fish; get iodine from sea 
vegetables like kelp and dulse, which 
are easy to add to soup stocks. 

• Iron, selenium, and zinc. These 
minerals support proper function 
of the thyroid signaling system: 
Iron makes iodide (a component 
of iodine) available to the thyroid, 
selenium helps regulate excessive 
immune responses, and zinc sup-
ports white blood cell production. 
Food sources include spinach, 
grassfed beef, and pork, which 
contain all three nutrients; Brazil 
nuts are high in selenium.

• Omega-3 fats. Without enough 
healthy fats, your cell walls lose 
their integrity. Coldwater fish, 
like salmon, and fish- and flax-oil 
supplements are good sources.

• Vitamin A. This is vital to helping 
T3 enter your cells. Food sources 
include orange vegetables and 
fruits, such as carrots, sweet 
potatoes, winter squash, mangoes, 
and apricots.

• B vitamins and vitamin D. B vita-
mins are critical to mitochondrial 
function; vitamin D helps promote 
T-cell production. Leafy green 
vegetables and broccoli (cooked 
to avoid a thyroid-suppressive 
effect), as well as beets and grass-
fed meat and liver, have plenty of 
Bs. Vitamin D comes mainly from 
sunshine and supplements, though 
it’s also found in fatty fish and por-
tobello mushrooms. 

AVOID INFLAMMATORY FOODS
If the attacks on your immune system 
continue — from food intolerances, 
simmering infections, environmen-
tal toxins, and chronic stress — the 
attacks from your immune system will 
keep coming. This is how autoim-
munity develops; your beleaguered 
immune system starts attacking you. 

A damaged gut is one of the most 
common sources of chronic inflamma-
tion because up to 80 percent of the 
immune system is located there. (Most 
threats to the system come from what 
we eat and drink.) So, to heal thyroid 
dysfunction, we need to heal leaky gut 
syndrome, which is one of the primary 
triggers for all autoimmune disease, 
according to the pioneering physician 
Alessio Fasano, MD. 

Leaky gut occurs when stressors 
damage the small intestine and it 
begins to leak undigested proteins 
into the bloodstream. This puts the 
immune system on constant alert.  

To heal the gut, avoid foods that 
might be damaging it. In addition to 
cutting out processed and fast foods, 
sugar, and caffeine — all of which 

are extremely inflammatory — I 
suggest eliminating these common 
food allergens:

• Gluten. This highly inflammatory 
protein found in many grains and 
seeds (including wheat, barley, and 
rye) also mimics thyroid tissue, 
setting off autoimmune reactions.

• Dairy. Like gluten, the casein in 
dairy can provoke autoimmunity, 
and the growth hormones farmers 
give to many dairy animals are 
thyroid disruptors.

• Eggs. These are a common 
allergic trigger and can create low-
grade inflammation. 

• Nightshades, nuts and seeds, all 
grains, legumes, and soy. These 
foods contain antinutrients, includ-
ing phytic acid and lectin, which 
can aggravate autoimmune issues.  
 

I also advise eliminating gluten and 
dairy permanently, because their 
proteins are similar to thyroid tissue, 
and they can double the damage of 
an autoimmune reaction. (For more 
on this, see “Molecular Mimicry” at 
ELmag.com/thyroidhealth.) 

I believe it’s best to avoid grains and 
legumes if you have an autoimmune 
condition. If not, you can gradually add 
those foods — as well as eggs, nuts, 
nightshades, and soy — back into your 
diet when the 28-day plan is done. 
(You can find guidance for reintro-
ducing and testing foods in my book.) 

Boost Your Thyroid

A damaged gut 
is one of the 

most common 
sources of chronic 

inflammation 
because up to 80 

percent of the 
immune system is 

located there.



Tame the Toxins
Food is medicine because everything 
your body absorbs has a crucial impact 
on your health. Unfortunately, there’s a 
downside to that principle: We also take 
in the industrial chemicals that saturate 
our air, water, and soil. 

Every day, we’re exposed to hundreds 
of toxins that can disrupt the body’s thy-
roid function, as well as its immune sys-
tem, digestion, and overall wellness. If 
we don’t take steps to combat this threat, 
this toxic burden can sabotage all the 
effects of our other healthy choices.

Because toxins are everywhere, 
there’s a limit to what we can do to 
prevent and recover from them. We are 
exposed to airborne chemicals from 
industrial polluters, and endocrine-
disrupting chemicals have been found 
in ATM receipts, conventional cleaning 
products, personal-care products, home 
furnishings, and more. 

Still, we can protect our thyroid’s 
health, both by eliminating toxic expo-
sure when possible and by improving 
the body’s ability to detoxify. Here’s my 
toxin-defense plan at a glance.
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We can protect our 
thyroid’s health, 
both by eliminating 
toxic exposure 
when possible 
and by improving 
the body’s ability 
to detoxify. 

For more on how gluten and 
dairy can mess with the 
thyroid and autoimmune 
system, go to ELmag 
.com/thyroidhealth.

Web Extra!
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Amy Myers, MD, is the founder and medical director of Austin 
UltraHealth and the author of the New York Times bestsellers The 
Autoimmune Solution and The Thyroid Connection, from which this 
article is adapted. Learn more at www.amymyersmd.com.  

PREVENTION: Reduce your expo-
sure to toxins.
• Clean your air with a HEPA filter.
• Filter all your water, including for 

showers and baths.  
• Buy organic and pasture-raised 

foods whenever possible.
• Use clean, plant-based body-

care products. 
• Have your dentist remove mercury 

dental amalgams.

DETOXIFICATION: Support your 
body’s ability to shed toxins. 
• Learn if you have any gene muta-

tions so you can determine the 
supplements you need to support 
your detox pathways. (For more 
on this, see ELmag.com/snps.)

• Care for your liver with a non-
inflammatory diet.

• Heal your gut. 
• Support your body’s natural daily 

detox: elimination and sweat.
 
STRESS RELIEF: Stress of all 
types disrupts thyroid and immune 
function in multiple ways, including 
by slowing the production of 
thyroid hormone and making 
thyroid receptors less sensitive. 
For my patients, I prescribe some 
combination of magnesium (which 
gets excreted during high stress), 
B-complex vitamins (the adrenals 
use them to build stress hormones), 
and vitamin C (a shortage can trigger 
excess cortisol production) to rebuild 
depleted physical reserves. I suggest 
working with a functional-medicine 
provider to ensure you’re getting the 
right dosage of each. 

I also recommend exercise in 
appropriate amounts. If you have 
hypothyroidism and are completely 
drained, a calm yoga session or a 
walk with a friend will be far more 
restorative than a vigorous bike ride. 
If you have hyperthyroidism, extreme 
exercise may exhaust you. Stick with 
movement that builds your energy, 
rather than depletes it.

SLEEP: Perhaps the most critical 
thing you can do to support your 
healing is getting plenty of deep, 
regular sleep. Insufficient or irregular 
sleep boosts stress hormones, which 
can result in even more difficulty 
with sleeping. Here are my “sleep 
hygiene” suggestions:

• Get as much natural light as you 
can during the day to help reset 
your circadian rhythms.

• Go to bed and get up at about the 
same time each day.

• After sundown, use amber light-
bulbs and avoid screens. If you 
must look at a screen, use a f.lux 
filter to shift the color of the 
device’s light from blue to orange. 
This makes it less stimulating.

• Keep your bedroom as dark as 
possible, and ban all electron-
ics. Wake up with an alarm clock 
rather than your phone.  

• Give yourself adequate time in the  
morning to start each day calmly.

These actions alone can make 
a surprising difference in how you 
feel day to day. I want you to have 
the support you need to make your 
thyroid, gut, and immune system all 
function at their best, so you can feel 
energized, glowing, and optimistic. 

That’s the optimal health that is 
your birthright. 

How Stress  
Affects the Thyroid 
Just like the thyroid, your adre-

nal glands are regulated by the 

hypothalamus and pituitary glands 

along a pathway known as the HPA 

axis. When you experience intense 

stress, the adrenals produce a 

cascade of hormones, prompting 

you to fight or flee. If this process 

never abates, your body stays in 

panic mode, and you end up with 

adrenal dysfunction, which involves 

an overproduction — followed by 

diminished production — of stress 

hormones, such as cortisol.

Your thyroid also takes a 

hit. High cortisol levels tell your 

hypothalamus that survival is 

paramount, and you’d better store 

calories to avoid starvation. When 

the message reaches the thyroid, 

it curtails its hormone production, 

which governs metabolism. 

Metabolism then becomes slug-

gish to help your body retain the 

fat needed to survive lean times. 

