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Unburden  
Your Heart 
Nurturing grievances is no way 
to live, yet when we feel hurt, 
forgiving others can be a real 
challenge. Learning to let go of 
resentments and grudges —
without losing yourself — is an 
important step toward healing  
and wholeness. 

By Christine Schrum 
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production, metabolic health, 
cognitive function, mental 
health, and aging. Find out 
how you can eat, sleep, move, 
and live in ways that support 
good mitochondrial health. 

By Mo Perry
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Made to Move
Every part of your body — 
from your head to the tips of 
your toes — benefits from 
physical activity. Discover the 
many ways movement can 
make you stronger, smarter, 
healthier, and happier for the 
long haul.

By Michael Dregni and 
Maggie Fazeli Fard
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Rest isn’t just physical, however. There are actually 
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sensory, creative, and spiritual — and being depleted in 
any one of them can leave you feeling run-down.

To find out which type of rest you might be missing 
and what to do about it, scan the QR code or go to  
ELmag.com/rest to download our free guide. 
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may be time to simplify. In this episode, 
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“EMBRACE AND ADAPT.” As I sat down to write my final 
Editor’s Note for the 2026 editions of Experience Life, that’s the 
phrase that kept coming to mind that best characterizes how I’ve 
handled many situations over the past year or so.

We all know that nothing is static and change is constant. This 
can be a welcome fact, like how the body gradually transforms 
when we stick with a consistent workout routine. Yet there are 
some periods when change insists on being front and center rather 
than unfolding quietly in the background. And when change domi-
nates, we have two choices: Resist it tooth and nail, or take a few 
deep breaths and embrace it. 

Personally, I’ve dealt with a handful of unexpected circum-
stances that have made me change how I engage in certain rela-
tionships and how I approach some aspects of my health. I’ve had 
tough but important conversations, and I’ve set boundaries to protect my mental well-
being. Along the way, I’ve learned a ton about myself, my values, and what I’m capable of. 

Professionally, it’s felt like a rollercoaster ride of change for the Experience Life team — 
nerve-racking and overwhelming at points, but also exciting. We’ve said goodbye to two 
longtime team members who have transitioned into a new career opportunity and 
retirement, respectively — shout-out to former managing editor, Courtney Lewis 
Opdahl, and deputy editor, Michael Dregni, for their many years of amazing contri-
butions and collaboration. 

We’re welcoming new managing editor (and decades-long freelance writer) 
Karen Olson, who’s helping to streamline our editorial process and systems, which 
is opening the door for even more robust health and wellness coverage in the new 
year. This, in turn, is creating opportunities for team members to grow their skill-
sets and knowledge as we expand our content offerings. 

We’re also preparing for the retirement of our executive creative director, Lydia 
Anderson, who has been at the helm of our art team since the very first edition of 
Experience Life in August 2001. For more than 25 years, Lydia has set our creative vision, 
creating the beautiful aesthetic that brings each issue and every article to life. When she 
steps away in late December, it will mark the end of an era, as well as a partnership that I 
will deeply miss.  

All said, it’s been . . . a lot. Thankfully, though, we’ve faced — and are facing — these 
shifts as a team, working through the ups, downs, and unforeseen together. Plus, because 
we regularly cover change and its role in overall health, we know the importance of 
embracing it, adapting to it, and learning from it.

We also understand the fundamental and essential roles that our daily habits and 
choices play in helping us be resilient enough to navigate these shifts. We know that 
getting regular movement and exercise influences the body and mind (see “Made to 
Move,” page 52) right down to the cellular level (see “Meet Your Mitochondria,” page 58). 
We know the importance of nurturing strong relationships and community (see “In This 
Together,” page 16) and the power of forgiveness in freeing us to let go and move forward 
(see “Unburden Your Heart,” page 64). 

It may not seem like it when we’re in the midst of it, but change can be exactly what we 
need to grow, discover what’s possible, and thrive. You’ve got this. We’ve got this. Onward. 

A FEW DEEP BREATHS

JAMIE MARTIN is Experience Life’s editor in chief, Life Time’s vice president of content strategy, 
and cohost of the Life Time Talks podcast. Follow her on Instagram @jamiemartinel. 
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STRONG FOUNDATIONS
 “The Post-Exhaustion Superset 

Workout” in the March/April 
2026 issue is excellent. I was look
ing for this type of straightforward 
routine as my sports season kicks 
off. Thanks!
Jo

  I’m 71 and an aficionado of 
low-intensity and low-impact 
exercise (“The Case for Low-
Impact Exercise,” October 2019). 
As a marathoner in my 40s and 
a veteran of light free weights and 
the Smith machine, I’m realizing 
this rigorous foundation has kept 
me conditioned. I’m pleased and 
somewhat surprised at this result.
April L.

GOOD EATS
 The “Baked Salad With Brussels 

Sprouts and Halloumi” (March/April 
2026) was delicious and easy to fix. 
Cathy H.

 This “Grecian Hazelnut and 
Orange Olive-Oil Cake” (September 
2024) turned out delicious! It’s 
definitely a keeper. I used about two-
thirds the honey amount, and the 
sweetness was perfect. 
Joelle

A NURTURING PRACTICE
 Thank you for the article “What Is 

Forest Bathing?” (July/August 2023). 
It’s very informative. When one can-
not get to a forest (as I cannot now in 
New Mexico with wildfires burning 
and bad air), even the simple acts of 
gardening, transplanting, and nur-
turing make me feel more alive.
Suzanne T.

NOISE MACHINES
 Leaf blowers are by far the noisi-

est things in my otherwise lovely 
neighborhood (“What to Do About 
Noise Pollution,” March 2021). The 
noise, dust, and destruction of using 
them is quite disruptive to humans, 
birds, and insects.
Irene M.

IN CELEBRATION OF 25 YEARS
 I have a master’s degree in jour-

nalism from Northwestern University, 
so I am a harsh critic when it comes to 
magazines. Far and away, Experience 
Life is the best in the business.  
Ann F.

  Experience Life is by far the best 
magazine I’ve ever subscribed to. 
Been a subscriber for 20 years!
Ali M.

  I have received this for as long as 
it has existed. Fantastic magazine! 
Always gives me inspiration with new 
recipes, fitness trends, and interesting 
health articles on various topics.
Sabine B.

  You have the best articles. And I 
appreciate that they aren’t behind a 
paywall. Thank you!
Maria S. 

VALUABLE LESSONS
[On “Lessons Learned,” July/August 2026]

 I just wanted to say I really loved this 
column by Jamie Martin. I read it a few 
times and will probably have to read 
and reread it again. Powerful message.
Anna A.

 Jamie Martin’s column is abso-
lutely wonderful — a super-positive 
opportunity for anyone to try and 
relate to each one of the 25 lessons. I 
went to a large party the other night 
and passed it out to the women there 
to take home with them and ponder. 
They all loved it.
Linda T.

 I very much appreciated Jamie 
Martin’s “Lessons Learned.” Truly, 
words of wisdom! 
Mary Beth H. 

THE HEALING POWER 
OF MOVEMENT

 I appreciated “A Guide to Exercis-
ing During Cancer Treatment” in your 
May/June 2026 issue. I found moving 
my body — especially running, yoga, 

and walking — so helpful before, 
during, and after my treatment and 
double mastectomy for breast cancer. 

Diagnosed at 40, I wasn’t expect-
ing my body to have to go through 
something like cancer. Daily move-
ment and exercise helped me regain a 
sense of power, identity, and energy, 
which is sometimes depleted when 
you get the cancer diagnosis. I am 
now five years cancer-free, and I know 
exercise, mindset, and movement 
have something to do with that.
Emily C. 

Experience Life welcomes your 
comments and suggestions. Email  

experiencelife@experiencelife.com, 
connect with us on social media,  

or send feedback to:

Letters to the Editor 
Experience Life

2145 Ford Parkway, Suite 302
St. Paul, MN 55116

Please include your city and state.  
We reserve the right to edit letters for 
length, grammar, and clarity, and to  

publish at our discretion. All submitted 
copy and materials become the  

property of the magazine. We do not  
return or guarantee the publication of 
unsolicited materials. For reprint and  
publication requests, please contact  

experiencelife@experiencelife.com.

TALK TO US



Other complications include 
myocardial injury; broken heart syn-
drome (a.k.a. Takotsubo cardiomy-
opathy), which is typically triggered 
by acute stress; myopericarditis, or 
inflammation in the pericardium 
protective sac; and heart failure and 
cardiac arrest. 

Disorders of heart-rate regula-
tion are also frequent complications. 
“Among the more common lingering 
problems — affecting up to a third of 

all patients with long COVID 
— is postural orthostatic 

tachycardia syndrome 
(POTS), which causes 

the heart to beat 
abnormally fast,” 
reports Harvard 
Medicine magazine.

“The complete 
impact of the 

pandemic has been 
much greater than what 

is indicated by reported 
deaths due to coronavirus 

disease 2019 (COVID-19) alone,” 
note the authors of the 2022 review.

Looking ahead, the Karolinska  
researchers advise that cardiovas-
cular risk screening should include 
patients’ long-COVID history. “Long 
COVID should be integrated into 
cardiovascular risk assessment 
frameworks and health system plan-
ning, with particular attention to 
sex-specific patterns of risk.”

— MICHAEL DREGNI

with long COVID — women, in par-
ticular — than those without. 

Women with long COVID were 
three times more likely to develop 
cardiac arrhythmias than those 
without it, and they had a 25 percent 
increased risk of heart failure and 
peripheral artery disease. Overall, 
they had slightly more than twice the 
risk that they’d be diagnosed with 
a cardiovascular disease; men with 
long COVID had about a third higher 
risk than those without. 

While the severity 
of COVID infection 
can play a role, 
even those with a 
“mild-to-moderate 
infection have an 
elevated risk of fu-
ture cardiovascular 
disease,” the study 
authors write.

“Our results show 
that long COVID can 
be a risk factor for cardio-
vascular disease, even in younger 
people who were previously healthy,” 
lead author Pia Lindberg, a nurse 
and PhD student at the Karolinska 
Department of Medicine, says in a 
press release.

Studies reveal a wide array of pos-
sible cardiovascular effects. COVID 
can affect both the heart’s muscle and 
its vascular system, leading to acceler-
ated vascular aging, plaque instability, 
and acute coronary syndromes. 

PRIMARILY a respiratory disease, 
COVID-19 can also lead to compli
cations throughout the body — 
including in the heart, where studies 
show it can do significant long-
term damage.

“Cardiovascular complications 
of COVID-19 are numerous, and 
aspects of this phenomenon are not 
well known,” a cohort of international 
researchers emphasize in a 2024 
systematic review.

There were early hints that the 
virus’s scope included the cardio-
vascular system. In January 2020, 
when news of the initial outbreak 
was spreading worldwide, doctors in 
Wuhan, China, reported that many 
COVID patients were also suffering 
cardiac injuries. Heart attacks were 
common, especially in people with 
underlying risk factors. There were 
also numerous cases of myocarditis, 
an inflammation of the heart muscle.

In the years since, a wealth of 
research has shed new light on 
COVID’s effects on the heart and 
blood vessels. Not surprisingly, these 
effects are influenced by preexist-
ing cardiac conditions like coronary 
artery disease, another research team 
notes in a 2022 review. 

A large-scale study this year by 
Sweden’s Karolinska Institutet, which 
includes data on more than 1.2 million 
adults, found that during a four-year 
follow-up, cardiovascular disease was 
more common among participants 

“Our results show 
that long COVID 

can be a risk factor 
for cardiovascular 

disease, even in 
younger people who 

were previously 
healthy.”

COVID-19
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WOMEN ARE MISSING OUT ON 

CARDIAC REHAB
Your body has a flexible fuel system. When your blood glu-
cose runs low, your liver converts fat into compounds called 
ketone bodies that power your brain and muscles. This meta-
bolic adaptation is the scientific basis of the ketogenic diet. 

Now, ketone supplements are available in a bottle. Ketone 
salts and ketone esters elevate ketone levels in the body 
without prolonged fasting or adher-
ence to a ketogenic diet. They’re 
often touted as shortcuts to 
the benefits of nutritional 
ketosis, including weight 
loss, improved athletic 
endurance and recovery, 
and sharper cognition.

But, cautions metabolic-health expert Steven Finch, DHSc, 
LDN, RCEP, “it’s important to separate scientifically plausible 
applications from commercial overstatement. The excite-
ment is real, but the marketing often outruns the evidence.”

We asked Finch to parse the science and the hype.
Weight loss: Exogenous ketones may support weight 

loss indirectly by suppressing appetite and reducing hunger 
hormones, but they don’t directly mobilize fat or replicate the 
metabolic adaptation of nutritional ketosis. “Long-term weight 
loss and metabolic health are not simply about raising ketone 
numbers,” Finch says.

Athletic endurance: Some studies suggest exogenous 
ketones may improve endurance efficiency and reduce gly-
cogen dependence. Others show no benefit or demonstrate 
gastrointestinal side effects. “Ketone supplementation remains 
scientifically intriguing but far from universally validated for 
athletic enhancement,” he notes.

Mental sharpness: Mechanistically, using ketones to 
boost cognition is plausible, Finch explains. Ketones cross the 
blood-brain barrier efficiently and can support brain energy 
when glucose is unstable. Still, the strongest research focuses 
on people with neurological disease and metabolic dysfunc-
tion — not everyday health enthusiasts. 

— JILL PATTON, NBC-HWC

A CLOSER LOOK AT

KETONE  
SUPPLEMENTS

“Long-term 
weight loss 

and metabolic 
health are not 
simply about 

raising ketone 
numbers.”

For the past half century, 
cardiac rehabilitation (CR) 
programs have helped 
millions of people recover 
from heart surgery and 
lower their risk of sub-
sequent cardiovascular 
issues. But recent research 
reveals a puzzling reality: 
Women are much less 
likely than men to use 
these services. 

The obstacles are both 
institutional and personal, 
according to a 2025 Ameri-
can Heart Association 
(AHA) report. Clinicians are 
less likely to refer women 
patients to cardiac rehab. 
And caregiving responsibil-
ities often fall most heavily 
on women, limiting their 
ability to follow through 
with a rehab program 
— even when they are 
referred to one. 

Women also tend to 
be older than men when a 
cardiovascular event sends 
them to the hospital, and 
they may be struggling with 
other maladies — they’re 
more prone to postsurgical 

depression, for instance 
— that could impede 
their ability to complete a 
rehab regimen. 

“Traditional CR pro-
grams often fail to address 
these needs adequately, 
contributing to proportion-
ally lower participation and 
completion among eligible 
women,” the authors write.

The AHA report calls for 
a multifaceted approach to 
making CR programs more 
available to women. Such 
an approach might include 
introducing an automatic 
referral process for all 
patients after surgery, cre-
ating new CR options with 
a broader range of exercise 
prescriptions or psychoso-
cial services, and routinely 
offering support through 
peer-group counseling. 

“Implementation of 
these strategies can facili-
tate access to CR programs 
for women, promoting their 
quality of life and long-term 
cardiovascular health,” the 
authors write.

— CRAIG COX
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There’s no question that resis-
tance training is key to building 
muscle mass and promoting 
mobility as we age, so it’s easy 
to assume that the more you lift, 
the better you’ll feel. But recent 
research suggests that even less-
ambitious regimens can make a 
real difference.

Brad Currier, PhD, and his 
McMaster University team re-
viewed 178 studies analyzing the 
efficacy of various resistance-
training prescriptions (RTx). 
They concluded that those in-
volving higher loads and multiple 
sets were more effective than 
regimens that involved no lifting. 

They also found data suggest-
ing that similar health benefits 
may accrue for those who com-
mit as little as an hour a week to 
resistance training — and that 
more time and energy spent lifting 
may actually reap fewer rewards. 

“While others attempt to 
optimize RTx, we propose that, 
for most adults, regularly engag-
ing in any RTx is more important 
than training to optimize strength 
and hypertrophy [muscle 
growth] outcomes,” Currier 

writes in a 2023 issue of the Brit-
ish Journal of Sports Medicine.

Ken Nosaka, PhD, director 
of exercise and sports science 
at Edith Cowan University, rein-
forced those results earlier this 

year in the Journal of Sport and 
Health Science. He concludes 
that simple eccentric exercises 
— chair squats, heel drops, and 
wall pushups — can improve 
muscle strength and endurance 
in as little as five minutes a day.

“You can gain strength with-
out feeling as exhausted. So, you 
get more benefit for less effort,” 
Nosaka notes in a press release. 
“That makes eccentric exer-
cise appealing for a wide range 
of people.”

— CRAIG COX

About 11 percent of American adults take 
glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) receptor agonists 
to help manage weight. And many experience 
side effects, including constipation, vomiting, and 
diarrhea, as well as longer-term health concerns.

“It seems many people go in to this hoping 
for a quick fix and then wonder, Holy cow, what’s 
going on with my body? ” says integrative dietitian 
Cindi Lockhart, RDN, LD. 

Many GLP-1 downsides are linked to nutritional 
deficiencies; studies show that caloric intake for 
those who take GLP-1s is reduced by 16 to 39 
percent. The drug itself slows gastric motility, 
which can trigger GI dysfunction and disrupt the 
absorption of fat-soluble vitamins and minerals. 
Reduced gallbladder contractions may cause bile 
to build up and stagnate. And shedding weight 
too fast can cause muscle and bone-density loss.

Still, eating nutrient-balanced meals can miti-
gate the risks and side effects of GLP-1s, Lockhart 
says. She emphasizes these building blocks.

• Protein helps preserve lean muscle and 
supports bone integrity. Lockhart recommends 
roughly 25–35 grams of protein per meal. 
Choose easily digestible sources like egg whites, 
poultry, white fish, organic tofu, or whey isolates.

• Soluble fiber supports GI motility and 
feeds your microbiome, helping to counter 
GLP-1s’ digestion-disrupting side effects, says 
Lockhart. She suggests 25–30 grams of fiber a 
day from sources like oat bran, avocado, psyllium 
husks, legumes, chia, and flaxseed. 

• Omega-3 fatty acids support absorption 
of fat-soluble vitamins and help stimulate the 
gallbladder to release bile. Go for SMASH fish 
(salmon, mackerel, anchovies, sardines, and her-
ring) three times a week, and enjoy plenty of nuts, 
seeds, avocado, and extra-virgin olive oil daily.