You may feel foggy, unmotivated, 

and fatigued, but the whole process 

prevents you from expending 

energy that you might not be able 

to replace. 

Related Reading 
For more on how to address leaky gut syndrome, see  
ELmag.com/leakygut.

To learn liver-supporting strategies, see ELmag.com/ 
everydaydetox.

For more insight into sleep and sleep hygiene, see  
ELmag.com/circadianhealth.

Explore your best water-filtration options with help from  
ELmag.com/waterfilter. 
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BY JENNIFER BLAKE, RKC-II

D
espite what fitness proc-
lamations and headlines 
might lead us to believe, 
having a strong core is about 

more than a toned midriff or visible 
six-pack abs. The core, in fact, is a 
complex and multilayered system of 
muscles that wraps your body like a 
corset, from ribs to hips, belly to back, 
deeper than the eye can see. 

Its job is to create strength 
and stability for your entire body 
throughout the day. Strong midbody 
muscles help you move better, 
whether you’re running, biking, lifting 
weights, practicing yoga, or doing 
routine chores and activities around 
the house  — that is, if those core 
muscles are well coordinated.  

“Your core and all your body 
parts that attach to it need to work 
together to make it possible to move 
better throughout your life,” says 
 biomechanist Katy Bowman, MS, 
author of Diastasis Recti: The Whole-
Body Solution to Abdominal Weakness 
and Separation.

Visible ab muscles or record-
setting plank holds, it turns out, don’t 
matter all that much: Building core 
strength is only helpful if you know 
how to use it. 

A strong, well-integrated core will 
support you when it’s challenged 
by a movement, and it will make all 

types of exercises and activities easier 
and safer. On the other hand, a weak 
or uncoordinated core — when the 
muscles just aren’t working together, 
despite their individual strength 
— can lead to injury and impeded 
athletic performance, as well as 
surprising health issues, including 
back and joint pain, incontinence, and 
sexual dysfunction. 

“When I see patients with injuries, 
it’s often traced back to misfires in the 
core,” says Erika Mundinger, PT, DPT, 
a physical therapist in Bloomington, 
Minn. If the core muscles surrounding 
your spine are weak, for instance, 
your vertebrae and discs won’t 
be properly supported, leading to 
discomfort and pain. Lower-back 
problems are the most common 
sources of recurrent pain and job-
related disabilities: 80 percent of 
adults experience lower-back pain at 
some point. 

The same goes for your extremi-
ties. “If you have a weak core that 
extends to weakness in your glutes, 
your hips and knees may not be able 
to support themselves against weight-
bearing activities like walking, run-
ning, or jumping, and pain can result,” 
Mundinger says. “If your core is weak 
and can’t stabilize good posture, it 
also can’t stabilize your shoulder 
blades. This can create impingement,” 

leading to shoulder and elbow pain. 
I learned this firsthand over the 

past decade while practicing fitness 
pursuits ranging from Pilates to 
 powerlifting (which involves testing 
maximal strength in the squat, 
deadlift, and bench press). On the 
surface, these activities couldn’t 
look more different: Pilates is the 
epitome of dancer-like fluidity, while 
powerlifting is the essence of power 
and strength. 

What I discovered in practicing 
and coaching both activities are the 
perils of exercising with an uncoordi-
nated core: niggling aches and pains, 
difficulty knowing when and how to 
breathe during complex movements, 
plateaus or regressions in perfor-
mance, and — at worst — injuries, 
often involving the lower back and 
neck from overcompensation. 

Perhaps more importantly, I’ve 
learned the rewards you can reap by 
combining strength building with 
straightforward fixes to posture, 
breathing, and body mechanics: pain 
that seems to disappear and improve-
ments in performance on the mat, the 
platform, and everywhere in between.

Success in any physical endeavor 
depends on a strong and well-coordi-
nated core — one that integrates mus-
cular strength, control, mobility, and 
breathing from the inside out. 

Strengthening your muscles is only one  
part of creating a strong core. 

Learn how posture, breathing, and coordination  
can make your center more stable and solid.
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It’s important to get famil-
iar with the muscles that 
make up the core to under-
stand how they contribute 
to core coordination. 

At the top of the core 
sits the diaphragm, a dome-
shaped sheet of muscle 
that plays a vital role in the 
breathing process. At the 
bottom lies the pelvic floor, 
a hammock of three muscle 
layers stretching from 
the tailbone to the pubic 
bone. (This is true for men 
and women, though the 
muscles serve different 
functions based on human 
anatomy.) The pelvic 
floor and diaphragm flank 
the internal and external 
obliques and the transverse 
abdominis, which connect 
the rib cage and pelvis.

Together, they form 
what many trainers 
describe as a three-dimen-
sional “canister” of mus-

The Fundamentals of
Strengthening Your Core

cles, bones, and other tis-
sues that wraps around the 
body from front to back.

While it’s useful to iden-
tify the separate parts of 
the core, it’s important to 
not focus on training them 
individually. Because your 
core works as a whole, it’s 
only as strong as its weak-
est element.

Here’s why: Your torso 
contains a multidimension-
al system of muscles that 
generate force or transfer 
energy while your arms and 
legs move in three different 
planes of motion. Though 
there is often overlap in 
the three planes, many 
movements and exercises 
primarily involve one of 
the three: the sagittal plane 
(front-to-back moves, like 
squatting and deadlifting); 
frontal plane (moves to the 
side, like jumping jacks); 
and the transverse plane 

(rotation, like golf swings 
and yoga spinal twists). 

When all the parts of the 
core work together, you can 
better hold the position of the 
ribs and pelvis, maintain opti-
mal diaphragm function, and 
allow the abdominal muscles 
to do their job. Activities like 
walking, running, exercising, 
and playing sports become 
easier, more enjoyable, and 
less risky for your body.

“You can train more 
effectively and optimally, and 
you may even recover faster 
between training sessions, 
when the core is strong 
as a whole,” explains Pat 
Davidson, PhD, an exercise 
scientist and strength coach. 

Davidson has trained 
extensively with the Postural 
Restoration Institute, which 
specializes in assessing and 
treating postural asymme-
tries and movement dys-
functions. The author of 

the MASS training series, 
Davidson stresses that while 
proper breathing and core 
coordination are important, 
they do not by themselves 
address movement quality. 
Your exercise technique still 
needs to be on point.

Abdominal muscles that 
work optimally in conjunc-
tion with the breath “are 
another tool that gives you 
a chance to be more consis-
tent in your training so you 
can put in more hours per 
week, and more days per 
month,” says Davidson.

“The name of the game 
with progress is consisten-
cy,” he says. 

Building your core using 
a combination of position-
ing, breathing, and strength-
ening work will allow you 
to be more consistent in 
your exercise, so you can 
continue to see results — 
for the long haul. 
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1.

2.

3.

Core
Coordination

The abdominal muscles are important, but they’re only one 
component in the complex core structure. Let’s explore three 
of the other key elements, from top to bottom, and how they 
work together to create a stable, strong center. 

1. Rib Cage
The flexible rib cage can perform a wide variety of move-

ments, the most pertinent being internal rotation, depression, 

and retraction — moving down, back, and in. 

The rib cage connects to the thoracic spine as well as the 

spinal erectors and multifidus in the lower back, and it contains 

the “deep core” muscles: the internal and external obliques, 

and the transverse abdominis. These play an important 

role in keeping your rib cage in a safe position to enable the 

diaphragm and the pelvic floor to do their jobs.

To picture the rib cage, think of your midsection as the 

bendy part of a drinking straw. When your ribs are optimally 

positioned, it’s as though the straw is straight. When they’re 

not — for instance, if your ribs are flaring out — it’s as though 

the straw is bent.

To feel what it means to position your ribs so they are 

drawn in, or “knitted” together, place your thumbs on your 

lower ribs and middle fingers on the hip bones. Take a deep 

breath, trying to maintain the distance between your thumbs 

and middle fingers. In doing so, you will feel your inhale not 

just in your chest or belly, but expanding around your sides 

and back — you’re not letting the straw bend when you take 

that breath. 

This ensures that the diaphragm is able to do its job, while 

also helping the muscles of the pelvic floor maintain their 

strongest position.

2. Diaphragm
A piston-like muscle, your diaphragm is responsible for your 

breathing, a function that ensures your survival and also 

sets the stage for proper movement. 

When you exhale, the diaphragm pushes upward and 

reduces space in your thoracic cavity. When you inhale, it 

contracts and flattens, increasing space inside your chest. “If 

your diaphragm isn’t optimally positioned over your pelvis, 

your body will still figure out a way to inhale — because if you 

cease breathing you will die,” Davidson says. But these subop-

timal breathing patterns can cause repercussions elsewhere.