• Vitamin D3 with K2 helps you absorb 
calcium and direct it to your bones. Lockhart 
notes that 2,000 to 5,000 IU of vitamin D each 
day is a common recommendation. Sublingual 
or liquid forms may be better absorbed if fat 
digestion is impaired.

• Calcium levels can decrease when taking 
GLP-1s because of dairy aversion, bone catabo-
lism, and altered stomach acidity. She recom-
mends a calcium citrate supplement for people 
who avoid dairy products.

— JILL PATTON, NBC-HWC

 RESISTANCE 
TRAINING WORKS —  
 EVEN IN SMALL DOSES 

“You can gain 
strength without 

feeling as exhausted. 
So, you get more 

benefit for 
less effort.” 

NUTRIENTS  
YOU NEED 
WHILE ON GLP-1s
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 UNDERSTANDING  

ATTACHMENT 
STYLES

WHEN IT COMES to love, we 
all have our own style. We might 
wait for the other shoe to drop, or 
stay aloof to feel safe. Conversely, 
we might be easygoing and relaxed 
about relating.

Attachment theory suggests that 
early childhood experiences help 
explain these differing relationship 
styles — and a new study offers some 
of the richest evidence to date, says 
the study’s coauthor Jeffry Simpson, 
PhD, a University of Minnesota 
professor of psychology.

Simpson’s research 
team tracked more 
than 700 par-
ticipants and 
their families for 
roughly three 
decades. Those 
children who were 
raised by soothing, 
encouraging caregiv-
ers were more likely to 
form stable relationships 
throughout their lives, navigat-
ing friendships and romantic rela-
tionships with more confidence and 
resilience than those whose parents 
didn’t provide the same support.

AN ENDURING EFFECT 
The study builds on more than a half 
century of research. It shows that 
children whose parents encouraged 
them to explore and provided 
comfort when they were distressed 
were most likely to be adaptable, 
trusting, and self-confident, with a 
secure attachment style.

Children whose parents were 
inconsistent — smothering their child 
with attention one moment, disre-
garding them the next — tended to be 
easily distressed and unable to self-
soothe, with an anxious or ambiva-
lent attachment style.

When a parent repeatedly rejected 
or ignored the child, that child was 
likely to demonstrate an avoidant 
attachment style. Having learned 
that adults can’t be relied on for help, 

these children tended to be distant, 
disinterested, and exces-

sively independent. 
A fourth style, 

disorganized attach
ment, incorporates 
elements of the 
anxious and avoid-
ant types. It often 

stems from a child-
hood that included 

trauma or abuse.
These tendencies 

persist. Children who 
established secure attachment 

as infants tend to demonstrate secure 
behaviors in other relationships 
as adults. 

Meanwhile, insecurely attached 
infants tend to replicate their anxious 
or avoidant behaviors throughout their 
lives. As Simpson puts it, “Our child-
hood leaves an enduring residue.”

ROOM TO GROW 
Relationships with caregivers may set 
a template for relational patterns, but 
these aren’t carved in stone. “Even a 
securely attached person can revert 

to insecure attachment behaviors if 
they feel stressed or overwhelmed,” 
explains Simpson. 

Change flows in the other direction, 
too. For example, in his research on 
the transition to parenting, Simpson 
has found that becoming a parent 
often compels avoidant individuals to 
cultivate more secure behaviors.

“They’re forced to show up and be 
consistent for their child, and they 
usually need to rely on their partner 
more than they ever have before,” 
he notes. 

Finally, parents are not the only 
ones who shape our relational blue-
print. “Friendships also influence our 
attachment style,” explains Simpson. 
“Peer relationships in elementary 
school and adolescence teach us how 
to trust and rely on others.” 

Research shows that our early 
romantic relationships can also add 
new roads to our mental maps that 
lead toward a more secure and trust-
ing outlook. 

These “corrective experiences,” as 
psychologists call them, don’t neces-
sarily change our attachment style. 
But they can help us become better 
able to express and care for our needs 
in healthy ways.  

— ALEXANDRA SMITH, MA, LPCC

DELVE DEEPER
For tips on raising a securely 
attached child, see  
ELmag.com/attachment.

Attachment 
theory suggests that 

early childhood 
experiences 
help explain 

these differing 
relationship styles.
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 “WHAT IF VITALITY isn’t something  
we prescribe, but something we practice?” 
Integrative physician Geeta Maker-Clark, 
MD, posed this question to hundreds of 
her fellow practitioners in her opening 
keynote presentation at the 2026 Institute 
for Functional Medicine’s Annual 
International Conference.

The longtime family physician went 
on to describe the limitations of 
traditional healthcare models 
— short clinic visits, diag-
nostics, treatments, pre-
scriptions — as well as 
the potential of the free, 
everyday medicines 
that can also strongly 
influence patients’ 
health and well-being. 
Think spending time in 
nature; having access to 
healthy food and healing 
plants; connecting, serving, 
and building trust with our 
communities; moving in joyful 
ways; and practicing gratitude. 

Maker-Clark delves into 
these medicines, which she calls 
“remembrances,” in her new book, 
Medicine for All People: Science and 
Ancient Wisdom for Revolutionary 
Healing. “We can change the para-
digm of what we believe medicine to 
be and restore it to what it truly is — a 
healing force,” she writes. “The way 
forward begins not in products or quick fixes, 
but in reclaiming the simple medicines that 
have always been with us: nourishment, story, 
belonging, and love.” 

Belonging and meaningful connections 
have proved to be central elements for real 
health across the populations Maker-Clark 
has worked with over the past 25 years. 
“Humans are healthiest when using the 
power of community and the natural world 
around us to thrive,” she writes. “In that circle 
of belonging, the body softens, the nervous 

system exhales. We move from the 
edge of survival — fight, flight, 

or freeze — into the quiet 
work of rest, digestion, 

and repair.” 
It’s this inter

connectedness that 
inspired Maker-
Clark to share her 
experiences, together 
with the data and 

insights she’s gathered 
along the way. “The 

book is really a love letter 
to humanity,” she explains. 

“It reminded me of what 
matters to me, to my community, 

to my patients. And if there’s just 
one thing I would want people to 
take away from it, it’s to remember 
that many of the medicines they 
need are already within reach 
and are effective and ancient. 

“If we can expand our 
idea of what a medicine is, 

we can better understand that 
health is not something that we build by 
ourselves. Rather, we can create a healthy 
society together, like a mycelium network 
underneath the forest floor. Medicines are 
all around us.”

“The way forward  
begins not in products 

or quick fixes, but in 
reclaiming the simple 
medicines that have 
always been with us: 
nourishment, story, 
belonging, and love.”

TOGETHER
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WITH GEETA MAKER-CLARK, MD

TUNE IN!
Listen to our conversation 

with Maker-Clark in our 
Life Time Talks episode at 

ELmag.com/lttalks.
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JAMIE MARTIN is Experience Life’s editor in 
chief and cohost of the Life Time Talks podcast. 

EXPERIENCE LIFE   How has  
your definition of being a healer 
changed as you’ve done this work? 

GEETA MAKER-CLARK   When I 
entered medicine, I thought real healing 
was going to happen more in exam rooms, 
in hospitals, and in the OR. But I noticed 
over time that my medical training had not 
fully prepared me for the complex care of 
human beings in their daily lives; my com-
munity service prepared me much better 
for that.

The most powerful influences on my 
patients’ health had very little to do with 
what was happening in the 30 minutes we 
saw each other in the clinic. They were 
shaped by much larger forces — whether 
they had access to healthy food, whether 
they were safe in their neighborhoods, 
whether they had meaningful relation-
ships, whether they felt connected to their 
culture and their families, whether they 
had time to rest or move or celebrate or 
feel a sense of belonging. 

I started to understand that healing 
was much bigger than anything I could be 
taught in school and began widening my 
lens to help people create conditions in 
which they could thrive. 

EL   What if someone has never expe-
rienced health as something that hap-
pens outside of a medical setting?  

GMC    I want people to know that health 
isn’t something that happens to us, or 
that we either get to have or not have. It is 
something we participate in every single 
day. So the choices we make matter. 

Equally important are the conditions 
in which we’re making those choices. The 
burden is not entirely on us to be healthy. 
Yes, we each have a role in caring for our 
own health, but healing cannot be placed 
on individuals alone. We also have to care 
for one another, build supportive commu-
nities, and create policies that make healthy 
choices actually possible for everyone. 

Right now, we’re focused on individuals 
holding all the responsibility for their care. 
It’s OK to ask for help, and need help, and 
to know that we will actually be healthier 
for doing so. 

EL   Even with all the resources avail-
able to help keep us healthy, there’s 
still a vitality gap. What’s driving this?

GMC   We’ve become very skilled at 
treating disease, but we’re less skilled at 
cultivating health. We have more health 
information and interventions than ever 
before, with apps, trackers, and supple-
ments. But even my most proactive 
patients are my most exhausted, discon-
nected, overwhelmed, anxious ones. 
The problem isn’t a lack of information. 
It’s that the conditions that support vital-
ity are eroding, and they have been for 
a while. 

We spend less time in community, 
less time outdoors, less time play-
ing and dancing and preparing meals 
together, less time in ritual. There’s more 
chronic stress and more social isolation; 
economic insecurity and digital overload 
have become increasingly common. 

Vitality can’t be downloaded or pur-
chased. It emerges from daily, ordinary 
practices that support our flourishing. 
We can narrow that gap quickly if we 
start to work on cultivating health rather 
than treating disease. The good news is 
these medicines are all around us. The 
challenge comes in remembering them 
and making space for them in our lives. 

EL   What does it look like when an 
individual’s conditions are working 
against their health before they can 
start making choices for themselves? 

GMC    It looks like someone trying to 
be healthy while the world around them 
keeps making that harder. It can look like 
a person being told to “eat better” when 
they live in a neighborhood without 
affordable, fresh food. It can look like 
being told to “reduce stress” while work-
ing two jobs, caring for family, and living 
without enough rest or safety.

We often talk about health as if we’re 
all starting from the same point. But 
most people are navigating enormous 
barriers before they even make one de-
cision about their health. The questions 
to ask are: What choices are actually 
available? What conditions are shaping 

this person’s body before they ever walk 
into an exam room? 

 EL   Talk a little about the importance 
of community, belonging, and connec-
tion in relation to our health.
GMC    It’s an illusion that we’re sepa-
rate: Health is profoundly relational. We 
coregulate each other’s nervous systems, 
we influence one another’s habits, and 
we shape each other’s opportunities. 

Belonging is a deep medicine, not a 
luxury. It’s an actual biological need. And 
loneliness is a disease that can reduce 
the quality and quantity of our lifespan 
and our healthspan. So if we remember 
that we’re not meant to do life alone, it 
can help us get further on our path to 
health and vitality. The neuroscience 
research shows that we are wired for 
connection, that we are herd animals who 
survive best when in community. 

EL   How do you embrace these medi-
cines in your own life?  

GMC   My medicines are wonderfully 
ordinary. I spend time in nature, which 
means walking in the park across from 
my house. I live beside Lake Michigan. I 
try to get there every day to set my eyes 
on the horizon, even when it’s snowing, 
and it grounds me.

I dance every day — sometimes in 
classes or with my dance company, but 
most of the time just for a few minutes by 
myself. I share meals with people I love 
whenever I can. I also make time for my 
friends and family, which often means 
texting or calling a few different people a 
few times a day, even if it’s brief. These 
connections are soul food! 

And I serve my community through 
my medical practice and my Food Is 
Power initiative.

These practices help me return to 
myself. They remind me of what mat-
ters to me, and that feels like the most 
important way to feel a sense of vitality 
and health every day.  
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THE STORIES WE SHARE — 
and their ability to connect us.

— Molly Tynjala King,  
senior editor/lead fact checker

DAILY ACTS OF KINDNESS: 
someone holding the door 
open, a stranger smiling, a 

driver letting you merge into 
traffic. Just small reminders that 
people still care for one another.

— Christy Rice, digital 
content specialist/special 

projects coordinator 

EL staffers share how they stay optimistic.

My two darling 
GRANDDAUGHTERS.

— Lydia Anderson,  
executive creative director 

MY DAUGHTERS. Seeing 
them grow into their 

passions and imagining the 
ways they’re going to change 

the world for the better 
gives me so much optimism 

about the future. 

— Jamie Martin,  
editor in chief 

HOPE?
What Gives You 

COFFEE. 

— Maggie Fazeli Fard,  
editorial director–fitness 

MOUNTAINS.

— Jennifer Jacobson,  
art director
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Experience Life art director 
Jennifer Jacobson takes 

in Glacier National Park’s 
mountainous landscape 

in October 2021.
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Top left: Feroza at a pageant rehearsal in July 2026. Bottom left: 
Feroza and her mother- and sister-in-law in July 2023. 

No More 
Masking

I was 37 when I received an 
autism diagnosis. I now raise 

awareness about autism 
in women and girls. 

BY FEROZA MEHTA

I WAS DIAGNOSED with autism 
in November 2019. I was 37 years old. 

Although many people with autism 
receive a diagnosis in childhood, my 
condition flew under the radar for 
years because I began subconsciously 
masking at a young age. Mask-
ing involves suppressing socially 
unacceptable behaviors that are 
common among people with 
autism, such as fidgeting 
or rocking, as well as 
mimicking neurotypi-
cal behaviors. I often 
forced myself to 
make eye contact 
or remain in spaces 
that were overstim-
ulating. Masking 
helped me fit in with 
my peers. 

When I received my 
diagnosis in adulthood, I 
felt relief. It shed light on much 
of the friction and difficulty I’d experi-
enced throughout my life. 

I gained a new understanding 
of my son, Aidan, too. He had been 
diagnosed with autism nearly a 
decade prior. Following his diagno-
sis, I’d shared his experience to raise 
awareness about autism. But after 
learning that I’m also autistic, I realized 
that it was time to focus on my story. 

AUTISM ADVOCACY
When Aidan was diagnosed with 
moderate to severe autism in Novem-
ber 2010, a week before his second 
birthday, our family life was turned 
upside down. At first, we hesitated to 
share the news; autism can carry a 
stigma, and we thought we could just 
keep it quiet while we pursued vari-

ous treatments. But as our days 
became centered on his 

physical, occupational, 
and speech thera-

pies, we couldn’t 
pretend nothing 
had changed. 

Then our medi-
cal coverage for 

Aidan’s therapies, 
which we’d received 

through Minnesota’s 
state health plan for 

people with preexisting 
conditions, fell through. I began 

to tell Aidan’s story publicly to raise 
awareness about autism and to con-
tribute to efforts (ultimately success-
ful) to reinstate treatment coverage 
in Minnesota for people with autism 
and other conditions. It was all a labor 
of love — and emotionally taxing.

As Aidan’s sister, who is 14 
months younger, moved through 
early childhood, I was vigilant for 

signs she might also have autism, 
despite experts assuring us she was 
developing neurotypically. When 
she was in third grade, I found myself 
online researching autism traits in 
girls. Based on what I was reading, 
I started to wonder if perhaps I was 
autistic myself.

RECOGNIZING THE MASK
Historically, diagnostic criteria for 
autism were based on male behavior, 
leading to underdiagnosis or late diag-
nosis in girls and women. Autism can 
present differently in boys and girls, 
with boys’ traits tending to be more 
external and noticeable — repetitive 
actions, difficulty responding to non-
verbal cues, or physical behavior that 
appears aggressive, for example.

Autism traits in girls are often 
less apparent. A girl who struggles to 
make eye contact may be seen as shy. 
A girl with an intense special interest 
in art or animals may not catch the 
attention of teachers and parents the 
way a boy with an intense interest 
in machines might. A girl may have 
strong communication skills, which 
goes against the stereotype that kids 
with autism are noncommunicative. 

I was that girl. 
Like a lot of autistic girls, I had an 

easier time making friends in elemen-
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When 
I received 

my diagnosis 
in adulthood, I 

felt relief. It shed 
light on much of the 

friction and difficulty 
I’d experienced 

throughout 
my life.
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tary school, but it was more difficult as 
I got older. Before social situations, I 
would practice mental scripts for how to 
interact — whom to talk to and how long 
to stay in one conversation before I could 
leave. I imitated other people, all the 
while wondering why I was so different. 

Perfectionism, especially in school, 
was one way I tried to fit in. I pushed my-
self hard academically and would get very 
upset if I earned a grade lower than an A. 

I remember my mother taking me 
aside when I was a teenager and telling 
me she worried I wasn’t enjoying life. I 
remember thinking, What does she mean, 
“enjoying life”? I struggled to get through 
each day, constantly thinking about what 
I had to do to get from one thing to the 
next. It takes a lot of energy to pretend 
you’re someone you’re not.

Years later, I saw my own experience 
reflected online in descriptions 
of autistic girls and women. 
I mustered the courage to 
call the Autism Society of 
Minnesota. In November 
2019, I tested and scored 
high for autistic traits. 

My husband and 
family have been very 
supportive as I’ve learned 
to unmask and accept myself 
as I am. I no longer feel so guilty 
about not being able to manage 
everything I think I’m supposed to, and I 
feel better about getting support when I 
need it. 

TELLING MY OWN STORY
As Aidan grew older and more inde-
pendent, I found I finally had the time to 
explore what “enjoying life” might mean 
for me.

I grew up in Calgary, Alberta, watch-
ing pageants — Miss Canada, Miss USA, 
Miss America, Miss Universe, Miss 
World — with my mother. I loved ev-
erything about the events: the glamour, 
confidence, and poise of these women; 
their presence on stage; their advocacy 
and causes. But as a girl of South Asian 
descent, I didn’t see many women who 
looked like me. It never occurred to me 
that competing in pageants was some-
thing I could do.

When I was a freshman in college, 
in 2000, Priyanka Chopra, from India, 
won Miss World. I wondered: Could I 
do something like this? No, I told myself. 
Girls like me don’t do pageants. We 
study and take life seriously. The dream 
lay dormant for another 20-plus years. 