The most common way that the diaphragm moves out 

of optimal alignment is when we extend, or “flare,” our ribs 

forward, up, and open, and tip our pelvis forward. 

Some people walk like this all day; others flare their ribs 

when they take a deep breath to brace for an exercise, or 

press their arms overhead. 

Whenever that happens, it compromises the 

diaphragm’s ability to help us breathe. 

The most common muscles we recruit when the 

diaphragm is out of position are the muscles in the neck 

and upper back. If we overburden these muscles by calling 

on them to assist our breathing, they will become fatigued 

and their primary function will likely suffer, leading to neck, 

back, and shoulder pain.

3. Pelvic Floor
Many people are surprised the pelvic floor is part of the 

core. (If you’re not sure where your pelvic-floor muscles are 

located or how they work, try to stop peeing midstream — 

they’re the muscles that contract to make that possible.) 

These muscles are responsible for assisting urinary and 

fecal continence; supporting pelvic-floor organs, including 

the bladder and rectum; aiding sexual function; and 

stabilizing the connecting joints in the ribs, hips, and legs. 

They also act as a pump for blood and lymphatic circulation.

Pelvic-floor dysfunctions affect one in three women, but 

are less common in men. Symptoms include incontinence, 

pelvic pain, and pelvic-organ prolapse, which causes the 

bladder, vagina, rectum, and other organs to droop painfully 

out of place.

While these uncomfortable (and often embarrassing) 

issues are commonly attributed to pelvic-floor 

weakness, the cause is rarely that straightforward, 

explains Mundinger. It’s possible that the muscles are 

weak or injured, but the dysfunction could stem from 

misalignments and weakness elsewhere. In that case, 

strengthening the pelvic-floor muscles will go only so far 

before the rest of the core will need attention. 

The key is coordinated strength of the diaphragm, 

pelvis, and everything in between.
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An uncoordinated core can affect anyone who sits for many hours during the day, 
those who don’t exercise regularly, those who have suffered a prolonged period 
of chronic coughing or a medical trauma, or those who have been pregnant. 
Since your entire core is meant to work together, weakness in one area can lead 
to an imbalance of this system of muscles. These tools can help you assess your 
core coordination. 

Hollow Test
To test the strength of your core, take a deep breath. As you begin exhaling, draw 

your bellybutton back toward your spine as far as you can. Hold this position 

for 10 seconds. If you can’t make it that long, your core coordination may 

be underdeveloped. 

Balance Test
To check your balance, stand on one foot with your eyes closed. Test one leg, then 

the other. If you can’t hold this position for at least 10 seconds on either leg, an 

underdeveloped core is the likely culprit.

Posture Check
Assess your natural posture while standing sideways in front of a full-length mirror: 

If your lower ribs tend to pooch out, or you lock your knees or sway your lower back, 

your core posture could use a tune-up, says Meredith Butulis, DPT, OCS, a Life Time 

Academy instructor in St. Paul, Minn. Prolonged sitting is a major culprit here, but 

carrying your pack or bag on one side of your body, or a poorly arranged work station, 

can also contribute to rounded shoulders and tight hips.

Core muscles that are weak, misfiring, or not 
working together raise several red flags that 
are best addressed by a medical professional. 
“Treatment plans always include core-training 
exercises, even for extremity issues,” says Erika 
Mundinger, PT, DPT.   

If you experience any of the symptoms 
below, see your healthcare provider to obtain 
a diagnosis and to develop a plan of action — 
one that may include some of the exercises 
that follow. 

•  Lower-back pain

•  Joint pain

•  Pain during intercourse

•  Urination during high-impact  

exercise or heavy weightlifting  

(stress urinary incontinence)

•  Frequent constipation

•  Separation of your abdominal wall,  

commonly known as diastasis recti

Assessing
Your Core

When to See a 
Healthcare Provider

All the core muscles 
need to work together, 
no matter what 
activity you’re doing. 
Strengthening your 
diaphragm through 
breathing drills, such 
as these suggested by 
Mundinger, can help 
improve your exercise 
form and aid in better 
core stabilization. 

Complete these two 
drills, spending three to 
five minutes on each, 
twice a week, after your 
warm-up and before 
your workout.

Supine Diaphragmatic Breathing 
•  Lie on your back with your knees bent and feet flat on 

the floor.

•  Place your right hand on your upper chest and 

your left hand on your upper belly, just under 

your sternum.

•  Inhale deeply through your nose, drawing the air into 

your rib cage; your left hand will move upward and 

your right hand will be still. 

•  Exhale through your mouth, with pursed lips; your left 

hand will lower to the starting position.

Body-Weight-Squat Breathing 
•  Stand in a tall position, with your joints 

stacked, your ribs drawn down, and your feet 

at shoulder width. 

•  Inhale audibly through your nose and down 

into your rib cage as you squat your butt 

down between your heels. 

•  Exhale through pursed lips as you stand  

back up, drawing your ribs down and bracing 

your core. 

Core  
Breathing  
Drills
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Jennifer Blake, RKC-II, is a Minneapolis-based fitness writer, strength coach, and personal trainer.

Get Strong
From the Center Out
First and foremost, stand and sit 

tall — and make it a habit. Drop 

your lower ribs so they are directly 

over your pelvis, stacking your 

joints, one on top of the other, 

while keeping your ears centered 

over your hipbones. This makes it 

difficult to slouch, says Life Time’s 

Meredith Butulis, DPT, OCS. 

She recommends these four 

core exercises. Perform them in 

a circuit fashion, completing 10 

Learn about pregnancy and 
core health at ELmag.com/
moretothecore.

Web Extra!reps on each side before moving 

on to the next move. Complete 

the circuit three times, twice a 

week, as a standalone routine 

or tacked onto the end of your 

regular workout. 

Stability-Ball Bird Dog 
•  With a stability ball under your belly, position your hands and 

toes on the floor, as if you were doing a pushup. 

•  Engage your core by pulling your bellybutton away from the ball 

and squeezing your glutes. 

•  Inhale, and slowly lift your left hand off the floor, raising your arm 

until it’s parallel to the ground, with your palm facing in.

•  Exhale, and return your hand to the floor.

•  Repeat with your right hand, then right leg, and finally left leg. 

Make it harder: Lift your opposite arm and leg at the same time 

(as pictured); switch sides.

Foam-Roller Leg Extension 
•  Lie down on a foam roller that’s long enough to support your entire 

spine and head; rest your arms at your sides and bend your knees, 

keeping your feet flat on the floor. 

•  Draw your ribs down and brace your core.

•  Inhale, and lift your right foot a few inches off the floor and then 

extend your leg, reaching your toes toward the wall in front of you. 

•  Exhale, and return your foot to the floor. Repeat on the left side. 

Make it harder: Over time, use your arms less for support. 

Body-Weight Hip Bridges 
•  Lie down, with your knees bent and feet flat on the floor and hip 

width apart.

•  Place a ball about the size of a small soccer ball or yoga block 

between your knees.

•  Squeeze your glutes and pull your ribs down toward the floor.

•  Inhale and drive down through your heels to lift your hips until 

they form a straight line with your knees and shoulders. Keep your 

ribs down. 

•  Exhale, and lower your hips to the floor under control. Repeat.  

Foam-Roller March
•  Lie down on a foam roller that’s long enough to support your entire 

spine and head; rest your arms on the floor at your sides.

•  Bend your knees and place your feet flat on the floor. 

•  Draw your ribs down and brace your abs as if you’re about to be 

punched in the belly.

•  Keep your core engaged, inhale, and lift one knee at a 90-degree 

angle toward your chest. 

•  Exhale and lower your foot to the floor. Repeat on the other side. 

Make it harder: Over time, rely less on your arms for support. 
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 Finding 
Calm 

When anxiety knocks 
you down, try these 

simple techniques 
to regain your balance.

in a Frantic World
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BY ELIZABETH MILLARD

you know the days: You wake up with a fresh 
mind, but worries soon emerge, triggered by 
distressing news stories, a bottleneck commute, 
concerns about people you love. 

Before long, anxiety rears its wide-eyed head. 
Your heart starts racing and your mind trips over 
its shoelaces. If you were frazzled before, now 
you’re barely breathing. 

We all get stressed, but when these isolated 
incidents turn into a state of near-constant tur-
moil, it can disrupt multiple areas of our lives. 
Chronic anxiety depletes the body, explains 
Henry Emmons, MD, author of The Chemistry of 
Calm: Digestion goes askew, sleep becomes less 
restorative, and the mind gets easily distracted 
and fatigued.

Yet just as the body knows how to rev up to 
protect us from danger, it also knows how to 
calm down — and we can help it do this more 
effectively. Techniques like meditation, yoga, and 
breath work can combine to create and sustain a 
tranquil mind.

“Training yourself in times of nonstress 
becomes increasingly important, because you 
build up those practices for accessing calm 
quickly,” Emmons says. 

Even years of meditation or yoga practice, 
however, aren’t always enough to handle the 
challenges of the modern world. When anxiety 
takes you by surprise, these strategies will help 
you catch your breath and calm your mind.
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Be 
Ridiculous 
To calm yourself quickly, Emmons 

suggests, tell your autonomic nervous 

system that it’s OK to stand down. 

One cue that works surprisingly well 

is silliness. If you’re anxious before an 

important call, have a one-song dance 

party. Make faces in the mirror. Translate 

the day’s headlines into pig Latin. 

Slow 
Your 
Breath
Rapid, shallow breathing is 
a common feature of anxi-
ety, but Storoni points out 
that deliberately slowing 
the breath down — to six 
or seven breaths a min-
ute — and inhaling twice 
the usual volume of air can 
lower sympathetic nervous 
system activity by as much 
as one-third. 

Sniff 
a Lemon
One study found that when sub-
jects sniffed lemons at 30-second 
intervals for 15 minutes, they 
measurably reduced their heart 
rates and blood pressure and 
increased feelings of calm. 

Listen 
to Your Environment
One way to tune out the noise in your mind is to 
tune in to the sounds around you: the chirping birds 
outside your window, a humming air conditioner, 
a horn beeping down the street, the sound of a 
copy machine. “Allow your ears to simply receive 
whatever sounds arise,” recommends Nancy Colier, 
author of The Power of Off: The Mindful Way to 
Stay Sane in a Virtual World. If the sounds annoy 
you (like a neighbor’s television), try listening 
without attaching any meaning to the noise.  

Carry a Talisman
Objects have the power we assign them, says life coach and au-

thor Jen Sincero. Pick an item that has some meaning and carry 

it with you. It might be a stone from a beach you love, a button 

from your grandpa’s old coat, even a Lego from one of your kids. 

Pull it out whenever you need a reminder that there’s more to 

life than whatever concern is dominating the moment.

 

Focus on a Game 
In her book, Stress-Proof: The Scientific Solution 
to Building a More Resilient Brain and Life, Mithu 
Storoni, MD, PhD, recommends redirecting a 
racing mind by playing games, especially ones 
that require some concen tration. Play Tetris 
on your phone or a round of 20 Questions with 
a friend.
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Play Break
If you can step away from a tense mo-

ment long enough to throw a Frisbee 

or pet your dog, you’re on your way to 

calming down. Play can trigger positive 

neurochemicals — serotonin, oxytocin, 

dopamine, and endorphins — that in-

crease well-being. Storoni notes that light 

exercise can lower cortisol levels. 

Drink a 
Glass of 
Water
Simply slowing down 
to have a glass of 
water can be calming; 
it also supports stress 
recovery. Staying 
well-hydrated may 
reduce your HPA-axis 
response to stress, 
Storoni counsels. 

Sing
Produce your own instant 
music therapy by belting out a 
song or two (singing loudly with 
the radio absolutely counts). A 
2013 McGill University meta-
study showed that singing can 
measurably improve immunity, 
decrease stress, and raise 
oxytocin levels, which help 
promote social bonding. 

Install an app like Calm, Headspace, 
Buddhify, or Sattva on your smartphone. 
Each one has simple meditations that 
help you start breathing again — and 
then, breathe deeper. Some also have 
reminders that nudge you to take regular 
breaks throughout the day. 

Listen to 
Music
If you need to get out of your 

head, put on some tunes you 

love and listen actively, with 

your eyes closed. Calming 

music especially can have a 

direct effect on the autonomic 

system. This may be why 

music is now being used 

therapeutically in emergency 

rooms, as well as in pain-

management and stress-

reduction programs. 

 Monotask
If you’re feeling anxious about having too much 

to do, approach each task in a conscious way, 

suggests Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, author of 

The Distraction Addiction. “I’m going to answer 

emails for 10 minutes,” for example, or, “I’m 

taking 10 minutes to clear off my desk.” Even if 

you can’t complete them on the first try, it can 

be calming to get a start on lingering tasks — 

which is often the hardest part. 

Take a Get 
Tech Support
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Try Alternate-Nostril 
 Breathing

Deep breathing is useful for slowing down the sympathetic nervous sys-

tem, says Emmons, and alternate-nostril breathing can be especially relax-

ing. First, exhale completely, and then inhale deeply. On your next exhale, 

place an index finger against your right nostril to close it off. Inhale though 

the left nostril, and then close the left nostril as you release the right 

nostril. Exhale completely through the right nostril, and then inhale through 

that side. At the top of the inhale, close off the right nostril, release the left, 

and exhale. Repeat for 15 rounds. 

Eat Some 
Protein
Low blood sugar is a frequent 
trigger for emotional upset. If you 
haven’t had any protein in the last 
few hours, eat a handful of nuts or 
a hard-boiled egg. 

Enjoy  
Some Greenery
Take a walk in the woods, if 

possible. Research on “forest 

bathing,” a practice that 

originated in Japan, has revealed 

that spending time among trees 

and plants can measurably lower 

cortisol, blood pressure, and pulse 

rate. Gardening is also a calming 

activity that gets you outdoors.

Name  
the Feeling
If you’re spinning out, slow 

down and name the feeling: 

“OK, so this is anxiety.” “This 

is fear.” “This is anger.” Simply 

applying language to emo-

tions brings the neocortex, the 

reasoning part of the brain, 

back online. This helps put the 

brakes on a reactive response. 

Reconsider  
Caffeine
Some people are more sensitive to caffeine than 
others. (There’s even a gene mutation associated 
with slower caffeine metabolism.) Ask yourself if 
your current panic attack could be coffee induced. 
If so, try drinking calming chamomile tea instead. 

Pet  
an Animal 

Find the nearest domesticated mammal and 
give it a friendly scratch behind the ears. Stud-
ies show that petting dogs can lower your blood 
pressure, and having a pet of your own can be a 
reliable source of unconditional love that keeps 
stress in check over time. 
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Taste 
Your Food
When you notice you’re wound 

up and scarfing down a meal, 

pause for a moment. Take a deep 

breath and try tuning in to what-

ever you’re eating. Chew much 

slower than you would normally 

and really experience that sensa-

tion. Taste it completely and 

pay attention to the texture and 

smells. Bonus: This kind of con-

scious chewing aids digestion.

Make a 
Request
If you’re worried, try articulating what you want 

instead of what you don’t want, says Sincero. 

She suggests being wildly specific, like, “I want 

to have enough time tonight for a luxurious bath 

while listening to the deep tracks on my old Eric 

Clapton albums.” Whether it happens or not, at 

least some parts of your brain will respond to the 

request itself as if it’s already occurring. She adds 

that you may be surprised at how often you get 

exactly what you ask for.

Consume  
News Wisely
Be mindful of how much news you consume and the effect it 
has on you. Priming the brain with negative images can gear 
it toward threats, according to Loretta Graziano Breuning, 
PhD, author of Habits of a Happy Brain, and this can spur a 
state of perpetual anxious watchfulness. Set a media limit (no 
more than an hour a day) and be selective about your sources. 
Avoid sensationalist news outlets, which often use scary 
drama to hook news consumers and keep them hooked.

Write About  
What Matters
If you can take a few minutes 
for a writing practice, try 
this: Stanford researcher 
and best-selling author 
Kelly McGonigal, PhD, asks 
her students to write for 
10 minutes about their top 
value, such as being a good 
friend or working for social 
justice. “The main exercise 
is to [understand] why these 
things are important to you,” 
she says. This can change 
how you relate to the stress 
you’re feeling.

Express Your Thanks
Numerous studies have found gratitude to be a life changer, 
bringing feelings of greater well-being and reducing depres-
sion. So write a note to a friend, say thank you to three people 
in an hour, express gratitude for the little things every day, like 
“Thank you, universe, for that amazing parking spot.” Or, “Thank 
you, universe. I am still alive. Perhaps my anxiety doesn’t know 
everything after all.” 

Elizabeth Millard is a writer and editor 
based in northern Minnesota.

Use a Mantra
Originally used as a word or a sound 

designed to deepen a meditation practice,  

“mantra” has evolved to mean “a statement 

that’s repeated frequently.” Breuning notes 

that this kind of repetition has cognitive 

benefits, allowing you to develop new neural 

pathways based on what you’re saying. An 

especially useful mantra during anxiety can 

be the simple “I am safe.” 
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Read our Q&A to learn more 
about Esfahani Smith and 
her research on living a 
meaningful life.