Then, in December 2024, my 
husband and I attended an event with 
self-help guru Tony Robbins (we’re big 
fans). Robbins asked participants what 
they’ve always wanted to do in their 
lives and challenged them to question 
how they could improve themselves so 
they could improve the world. 

I realized I’d always wanted to do 
pageants. And I want to make sure no 
more women and girls feel as alone 
and helpless as I did. 

So, this past July, at the age of 44, I 
competed as Mrs. Minnesota Interna-

tional in the Mrs. International 
competition in Chicago. To 

prepare for the pageant, 
I did weight training 

and toning twice a 
week and took Pilates 
classes at Life Time 
in Edina, Minn. My 

parents-in-law brought 
back red silk fabric from 

their travels in India, and 
I had a gown made from it 

for the evening-gown competi-
tion. To build my platform about 
the importance of autism diagnoses 
in women, I organized events and 
fundraisers leading up to the competi-
tion, and I advocated for my cause on 
social media.

The pageant itself was an incredible 
experience with all the glamour and 
excitement I’d imagined. Although the 
final results didn’t go the way I wanted, 
the pageant gave me exactly what 
I needed. 

During and after, women shared 
their own stories and thanked me for 
teaching them about autism in women 
— reminding me why I competed. 
Crowns and titles are great, but they 
were never the destination. The 
destination has always been raising 
awareness and proving that it is never 
too late to discover who you truly are. 

Feroza’s 
Top 

Takeaways 

1.
Trust your gut. Autistic 
traits in women and girls 
often get overlooked or 
misdiagnosed. Feroza 

recommends consulting 
with a professional if 
you have questions.

3.
Practice self-care. 

If someone you love is 
learning to unmask, take 
time to support yourself 

as you process the 
change, she adds. 

2.
Go through the world 

with compassion. 
“You don’t know what’s 

going on in other 
people’s lives, so always 
extend grace,” she says. 

TELL US  
YOUR STORY 

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

ELmag.com/ 
myturnaround.

I want to 
make sure no 
more women 

and girls  
feel as alone 
and helpless  

as I did.





R E A L  F I T N E S S
THE DEAD HANG is a simple 
but challenging way to test your 
strength, offering an important 
insight into how well you’re 
aging. Put your own coordination, 
mobility, and strength to the test 
with the assessments on page 37.
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Boost your cardio and 
longevity with this high-
intensity interval workout.

THE 
NORWEGIAN 

4×4
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BY RACHEL MACPHERSON, CPT, CSCS

IF YOU HAVE 40 MINUTES 
and access to any piece of cardio 
equipment, you have everything you 
need for one of the most effective 
cardiovascular workouts available. 

The Norwegian 4×4 is a high-
intensity interval workout developed 
in the 1990s by exercise scientists 
Jan Helgerud, PhD, and Jan Hoff, 
PhD, at the Norwegian University of 
Science and Technology. The format 
is simple: four minutes of hard effort 
followed by three minutes of easier 
recovery, repeated four times.

While similar to other types of 
interval training, the 4×4’s focus is 
on correct intensity, not exhaustion. 
And it includes intervals to keep 
your heart working at a high capacity 
long enough to make real changes, 
says Helgerud, a professor of 
medicine and exercise science and 
former head coach of the Norwegian 
national cross-country skiing team. 

“We are not training to be tired,” 
Helgerud explains. “We are training 
to increase how much blood the heart 
can pump per beat.” 

This method focuses on improv
ing VO₂ max, which measures how 
well your body uses oxygen. Having 
a high VO₂ max is a reliable sign of 
a healthy heart and one of the best 
predictors of a long life. And this style 
of long-interval training is especially 
good at improving it. 

In one study, men who did the 4×4 
workout three times a week for eight 
weeks improved their VO₂ max by 
about 6.5 percent; the workout was 
more effective than shorter, faster 
sprints. Additional research suggests 
that the protocol can effectively 
improve aerobic capacity and heart 
health for people with heart disease. 

You can do the workout on a tread-
mill, bike, rower, or anything that lets 
you reach and sustain a high work rate. 

“Running works great, but if that 
isn’t your jam, then use an incline 
and power walk,” says Wes Pedersen, 
SGT coach and member of the GTX 
programming team at Life Time. 
“Anything that works as much of your 
body as possible will get you to your 
target heart-rate zone efficiently.”

Begin by performing this workout 
once weekly as part of a routine that 
includes strength training and lower-
intensity cardio. As your fitness 
improves, or if you are an advanced 
athlete, Helgerud recommends 
working up to two or three sessions 
each week. 

After about two to four weeks, 
the workout will start to feel more 
manageable, he says. Look for 
progress in how quickly you can 
recover during the rest intervals and 
whether you are able to maintain your 
target intensity more consistently. 

By one to two months, Helgerud 
says, you can expect clear 
improvement in your VO₂ max. You’ll 
likely notice a lower resting heart 
rate, a lower heart rate at the same 
pace, and the ability to work harder 
without the same strain. 

Over the longer term, you’ll 
likely hit a normal training plateau 
depending on the total number of 
interval sessions, but see lasting 
improvements in cardiovascular 
health, work capacity, and tolerance 
for high-intensity effort. In your daily 
life, you’ll likely feel less out of breath 
during physical activity and have 
more energy when you need to push 
yourself. “This is where you feel fitter,” 
Helgerud says.P
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Like all high-intensity 
interval training (HIIT) rou-
tines, the Norwegian 4×4 
relies on variations in heart 
rate to elicit cardiovascular 
adaptations. Work inter-
vals are followed by recov-
ery intervals, the combina-
tion of which causes your 
heart rate to increase and 
decrease significantly. 

For best results, it helps 
to know your maximum 
heart rate and your heart-
rate zones. This ensures 
that you’re working 
appropriately hard and 
recovering sufficiently. An 
active metabolic assess-
ment (AMA), available at 
some health clubs and labs, 
can measure your heart-
rate zones, and a heart-rate 
monitor allows you to track 
how hard you’re work-
ing during a HIIT session. 
(Learn more at ELmag 
.com/AMA.) 

You can also perform 
the following workout by 
feel, using your breath and 
conversation rate to assess 
how hard you’re working. 
But take heed: “Most people 
take their recovery inter-
vals too hard and their work 
intervals too easy,” says 
Pedersen. “The goal with 
Norwegian VO₂ max train-
ing is to create large differ-
ences between work and 
rest intervals to stimulate 
as much intensity at the top 
end of effort as possible.” 

WARM UP  
(6–10 MINUTES) 

Warm up to an easy 
pace, gradually build-
ing to about 60 to 
70 percent of your 
maximum heart rate.

MAIN SET  
(25 MINUTES)

Repeat the following 
intervals four times:

• Work: Four minutes 
at high effort (high 
zone 4, or 85 to 95 per-
cent of your maximum 
heart rate). “You should 
be able to speak a few 
words but not full sen-
tences,” says Helgerud. 
Pace yourself so that 
you can complete all 
four intervals at the 
same intensity. “You 
should be able to go 
for an extra minute 
or an extra four-
minute interval!” 

• Rest: Three minutes 
of active recovery 
(zone 2, or 60 to 70 
percent of your max 
heart rate). Drop to an 
easy pace but don’t 
stop moving during 
the recovery. 

COOL DOWN  
(5–10 MINUTES)

Progressively ease 
back to very light 
cardio, then stretch.

THE 
WORKOUT 

WARM UP

MAIN SET

COOL DOWN

5–10
min.

6–10
min.
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RACHEL MACPHERSON, CPT, CSCS, is a writer and certified 
fitness coach based in Nova Scotia.

TRY THE  
NORWEGIAN 4×4

Ready to give this challenging 
workout a go? Scan the QR code 

to find it in the Life Time app. 

The Norwegian 4×4 is ideal for regular exercisers who can 
already handle steady cardio. For beginners and those not quite 
ready for the full 4×4, Wes Pedersen, SGT coach and member 
of the GTX programming team at Life Time, offers the following 
modified version to help build your fitness base. 

WARM UP (8–12 MINUTES)

Warm up from an easy pace, gradually building to about 60 to 
70 percent of your maximum heart rate. 

MAIN SET (18 MINUTES)

Perform the following progressive intervals, interspersed with 
two minutes at recovery pace. 

Interval 1: Three minutes at zone 2 effort. This pace should al-
low you to breathe through your nose or hold an easy conversa-
tion. Take two minutes of active recovery before moving to the 
next interval. 

Interval 2: Three minutes at zone 3 effort. At this pace, you’ll 
likely feel your breathing pick up, but you can still talk in full 
sentences or sing along to a few bars of a song, says Pedersen. 
Slow down for two minutes of active recovery. 

Intervals 3 and 4: Three minutes at zone 4 effort. This is an 
intensity that feels like hard work; you’re breathing hard and 
are limited to speaking a sentence or two at a time. Take two 
minutes of active recovery, then repeat for the fourth interval. 

COOL DOWN (5–10 MINUTES)

Progressively ease back to very light cardio, then stretch. 

BUILD 
YOUR BASE 

WARM UP

MAIN SET

COOL DOWN

18
min.

5–10
min.

8–12
min.



TAKE ADVANTAGE OF 
MEMBER EXCLUSIVES

ACCESS VIA THE LT APP

Discover premium offers from 
brands you love, curated just 

for Life Time members.

©2026 LIFE TIME, INC. All rights reserved. etmg261269400



To perform this 
variation, bend 
your knees 
and maintain 
the bend as 
you raise and 
lower your 
heels. Keep 
your weight 
over your heels 
throughout 
the move.

BENT-LEG CALF RAISE
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1. Feel the 
stretch. Position 

your toes and the 
balls of your feet on a 
platform, plate, stair, 
step, or other elevated 
surface. At the bottom 
of each rep, allow your 
heels to drop until you 
feel a light, but not 
painful, stretch. 

BY MAGGIE FAZELI FARD,  
RKC, MFT-1, ALPHA, CSMC

THE  
CALF RAISE

THE CALF RAISE is a small but 
mighty move. It strengthens the 
lower leg muscles, supporting your 
endeavors to jump higher, squat 
heavier, run faster, and generally 
keep your ankles, knees, and hips 
healthy. Because the calves also play 
a vital role in blood flow — they’re 
commonly referred to as your 
“second heart” — calf raises can help 
ensure proper circulatory function. 

Variations on the calf raise 
target the muscles of the lower leg 
differently. Standing calf raises can 
be done with straight legs to target 
the gastrocnemius, the visible lower-
leg muscle responsible for explosive 
movements. Calf raises with bent 
knees target the soleus, the deeper 
muscle that supports endurance 
and posture. 

You can further modify the move 
by doing calf raises while seated on 
a bench or chair, or on a leg-press 
machine. Progress the challenge 
by adding weight or doing single-
leg variations.

Three cues to fine-tune your form.

MAGGIE FAZELI FARD, RKC, MFT-1, ALPHA, CSMC, is Experience Life’s editorial director of fitness.

2. Hit the gas. 
Rather than 

trying to raise your 
heels up, bring your 
attention to pressing 
down through the 
balls of your feet — 
as though you are 
pressing a gas pedal 
with each foot. Your 
heels will naturally rise. 

3. Move straight up 
and down. Avoid 

rocking back and forth 
to gain height, maintain 
balance, or gather 
momentum in your reps. 
Imagine that your torso 
is an elevator moving up 
and down; avoid jostling 
the imaginary passengers. 
Use a pole or other sturdy 
object for support. 

P
H

O
T

O
S:

 K
EV

IN
 D

IX
O

N
; S

T
Y

LI
N

G
: P

A
M

 B
R

A
N

D
; M

O
D

EL
: N

EH
EM

IA
H

 O
W

U
SU



R
E

A
L 

FI
T

N
ES

S
    

L
EV

EL
 U

P

How to confidently return to exercise after a heart attack. 

Back on 
THE BEAT

BY ANDREW HEFFERNAN, CSCS

wherever it is, you can expect to fol-
low a few general guidelines. 

A SLOW AND STEADY APPROACH
Your first day in outpatient rehab — 
which should take place as soon as 
possible after you leave the hospital 
— begins with goal-setting: Are you 
hoping to resume your normal daily 
activities? Or are you shooting for 
something more rigorous, like surfing, 
tennis, or triathlons? 

Any goal is fine, says Bhojraj. Just 
know that progress after a heart 
attack — as in any fitness program — 
requires patience, time, and effort. 

“Once, a patient told me he was 
going for a short jog and ended up 
running 15 miles,” he recalls. “Our job 
is helping people find the middle path 
between being afraid to do anything 
and wanting to run an ultramarathon 
in a week.” 

BEING WARY about exercise after 
a heart attack is understandable. You 
may wonder if another cardiac event 
is imminent and worry about the 
slightest twinge or flutter. As a result, 
you might hesitate to do exactly what 
you need to do to get better — namely, 
get your heart rate up.

“People are frequently terrified,” 
says integrative cardiologist Mimi 
Guarneri, MD, FACC, author of The 
Heart Speaks: A Cardiologist Reveals 
the Secret Language of Healing. “They 
don’t know what just hit them. Some 
people go home without a founda-
tional understanding of any of it.” 

That’s why the first thing to do after 
a heart attack is enroll in a cardiac 
rehabilitation program, says Guarneri. 
These roughly 12-week, 36-session 
programs — available in person or 
at home and typically covered by 
insurance — have been shown to 

reduce the risk of mortality or hospital 
readmission by more than 40 percent. 

A cardiologist and a team of spe-
cialized trainers design your program 
based on your goals and current 
capacity, then guide you through 
the earliest phases of recovery. The 
program can help you return to — and 
potentially exceed — your pre-heart-
attack fitness level. 

“There are flavors of heart attack; 
it’s not just black and white,” says in-
terventional and integrative cardiolo-
gist Sanjay Bhojraj, MD, FACC. “For 
some people, we may have to put in 
an artificial device, which is compli-
cated; others come in on Tuesday, go 
home on Wednesday, and they’re in 
the gym a few days after discharge.” 

Only the professionals can tell you 
where you fall on that spectrum, but 
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ANDREW HEFFERNAN, CSCS, is an 
Experience Life contributing editor.

Once you know where you want to 
go, he says, “we can reverse engineer 
your training program from there.” 

First steps for this phase of the pro-
gram are just that: steps, usually on a 
treadmill, with a heart-rate monitor to 
ensure your safety. Walking — as well 
as cardiovascular activities like swim-
ming or cycling — increases your heart 
rate, circulates blood, and decreases 
blood pressure and cardiovascular 
risk over time. Your coaches will keep 
the duration short and the intensity 
low and monitor your fatigue level 
and well-being throughout. 

These early phases are safe. 
Bhojraj notes that in 15 years, he’s seen 
very few true cardiac events occur in a 
cardiac-rehab program. The primary 
intention is to help you feel confident 
exerting yourself again. “A lot of the 
early phase is psychological,” he says. 

Strength training can comple-
ment the heart-building effects of 
aerobic exercise; it’s now a standard 
part of many rehab programs. As you 
curl and squat and press, your body 
releases nitric oxide. This relaxes the 
lining of your blood vessels, boosting 
what’s known as endothelial function, 
a key marker of vascular health. 

Research also suggests that combin-
ing aerobic and strength work can be 
more effective for reducing blood sugar 
and lowering insulin resistance — other 
major risk factors for heart attacks — 
than either form of exercise alone. 

As with cardio training, strength 
work in the early phases of cardiac 
rehab begins gently: lighter weights 
and higher reps, with a focus on form 
over exertion. If you’ve never lifted 
before, this low-stress approach will 
introduce your muscles to strength 
work without causing undue soreness. 
If you know your way around the gym, 
it’s a useful reminder of the basics of 
mechanics, form, and breath. 

BEYOND THE BODY
Physical rehabilitation is only part of 
the process. “It’s emotional, mental, 
even spiritual,” says Guarneri. “All of 
those factors affect heart health.” 

To that end, cardiac rehab often 
includes education on nutrition, 
stress management, and other life-
style habits that influence long-term 
outcomes. Some programs offer 
classes in cooking, yoga, and medita-
tion — all of which can empower you 
to take charge of your health. Practic-
es like meditation can reduce the risk 
of cardiovascular events; one study 
found that people who meditated for 
15 to 20 minutes twice a day over time 

cut their risk nearly in half. Quitting 
smoking and eating a plant-forward 
diet can further reduce risk, even in 
people with a genetic propensity for 
heart attacks. 

“If you have good genes and a bad 
lifestyle, you do worse than someone 
with bad genes and a good lifestyle,” 
says Guarneri. 

Finally, if your program takes place 
in a group setting, the most under-
rated perk of cardiac rehab might be 
the community you can build there. 
Social isolation and loneliness have 
been shown to increase the risk of 
heart attack by 29 percent and the 
risk of stroke by 32 percent. 

In program counseling sessions, 
participants share stories, ongoing 
anxieties, and coping strategies, and 
they may benefit as much from the 
interaction as from the practical tips. 

Returning patients, back for a workup 
or a workout, often support newer ones. 

“People go into a program, and all 
of a sudden they have 15 new friends,” 
Guarneri says.

REGAINING CONTROL
With these early steps — lighter 
workouts, lifestyle shifts, and 
psychological support — gradual 
improvement is the order of the 
day. Your doctor may have you on 

medications that reduce heart rate, so 
if you typically use a monitor to track 
your effort level, Bhojraj recommends 
reducing your estimated max heart 
rate and your training zones by 10 to 
20 percent.

After two to four weeks of super-
vised training, Bhojraj has found, 
most people are able to start adding 
unsupervised workouts outside the 
program, increasing the intensity 
and duration of their sessions over 
time — just as you would in a normal 
fitness program. 

“When people come out of the 
hospital, they feel like they have no 
power,” says Guarneri. “In cardiac re-
hab, you learn that the health of your 
heart is in your hands.”  

“When people come 
out of the hospital, 
they feel like they 
have no power. In 

cardiac rehab, you 
learn that the health 

of your heart is in 
your hands.” 
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FALSE. The common belief that 
weight machines are safer than free 
weights is a misconception. In fact, 
both machines and free weights have 
benefits and drawbacks that vary 
from person to person. Moreover, 
all forms of strength training — 
machines, barbells, dumbbells, body 
weight, bands, kettlebells, and others 
— are largely effective and safe. 