The abject humility 
we experience when 
we realize that we 
are nothing but tiny 
flecks in a vast and 
incomprehensible 
universe paradoxi-
cally fills us with a 
deep and powerful 
sense of meaning.”
 — Emily Esfahani Smith
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Yoga has been this teacher’s path to spiritual freedom. It can be yours, too.  

BY JONNY KEST

Jonny Kest is national director of Life Time’s Yoga Teacher 

Training. This is the third in a three-part series, in which he 

demonstrates how yoga can infuse our actions with greater 

meaning and inspire us to live lives of intention and connection.

H
ave you ever met a free 
spirit? Most of us know 
someone who marches 
to his or her own 
rhythm and who isn’t 

ruled by societal conventions the way 
others are. These individuals tend to 
feel and love deeply — and they aren’t 
afraid to disappoint others in order 
to be true to themselves. They don’t 
cling to temporal things like identity 
or possessions, or to limited ideas 
about how things are supposed to be.

We all want to be free. It’s not that 
we wish to surrender our valued rela-
tionships or even our responsibilities; 
it’s more a desire for the lightness that 
comes from feeling less attached to 
life’s trappings.

The quest for freedom is at the 
heart of the spiritual journey. And 
though this path differs for each of us, 
it’s worth noting that many cultures 
and traditions share a common con-
cept of spirit. In Latin, Hebrew, Arabic, 
Sanskrit, and more, the root of the 
word “spirit” is the same: breath. 

A Focus On Breathing
We take approximately 20,000 breaths 
each day, nearly all of which go unno-
ticed. But every conscious breath 
could be a doorway to spirituality, a 
path many embark upon when they 
practice yoga. 

People sometimes ask me how 
I make the yoga classes I teach feel 
“spiritual.” The truth is, I don’t do 
anything special. I just ask students 

Breathe Like a Yogi

to pay attention to their breath. 
When they do this with curiosity and 
commitment, they begin to notice 
that the thoughts, opinions, and 
concerns that arise in their minds 
are fleeting — just like their breath. 
They realize that many of their 
ideas about themselves are rooted in 
temporary phenomena.

Gradually, practicing yoga with a 
focus on the breath helps us release 
our attachment to things that don’t 
serve us. We make room for a force 
— whether it’s God, the energy of the 
universe, or the wisdom of our own 
minds — that’s bigger and more free-
ing. (For more on how yoga can trans-
form our relationships, see ELmag 
.com/yogalove.)  

The Liberated Spirit 
I’ve seen yoga touch many people on 
a deep, spiritual level. But I wouldn’t 
be able to teach this practice if it 
hadn’t been the doorway to my own 
experience of freedom.

My father left our family when I 
was 8 years old, and my mother fell 
into a years-long debilitating depres-
sion. There was no structure in our 
home — no routine, no boundaries, 
no discipline. My three brothers and 
I grew up wild, lacking respect for 
anyone or anything. We fought and 
abused each other physically and 
emotionally, and we all suffered. 

As the second youngest, I was in 
fight-or-flight mode for most of my 
childhood. I remember wishing I had 

a stronger mind, so I wouldn’t feel 
so hurt inside and want to lash out 
against others.  

I was 12 — and ripe for change — 
when my father invited me to spend 
a summer with him in Hawaii. He 
had begun practicing yoga as a way 
to manage chronic back pain and 
his own depression, and he lived on 
Maui among a group of yogis — many 
of whom were strong, independent 
women. I became immersed in a com-
munity of loving people who showed 
me how to be vulnerable and resilient 
at the same time. They taught me how 
to breathe, and for the first time in my 
life, I felt like I could relax. I started 
to learn how to work with my breath 
and my body. 

At 15, I traveled with my father 
to India and studied with yoga 
master Sri K. Pattabhi Jois. There, I 
encountered people whose entire lives 
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were dedicated to spiritual practice. 
On Mount Abu, I met a monk — an 
old man clothed in a white sheet, 
living in a hut on a mountain under 
vows of silence, celibacy, and ahimsa, 
or nonviolence. To a reactive teenage 
boy, the notion of such an ascetic life 
was almost impossible to fathom. Yet 
as I sat with him, I was struck by his 
presence: He seemed to glow, even 
though he had renounced everything 
my ego-centric mind craved.

In India, we practiced pranayama 
breathing exercises for an hour every 
day. We did physical postures six days 
a week, and on the seventh we’d rest 
and do bodywork on each other. I’d 
left a world of anxiety and abuse, and 
found myself breathing, moving, and 
trusting other people to touch me in 
safe and healing ways. 

When I returned to the States, 
I began teaching yoga to my high 

school gym class and continued 
teaching while in college. I enrolled 
in law school but left after just three 
weeks to devote myself to teaching 
yoga full-time. 

In the 1980s, this wasn’t consid-
ered a career choice — there were 
no teacher-training programs. But 
Pattabhi Jois taught me to trust yoga 
to show me the way. “Practice, and all 
is coming,” he said. 

I had faith that the power of yoga 
and my commitment to teaching this 
path would not only set me free, but 
help others find their freedom as well.

A Liberating Path
Freedom looks different to each of us. 
For me, acknowledging the neglect 
and suffering I endured during my 
childhood helped me realize there 
was another way to live. Others may 
find incredible freedom in discovering 

a source of inner strength and grace. 
Still others may find it in the gradual, 
gentle release of grief. 

I once had a student who would 
come to class and lie face-down on 
her mat the entire time. Occasionally, 
I would place my hand on her back, 
but otherwise let her be. After three 
months, she began to practice with the 
rest of the group. She later explained 
that she had lost her mother and need-
ed a place to be with her sadness. 

Everywhere else she went, people 
tried to fix her or help her move past 
her loss, she said. But by simply lying 
on her mat and breathing — because 
she had no energy for anything else — 
she was able to begin to heal.

Yoga is a doorway to freedom that 
anyone can enter. I’ve seen it again 
and again. With careful attention to 
breath, body, and mind, we can all 
become freer in spirit. 

Yoga is a doorway to freedom  
that anyone can enter. With careful attention to  

breath, body, and mind, we can all become freer in spirit.



Lisa Firestone, PhD, clinical psychologist, senior 

editor at PsychAlive.org, and coauthor of Conquer 
Your Critical Inner Voice.
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Most of us hedge the truth on occasion, 
but small fibs can add up to big stress. 
Learn how — and why — to keep it real.

 Little
Lies

BY JON SPAYDE

“What do you think of my new haircut?” 
It’s a question that begs to be answered with 

praise, so if you think the haircut is less than 
flattering, your response may be more polite than 
truthful. Clinical psychologist Lisa Firestone, PhD, 
views minor tactful lies like this as pro-social 
gestures — responses offered to protect the feelings 
of others. And these kindnesses have their place.

Yet frequent truth-tweaking can have the opposite 
effect, bruising feelings and diminishing trust. You 
tell your partner that the expensive appliance you 
bought was on sale, when it wasn’t. You exaggerate 
the details of a traffic accident you witnessed to add 
drama to your story. You feel like spending a night 
at home, so you beg off from attending an event by 
claiming you’re not feeling well. These fibs may seem 
harmless in the short term, but over time they can 
trigger increasing unease as you work ever harder to 
keep your stories straight. 

Shading the truth can be a tough habit to break, 
yet coming clean offers some surprising rewards. 
Firestone explains the impulse behind our little lies 
— and the pleasures of sticking to the truth. 
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Challenges to Overcome

Strategies for Success

• Devaluing honesty. While the 

occasional tactful lie isn’t a problem, says 

Firestone, “experimenting” with other 

kinds of small dishonesties “can give us 

the idea that we don’t really have to be 

honest. Then we begin to feel inauthentic, 

which takes a toll.” 

• Trouble with self-acceptance. When 

we shade the truth to look good or fit in, it 

may be because we feel inadequate. Such 

lying indicates that “it’s not OK to feel 

the way I do about something, or to think 

what I really think about it,” Firestone 

says. “I have to think something else, be 

someone else, to be acceptable.” 

• People pleasing. Low self-esteem 

often correlates with a habit of saying 

what we think people want to hear. 

This can lead quickly to falsehoods. 

“People pleasing is rooted in the idea 

that we ourselves aren’t enough,” she 

explains. “Of course, very often people 

are wrong about what would please 

another person.” 

• The inner critic. You may harbor an 

internal voice that never lets you off the 

hook. “This critical voice seems friendly, 

especially when it’s encouraging you 

to tell a little lie to ‘protect’ yourself,” 

Firestone says. “But the voice always 

plays both sides of this coin: First it 

says, You’d better tell this little lie and 

then, Look at you! You’re not a very 
genuine person!” 

• Force of habit. If you become 

accustomed to telling minor lies, they 

may slip out before you’re even aware 

of them. 

• Pay attention. Awareness is the first 

step to breaking a habit, says Firestone. 

Whether you’re about to fib or you just 

did, acknowledge it to yourself. What 

were you thinking and feeling when the 

impulse arose?

• Back away from your inner critic. 
When you notice the impulse to lie, 

your inner critic may try to take over. 

But you need not engage with it. “Don’t 

overidentify with the thoughts and feelings 

voiced by your inner critic,” she suggests. 

Simply noticing the voices, without 

battling them, will reduce their influence. 

• Practice self-kindness. “Develop a 

friendly attitude toward yourself,” says 

Firestone. “Be as kind to yourself as you 

would be to a friend who felt inadequate 

and like he or she had to lie.” 

• Tell on yourself. It’s hard to admit 

an untruth, but candor can strengthen 

a relationship, she notes. “You’ve just 

told a friend you can’t go to her party 

because you’re ill. You can stop and say 

something like this: ‘You know, I’m not ill. 

I’m an introvert, and I felt embarrassed to 

tell you that I’m just not in the mood for 

a party tonight. I need to stay home and 

recharge.’” That kind of self-revelation can 

create deeper intimacy with your friend. 

• Tell on yourself to yourself. If you don’t 

feel comfortable enough with a particular 

person to admit you’ve lied, you can still 

admit it to yourself, she says. Then do a 

reality check. “Step back and say to yourself, 

‘The lie doesn’t represent how I really feel; 

I checked in with myself and this is how I 

feel: I just want to stay home.’” Then do 

your best to be honest next time. This also 

helps stop the spiral of cover-up lies. 

• Rehearse. Because revealing fibs is 

awkward, it helps to practice the phrases 

you’ll use to own up. Not only can this 

make an admission easier, Firestone 

Jon Spayde is an Experience Life 
contributing editor. 

explains, “but we’re more likely to actually 

do anything we rehearse and imagine.” 

• Examine your motives. “Honesty is 

rooted in self-acceptance, so you may 

need to look at the deeper reasons for 

feeling that it’s not acceptable to be who 

you are,” says Firestone. “It might go 

back to your childhood.” 

Psychotherapy can help in that case, she 

adds, “especially if you grew up in a family 

in which there was a lot of lying or secret-

keeping. Making sense of those things 

can do a lot to make you a more honest 

person with yourself and with others.” 

• The tangled web. Maintaining any lie, 

big or small, requires that we remember 

what we’ve said, and to whom. This can 

create the temptation to lie a little more 

to support a false statement. It can soon 

become hard to know when to stop. 

• Self-protection. We often tell subtle 

lies that we think make us look better, 

smarter, or more accomplished than we 

really are, says Firestone. But then we 

cheat ourselves out of the kind of honest 

feedback that may be hard to hear — 

which is usually the feedback that can 

help us improve and grow.

• A desire to seem trustworthy. You 

may be reluctant to confess to a lie once 

it’s out there for fear that someone you 

care about might not trust or confide in 

you in the future.

in self-acceptance.”
Honesty is rooted 





BY PILAR GERASIMO

L et’s talk a bit about poo. 
Oh, you’d rather not? 
I understand. It’s not 
something most of us would 

choose to discuss in polite company. 
But I really hope you’ll at least 

consider what I have to say on the 
topic, and here’s why: As it relates to 
your health, what exits your body is 
just as important as what goes in. 

Your poo offers a view into your 
state of well-being. Basically, if 
the stuff coming out of you isn’t in 
optimal form, it suggests that some 
things inside of you aren’t going as 
well as they could, either. 

The problem is, we rarely talk 
about our bowel movements (except 
in those families where they are 
discussed endlessly), so most people 
don’t have a lot of information to 
draw on regarding what is and is not 
considered good in the world of poo. 

That’s actually quite a complex 
scientific subject, because at the 
biochemical level, there’s a lot going 

on in our waste that the naked eye 
can’t see. 

Viewed under a powerful-enough 
microscope, a stool sample can reveal 
the health of the intestinal system, the 
quality of our digestion and nutrient 
assimilation, food sensitivities, our 
bodywide levels of inflammation, and 
the presence of certain pathogens, can-
cers, autoimmune disorders, and more. 

Then there’s the study of the 
microbiome, that community of 
microorganisms that live in and on 
our bodies. Microbiome research 
— much of which relies on close 
examination of stool samples — is 
rapidly advancing, and it’s revealing 
that the balance of flora and fauna 
in our intestinal systems can have a 
huge impact not just on bowel health 
but on virtually every other part of 
physical and mental well-being.

So, poo matters way more than you 
might think. In fact, it is so powerful 
that many doctors now employ it as a 
medication, introducing healthy stool 

Join the Revolution!
Sign up, and grab your FREE mobile app 
at RevolutionaryAct.com!

Discover all 
101 Revolutionary  
Ways to Be Healthy . . .

200,000+  

downloads!

samples into beleaguered intestinal 
tracts (a procedure known as a fecal 
transplant) to help repopulate them 
with good bacteria. 

This strategy is now being used to 
resolve a range of stubborn medical 
conditions (including, but not limited 
to, bowel disorders) that other medical 
interventions fail to treat.  

Researchers are also exploring 
what they call the gut–brain axis, and 
finding that the balance of microor-
ganisms in the gut can powerfully 
affect the brain, mood, and behavior, 
potentially playing a significant role 
in depression and anxiety. 

There’s so much fascinating science 
to explore in this realm, but even with-
out advanced lab testing, it’s possible to 
learn a lot about the state of your body 
by simply observing and evaluating 
your own poo situation on a daily basis. 

Forgive me as I get a bit graphic 
here (and perhaps don’t read this 
while you are eating), but the specifics 
really matter. 

Too often, when doctors ask 
their patients about their bowel 
movements, they get stock, flustered 
answers like, “Er, normal, I guess,” 
simply because most of us have never 
been educated about what “normal” 
means in this context. 

It’s important to note that poo does 
vary from person to person, so gener-
alizations can be dicey, but there are 
some guidelines that go for just about 
everybody. Three of the most easily 
discerned factors to consider are form, 
frequency, and comfort. 

A healthy person poops every day. Twice a day, maybe more. 
How’s your fiber and water intake? A clogged-up colon wreaks 
havoc on your whole body.
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Form: A healthy bowel movement 
is generally semisoft (vs. hard, 
pelletized, or liquid), and it comes 
out in a single continuous curve or 
coil that reflects the curving shape of 
your colon. (A disgusting but helpful 
reference point: A good poo comes 
out of your body kind of like firm, 
soft-serve ice cream comes out of a 
dispenser. Sorry, I know, so gross — 
but true.) 

If it is a mixture of solid and liquid, 
that comes out in clumps, or that 
alternates between very hard and very 
soft, that suggests something in your 
system is wonky. 

Similarly, if you see undigested 
food particles, or a floating haze of 
what looks like oil or mucus, that 
could be a sign you’re not breaking 
down and absorbing nutrients as well 
as you could be.

The form, texture, and color of 
your poo is often a direct reflection 
of what you have been recently eating 
and drinking. So, occasional poo 
weirdness may just be an indication 
your body isn’t wild about its recent 
care and feeding. 

But ongoing, observable poo 
problems can be a reflection of more 
serious and chronic health issues, 
including food sensitivities, infections, 
microbiome imbalances, compromised 
bowel mechanics, and more. 

The presence of blood in your stool 
(which may show up as red or black) 
can indicate problems at various stages 
of your digestive tract, and is best 
evaluated by a health professional. 

If you tend to flush without 
looking, you may not recognize any of 
these signals. So basically, when you 
go, you gotta look. 

Frequency: While a daily poo is 
the standard for most people, a lot 
of progressive health professionals 
consider that a bare minimum. 

Aiming for the smooth and steady 
transport of your food through the 
digestive system, they would prefer to 
see you go two or even three times a 
day, or as often as you eat a meal. 

Logically, it makes sense that your 
body might be happiest eliminating 
batches of solids in more or less the 
same rhythm as it consumes them. 
But feeling an urgent need to go more 
frequently than that (or at alarming 
and unanticipated intervals) may be a 
sign that your digestion is off, that you 
ate something that disagrees with you, 
that you are overstressed, or that your 
bowel is irritated and inflamed. 