Pitting machines against free 
weights overlooks a more important 
safety concern: The risks incurred 
by not strength training far outstrip 
any risks posed by the modality you 
might choose.

“Eighty to 90 percent of people 
already don’t meet the recommended 
amount of muscle-strengthening 
activity,” says Austin Current, 
NSCA-CSCS, author of Science of 
Strength Training. 

People who don’t strength train risk 
losing muscle mass, dropping bone 
density, becoming frailer, losing mobil-
ity, changing metabolically, developing 
cardiovascular issues, and compro-
mising their mental health. Regular 
strength work — regardless of the 
equipment — is a great line of defense 
against these whole-body risks.

So why does the false dichotomy per-
sist? Mostly, it’s a matter of perception. 

Weight machines seem like the 
perfect solution for beginners and 
anyone with an aversion to lifting 
weights. Most machines feel smooth, 
stable, and safe from the first rep. 
It’s easy to feel the muscles working. 
You’re seated in a padded chair, mov-
ing a padded lever arm, using weights 
that move along an enclosed track. 

This can initially feel like a far safer 
bet than handling barbells, dumb-

might not fit you. Using them may 
put undue pressure on your joints, 
resulting in pain and possibly injury 
over time. 

Even if you’re an average-size 
lifter, the path of your arms and legs 
is still determined by the machine: 
Your wrists, hips, spine, and ankles 
may all be locked into place, prevent-
ing subtle adjustments that could 
make the movements more comfort-
able and guard against repetitive-
use strain. 

Then there’s the issue of usabil-
ity. Machines appear simple and 
intuitive, says Rusin, and people may 
not bother adjusting seat height or 
backrest angle — they jump on the 
machine as is, further inviting strain. 

Free weights avoid many of these 
shortcomings; a 5-foot gymnast 
and a 7-foot NBA player can both 
perform dumbbell presses or lunges 
or rows with the same tools — no 
adjustments necessary. And each 
lifter can modify each exercise in the 
way that feels best for them. 

Again, “consistent muscle 
strengthening is the priority,” says 
Current. Whether you use machines 
or free weights — or, more likely, a 
combination of different tools — take 
the time to learn proper setup and 
form. Enlist the help of a trainer or 
coach, and use the type of resistance 
that makes you feel comfortable, so 
you can work hard while managing 
joint pain or discomfort throughout 
your workout. 

Aim for a routine that makes you 
feel better, not worse. 

The Great  
Weight Debate 

True or false: Machines are safer than free weights. 

BY ANDREW HEFFERNAN, CSCS

bells, and other free weights, which, as 
the name suggests, are free to move 
anywhere — including off the rack 
and onto your big toe. 

But first impressions can be 
deceiving. In the long term, says 
John Rusin, DPT, a strength-and-
conditioning coach, injury-prevention 
specialist, and founder of the Pain-
Free Performance Specialist Certi-
fication program, “free weights are 
probably safer than machines.” 

MACHINES VERSUS 
FREE WEIGHTS
Research suggests that the most 
serious, acute injuries tend to occur 
in home gyms when, for example, a 
lifter bench-presses a barbell without 
a spotter. But these injuries are pre-
ventable (don’t bench-press without a 
spotter) and rare. 

Far more common among regular 
lifters are long-term, repetitive-use 
injuries that may not warrant a trip 
to urgent care but can neverthe-
less erode your capacity to move 
freely over time. This type of injury 
— undramatic but debilitating — is 
much more likely to result from 
using machines than free weights, 
says Rusin.

Machines, he explains, are designed 
to keep you safe while you’re using 
them but “not necessarily to keep your 
joints healthy in the long term.” Con-
sequently, he adds, “they often create 
more chronic joint stress.” 

The adjustable seats, lever arms, 
and angles of motion on strength 
machines are designed to accommo-
date the average user. If you’re a little 
taller or shorter, or have different 
proportions than average, machines 
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THE GOAL with longevity is not 
simply to lengthen your lifespan but 
also to prolong your healthspan — 
that is, how long you remain mobile, 
functional, and in good health. 
Research shows that strength, 
balance, and coordination tests can 
help assess how your body is aging 
and reveal opportunities to shore up 
your fitness for the years to come. 

Start with three simple, science-
backed assessments. 
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3 DIY 
Longevity Tests
Assess your strength, balance, and coordination. 

BY JESSICA MIGALA

SINGLE-LEG BALANCE

What it shows: Research has 
found that poor one-legged 
balance is a reliable indica-

tor of age-related decline in muscle 
strength and nervous-system coordina-
tion. “The ability to stabilize your body on 
one leg is involved in so many move-
ments, including stepping, lunging, and 
reaching up to grab something,” explains 
Christine Cernera, CPT, a personal 
trainer specializing in senior fitness. “As 
we get older, we naturally lose muscle 
mass and our reaction times slow. That’s 
why intentionally practicing balance, 
along with strength training, becomes 
increasingly important for maintaining 
stability and reducing fall risk.” 

About one in four U.S. adults age 65 
and older reports falling each year, and 
falls are the leading cause of injury-
related death among seniors. 

How to test: Stand on one leg and  
hold the pose for as long as you can. 
Switch legs and repeat. Aim for at least 
30 seconds per side. 

How to improve: For a full-body 
balance workout, visit ELmag.com/ 
balanceexercises.

SIT–STAND

What it shows: Your ability to sit 
down and rise back up shows three 
important components of aging 

with good function. First, it indicates your 
general mobility and your ability to move 
your limbs through their range of motion. 
Second, it indicates coordination, or your 
ability to balance and move in space. And, 
finally, it’s indicative of your physical strength, 
because you leverage your body using mus-
cular power and force to push off the floor. 

“We need to practice getting down to get 
up,” says Jayme Zylstra, a yoga instructor, 
group fitness coach, and digital performer 
for ARORA at Life Time who specializes in 
working with older adults. “When we lose 
this skill, our world shrinks. A simple fall 
becomes a crisis, and getting stuck on the 
floor is a scary, heartbreaking blow to a 
person’s autonomy. Treat this simple move-
ment as a daily independence check.”

How to test: Start by testing your ability to 
sit and rise from a chair. Without using your 
hands, sit down on a chair and stand back 
up as many times as you can in 30 sec-
onds. If you’re between the ages of 60 and 
64 and perform fewer than 14 sit–stands 
(men) or 12 sit–stands (women), you are 
at an increased risk of falling, according 
to the National Center for Injury Preven-
tion and Control at the CDC. The standard 
decreases with age. At 70, the baseline goal 
is 12 reps for men and 10 reps for women; 
by 80, the goal is 10 and nine reps; and by 
90, it’s seven and four reps. 

The next-level test is your ability to sit 
and rise from the floor without assistance, 
which is associated with lower mortality 
risk. Aim to complete one rep without the 
aid of your hands, knees, forearms, or other 
tools. This is a tough challenge for most 
people, so view the result as an opportunity 
for improvement.

 
How to improve: For exercise ideas to help 
you get down on the floor and back up with 
ease, visit ELmag.com/getupstandup. 

GRIP STRENGTH

What it shows: For 
decades, studies have 
linked greater grip 

strength to reduced mortality risk 
and a lower likelihood of developing 
heart disease. We know grip 
strength is important for daily 
tasks like opening jars or carrying 
groceries. As an assessment, it 
indicates your overall muscular 
strength and function, bone 
mineral density, fracture and fall 
risk, nutrition status, and cognition. 

How to test: Grip strength can be 
measured with a tool called a hand 
dynamometer, but not everyone 
has access to one. Instead, sug-
gests healthy-aging specialist Amy 
Peters, CSCS, test yourself with 
a heavy farmer’s carry or a dead 
hang. To perform the carry, grasp 
weights in both hands (kettlebells, 
dumbbells, sandbags, and a trap 
bar are all good options) and see 
how long you can hold on while 
walking. Aim to carry at least half 
your body weight in your hands for 
30 to 60 seconds. 

Alternatively, do a dead hang: 
Grasp a pull-up bar with both 
hands and hang as long as you can 
with both feet off the ground. Aim 
for 30 to 60 seconds. 

How to improve: “I’ve seen 
people go and focus on 
improving grip strength speci
fically, but this misses the point,” 
says Peters. “Grip strength is the 
result of performing activities 
that require strength.” For a full-
body grip-strength workout, visit 
ELmag.com/gripworkout. 

1. 

2. 3. 





R E A L  F O O D
CAST-IRON SKILLETS are a 
legendary kitchen staple — and 
they’re more versatile than you 
may think. Starting on page 48, 
find recipes for a butter-bean 
dish reminiscent of French 
onion soup, a spicy tomato 
shrimp skillet, and a protein-
packed spin on shepherd’s pie. 
(Get the recipe for the Gooey 
Pecan-Pie Bars pictured here at 
ELmag.com/castironrecipes.)
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THE HOLIDAY SEASON can be full of 
celebration and connection. It’s also one of 
the most stressful stretches on the calendar. 
Financial pressures, packed schedules, social 
dynamics, and shorter days can all take a toll on 
the body — especially the heart.

Stress can trigger the body’s fight-or-flight 
response, which involves a cascade of hor-
mones designed to help you react to immediate 
danger. Adrenaline and noradrenaline speed 
up the heart rate, raise blood pressure, and 
cause arteries to constrict. And cortisol, another 
stress hormone, can drive up blood sugar and 
weaken the immune system. 

“Taken together, these hormones increase 
cardiovascular events and are independent risk 
factors for cardiovascular disease,” explains 
Mimi Guarneri, MD, FACC, a functional-
medicine cardiologist and president of the 
Academy of Integrative Health and Medicine.

When stress becomes chronic or recurring 
— as it can for many of us during the holiday 
season — these effects multiply. Repeated acti-
vation of your body’s stress systems can dam-
age blood-vessel linings, promote low-grade 

inflammation, and lead to the buildup of fatty 
deposits that narrow arteries and raise the risk 
of heart attack and stroke. 

You may feel that end-of-year stress is 
beyond your control, but what you eat through-
out the holiday season can give your heart some 
welcome support. 

“The true cause of cardiovascular disease is 
inflammation and oxidative stress,” Guarneri 
explains. “The inflammation and oxidation can 
be helped by eating anti-inflammatory foods.”

A good starting point, says Elizabeth Boham, 
MD, MS, RD, medical director at the UltraWell-
ness Center in Lenox, Mass., is keeping blood 
sugar steady. “When your blood sugar and insu-
lin are balanced, you feel more calm,” she says. 
“You’ll also have more energy, and it’s good for 
your heart health.” 

From there, key nutrients — including mag-
nesium, omega-3 fatty acids, fiber, and polyphe-
nols — can support your cardiovascular system. 
And because these nutrients come packaged in 
whole foods, getting more of them is as easy as 
grabbing a handful of walnuts, a colorful salad, 
or a cup of green tea.
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EATING  
FOR A 
CALM HEART
Prioritize these heart-healthy nutrients to support your 
cardiovascular system through seasonal stress.

BY RACHEL MACPHERSON
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MAGNESIUM
This key mineral is involved 
in more than 300 biochemical 
reactions, including muscle 
contraction, nerve signaling, 
and blood-sugar regulation. 
For the heart, magnesium’s 
most important job may be 
promoting relaxation.

“Having adequate magne-
sium helps the muscles in the 
arteries relax, and that results 
in better blood pressure,” says 
Boham. “Having a 
healthier blood 
pressure is asso
ciated with less 
cardiovascu-
lar disease.”

This 
relaxation 
is important 
because 
stress has the 
opposite effect — 
it produces tension. 
When your fight-or-
flight system activates, your 
blood vessels tighten and your 
heart works harder to circulate 
blood. Magnesium helps counter-
act that response by helping your 
body produce nitric oxide, which 
cues the blood vessels to open 
up so blood can flow more easily.

Not getting enough magne-
sium can have serious effects 
on your health. Low levels are 
linked to high blood pressure, 
an irregular heartbeat, and a 
higher risk of heart disease 
and stroke. Guarneri notes that 
magnesium and potassium 
deficiencies are both connected 
to atrial fibrillation.

Beyond the heart, magne-
sium supports sleep quality 
and mood, which tend to suffer 
during stressful periods.

The richest whole-food 
sources of magnesium include 

dark leafy greens (like spinach 
and Swiss chard), pumpkin 
seeds, almonds, cashews, black 
beans, and avocados. Whole 
grains, such as oats and brown 
rice, contain good amounts too. 
Even dark chocolate (70 percent 
cacao or higher) provides a 
decent dose per ounce.

Boham recommends boost-
ing magnesium (along with fiber, 
healthy fats, and protein) with a 

daily quarter cup of raw, 
unsalted nuts.

If your diet is 
heavy on highly 

processed 
foods, you 
might not be 
able to get 
enough mag-

nesium from 
food alone. In 

addition to dietary 
shifts, supplementa-

tion can help. Boham 
recommends magnesium glyci-
nate or magnesium L-threonate, 
more absorbable forms that 
can also support relaxation 
and sleep. 

Magnesium-citrate supple-
ments are another option, 
though they can have a mild 
laxative effect. Still, this may 
be useful if you’re dealing with 
sluggish digestion during the 
holidays, Boham says. (Learn 
more about the health benefits 
of magnesium at ELmag.com/
magnesium.) 

Guarneri highly recommends 
testing before choosing to 
supplement. “Most nutrients in 
the body can be measured with 
simple blood and urine tests,” 
she says. “A simple rule is to use 
supplements to correct a defi-
ciency, or therapeutically, such 
as to lower cholesterol.”

“Having 
adequate 

magnesium helps 
the muscles in 

the arteries relax, 
and that results 
in better blood 

pressure.”



OMEGA-3 FATTY ACIDS
These essential fats, which the body can’t 
produce on its own, help lower inflammation. 
“A diet rich in omega-3 fats is linked with less 
cardiovascular disease,” Boham says. 

So if being grilled about your relationship 
status at your aunt’s solstice party has you 
frazzled, reach for the fish platter.

Eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and 
docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) are found 
mostly in fatty fish. Studies show they help 
blood-vessel walls expand and contract, 
make arteries less stiff, and can lower blood 

pressure. They’re even used in prescription-
strength doses to lower triglycerides, a fat 

in the blood that can increase heart-
disease risk.

A 2018 study published in Psycho-
neuroendocrinology found that lower 

omega-3 levels were linked to higher inflam-
mation, elevated evening cortisol, and a faster 
resting heart rate — all signs that the body isn’t 
calming down properly after experiencing 
tension. Getting enough omega-3s may help 
your body bounce back more effectively from 
stressful events. 

Guarneri recommends eating more wild 
salmon, sardines, mackerel, anchovies, and 
herring. These fish are rich in EPA and DHA 
and provide protein, vitamin D, and vital 
minerals. Boham suggests adding sardines 
to a salad with walnuts for a quick, nutrient-
dense meal with plenty of omega-3s, protein, 
and fiber all in one bowl.

If you don’t eat fish, you can get omega-3s 
from plant sources like walnuts, flaxseed, chia 
seeds, and hemp seeds. These contain alpha-
linolenic acid (ALA), a form of omega-3 that the 
body can convert in small amounts into EPA 
and DHA. (Learn more about what omega-3s 
can do for you at ELmag.com/omegabalance.) 

Many people don’t get enough omega-3s  
from diet alone, according to Boham. 
“Fish-oil supplements are a good source of 
omega-3 fats that help lower inflammation,” 
she says. Guarneri adds that if you decide to 
use them to address high triglycerides, get 
guidance from a healthcare provider. Look 
for products that list EPA and DHA content 
on the label and choose brands tested by 
third-party organizations for purity.
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FIBER
It may not be the first nutrient you 
think of for heart health, but large 
population studies link eating more 
fiber to lower rates of heart disease, 
stroke, and cardiovascular death. 

“Whole grains and fiber lower 
blood sugar and cholesterol,” Guarneri 
says. In fact, for every 7 grams of fiber 
you eat daily, your risk of cardiovascu-
lar disease drops by about 9 percent.

If you’d like to enjoy the occa-
sional holiday treat while keeping 
your blood sugar steady, fiber is your 
best ally. “It slows the digestion and 
absorption of food and prevents 
spikes in insulin and blood sugar,” 
Boham explains. 

When blood sugar spikes too 
often, it can lead to insulin resis-
tance, in which cells stop responding 
normally to insulin. This increases 
cardiovascular risk.

Certain types of fiber also feed 
beneficial gut bacteria, which pro-
duce short-chain fatty acids. These 
compounds help support immune 

balance, reduce inflammation, and 
lower blood pressure, all of which 
lessen stress on the heart. (Learn 
more about the many health benefits 
of fiber at ELmag.com/fiber.) 

You can get more fiber from 
a variety of whole-food sources, 
including whole grains such as 
oats, barley, and brown 
rice. Legumes like 
black beans, lentils, 
and chickpeas are 
particularly valuable 
because they pro-
vide a combination 
of soluble and insol-
uble fiber along with 
heart-healthy plant 
protein. Nuts and seeds 
add fiber plus healthy fats 
and important minerals, like 
magnesium and potassium. 

Fruits such as apples, pears, and 
citrus are rich in soluble fiber, which 
binds to bile acids in the gut and 
helps escort them out of the body, 

If you’d 
like to enjoy 

the occasional 
holiday treat 

while keeping 
your blood sugar 

steady, fiber is 
your best ally. 

reducing LDL cholesterol. Vegeta-
bles like peas, Brussels sprouts, and 
sweet potatoes contribute insoluble 
fiber, which supports digestion and 
promotes fullness. 

Most experts recommend aiming 
for a daily target of 25 to 38 grams of 

fiber from a mix of these sources, 
so head for the fruit and 

veggie platter at your 
next holiday event.

If you struggle 
to meet your fiber 
goal through food, 
you could con-
sider supplements. 

Boham recommends 
organic psyllium 

husk, a soluble fiber 
that feeds beneficial gut 

bacteria and can help lower 
cholesterol and improve digestion. 
Start slowly and increase gradually, 
since adding too much too quickly can 
cause bloating and discomfort. (Get 
more fiber-friendly tips on page 46.) 
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RACHEL MACPHERSON is a freelance writer and certified nutrition coach based in 
Nova Scotia.