Having less than one good bowel 
movement a day may suggest a 
holdup in the digestive system, 
which could be due to a variety of 
dietary and lifestyle factors, such as 
inadequate hydration, nutrients, or 
fiber; excess stress; or unidentified 
food intolerances (gluten and dairy 
being prime culprits for many). 

Both overactive and sluggish 

bowel activity can produce all kinds 
of trouble over time, from skin 
issues to bodywide inflammation 
to chronic disease, so if you aren’t 
currently in a happy cadence with 
your bowel movements, it’s worth 
investigating and resolving the source 
of that trouble.

Comfort: How you feel before, 
during, and after your bowel 
movements (as well as how you feel 
about them) may actually be the 
ultimate consideration. 

Bowel movements are meant to 
be easy, quick, painless, and anxiety-
free endeavors. If they’re not, don’t 
panic. There are lots of things you 
can do to resolve your issues (see the 
“Revolutionary Resources” sidebar for 
my top recommendations). 

The first thing to know: What ever 
you find worrisome about your poo 
— whether that’s not being able to go, 
or being stressed by gassiness, bloat-
ing, or unexpected-poo surprises — 
it’s not something you have to tolerate. 

On the contrary, it’s something 
to acknowledge as a stress signal 
from your body and explore further, 
perhaps with a qualified integrative 
physician or other digestive-
health professional. 

Seek out a partner who will help 
you address the root cause of your 
problem, not just the symptoms, 
because whatever is messing with 
your poo is probably also messing 
with a lot of your bodily functions. 

The sooner you get the health of 
your digestive system handled, the 
sooner you’ll start to feel healthy, 
strong, energetic, and clear. You still 
might not want to talk a lot about poo, 
but you’ll have a lot more respect for 
the essential role it plays in your life.  Grab links to this month’s recommended 

content at ELmag.com/revact35. 

“Way to Go” — The surprising health 

effects of constipation, plus how to get 

things moving again.

“Fiber: Why It Matters More Than 
You Think” — The essential role it plays 

in digestion and in whole-body health.

“Digestive Enzymes” — Includes a 

helpful overview of the digestive process.

“Poo” — A frank (and funny) bowel-

related episode of The Living  
Experiment podcast.

Revolutionary 
Resources

Pilar Gerasimo is an internationally recognized 
healthy-living advocate, author of A Manifesto for 
Thriving in a Mixed-Up World, and the creative 
force behind Experience Life’s popular mobile  
app “101 Revolutionary Ways to Be Healthy.”  
She is currently working on a book about healthy 
deviance, and cohosting a weekly podcast 
called The Living Experiment. Learn more about 
Pilar’s latest projects and connect with her at 
PilarGerasimo.com.
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PROUD SPONSOR & MILK SUPPLIER 
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When looking for something healthy to drink, the best 
choice for you is Natrel® Milk. Our 100% Real Milk is 
all natural and rBST free. Our shelf stable products are 
perfect for families at home or on the go. When your 
family needs delicious and fresh milk for everyday use, 
Natrel® Milk gives them the vitamins and minerals 
essential for your brains and bodies.

www.natrel-lifetime.com
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Life Wisdom  Nourished Self

A psychologist challenges our fixation on happiness 
and maintains that true satisfaction comes from 
creating a life of purpose.

BY HEIDI WACHTER

 

Toward a 
 Meaningful Life

Emily Esfahani Smith spent much 
of her childhood living in a Sufi 
meetinghouse that her parents ran 
in Montreal. She was surrounded 

by people devoted to carrying out the 
ancient spiritual practice’s core principles, 
which emphasize serving others.

Her world changed significantly when 
she and her family moved to the United 
States, where “the busyness of everyday 
life trumped the rituals of meditation, 
singing, and tea,” she explains in her 2017 
book, The Power of Meaning: Crafting a Life 
That Matters.

The transition was a challenge. She had 
grown up in a selfless culture that focused 
primarily on the practice of loving-
kindness, and suddenly found herself 

in a country where pursuing one’s own 
happiness is so important it’s enshrined  
in one of its founding documents.  
Through it all, she struggled to answer  
a fundamental question: How do we  
live a meaningful life?

Looking for clues to this puzzle led her 
to the University of Pennsylvania, where 
she studied positive psychology, a field of 
research she says has inadvertently added 
to what she calls America’s “happiness 
frenzy.” “Though the happiness industry 
continues to grow, as a society, we’re more 
miserable than ever,” she writes. 

But positive psychology has helped 
her grasp a simple truth: Happiness alone 
doesn’t define a satisfying life; it’s meaning 
and purpose that matter most. 

Emily Esfahani Smith
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Experience Life | What’s the  
distinction between happiness 
and meaning?

Emily Esfahani Smith | Happiness is 
a state of comfort and ease. Meaning 
is when people feel like they are part 
of something bigger than themselves. 
They feel driven by a sense of pur-
pose — what they do matters — and 
they believe their lives make sense.
 
EL | How does shifting from pursu-
ing happiness to creating meaning 
affect our well-being?

EES | Research indicates that when 
you pursue happiness, you do feel 
happy immediately after doing what-
ever elicits that feeling, but that boost 
fades away. Other studies show that 
fixating on feeling happy — the way 
American culture encourages us to — 
actually makes us unhappy. 

But it’s different with meaning. 
When you do meaningful things or 
activities that help you live out your 
values — like study for an important 
test or take care of someone who 
is sick — you may not necessarily 
feel happy in the moment, but you 
end up with a more enduring form 
of well-being and a deeper sense of 
contentment.

“Happiness without meaning,” to 
quote one study about the distinction 
between the two, “characterizes a rela-
tively shallow, self-absorbed, or even 
selfish life, in which things go well, 
needs and desires are easily satisfied, 
and difficult or taxing entanglements 
are avoided.” 

Leading a meaningful life, on the 
other hand, involves doing things for 
others and even arguing with them 
— which shows you have values and 
convictions you’re willing to fight for. 
It is defined by being a “giver.”

EL | You describe four pillars of mean-
ing — belonging, purpose, storytell-
ing, and transcendence — that help 
us overcome what you call a “mean-

ing crisis.” Can you explain how one 
of these building blocks works?

EES | People have told me that sto-
rytelling is the pillar that surprises 
them the most. Interestingly, it can 
have the most profound impact.

We read stories in books and go 
to movies, but many of us don’t see 
our lives as stories. We think life is 
a series of events, but we tell stories 
about them to ourselves and to oth-
ers. We make narrative choices about 
the events that explain who we are 
and how we got to be a certain way.

How we tell our stories affects 
how much meaning we feel. Psychol-
ogist Dan McAdams studied people 
living meaningful lives, people who 
tend to be generous and contribute to 
others. They tend to tell a “redemp-
tive story” about their lives — one 
that moves from bad things happen-
ing to good things happening. In con-
trast, people who feel like their lives 
are less coherent, who are depressed, 
sometimes tell “contamination sto-
ries,” or those that move from good 
to bad. 

For example, I interviewed a man 
who was paralyzed from a football 
injury. He spent a lot of time thinking 
about his new life, and the story he 
told was, “My life was great. I was a 
football player and experiencing suc-
cess doing that. But, with my injury, 
now I wonder if I’ll ever get married, 
have a job, or even walk again.” 

As he thought more about it, he 
started telling a different story. He 
realized that before the injury he was 
more concerned about having a good 
time than leading a purposeful life. 
But his injury made him realize he 
could be a better man. 

Telling this new story to himself 
led him to start mentoring kids at his 
church and eventually get a college 
degree in counseling so he could con-
tinue helping others. Changing how he 
told his story ended up changing his 
life and helped him find his purpose.

EL | Once we recognize our pillar of 
meaning, how can we use it?   

EES | Make regular time for doing so. 
In other words, create habits of mean-

ing. If storytelling is your pillar, take 
10 minutes a day and write about the 
defining moments of your life and 
what you learned from them. 

For belonging, remember it exists 
in any moment with another person, 
not just loved ones. If you’re at a store, 
treat the cashier with dignity, and ask 
how he or she is doing. These small 
moments — what psychologist Jane 
Dutton calls “high-quality connections” 
— are potent sources of meaning. 

Purpose is all about contributing, 
so ask yourself, What’s one thing that I 
can do today to make someone else’s life 
better? It can be as small as emptying 
the dishwasher or as big as deciding to 
change the culture of your workplace. 

With transcendence, there’s a 
study that found that looking up at a 
grove of trees for a minute inspired 
awe. That one minute helped partici-
pants step outside of themselves. So 
go for a walk around the block and 
leave your phone at home so you real-
ly take in the world around you. 

EL | How has your life changed as a 
result of writing this book?

EES | For a while I got off track from 
the lessons I learned from the Sufis and 
focused more on being a successful 
person and pursuing my own happi-
ness rather than focusing on leading a 
good, meaningful life. Having done this 
research, I know that I find meaning 
in helping people lead more fulfilling 
lives by sharing these ideas with them. 

Of course, the sources of meaning 
can change as your life changes. So 
later, I might find more meaning in 
raising the kids I hope to one day have.

I’ve also learned that creating 
meaning is a struggle — that’s the 
point. A meaningful life is not easy; 
it’s a life in which you’re always 
searching and aspiring for something 
higher, for some bigger ways to make 
a dent in this world.  

Heidi Wachter is an Experience Life  
staff writer.

To find your pillar of meaning,  
visit www.emilyesfahanismith 
.com/quiz/whats-your-pillar.
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 A Better 
Bath

A few goodies to make your soaking 
time more relaxing and enjoyable.

3. Sensible Scents 
Travertine makes a variety of bath 

products scented with essential oils; our 

favorite is the eucalyptus shower spray, 

ideal for days you don’t have time for a 

bath but still want a moment to breathe 

deep. $26–$35. www.travertinespa.com

4. Light Bright
Made from soy wax subtly infused with 

scented essential oils, these Zum candles 

are a calming addition to any bath. $15.50.  

www.indigowild.com

5. A Rose Is a Rose Is a Rose
Finish your bathing ritual smelling like a 

rose with Ren’s Moroccan Rose Otto bath 

oil. Sesame oil moisturizes, and flowers — 

not synthetics — provide the fragrance.  

$48. www.renskincare.com

6. Book Buddy
Those who love to read in the tub (and 

perhaps enjoy a glass of wine) will want 

this adjustable bamboo bath caddy  

from Royal Craft Wood to keep comforts 

safely out of the water. About $75.  

www.royalcraftwood.com

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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Life Wisdom  Worthy Goods

1. Little Luxuries
These yarn-dyed, organic-

cotton khadi towels from 

Coyuchi are made in Turkey, 

where the ritual bath has been 

a tradition for centuries. $148 

per set. www.coyuchi.com

2. Face Saver
Ideal when you’re shy on sleep, 

these soft facial masks from 

K-Aesthetics are infused with 

antioxidant green tea to  

refresh tired skin. About $10.  

www.earththerapeutics.com

1.

Win  This! p. 86



The heavy  
breathing will 
subside, the  
burning legs will go 
away, the blisters 
will heal. The pain 
you endured to 
reach the finish  
line is temporary, 
but your race 
results are forever.

ATHLINKS.COM
YOU EARNED IT. OWN IT AT

YOUR TIMES
TIMELESSARE
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Must-See 

Videos

Go behind the scenes 

at our cover shoot with 

Lauren Singer and learn how 

she’s cut back on waste — and 

why she’s passionate about 

helping others do the same.

ELmag.com/videos

Online

A Bathtime Giveaway!
A luxurious bath is a small self-
care act with big rewards. Get 
better bath tips at ELmag 
.com/beautifulbath, and sign 
up for your chance to win this 
kit at ELmag.com/giveaways.

Tight on time and space? 

Learn the moves for our 

minimalist workout (page 24).

Connect With Us!

Find our 

exclusive Q&A 

with Carver at 

ELmag.com/
carver.

+
MEET: Courtney Carver, creator of Be More With Less and Project 333

ABOUT: In 2010 Courtney Carver was tired of being tired. Feeling overworked, stressed, 

and sick, she created the Be More With Less blog and the minimalist fashion challenge 

Project 333 (learn more on page 15). Her goal? To live with less clutter, less busyness, and 

less stress — and to have more space to be more of herself. She strives to help others 

discover the joy of having less through her journey of big (and small) changes. Find her at 

www.bemorewithless.com and on Instagram @bemorewithless. 

We
Love{

Find our tips for 
clearing spaces, 
and discover the 
emotional freedom 
that comes 
with discarding 
physical stuff. 
Feng-shui expert 
Andrea Gerasimo 
shares advice for 
decluttering your 
closet, bedroom, 
home office, pantry, 
and other spaces 
in our Order Out 
of Chaos series 
at ELmag.com/
declutterseries. 

Simply

Declutter

&Live

Win  This! 



WHEN IT COMES TO accomplishing 
personal goals, everyone has his or 
her own style. Some people like to tell 
the world what they’re determined to 
achieve; others quietly commit their 
plans to the pages of journals they’ll 
never show a soul.

Some people are “perfect preparers” 
who spend months carefully laying 
the groundwork for future progress; 
others dive right in with a “damn the 
torpedoes” attitude they figure will 
take them through whatever obstacles 
they might encounter.

All these approaches can work 
brilliantly — or backfire terribly — 
depending on the personality and 
commitment of the individual doing the 
committing and the nature of the goal. 

Me? I’ve been known to do a little 
of all of the above. But I’ve always 
experienced the most success in 
following the motto “Think big, start 
small, move fast.” Here’s why it works 
for me:

• “Think big” invites me to develop an 
ambitious and expansive enough vision 
to get excited about what I’m choosing 
to accomplish. Dull goals, after all, tend 
to make for dull and uninspired efforts. 
If I have the vague idea that I want 
to improve my fitness, for example, I 
set my sights on a concrete outcome 
— say, improving a race time by a 
hefty percentage. My rule of thumb is 
this: If I can’t see myself being totally 
thrilled about the success of the end 
accomplishment, and if the goal itself 
doesn’t get my blood pumping a little 
faster every time I think about it, I 
don’t set it as a goal.

• “Start small” saves me from getting 
overwhelmed by what I’ve taken on 

and lets me get started now, with 
daily actions that feel doable. Daily 
action equates with integrity and 
commitment, in my view. You have 
to keep asking yourself: Do I really 
want this thing or not? Each day brings 
the opportunity to reconfirm your 
priorities and to move forward by 
doing something. Even if the action is 
just a single phone call, a few sets in 
the weight room, or a swift left turn 
out of the snack aisle, it’s still a step 
in the right direction and it builds 
momentum for more positive action.

• “Move fast” gets me focused on 
making continual progress and keeps 
my energy and enthusiasm high. It 
prevents me from getting so bogged 
down in the daily to-dos that I lose 
sight of the big goal that got me 
excited in the first place. “Move fast” 
also keeps me honest about the kinds 
of mini-goals I’ll need to accomplish 
in order to make meaningful headway. 
Most major goals are marathons, 
not sprints, so it’s important to pace 
yourself. But part of pacing yourself is 
setting challenging (not impossible) 
interim goals — benchmarks that 
give you constant feedback about the 
progress you’re making and that help 
you recognize where adjustments to 

Think Big,  
Start Small, Move Fast
One approach for working toward  — and reflecting on — your goals.  

your plan might be necessary. Because 
rapidly correcting errors is an 
essential part of this whole approach.

Which brings me to an important 
twist in this whole “Think big, start 
small, move fast” way of thinking: 
Sometimes it doesn’t work — at least 
not the way you’ve planned.

If you’ve been working tirelessly on 
a good plan for a long time, if you’ve 
been persevering and doing everything 
right and still not making any headway, 
it may be time to slow down, step 
back, and reflect. It may be time to 
stop pushing for a little while and to 
consider the possibility that you might 
just be pushing the wrong way, or at 
the wrong time.

Sometimes, despite our best 
thinking and most earnest efforts, 
things just don’t come together. We 
can’t always know why. Maybe it’s 
karma or the divine plan of life, maybe 
it’s some internal wisdom telling us 
our energy is better spent elsewhere. 
Whatever it is, when we encounter 
immutable forces that put the kibosh 
on our big plans, I think it can be a sign 
that it’s time to regroup and, as author 
Byron Katie suggests, cease our ill-
fated “arguing with reality.”

This doesn’t mean we should give 
up on our dreams. It just means we 
should be willing to take a moment to 
rest, rethink, and then recommence 
our efforts with a different energy, a 
different consciousness, or a different 
sort of plan — one that sets our heart 
racing all over again. 
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Perspective by Bahram Akradi

Bahram Akradi is the founder, chairman, 
and CEO of Life Time — Healthy Way 
of Life.

Printed on 100% recycled paper.  

Please recycle this magazine.

Daily action equates 
with integrity and 
commitment, in my 
view. You have to 
keep asking yourself: 
Do I really want this 
thing or not?
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Meditation

Nothing can be done  
except little by little.

— Charles Baudelaire
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