LOW-STRESS  
HOLIDAY EATING

Beyond providing the right nutri-
ents, good dietary habits can help 
keep your heart steady through 
a hectic season. Try some of 
these simple tips to stay on an 
even keel. 

Don’t skip meals. It’s tempt-
ing to save your appetite for a 
holiday party, but it’s not the best 
choice for your health, Boham 
says. “When we skip meals, we get 
hungrier later in the day and may 
overeat.” Aim for regular meals 
to help keep blood sugar and 
energy stable.

Stay hydrated. Even mild 
dehydration can activate hor
mones that raise blood pressure 
and increase sympathetic nervous 
system activity, the same fight-or-
flight response triggered by stress. 
Plus, drinking enough water can 
help you feel full and supports 
digestion, Boham explains.

Be careful with caffeine. 
Caffeine can raise blood pressure, 
especially in higher doses, and 
regular caffeine intake can make 
it harder to recover from stress. “It 
may seem like it’s helping you get 
everything done, but it can cause 
anxiety, keep you up at night, and 
result in you feeling even more 
tired,” Boham explains. If you’re 
already on edge, consider reducing 
your caffeine intake.

Moderate alcohol. Having more 
than two drinks per day increases 
your risk of high blood pressure. 
The more you drink, the higher that 
risk becomes, potentially damaging 
your heart and kidneys. At holiday 
gatherings, alternating alcoholic 
drinks with water is a simple way to 
slow the pace. “I add lemon or lime 
to my water or seltzer to make it 
more fun,” Boham adds.

POLYPHENOLS
These natural compounds are 
found in colorful fruits and veg-
etables, herbs, spices, tea, and 
dark chocolate. Researchers study 
them for their ability to reduce 
inflammation, improve blood-
vessel function, and protect the 
body from the oxidative damage 
caused by stress.

“Polyphenols are components 
in foods that have many health-
ful benefits for us,” says Boham. 
“They are anti-inflammatory and 
have been associated with less 
insulin resistance.” 

She points to curcumin (found 
in turmeric), quercetin (in onions 
and apples), and resveratrol (in 
grapes and berries) as examples. 
EGCG, a polyphenol in green tea, 
may also improve insulin sensitiv-
ity, she notes.

In blood vessels, polyphenols 
help increase nitric oxide — the 
same molecule supported by 
magnesium — which signals the 
arteries to relax and widen. This 
can improve blood flow and lower 
blood pressure. Polyphenols also 
neutralize unstable molecules that 
damage cells, reduce the oxidation 
of plaque-forming LDL cholesterol, 
and may help prevent blood clots.

In the gut, polyphenols act like 
prebiotics, feeding beneficial bacte-
ria that create the same short-chain 
fatty acids produced by dietary 
fiber. Scientists are still studying 
the link between the gut and the 
heart, but research shows that a 

healthy balance of gut bacteria 
supports immune function, lowers 
inflammation, and may help main-
tain better blood pressure.

Eating a wide variety of colorful 
plant foods is the simplest way to 
get more polyphenols. Boham rec-
ommends aiming to eat every color 
of the rainbow every day. “Pome-
granate for ellagic acid, squash 
for quercetin, yellow peppers for 
luteolin, and purple cabbage for 
anthocyanins,” she says. “Just to 
name a few.”

Guarneri adds that herbs and 
spices can be especially concen-
trated sources of polyphenols. “Saf-
fron, turmeric, basil, and rosemary 
are all anti-inflammatory,” she says. 

Dark berries also pack a big 
polyphenol punch in a small pack-
age. Organic green and black teas, 
organic coffee, extra-virgin olive 
oil, and dark chocolate (70 percent 
cacao or higher) are additional 
sources that are easy to add to your 
diet during the holidays — or any 
time of year.

Polyphenols work best when 
paired with the fiber, vitamins, 
and other phytonutrients in whole 
foods. Some evidence suggests that 
high-dose polyphenol supplements 
can cause more harm than good 
by generating oxidative stress and 
affecting hormone balance. If you 
feel you’re not getting enough poly-
phenols, skip the supplements and 
fill your plate with more colorful 
foods instead. 
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for any grains-and-greens situa-
tion, but do be aware that it’s not 
gluten-free. If anyone at your table 
is avoiding gluten, try wild rice or 
quinoa instead.

This salad includes a modest 
amount of protein from a few dif-
ferent sources: the farro, walnuts, 
and feta cheese. If you’re looking for 
more, add a can of chickpeas to the 
pan for the last roasting step, or serve 
the salad with poached eggs or some 
cooked chicken or fish. 

Like a lot of produce, mustard 
greens are available year-round — but 
they’re at their most flavorful and 
nutritious during their peak season. 

Here in Minnesota, that window 
is mid-to-late fall, which is also when 
the local rabbit population starts 
treating my modest backyard garden 
like an all-you-can-eat salad bar. 
They eat my cabbages and cauliflow-
er, gnaw the tops from my carrots 
and radishes, and chew through the 
leaves of every last herb I dare to 
raise — but they leave my mustard 
greens alone. They’re too spicy for 
bunny palates, but to me, that sharp, 
pungent flavor just tastes like fall.

Roasted Squash Salad
With Farro and Mustard Greens

BY KAELYN RILEY

This vegetarian dish is packed with fall flavors.

is edible when cooked, so I leave it 
on to save prep time and add a little 
extra fiber. You can peel your delicata 
if you prefer, or swap in a differ-
ent winter squash, like butternut or 
kabocha. They all roast up beautifully 
and give the salad a touch of sweet-
ness, along with heart-healthy potas-
sium and vitamin C.

Winter squash is also rich in 
carotenoids, plant pigments that give 
the flesh its yellow and orange colors. 
Your body converts several of these 
carotenoids — compounds like beta-
carotene and alpha-carotene — into 
vitamin A to support your immune 
system and vision, as well as cell 
growth and development. Carot-
enoids also act as antioxidants and 
are fat-soluble, so eating the squash 
with a healthy fat (like the olive oil in 
this recipe) can improve your body’s 
ability to absorb these vital nutrients. 

Cooked farro adds a bit of protein 
and fiber to this dish. It also acts as 
a kind of anchoring hearty element 
— something any good salad needs 
if I’m going to crave it in the colder 
months. Farro’s nutty flavor and 
chewy texture make it my top pick 
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I LOVE GREENS in every season: 
sturdy collards and Swiss chard in the 
winter, peppery arugula and water-
cress in the spring, raw mesclun by the 
pound through the sweltering sum-
mer heat. And if I’m eating a salad in 
the fall — and I usually am — you can 
bet it’s made with mustard greens.

One of the most underrated bras-
sicas (a close relative of more popular 
picks like cabbage, broccoli, and kale), 
mustard greens are spicy and punchy, 
with a sinus-clearing effect not unlike 
wasabi or horseradish. Because they 
bring so much flavor to the table, they 
lend themselves well to a salad like 
this one, with a simple dressing of 
olive oil and lemon juice to balance 
their heat without competing with it.

If your mustard greens are smaller 
and younger, they’ll be more delicate 
and milder in flavor, but they’ll still 
work well for this recipe; just handle 
them gently during the massaging 
step. You can also use another leafy 
green, like kale or Swiss chard, and 
add a dab of Dijon along with the 
olive oil and salt to dress the greens.

I like using delicata squash for this 
salad because its thin, tender skin 
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KAELYN RILEY is Experience Life’s editorial director of food and nutrition.

1 medium delicata squash 
(about 1½ lb.)

¾ cup chopped 
walnuts

1 bunch mustard greens, 
chopped (about 6 cups)

½ tsp. red-pepper 
flakes

¼ cup chopped 
dried cranberries

1 lemon,  
halved 

1 tsp. sea salt,  
divided

¾ cup dry farro,  
rinsed

½ cup crumbled 
feta cheese

1½ tbs. extra-virgin  
olive oil, divided

Preheat the oven to 425 degrees F. Slice 
the top and bottom quarter inch from 
the squash, then cut it in half lengthwise. 
Remove and discard the pulp and 
seeds. Cut the squash halves into 
¼-inch slices, then spread the slices on 
a sheet pan and top with the red-pepper 
flakes, 1 tablespoon of the olive oil, and 
½ teaspoon of the salt. Toss to combine, 
then arrange the squash slices in a 
single layer and roast for 15 minutes.

Meanwhile, place the rinsed farro in a 
medium saucepan with 3 cups of water. 
Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat to 
low, cover, and simmer for 10 minutes. 

Remove from the heat; leave the pan 
covered for five minutes, then remove 
the lid, drain the excess water, and set 
the cooked farro aside to cool slightly.

After the squash has roasted, remove 
the sheet pan from the oven. Add the 
chopped walnuts, then flip the squash 
slices and return the pan to the oven for 
eight to 10 minutes. When the squash is 
browned and the walnuts are aromatic, 
remove the pan from the oven and let it 
cool slightly.

In a large bowl, place the chopped 
mustard greens and top with the 

remaining ½ tablespoon olive oil and 
½ teaspoon sea salt. Use your hands 
to firmly massage the greens for one 
to two minutes, until the oil and salt are 
distributed and the leaves are softer 
and darker in color. Cut the lemon in 
half. Add the zest and juice of half the 
lemon; cut the remaining lemon half 
into wedges for serving.

Add the cooked farro, squash, and 
walnuts to the bowl of greens and gently 
toss to combine. Top with the crumbled 
feta and chopped cranberries. Serve 
with lemon wedges on the side. 

Makes four servings
Prep time: 20 minutes
Cook time: 30 minutes
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Focus 
on 
Fiber Try these five strategies 

to get more of this critical 
nutrient in your diet.

How to Eat 
More Fiber
1. CHOOSE WHOLE FOODS

In a food environment with so many 
fiber-fortified breads, cereals, and pre-
biotic sodas, it’s easy to assume you’re 
getting enough. Some of these prod-
ucts pack 15 grams of fiber or more per 
serving, yet this number doesn’t tell 
the whole story. “You might be meeting 
your target, but what are you missing?” 
Blake asks.

She frames it this way: You’re not just 
feeding yourself; you’re feeding the bac-
teria that live inside you. Whole foods 
provide you with a range of vitamins, 
minerals, and polyphenols that your 
microbiome needs to function properly. 
You can’t get that from a keto tortilla.

2. INCREASE GRADUALLY

Just as you wouldn’t go from being a 
couch potato to a gym rat overnight, 
don’t jump from taking 5 grams to 20 
grams of daily fiber: This can lead to 
gas, bloating, and discomfort. That’s 
why you want to add more fiber to your 
diet slowly, explains digestive-health 
dietitian Renee Euler, MS, RD, owner of 
Nutrition Redefined.

“We want to increase slowly to allow 
those gut bacteria to shift,” Euler says. 
“If we increase too quickly, we can get 
a lot of uncomfortable symptoms.” 
She refers to this gradual process as 
“fiber training.” 

Blake concurs. “If you’re eating 10 
grams per day now, you don’t want to 
jump to 35 tomorrow,” she says. “Start 
with an additional 2 to 3 grams a day 
for seven days, and then add on 2 or 
3 more grams a day for another seven 
days, and increase your hydration 
along with it.”
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BY JOSE GUZMAN, RDN

FOR YEARS, protein has dominated the nutrition conversa-
tion. Protein-packed products are everywhere, from enriched 
lattes to fortified snack foods. No matter how much you’re get-
ting, the thinking seems to be, more protein must be better. 

In my nutrition practice, my top concern is fiber. It doesn’t 
get as much buzz as protein — and maybe that’s why most 
people still aren’t getting nearly enough. 

“Fiber, to me, is an unsung hero,” says functional dietitian 
Kellie Blake, RDN, LD, IFNCP, co-owner of NutriSense Nutri-
tion Consulting. “People don’t pay a lot of attention to it, but 
it’s so vital to the gut microbiome and maintaining a healthy 
gastrointestinal tract.”

It’s important to know that fiber isn’t just one thing. There 
are three types:

•	 Soluble fiber is found in foods like beans and oats and 
helps control cholesterol and blood sugar. 

•	  Insoluble fiber is in whole grains and seeds; it supports 
bowel regularity. 

•	 Fermentable fiber from foods like garlic and asparagus 
feeds beneficial gut bacteria.

Guidelines recommend about 25 to 38 grams of fiber per 
day depending on age, sex, and overall calorie intake, but 
don’t try to reach that goal overnight. Start by determining 
where you are now. 

“Most people have no idea how much fiber they’re actually 
getting,” Blake says. “We have to figure that out first before we 
start adding things.” 

Once you’ve determined your baseline, gradually increase 
fiber intake by incorporating a range of foods. Make these 
small changes consistently to help get you there.
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Seeds add diversity too — chia, flax, 
hemp, pumpkin, and sunflower all 
contribute different types of fiber 
and micronutrients. 

Blake’s go-to meal is a quinoa bowl 
with chickpeas and green peas topped 
with barbecue chicken — an easy way 
to combine grains, legumes, vegeta-
bles, and protein in one dish.

Euler often opts for beans over ani-
mal protein. In one of her favorite reci-
pes, she sautés two cans of white beans 
with garlic and onion, cherry tomatoes, 
spinach, and Parmesan cheese. “I will 
take any recipe that calls for a pound of 
chicken, and I will substitute two cans 
of chickpeas,” she explains. “Especially 
for one-pot meals: Drain, rinse, and 
we’re putting that in instead.”

5. LISTEN TO YOUR BODY

Not everyone tolerates a fiber increase 
the same way. Euler sees a lot of her 
patients’ irritable bowel symptoms 
worsen when they incorporate 
certain fiber-rich whole foods. These 
foods typically fall into the category 
of FODMAPs, or fermentable 
carbohydrates, which can lead to 
gas, bloating, and irregular bowel 
movements. Common FODMAP 
triggers include apples and pears, 
watermelon, stone fruits, artichokes, 
asparagus, garlic, and onions. 

“In those cases, it’s not just about 
adding more whole foods or fiber,” 
Euler says. “It’s about finding the right 
types and amounts that the person 
can tolerate.” 

With her patients, she focuses on 
finding the right portions, introducing 
these foods gradually, and even using 
a fiber supplement to improve stool 
quality without worsening symptoms. 
If you have IBS or other gastrointesti-
nal concerns, it’s especially important 
to gradually increase portion sizes 
of fiber-rich foods. 

JOSE GUZMAN, RDN, is a New Mexico–based dietitian and chef.

Your 
Fiber-ful 
Day
BREAKFAST:  
LOADED YOGURT 
BOWL

• 1 cup plain, full-fat 
Greek yogurt
• ½ cup mixed berries
• 1 tbs. ground chia 
seeds
• ¼ cup mixed nuts

FIBER: 3 grams from 
berries, 4 grams from 
ground chia, 3 grams 
from mixed nuts 

LUNCH:  
BUILD-YOUR-OWN SNACK BOARD

• ¼ cup hummus
• 1 cup veggie sticks 
(carrot, cucumber, 
celery, or any on hand)
• 1 oz. whole-grain 
crackers
• 1 sliced apple or pear
• 1 oz. cheese of choice

FIBER: 4 grams from 
hummus, 3 grams from 
veggies, 3 grams from 
crackers, 3 grams  
from fruit

DINNER:  
QUINOA AND LENTIL BOWL

• ½ cup cooked quinoa
• 1/3 cup cooked 
lentils
• 1 cup mixed 
vegetables
• 2 tbs. tahini mixed 
with lemon juice

FIBER: 3 grams 
from quinoa, 5 
grams from lentils, 
3 grams from 
vegetables

3. DRINK MORE WATER

Fiber and hydration work together, 
and increasing one without the other 
can create problems.

“Without adequate hydration, fiber 
can become thick and sluggish and 
lead to bloating and discomfort,” Blake 
says. This may even cause someone 
to determine that they can’t tolerate a 
particular food when, in reality, they 
just need more water. 

This is especially true for patients 
taking supplements, Euler explains. 
“Without enough fluid, fiber supple
ments can turn to concrete in the bowel.” 

A good rule of thumb is to drink at 
least half your body weight in ounces 
of water as a daily baseline. As you add 
more fiber, increase your water intake. 

4. GO FOR VARIETY

Most whole foods contain a mix of fiber 
types, but rather than tracking specific 
types in your diet, Euler and Blake 
recommend consistently eating a wide 
variety of plant foods.

Euler sees one specific imbalance 
regularly: people relying on large sal-
ads with lots of roughage, or insoluble 
fiber, while avoiding what they think 
are “bad” carbohydrates. 

“Some patients are eating a lot of 
fiber, but they’re not balancing soluble 
fiber with insoluble fiber, and that can 
lead to GI symptoms,” she says. “Don’t 
be afraid of carbohydrates, because 
that’s where you’re going to get more 
soluble fiber to balance all the rough-
age.” She suggests adding potatoes, 
beans, apples, or pears to your salad 
for more soluble fiber.

Rather than repeating the same 
foods daily, rotate different fruits 
and vegetables throughout the week. 
Swap in whole grains like farro, 
quinoa, or amaranth, and keep a 
variety of legumes on hand, including 
chickpeas, lentils, and black beans. 

IL
LU

ST
R

A
T

IO
N

S:
 R

EB
EC

C
A

 S
A

N
T

O



R
E

A
L 

FO
O

D
    

C
O

N
FI

D
EN

T
 C

O
O

K

Cozy 
Cast-Iron 
Meals 
BY MADDIE AUGUSTIN

A CAST-IRON SKILLET is essential in my kitchen. With just a little 
care, a well-loved cast-iron pan won’t just last a lifetime — it can last for 
generations, passing from kitchen to kitchen with its history cooked right 
into the surface.

And with a little bit of creativity, you and your skillet can make a wide 
range of flavorful dishes. The recipes here celebrate the versatility of this 
kitchen workhorse: a vegetarian dish with fibrous butter beans reminiscent of 
French onion soup; spicy tomato shrimp with the fruity, slow-building heat of 
Calabrian chili; and a protein-packed spin on shepherd’s pie.

There are a lot of misconceptions about cooking with cast iron, includ-
ing the supposed damage caused by using such a skillet to cook tomatoes. 
While it’s true that tomatoes are acidic and can strip seasoning from cast 
iron over time, a short simmer in a well-seasoned pan is perfectly fine. (Get 
more tips for cast-iron care at ELmag.com/castironskillet.)

An additional pleasure of these one-pan meals is in the ease of cleanup. 
When dinner is done, simply wash your skillet with hot water, scrub away 
any remaining bits of food with a stiff brush, and dry it completely. Finish 
with a thin layer of neutral oil rubbed across the surface while the pan is still 
warm, and your skillet is restored and ready for whatever comes next. 

Celebrate the versatility of this go-to kitchen 
workhorse with these comforting one-pan recipes.
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Preheat a 12-inch cast-iron skillet over medium-
low heat, then add the oil and butter. Add the 
onions and ½ teaspoon of the salt. Cook until the 
onions are deeply caramelized, about 50 to 60 
minutes, stirring occasionally. If the onions begin 
to burn, reduce the heat, and remove any crispy 
bits if desired. If the onions appear dry, add a 
splash of water or additional oil. (Note that the 
onions can be prepped ahead of time and stored 
in the fridge for up to a week.)

Once the onions are caramelized, push them to 
one side of the skillet. Add the mushrooms and 
thyme and increase the heat to medium. Cook until 
the mushrooms are lightly browned, about 10 to 12 
minutes. Stir the onions and mushrooms separately 
during this window to keep them from burning.

Place an oven rack in the top third of the oven and 
preheat the broiler.

To the skillet, add the kale, beans, vegetable broth, 
and remaining 1 teaspoon of salt. Stir to combine 
and bring the mixture to a simmer. Cover and 
cook until the kale is wilted, about five minutes.

Uncover the skillet, top with freshly grated Gruyère, 
and place under the broiler. Broil for two to three 
minutes, or until the cheese is melted and golden 
brown. Cool before serving.

Serve with toasted sourdough or over a bed of 
brown rice.

•	 1 tbs. extra-virgin olive oil
•	 2 tbs. butter
•	 2 large yellow onions, sliced
•	 1½ tsp. sea salt, divided
•	 8 oz. mixed mushrooms, chopped
•	 1 tbs. fresh thyme
•	 1 bunch lacinato (dinosaur) kale, 

stemmed and chopped
•	 2 cans butter beans, drained  

and rinsed
•	 2 cups vegetable broth
•	 4 oz. Gruyère (or other Swiss 

cheese), grated 
•	 Toasted sourdough bread or brown 

rice, for serving

Skillet Butter Beans With 
Caramelized Onions 
Makes four servings
Prep time: 15 minutes
Cook time: 80 minutes
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Preheat a 12-inch cast-iron skillet over medium-
high, then add the oil and butter. Add the shrimp, 
season with ½ teaspoon of the salt, and cook 
until pink on both sides but not quite cooked 
through, about two minutes per side. Remove 
the shrimp from the skillet and set aside. 

Reduce the heat to medium, then add the toma-
toes and shallot and cook until softened, stirring 
occasionally, about eight to 10 minutes. Push the 
tomatoes and shallot to one side of the skillet, 
then add the Calabrian chilies, garlic, oregano, 
and remaining teaspoon of salt. Cook until 
fragrant, about one minute, then stir to combine 
the chilies with the tomatoes and shallot.

Stir the shrimp into the tomato mixture, then 
top the skillet with the crumbled feta. Bring to a 
simmer, then cover and cook for eight to 10 more 
minutes, or until the feta is softened and the 
shrimp is fully cooked through.

Garnish with fresh parsley and serve with pita or 
over a bed of couscous. 

•	 1 tbs. extra-virgin olive oil
•	 2 tbs. butter
•	 2 lb. large shrimp, peeled and 

deveined and tails removed 
•	 1½ tsp. sea salt, divided
•	 5 tomatoes on the vine, quartered
•	 1 large shallot, sliced
•	 ½ tbs. chopped Calabrian chili 

peppers (or chili paste)
•	 6 cloves garlic, minced 
•	 1 tsp. dried oregano
•	 4 oz. crumbled feta cheese
•	 Chopped fresh parsley, to garnish
•	 Couscous or pita, for serving

Spicy Tomato  
Shrimp Skillet 
Makes four servings
Prep time: 15 minutes
Cook time: 30 minutes

SAVOR MORE 
Download a mobile-friendly 
version of these recipes — 
plus one for Gooey Pecan-
Pie Bars — at ELmag.com/

castironrecipes.

50 • EXPERIENCE LIFE • November/December 2026



EXPERIENCELIFE.COM • 51

MADDIE AUGUSTIN is a Minneapolis-based recipe developer.

Preheat the oven to 375 degrees F. Use a man-
doline or a sharp kitchen knife to slice the sweet 
potato into disks ⅛ inch thick.

Prepare the sauce. Add the cottage cheese, 
chicken broth, mustard, allspice, ginger, nutmeg, 
and cloves to a blender, and blend until smooth. 

Preheat a 12-inch cast-iron skillet over medium-
high. Add 1 tablespoon of the butter, followed by 
the turkey, pepper, and ½ teaspoon of the salt. 
Cook the turkey, breaking it up into small pieces, 
about 10 to 12 minutes or until browned. Remove 
the turkey from the skillet and set it aside. 

Place the remaining 1 tablespoon of butter in 
the skillet, then add the onion, carrots, celery, 
and remaining ½ teaspoon of the salt. Cook 
until tender, stirring occasionally, about eight 
to 10 minutes. Sprinkle the cornstarch over the 
vegetables and stir until they are evenly coated, 
then remove the skillet from the heat. 

Add the frozen peas, turkey, and cottage-cheese 
sauce to the skillet, and stir until combined. 
Top this mixture with a slightly overlapping 
layer of the thinly sliced sweet potatoes, cover 
the skillet with foil, and place in the oven for 30 
minutes. Remove the foil and continue to bake 
for an additional 15 to 20 minutes, or until the 
mixture is bubbly and the sweet potatoes are 
tender and golden. Allow to cool for 10 minutes 
before serving.  

•	 1 small sweet potato
•	 1 cup cottage cheese
•	 ½ cup chicken broth
•	 1 tbs. Dijon mustard
•	 ¼ tsp. ground allspice
•	 ⅛ tsp. ground ginger
•	 ⅛ tsp. ground nutmeg
•	 Pinch of ground cloves
•	 2 tbs. butter, divided
•	 1 lb. ground turkey
•	 ½ tsp. freshly ground black pepper
•	 1 tsp. sea salt, divided
•	 1 large onion, diced
•	 2 medium carrots, diced
•	 3 ribs celery, diced
•	 2 tbs. cornstarch
•	 1 cup frozen peas

Swedish Meatball  
Shepherd’s Pie 
Makes four servings
Prep time: 15 minutes
Cook time: 90 minutes



HOW PHYSICAL ACTIVITY BENEFITS  
EVERY PART OF THE BODY.

BY MICHAEL DREGNI AND MAGGIE FAZELI FARD, RKC, MFT-1, ALPHA, CSMC 

IT WORKS LIKE MAGIC, yet it’s scientifically proven in study after 
study. It’s medicine prescribed by a doctor, yet it’s fun. It’s astonishingly 
powerful, yet it’s all natural with no added sweeteners. And it’s ridiculously 
simple — yet it’s not always easy.

“It” is exercise, and it’s all these things and more.
Moving your body can transform you from your head to your heart  

and down to the very tips of your toes. You’re made to move, and activity keeps 
you healthy and spurs your growth, including your brain’s development.

The reverse is also true: Not moving can undermine your health. 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), exercise lowers the 
risk of coronary heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, type 2 diabetes, 
metabolic syndrome, colon and breast cancers, depression, and general 
premature death.

Movement has more subtle benefits too. And once you read this,  
you won’t want to stay sitting for long.

MADE 
TO 
MOVE
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SHARPER MIND
Moving your body improves your gray matter, making you 
smarter, happier, and more resilient. In fact, some scien-
tists believe building muscles and conditioning your heart 
and circulatory system are but side effects: Exercise is 
really about your brain. 

“The real reason we feel so good when we get our 
blood pumping is that it makes the brain function at its 
best,” says John Ratey, MD, associate clinical professor of 
psychiatry at Harvard Medical School and author of Spark: 
The Revolutionary New Science of Exercise and the Brain. 
“The point of exercise is to build and condition the brain.” 
Here’s how:
• 	 It heightens alertness and perception.
• 	 It reinforces movement and coordination. 
• 	 It enhances attention and concentration.
• 	 It aids learning and memory.
• 	 It supports mental health.
• 	 It protects cognitive health. 
• 	 It keeps the brain young.

All the processes that physical activity triggers in the 
brain add up to one sum: Moving your body keeps your 
brain vital. “Everything we’ve learned continues to confirm 
that exercise helps prevent cognitive decline as we age,” 
Ratey says. “All the antiaging protocols include exercise 
in a big way — it’s often the No. 1 lifestyle change to help 
people prevent aging and cognitive decline.”

(Learn more about the ways exercise benefits the brain 
at ELmag.com/brainonexercise.) 

LESS STRESS
Exercise boosts energy while easing stress. Consider cor-
tisol, the hormone that regulates your energy during the 
day. Under normal conditions, cortisol levels peak in the 
morning and then gradually decline, leaving you mellowed 
out and prepped for sleep at bedtime.

Chronic stress, though, can flip the daily cortisol cycle 
in such a way that you’re barely able to drag yourself out 
of bed in the morning but you’re too keyed up to sleep at 
night. Exercise can come to the rescue.

Easy movement, like walking or yoga, can nudge your 
parasympathetic nervous system into gear, helping you 
calm down. This can save you from tossing and turning at 
night. Exercise can transform a vicious cycle of stress into 
a relaxed — and rewarding — circle of health benefits.

(For more on the interplay of exercise and cortisol, visit 
ELmag.com/exercisecortisol.) 

HEART SUPPORT
Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of 
death worldwide. That’s why, at least in part, the 
WHO recommends that people ages 18 to 64 
get 150 minutes per week of moderate-intensity 
aerobic activity. Researchers estimate that 
8 percent of all deaths could be prevented if 
everyone met that recommendation. 

The benefits of exercise show up throughout 
your cardiovascular system:
• 	 It promotes healthy blood vessels.
•	 It protects against chronic disease.
•	 It lowers blood  

pressure.
•	 It reduces heart-

disease risk.
•	 It makes the heart 

bigger and stronger.
Endurance activities 

like running and row-
ing enlarge the heart 
chambers in a process 
called eccentric remod-
eling; this increases the 
amount of blood the 
heart pumps with each beat. Strength training, 
meanwhile, enhances concentric remodeling; it 
makes the heart’s walls thicker and stronger. 

“The heart is a muscle, so just like other 
muscles, weightlifting makes the heart 
muscle get stronger,” says Brad Dieter, PhD, 
exercise physiologist, molecular biologist, 
and biostatistician. 

(Find more tips to keep your heart healthy at 
ELmag.com/hearthealth.) 

CARDIOVASCULAR 
HEALTH
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BRAIN & 
MENTAL HEALTH 

“The heart 
is a muscle, 
so just like 

other muscles, 
weightlifting 

makes the heart 
muscle get 
stronger.”



GOOD BONES
Bone density deteriorates 
as we age. And for roughly 
10 million Americans, 
about 80 percent of whom 
are women, normal bone 
loss becomes osteoporosis. 

Researchers have found 
that athletes, particularly 
those who do weight-bearing 
exercise, have greater bone 
density than their nonac-
tive peers. “Tension against 
the bone keeps it strong 
and growing,” explains 
functional-medicine prac-
titioner and arthritis expert 
Susan Blum, MD. “When 
there’s stress on the bone, 
the body responds by laying 
more [bone] down.”

Both high- and low-
impact weight-bearing 
exercise are essential for 
bone health. High-impact 
options include team 
sports like basketball, as 
well as strength training, 
running, jumping rope, 
jumping jacks, or a vigor-
ous yoga practice. For 
some low-impact options, 
try walking, elliptical 
machines, or stairclimb-
ing. Of all of them, strength 
training is the winner for 
building sturdier bones. 

(Find a bone-
strengthening workout 
routine at ELmag.com/
goodbones.) 

BODY STRUCTURE

A BETTER BACK
Americans spend billions 
each year treating lower-
back pain, according to 
the National Institutes of 
Health. It’s the most com-
mon cause of job-related 
disability and a leading 
contributor to missed work.

For such a widespread 
problem, relief is not out of 
reach: Targeted strength 
and mobility work — as well 
as an overall active lifestyle 
— can go a long way toward 
treating or preventing back 
pain and postural issues.

Building strength 
through the posterior chain 
as well as improving mobil-
ity in the hips and spine 
can effectively treat and 
prevent discomfort. 

(Strengthen your spine 
with the fitness tips at 
ELmag.com/backhealth.) 

FLEXIBLE FASCIA
If you could peek beneath 
your epidermis, you’d first 
see fascia — a white, elastic 
connective tissue made 
of collagen fibers similar 
to the material in your 
ligaments and tendons. 
The meshlike substance 
weaves through and around 
your muscles and bones, 
supports your organs, and 
shrink-wraps your entire 
internal structure.

Because of the inter-
woven nature of muscles 
and fascia, exercise can be 
a great way to keep your 
fascia lubricated, loose, 
and functional. Full-body 
movements that require a 
dynamic transfer of force 
from the ground through the 
body and out through the 
limbs — think battle-rope 
waves, kettlebell swings, 
and medicine-ball slams — 
are ideal for restoring and 
preserving fascial health.

Rotational work, 
bouncing (skipping rope 
and jogging, for example), 
and strength training in 
general are also beneficial. 
Variety and diversity of 
movement are perhaps the 
most important factors for 
your fascia. 

(For more on the fascia-
fitness connection, go to 
ELmag.com/fasciafitness.) 

MUSCLE-MASS  
MAINTENANCE
Most people begin steadily 
losing muscle mass some-
time in their 30s. Un-
checked, muscle loss can 
claim up to 50 percent of 
an inactive adult’s muscle 
tissue by the time they 
reach 70, research shows. 

That’s bad news for 
almost every system in the 
body. Age-related loss of 
muscle mass, or sarcope-
nia, is linked to bone loss, 
obesity, type 2 diabetes, 
hypertension, and coro-
nary artery disease.

The top prescription for 
preventing and reversing 
age-related sarcopenia, 
experts say, is resistance 
training, including lift-
ing weights and body-
weight exercise. 

Resistance training can 
support muscular hyper-
trophy and the cascade of 
benefits that come from 
maintaining muscular 
strength, including the 
preservation (or even 
improvement) of day-to-
day function, metabolic 
health, bone health, bal-
ance, and longevity. 

(Learn more about 
the unsung benefits of 
muscles at ELmag.com/
skeletalmuscle.) 

Targeted 
strength and 

mobility work 
— as well as an 
overall active 

lifestyle — can 
go a long way 

toward treating 
or preventing 
back pain and 

postural issues.
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POWERFUL FEET
Foot issues can be plentiful 
and painful: Flat arches, 
bunions, plantar fasciitis, 
and arthritis are all com-
mon complaints. As we age, 
these conditions can have 
a debilitating effect on our 
quality of life.

But foot complaints 
are rarely isolated to the 
feet. They can cause, or be 
caused by, issues elsewhere 
in the body. Once foot pain 
sets in, it can limit mobil-
ity and contribute to a 
sedentary lifestyle, which 
is associated with many 
chronic illnesses.

The cycle is vicious 
but preventable. With 
intentional stretches and 
strength moves that target 
not just the feet but also 
the lower legs, hips, and 
core, it’s possible to reclaim 
foot health and prevent 
further issues. 

(Find ideas to strength-
en and support your feet at 
ELmag.com/footstrength.) 

STRONG KNEES
Knees are complex joints, 
and with this complexity 
comes the myth that the 
bones, tendons, ligaments, 
and cartilaginous tissues 
that flex, extend, and 
propel you are destined to 
deteriorate — destined for 
discomfort, for pain, for 
immobility, for surgery.

Many of the joint issues 
we consider chronic and 
a result of aging can be 
prevented or improved by 
strengthening and mobi-
lizing the entire leg, from 
hip to foot and everything 
in between.

Get ahead of knee pain 
with strength and mobility 
exercises that work your 
ankles, legs, and hips, such 
as single-leg glute bridges, 
squats, and banded lateral 
walks. Find ways to stay 
active throughout the day 
while seeking out natural 
surfaces — think sand, 
grass, dirt, and snow — to 
stand and walk on. 

(Improve your knee 
strength and mobility with 
the five-move routine at  
ELmag.com/kneeresiliency.) 

HAND AND WRIST  
MOBILITY
If you deal with painful 
hands, don’t shy away from 
exercise; experts say it can 
help relieve the pain.

“When people get 
wrist pain during weight-
bearing exercises, they 
tend to assume that the 
problem is weakness,” 
says chiropractor and 
movement expert Eric 
Cobb, DC. “But the real 
issue is often mobility 
or stability.”

Regularly mobilizing 
your hand joints may al-
leviate pain — even pain 
caused by chronic issues 
like osteoarthritis — while 
increasing circulation and 
range of motion. 

(Keep your wrists func-
tional and pain-free with 
the moves at ELmag.com/
wristsupport.) 

JOINT PRESERVATION
Staying active is one of the 
best ways to preserve, and 
even improve, joint health 
as we age. While all full-
body activity helps keep the 
joints supple and lubricat-
ed, focusing on biomechan-
ics, muscular imbalances, 
and neuromuscular ineffi-
ciencies can be particularly 
helpful for reducing strain 
on the joints.

The key to joint health 
lies in identifying and 
correcting muscle malfunc-
tions that could manifest 
as joint pain down the road. 
Additionally, emphasiz-
ing the eccentric, lowering 
phase of a lift has been 
shown to strengthen con-
nective tissues over time. 

(For a joint-friendly, 
eccentric-lifting program, 
head to ELmag.com/ 
slowstrength.) 

Get ahead of knee pain with strength and 
mobility exercises that work your ankles, 

legs, and hips, such as single-leg glute 
bridges, squats, and banded lateral walks. 



INFLAMMATION FIX
Inflammation is one of the body’s key responses to injury 
and infection, but chronic inflammation can have an 
adverse rather than protective function. It can play a role 
in conditions such as heart disease, type 2 diabetes, stroke, 
cancer, and Alzheimer’s, as well as in depression and other 
mental-health issues.

Over the years, multiple studies and numerous health 
experts have heralded physical activity as one of the best 

ways to keep inflammation at bay. 
(For more strategies to manage chronic inflam-

mation, visit ELmag.com/inflammationtips.) 

HEIGHTENED DEFENSES
Exercise supports the lymph system, a network of 
organs, tissues, and vessels that transport lymph 
fluid throughout the body, balancing fluids and 
producing white blood cells to fight off infection. 

The body has hundreds of lymph nodes — 
nodules of tissue that take out metabolic trash. But 
the nodes can’t haul garbage to the curb without 
the help of muscles contracting during exercise and 
putting the squeeze on lymph nodes, which allows 
them to pump waste out of your system. Increased 
circulation is key to distribution of white blood cells 
as well as better lymph drainage. 

(Learn how exercise improves lymph and 
blood circulation at ELmag.com/circulation.) 

CANCER FIGHTER
It’s long been known that exercise can prevent and treat 
heart disease. In 2019, an international team of researchers 
and practitioners suggested that it can also help prevent 
and protect the body from cancer. 

The American College of Sports Medicine convened the 
panel, which included representatives from the American 
Cancer Society, the National Cancer Institute, and 15 other 
organizations. Experts reviewed the latest research and 
concluded in a paper, published in CA: A Cancer Journal 
for Clinicians, that an “exercise prescription” could lower 
the risk of developing colon, breast, endometrial, kidney, 
bladder, esophageal, and stomach cancers. 

(For a guide to exercising through cancer care, visit 
ELmag.com/cancerandexercise.) 

GASTROINTESTINAL 
HEALTH

IMMUNE HEALTH

Over the years, 
multiple studies 
and numerous 
health experts 
have heralded 

physical 
activity as one 

of the best 
ways to keep 

inflammation 
at bay.

REGULAR MOTILITY
Constipation is a chronic issue that under-
mines the health of some 63 million Ameri-
cans. A sedentary lifestyle is a setup for a 
sluggish gut; exercise stimulates blood flow, 
which improves gastrointestinal motility. 

A short walk is often all it takes to convince 
your body that it’s time to go. (Learn how a 
postmeal stroll can stimulate the digestive 
process at ELmag.com/postmealwalk.) 

Certain yoga asanas are also helpful for 
nudging sluggish systems into gear. Simply 
put, moving helps keep things moving. (For 
eight poses that support digestion, visit 
ELmag.com/yogafordigestion.)

MICROBIOME BOOST
A healthy gut microbiome has 
a rich blend of bacteria, and it 
thrives on a nutritious diet. But 
it may also get a boost from a 
good workout. 

Finnish researchers found 
that for a group of previously 
sedentary higher-weight women, 
endurance training increased 
levels of a type of gut microbe that 
improves metabolic function; it 
also reduced levels of another 
type of gut microbe, which in turn 
decreased the inflammation-
producing action of certain lipids.

Animal studies suggest fur-
ther effects: Both high-intensity 
interval training (HIIT) and basic 
aerobic exercise nurture the microbiome. 

(Discover how the gut microbiome 
is connected to athletic performance at 
ELmag.com/microbiomefitness.) 
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BETTER SLEEP
Millions of Americans wrestle with insomnia. A slew  
of studies show that exercise can elicit longer, more  
restful sleep.

Why? Well, an intense workout may leave you 
hungry for restful recovery time, but there’s more to it 
than that. Exercise helps regulate the stress hormone 
cortisol, allowing you to sleep more soundly and 
greet the day more refreshed. Your body can then use 
the downtime for tissue-repair work that keeps you 
looking and feeling great. (Find a bedtime yoga routine 
at ELmag.com/yogaforcalm.) 

FIT PREGNANCY
Exercise and pregnancy used to be deemed a bad combi-
nation. Times have changed, and it’s now common to see 
pregnant women running, lifting weights, and practicing 
yoga, not to mention hoisting toddlers into shopping 
carts without hesitation. This shift comes thanks to ample 
research suggesting that most exercise during pregnancy 
is safe — and offers a number of health benefits.

Staying active helps reduce common discomforts like 
back pain and lower the risk of complications like gesta-
tional diabetes and preeclampsia. It also reduces stress, 
boosts energy, and improves sleep.

It can also help the body prepare for and recover from 
childbirth, both physically and mentally. (Find prenatal 
and postpartum training tips at ELmag.com/fitfortwo.) 

INCREASED LONGEVITY
Let’s face it: With age, body fat increases, aerobic capacity 
decreases, and muscles shrink. But the good news is that 
with consistent exercise and healthy lifestyle habits, you 
can minimize — and even reverse — these symptoms of 
aging and remain fit and active.

“An active lifestyle has a powerful influence on physi-
ology and longevity,” explains Joe Friel, elite triathlon 
and cycling coach and the author of more than a dozen 
books, including Fast After 50: How to Race Strong for the 
Rest of Your Life. “Longitudinal studies show that reduced 
workout and training intensity can result in significant 
declines in the performance-related physiology of ath-
letes over time.”

Exercise is powerful medicine: The more you move, 
the longer you’re likely to live — and the longer you’re 
likely to be healthy. None of us will be around forever, but 
a consistent movement practice focused on mobility and 
vitality can help you make the most of the years ahead. 

TOTAL HEALTH

MICHAEL DREGNI is an Experience Life deputy editor.  
MAGGIE FAZELI FARD, RKC, MFT-1, ALPHA, CSMC, is 
Experience Life’s editorial director of fitness.

Exercise helps 
regulate the stress 
hormone cortisol, 

allowing you to 
sleep more soundly 

and greet the day 
more refreshed. 
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to thousands of mitochondria, adding up to 
about 10 million billion throughout the body.

Mitochondria are often called the cell’s 
powerhouses, but Columbia University 
mitochondrial psychobiologist Martin Picard, 
PhD, prefers to describe them as transformers. 

“The food you eat and the 
oxygen that you breathe 
converge somewhere in the 
body, and that somewhere 
is in your mitochondria,” 
he explains. 

Through a cascade 
of chemical reactions, 
mitochondria convert these 
raw materials into adenosine 
triphosphate (ATP), the 
energy currency that powers 
virtually every biological 

process. The cells with the highest energy 
demands — neurons and heart, muscle, and 
liver cells — pack in the most mitochondria.

And because mitochondria are effectively 
the engines that produce our energy, learning to 
support them may be one of the most powerful 
things we can do for our long-term health.

EVERY ONE of the body’s trillions of cells is a 
busy, self-contained little world. 

Just as the body contains life-sustaining 
organs, like the heart, brain, and liver, its cells 
are filled with microscopic organelles. These 
tiny specialized structures are like miniature 
organs, performing 
specific roles that keep the 
body humming. 

While the nucleus has 
long been understood as the 
brain of the cell, holder of 
DNA, and director of gene 
expression, researchers 
now suspect another 
cellular component — the 
mitochondria — is run
ning more of the show than 
we realized. 

Unlike most organelles, mitochondria have 
their own DNA, their own membranes, and 
their own ancient history. These tiny structures 
originated about 1.5 billion years ago in ancient 
bacteria that were engulfed by archaeal cells, 
a process that gave rise to all complex life on 
Earth. Each human cell now contains hundreds 

These energy-producing parts of your cells support  
nearly every aspect of your health.
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BY MO PERRY
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“The food you eat 
and the oxygen 

that you breathe 
converge somewhere 
in the body, and that 

somewhere is in 
your mitochondria.”



MIGHTY 
MULTITASKERS
IN 2004, University of Iowa clinical 
professor Terry Wahls, MD, was 
reliant on a wheelchair. She was 
also losing her ability to sit upright. 
Diagnosed with multiple sclerosis 
several years earlier, she had declined 
steadily despite the best treatments 
conventional medicine had to offer. 

A dedicated researcher, Wahls 
began experimenting on herself 
with supplements known to sup­
port mitochondrial function — a 
protocol she came to refer to as her 
“mitochondrial cocktail.” Years later, 
she came upon research from the 
Institute for Functional Medicine 
and added more supplements to 
her cocktail. Then she redesigned 
her paleo diet to emphasize 
mitochondria-supportive nutrients. 

This was her aha moment. Within a 
few months, she was walking without 
assistance. Within a year, she was 
enjoying 18-mile bicycle rides. 

Wahls’s exceptional recovery 
was the starting point for her 
development of a research program 
to study the dietary intervention 

that helped her. She wanted to 
understand whether focusing on 
mitochondria could help others with 
MS or related disorders. 

Broader research now sup­
ports Wahls’s thesis: Our mito­
chondria provide a powerful point 
of intervention for a range of 
health conditions.

While energy production is their 
primary mission, mitochondria don’t 
stop there. They send signals that 
regulate cell activities, coordinate 
immune responses, discard damaged 
cells, and stimulate key building 
blocks for new cells. They help 

determine how clearly we think and 
how well we feel and move. 

Mitochondria are “the ultimate 
multitaskers,” write Daria Mochly-
Rosen, PhD, and Emanuel Rosen in 
The Life Machines: How Taking Care 
of Your Mitochondria Can Transform 
Your Health.

Mitochondria even power our 
ability to heal. When you cut your 
finger, skin cells around the edges 
of the wound need to come together 
for it to close. Mitochondria enable 
that process by traveling to the outer 
reaches of these cells and supplying 
them with energy to expand and close 
the gap.

Because mitochondria are 
involved in such a range of physi­
ological processes, researchers have 
begun to explore the role they play 
in the development of age-related 
conditions like type 2 diabetes and 
dementia as well as autoimmune dis­
orders and mental health challenges. 

These are some other conditions 
in which mitochondria play a 
prominent role.
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Our mitochondria 
provide a powerful 

point of intervention 
for a range of 

health conditions.
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CARDIOMETABOLIC 
HEALTH
Because mitochondria are the hubs 
of energy metabolism in our cells, 
they play a central role in metabolic 
disorders, including prediabetes and 
type 2 diabetes. 

To illustrate how, functional-
medicine physician Robert Rountree, 
MD, points to what he calls the “energy 
paradox” — why someone with meta
bolic syndrome can eat thousands of 
calories a day yet feel a lack of energy. 

“The answer lies in the mito
chondria,” he says. “If you do a biopsy 
of the muscles of these people, their 
mitochondria are smaller, and the little 
factories within them that make ATP 
aren’t there.” 

When mitochondria are working well, 
they’re efficient at converting food into 
ATP, drawing on both glucose and fat 
as fuel sources, depending on what the 
body needs. 

But when the mitochrondria are 
struggling, a lot can go wrong. Poorly 
functioning mitochondria can get stuck 
in glucose-burning mode and lose 
their ability to burn fat. Unburned fat 
accumulates in the liver and muscle 
tissue. And fatty liver can eventually lead 
to type 2 diabetes.

When fat accrues inside cells, 
mitochondria become overwhelmed, 
producing less ATP and more free 
radicals. The free radicals, in turn, make 
the mitochondria even less efficient. 

“The whole process just builds up 
and builds up,” Rountree says. 

And because heart cells are up to 
40 percent mitochondria by volume, 
the overall health of the cardiovascular 
system is particularly vulnerable to the 
effects of this harmful spiral.

AGING 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, mitochondrial 
function also shapes how we age — 
which is about more than wear and tear. 

In parts of the body that require a 
lot of energy, like the brain and heart, 
the mitochondria are essentially high-
output furnaces, burning hot around the 
clock. This means they’re constantly 
generating free radicals as a byproduct. 
And their own DNA are especially 
vulnerable to damage from these 
reactive molecules. 

That damage multiplies over 
time. Injured mitochondrial DNA 
affects the enzymes the body uses 
for energy production, leading to less 
ATP and more free radicals that cause 
further harm. 

Meanwhile, the body’s repair 
mechanisms, which normally patch up 
these dings, begin to lose their edge. 
“As we age, we lose mitochondria,” says 
Rountree. “They just start going away.” 

Part of the reason for this loss, he 
explains, is that the body’s ongoing 
cycle of breaking down damaged 
mitochondria and generating new ones 
begins to wind down. 

“Our mitochondria are being 
recycled all the time,” Rountree says. 
“As we age, that process gets less and 
less efficient.” 

A 2016 review in Molecular Cell found 
that declining mitochondrial health 
may drive some of the most significant 
consequences of aging, including loss of 
muscle mass, chronic inflammation, and 
a weakened capacity for tissue repair. 

The good news, says Rountree, is that 
these issues aren’t inevitable. Deliberate 
lifestyle choices can actively support 
mitochondrial renewal well into later life. 
(More on that shortly.) 

BRAIN HEALTH
The brain’s mitochondria are almost 
always running near full capacity, moni-
toring heart rate, temperature, digestion, 
and other internal signals. One report 
estimates that the brain uses about 16 
times more energy than skeletal muscle 
at rest — about as much energy as leg 
muscles use running a marathon. 

So it makes sense that anything 
placing a high energy demand on the 
body and brain — such as infections, 
stress, and hormonal transitions, like 
puberty — is often accompanied by 
mental fogginess. 

“How we feel depends on energy 
flowing through the brain,” Picard says. 
“When energy can’t flow properly or 
coherently, that changes our experience.” 

In this framework, depression, 
anxiety, and bipolar disorder can all be 
understood as disruptions in the brain’s 
energy flow rather than fixed biochemi-
cal deficits. 

Still, it’s not just the brain’s mito-
chondria that affect cognitive health. 
Mitochondria can migrate beyond the 
cells where they originate, and studies 
suggest the condition of mitochondria 
in skeletal muscles may be a predictor 
of cognitive impairment. Researchers 
at the National Institute on Aging found, 
in a study of 469 people published in 
2023, that lower mitochondrial func-
tion in the participants’ muscles was 
associated with an increased risk of mild 
cognitive impairment or dementia. 

Conversely, participants with higher 
muscle mitochondrial function were less 
likely to develop cognitive impairment, 
suggesting that improving mitochondrial 
function in muscle may be beneficial for 
brain health. Yet another good argument 
for strength training. 



THE EARLY SIGNS of mitochon­
drial dysfunction are easy to mistake 
for normal aging or poor fitness. 
Fatigue is the most common symp­
tom, though it’s often accompanied 
by low exercise tolerance, brain fog, 
memory problems, and a general 
sense of diminished vitality. Insulin 
resistance and elevated blood sugar 
are other signals that mitochondrial 
function may be faltering.

Symptoms tend to be most 
pronounced in the systems with the 
highest energy demands. Mitochon­
drial dysfunction in the brain can be 
signaled by cognitive fog or mood 
disturbances. In the heart or skeletal 
muscle, it often shows up as exercise 
intolerance and fatigue. 

Still, there are things you can 
do to intervene and protect your 
mitochondrial health. Wahls offers 
a simple two-part directive: “One is 
stop poisoning your mitochondria,” 
she says, “and two is start nourishing 
your mitochondria.” 

Mitochondrial poisons are ram­
pant, with free radicals being the 
most prevalent. Counterintuitively, 
mitochondria generate these harmful 
molecules as a byproduct of energy 
production, and they can damage mi­
tochondrial DNA and enzymes when 
they accumulate unchecked. This 

makes mitochondria progressively 
less efficient. 

Environmental toxins compound 
this damage. These include heavy 
metals like mercury, arsenic, and lead, 
as well as pesticides, microplastics, 
and air pollutants. “We live in such 
a chemical-rich environment, and 
many of these compounds are toxic 
to our mitochondria,” says Wahls. 

Caloric overconsumption also 
taxes mitochondrial health. “If you 
overload the mitochondria with 
too much sugar and too much fat, 
especially in combination, they get 
overwhelmed,” Picard explains. “It’s 
called metabolic oversupply.” 

Some antibiotics, certain antide­
pressants, and some statins have also 
been shown to interfere with mitochon­
drial function. Poor sleep and early-
life adversity can take a toll as well.

Finally, chronic psychological 
stress has an outsize impact on mito­
chondria. Picard’s research points 

MITOCHONDRIAL TESTING
A handful of at-home tests now claim to measure mito
chondrial health, but experts are divided about their utility. 

Functional-medicine physician Robert Rountree, MD, 
considers concrete measures such as VO₂ max, hemoglobin 
A1C, fasting glucose, and liver panels to be the most reliable 
readouts of metabolic function. 

Integrative-medicine physician Kurt Woeller, DO, 
recommends the Organic Acids Test (OAT). This is a urine-
based screen for mitochondrial imbalances and related 
nutrient deficiencies. 

And functional-medicine physician Terry Wahls, MD, points 
to a simple, free option: the Medical Symptoms Questionnaire 
(widely available online). A score under 20, she says, generally 

to a two-way street between mental 
states and mitochondrial biology: Just 
as damaged mitochondria can drag 
down mood and cognition, chronic 
psychological stress can reshape the 
energy of the body at a cellular level.

In a study from Picard’s lab, 
human cells exposed to cortisol-like 
stress signals increased their energy 
expenditure to roughly 60 percent 
above baseline, taking energy from 
processes needed for cellular main­
tenance and repair. This could be one 
way that chronic stress literally wears 
the body down over time.

In other research, Picard found 
that simply telling study participants 
they were about to be judged on a 
public-speaking task was enough 
to raise levels of the protein marker 
GDF15 in their blood. 

This mitochondrial stress signal 
is an indicator of what Picard calls 
energy resistance, a state in which 
electrons flow with too much resis­
tance through metabolism. 

“State of mind can really change the 
energetics of the body,” he says. 

Separate research has found 
elevated GDF15 levels in people who 
are lonely or socially isolated. Over 
time, these energetic disruptions may 
eventually lay the groundwork for 
chronic disease. 

suggests your mitochondria are functioning well; over 20 is 
a flag worth heeding. 

Meanwhile, Martin Picard, PhD, a mitochondrial 
psychobiologist at Columbia University, is developing a 
research platform around what he calls “mitoception”: 
the body’s capacity to perceive its own mitochondrial 
energy flow. 

“We hope this platform will eventually help people tune in 
to their energetic state,” he says. For now, he believes we can 
get useful insight simply by turning our attention inward to 
ask, How do I feel? How is my energy? 

“Our ability to feel, tune in — that is the best instrument we 
have,” he says.

Mitochondrial poisons 
are rampant, with free 

radicals being the 
most prevalent.

THREATS TO 
MITOCHONDRIA
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THE SAME LIFESTYLE factors that support overall health — eating well, moving 
regularly, managing stress, sleeping enough — turn out to be exactly what your mitochondria 
need. The following levers are among the most meaningful for mitochondrial support. 

NUTRITION
Mitochondria depend on a 
steady supply of nutrients to 
run their energy-producing 
machinery. B vitamins are 
essential cofactors, along with 
the minerals magnesium and 
zinc, says integrative-medicine 
physician Kurt Woeller, DO. 

The inner membranes 
of mitochondria are made 
partly of fat. That means 
they require a good supply 
of healthy lipids: cholesterol, 
omega-3s, omega-6s, and 
phospholipids. Wahls notes 
that phospholipids are most 
easily obtained from animal 
foods, so if you’re vegan, 
you’ll have to seek them out 
from other sources.

Overall diet matters too. 
Eating a diverse diet with 
plenty of vegetables supports 
the vitamins and minerals 
mitochondria need. To avoid 
metabolic oversupply, steer 
mostly clear of calorically 
dense combinations of fat 
and sugar.

Intermittent fasting can 
also help. It appears to trigger 
mitophagy — the body’s 
process of purging damaged 
mitochondria — while stimu-
lating the growth of healthier 
mitochondria. “When you’re 
hungry, the body weeds the 
garden of bad mitochondria, 
and then the good ones can 
actually grow and flourish,” 
Picard explains. 

EXERCISE
If there is a single most 
powerful intervention for 
mitochondrial health, it may 
be movement. Anything that 
makes you breathe harder 
— cardio and endurance 
work, including brisk walking 
— drives mitochondria to 
consume more oxygen. This 
signals your body to produce 
more mitochondria. 

“If you breathe harder, 
energy is flowing through 
your system. And when that 
happens, the system says, 
‘The next time this happens 
I need to be ready,’” Picard 
says. If you were to go from 
being completely sedentary 
to eventually training for a 
marathon, “you can double 
the number of mitochondria 
in your muscles.” 

Cardio exercise also 
stimulates autophagy — the 
larger cellular process by 
which damaged cell struc-
tures are recycled into new 
components — and prompts 
cells to bolster their antioxi-
dant defenses. 

Resistance training is also 
key. “If you’re really interest-
ed in your mitochondria, you 
need to build muscle mass,” 
says Rountree. Current 
research supports combining 
cardio and strength training, 
as each contributes to mito-
chondrial health in comple-
mentary ways.

MINDSET 
Picard believes the things 
that energize us, such as a 
sense of purpose and mean-
ingful human connection, 
may be acting on mitochon-
dria at a deeper level. 

Evidence for this view 
is building. 

A study from one of 
Picard’s colleagues, Caroline 
Trumpff, PhD, found that 
people who reported greater 
well-being, social engagement, 
and purpose in life had greater 
mitochondrial energy capacity 
in the prefrontal cortex.

Meanwhile, those reporting 
more negative experiences, 
loneliness, and feelings of 
stress had less capacity. 

While none of us can 
eliminate stress completely, 
cultivating positive, relaxed 
states does appear to be 
helpful for our mitochondria. 

A 2024 paper proposes 
that contemplative practices, 
like meditation, yoga, and 
prayer, can benefit the body 
in concrete ways, in part by 
inducing a state of genuine 
rest through safety signaling. 
When the body feels safe and 
secure, it enables mito-
chondria to redirect energy 
away from the demands 
of the stress response and 
back toward cellular repair 
and maintenance. 

SUPPLEMENTS
Both Picard and Rountree 
view supplements as one 
spoke in the wheel of mito-
chondrial health. “There’s 
not any one substance 
that’s going to do the trick,” 
Rountree says. 

That said, there are com-
pounds that can be useful for 
mitochondrial support. Picard 
points to NAD+, a critical 
coenzyme for mitochondrial 
energy flow that declines 
with age. 

Rountree notes that 
creatine has shown some 
benefits for brain function 
and post-COVID fatigue. 
He also sees promise in 
berberine, a plant compound 
used in Traditional Chinese 
Medicine. Berberine may 
stimulate mitochondrial 
biogenesis by activating the 
same cellular mechanism 
that’s triggered by exercise 
and fasting. 

CoQ10, another potent 
antioxidant, may be valuable 
as part of a broader protocol, 
particularly for those with 
mitochondrial dysfunction, 
Rountree says. 

Still, for most of us, the 
most meaningful support 
comes from honoring the 
fundamentals — diet, move-
ment, sleep, and emotional 
health. Our mitochondria, it 
turns out, are listening. They 
respond to how we live.  

MO PERRY is an Experience Life contributing editor.

HOW TO DEFEND
YOUR VITALITY



U N B U R D E N  Y O U R
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BY CHRISTINE SCHRUM

HAVE YOU EVER FOUND 
yourself lying awake at night, 
stewing over a hurtful thing that 
someone said or did? This is 
resentment, a ruminative blend of 
disappointment, anger, bitterness, 
and disapproval. The word comes 
from the French ressentir, which 
originally meant “to feel again.” 

“We cycle through old negative 
feelings or revisit old wrongs 
done to us by others,” explains 
meditation teacher Sharon 
Salzberg in her book Real Change: 
Mindfulness to Heal Ourselves and 
the World. “And do it again. And 
again. It’s as if each offending 
incident is captured on a video that 
loops in our minds.”

There can be satisfaction in 
holding on to grievances. It may 
offer a feeling of security — as if 
keeping these memories fresh 
could protect us from being hurt in 
the same way again. Yet the walls 
of resentment can also leave us 
trapped, unable to connect with 
others or grow past the harms 
we’ve experienced.

That’s why Salzberg believes 
that when we can forgive others, 
we free ourselves. “Forgiveness 
is the way we break the grip 
resentment has on our hearts,” she 

LETTING GO OF  

GRIEVANCES CAN BE  

AN IMPORTANT STEP  

TOWARD HEALING,  

BUT FORGIVENESS  

ISN’T ALWAYS  

WHAT WE THINK.

writes in her essay “Forgiveness 
Can Be Bittersweet.”

Yet sometimes we’ve armored 
our hearts for good reason. Many 
harms are serious and lasting. We 
may feel like forgiving would put 
us or someone we care about in 
harm’s way. This is where it can 
help to clarify what forgiveness 
really means.

“It doesn’t have to mean — it 
shouldn’t mean — wiping the 
slate clean, pretending something 
didn’t happen, pretending some-
thing didn’t hurt,” says Salzberg. 
“Maybe it really hurt a lot, and 
it’s consequential.” 

But when we become consumed 
by thoughts of people who have 
hurt us, they live rent-free in our 
minds, she says. This only adds to 
our burden.

Forgiveness can allow us to 
lighten our own load without sanc-
tioning others’ mistakes. 

“If we decide to embark on a 
path of forgiveness, a great deal of 
it is for the sake of our own relief 
from suffering,” says Salzberg. 
“And it doesn’t mean you may not 
take strong action to protect your-
self or protect others.”

Here’s how that looks in practice.

H E A R T



While the classical model of forgive­
ness involves one party apologizing 
and the other party accepting that 
apology, the real experience doesn’t 
have to mean letting someone off 
the hook.

“Although frequently confused 
with forgetting, acceptance, condon­
ing, excusing, pardoning, and denying 
anger, forgiveness is none of these,” 
writes Suzanne Freedman, PhD, an 
expert on interpersonal forgiveness, 
in an article for the online magazine 
of the Greater Good Science Center at 
the University of California, Berkeley.

“When we forgive, we decrease 
our negative thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors toward the offender,” she 
explains. “Depending on the situa­
tion, sometimes forgiveness involves 
simply wishing the offender well.”

Many of us were raised to forgive 
and forget, which makes perfect sense 
for minor squabbles. But that strategy 
is often not possible and sometimes 
not advisable for more serious harms. 

“I would hesitate to buy into sys­
tems that sort of say you have to for­
give,” says Salzberg, adding that her 
friend and colleague Sylvia Boorstein, 
PhD, a psychotherapist and Buddhist 
teacher, has a useful phrase: Forgive-
ness does not mean amnesia. 

“Forgiveness is not something we 
can demand, perform, or bestow on 
command,” says clinical psychologist 
Yvette Erasmus, PsyD, who hosts a 
podcast called Conversations From 

the Heart. “It is a shift in perspective 
that may emerge as we metabolize 
our pain and come to understand 
what drives harmful behavior, both in 
ourselves and in others.” 

And while forgiveness can mean 
reconciling, it does not need to. 

Erasmus notes that you might pic­
ture people shaking hands or hugging 
when you hear the term “forgiveness,” 
but that’s actually a different process. 
These are gestures of repair, a further 
step that you may or may not want 
to take.

Reconciliation and repair are rela­
tional acts that require two parties to 
participate. Forgiveness, by contrast, 
is an internal state. “I can do it without 
the participation of the other person,” 
Erasmus says. “I don’t need the other 
person necessarily to see what they 
did wrong or to change.” 
(continued on page 68)

RECONCILIATION 
AND REPAIR ARE 

RELATIONAL ACTS 
THAT REQUIRE 

TWO PARTIES TO 
PARTICIPATE. 

FORGIVENESS, BY 
CONTRAST, IS AN 
INTERNAL STATE. 

F O RGIVE N E S S  I S  A  P R O C E S S
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PREVENTING RESENTMENT
We all benefit from emotional honesty and 
authentic, respectful self-expression — not least 
because they can help prevent resentments from 
developing. Some tools can help you head off 
resentment at the pass.

GIVE YOURSELF PERMISSION TO FEEL. If a 
friend shows up late and you feel a flicker of resent-
ment, see what happens if you gently investigate 
the feeling. Sometimes, according to mindfulness 
meditation experts, simply noticing an emotion 
allows it to dissipate like a cloud passing in the sky. 
Other times, resentment could be a cue that we 
need to advocate for ourselves.

ASK FOR WHAT YOU NEED. Feeling helpless 
and fixating on someone else’s misstep may be a 
sign that you need to address things, especially if 
it’s a pattern. When bringing up sensitive topics, 
avoid judgment and blame: You’re never on time! 

Instead, keep it focused on feelings, needs, and 
solutions: I feel a little hurt when you’re late. I need 
to keep my lunch breaks under an hour. Can you 
please be on time next week?

“We’re going to bat for care,” notes therapist 
Yvette Erasmus, PsyD. “We’re not going to bat for 
rightness or wrongness. And when we’re asking for 
care, we’re in a relational frame.” 

NIP GRUDGES IN THE BUD. Some of us hold on 
to hurt feelings hoping they’ll go away, but this usu-
ally has the opposite effect: They get bigger.

“We have to start talking about stuff sooner,” 
says licensed therapist and relationship expert 
Nedra Glover Tawwab, author of Set Boundaries, 
Find Peace. “When we don’t, sometimes our gripes 
are as long as a CVS receipt.” 

If you find yourself avoiding a loved one or 
colleague who offended you, or talking about their 
behavior to others, clearing the air can often help 
you relate to them again.

WAIT TO RESPOND. Slow down and take a 
beat before you react to a slight. Take a few deep 
breaths to regulate yourself. Then, instead of feel-
ing helpless or assuming the worst about the other 
person (both of which are usually efforts to protect 
yourself from more pain), remind yourself about 
some of their good qualities. All of this can set you 
up to represent yourself during a hard conversation 
in a way that’s relational rather than defensive. 



H O W  T O  F O R G I V E

SLOW DOWN. It hurts to be in 
conflict — especially with those we 
love. And many of us were taught to 
say we’re sorry or offer forgiveness 
automatically, without considering 
whether those actions match the feel­
ings we still have. 

When we try to forgive too quickly, 
we may be bypassing things that 
need our attention, says Erasmus. 
“We need to learn and understand 
about our own boundaries, other 
people’s boundaries, and what needs 
to be recalibrated.”

If you feel compelled to forgive 
someone before you’re ready, take 
a beat. You can be kind when you 
tell them you’re not quite there yet. 
You are doing what’s best for the 
relationship when you take the time 
you need.

TAKE CARE OF YOURSELF. In the 
aftermath of a significant painful 
event, your own healing is the top 
priority, says Erasmus. The relation­
ship can wait. 

“With larger, more traumatic 
experiences, forgiveness is never the 
first step, and whether it becomes 
the goal is really up to the individ­
ual,” she explains. “First we need to 
grieve and metabolize the harm that 
was done.”

This can play out in any number 
of ways. You can take time off from 
the relationship, talk to a professional 
counselor or coach, or even seek out 
focused trauma treatment. 

Studies find that meditative prac­
tices like mindfulness and lovingkind­
ness meditation, in which you wish 
yourself and other people well, have 
helped some veterans relieve symp­
toms of PTSD. Even something as 
straightforward as exercise may help 
heal trauma.

DECIDE WHAT FORGIVENESS 
MEANS TO YOU. You could call your 
gesture forgiveness or letting go — or 
neither of these things. A friend of 
mine shares the story of how, after 
a painful divorce, she was relieved 
when her rabbi told her she wasn’t 
required to forgive her ex-husband. 

“Moving on? Yes. Freeing myself 
from focusing on it? Yes. But forgive­
ness? Not my problem,” my friend says. 

“No one owes forgiveness to some­
body else as part of their recovery,” 
Erasmus notes, pointing out that the 
deepest work of reclaiming is about 
setting ourselves free, whatever we 
decide to call it.

YOU MAY NEED TO LET GO MORE 
THAN ONCE. “If the pain was deep, 
you will have to let it go many times,” 
the poet Yung Pueblo has written. 
Healing from deep emotional pain is 
not a one-time event, he explains, but 
a nonlinear unfolding. 

“Unloading the mental weight of 
past hurt is never easy, but it is pos­
sible, especially when we feel ready 
for a great transformation,” he writes.

DECIDE YOUR OWN COURSE. For­
giveness might mean telling someone 
you forgive them, or not. It can open 
the door to reconciliation, but that 
isn’t required. The words you use and 
the actions you take are up to you. 
The goal is simply to set yourself free 
from the grievance.

“I think it’s important to under­
stand that something like forgiveness 
or working on compassion toward 
someone doesn’t mandate a certain 
course of action,” says Salzberg. “It 
doesn’t mean you have to visit them, 
doesn’t mean you have to spend time 
with them, doesn’t mean you have to 
let them move back in.”

SET YOUR BOUNDARIES. Some 
people in our lives require us to have 
stronger boundaries if we’re going 
to spend time around them. Forgiv­
ing these people for their mistakes 
doesn’t mean we give up our discern­
ment or choose their needs over ours.

“When we forgive somebody, it 
doesn’t remove our need to be pro­
tected or to be safe,” Erasmus notes. 
“We need to be able to set limits to 
nurture the kind of relationship we 
actually want to be in.” 

This might mean scaling back 
how often you see someone who is 
prone to self-centered behavior. Or 
sticking to safe public topics with a 
friend or family member who can’t 
resist gossiping. 

Advocating for yourself builds 
self-trust. It’s also the foundation for 
healthier, more authentic relation­
ships with others. 

E M B RAC E 
T H E  L E S S O N S
The satisfaction and freedom found 
in forgiving others is often hard-won, 
like many forms of wisdom. It involves 
discovering how the imperfections 
and difficulties in relationships can 
make us who we are — and who we 
want to be.

“If we can find a way to forgive and 
free our hearts,” writes Salzberg, “we 
are saying life is bigger, we are bigger, 
we are stronger than the hurt and the 
feelings around it.” 

Authentic forgiveness can be powerful, but it may take some time. 
These guidelines can help. 

CHRISTINE SCHRUM is a writer based on 
Vancouver Island, British Columbia. 
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PRACTICING 
SELF - FORGIVE NE S S

We all make mistakes — some are small, others more consequential. At these times we often judge 
ourselves far more harshly than we would other people, says meditation teacher Sharon Salzberg. 
“We would never speak to a friend or even a stranger in the way we speak to ourselves,” she notes.

Our mistakes can also be excellent opportunities to learn, both how we want to be and how we don’t. 
And getting stuck in shame prevents us from learning. So next time you find yourself down the rabbit 
hole of self-recrimination, try these tips. They can put your actions in a healthier perspective.

LET YOURSELF  
FEEL GUILTY. 

In healthy doses, guilt can be 
an adaptive emotion, moving 
us to be accountable and to 
make amends. So don’t be in 
too big a hurry to let yourself 
off the hook when someone 
shows you that they’re hurt. 
Take some time to feel the 
impact of that. From there, 
any amends you offer are apt 
to be more genuine — and 
you might be less likely to 
make the same mistake again.

EXPLORE YOUR NEEDS  
AND MOTIVATIONS. 

When we lash out or engage 
in other regrettable behavior, 
we’re often operating from 
unconscious self-protective 
strategies, explains therapist 
Yvette Erasmus, PsyD.

So if you’ve gone beyond 
healthy guilt and are stuck in 
a cycle of shame and blame, 
see if you can investigate 
your missteps with curiosity 
instead. Some questions you 
might ask yourself: When I 
did this thing, what did I need? 
How did I feel? What, or who, 
was I trying to protect? What 
mattered to me? 

MAKE AMENDS. 

Forgiving yourself can become easier once you’ve 
taken responsibility for your actions and offered 
your apologies. This could mean making a phone 
call or writing a long-overdue email. 

If you have reason to believe it would be more 
harmful than helpful for someone to hear from you, 
you can also consider a “living amends” — prac-
ticing new behaviors with others based on what 
you’ve learned from your mistakes. Whichever path 
you choose, hold yourself in compassion.

“Nothing is unforgivable,” mindfulness teachers 
Valerie Mason-John, MA, and Paramabandhu 
Groves, MBBS, MRCPsych, write in Eight Step 
Recovery: Using the Buddha’s Teachings to Over­
come Addiction. “We have to start from where we 
are, and spring-clean our minds.”

PRACTICE LOVINGKINDNESS  
TOWARD YOURSELF. 

We always can turn a more forgiving eye 
toward ourselves by practicing lovingkind-
ness meditation, Salzberg explains in Find­
ing Your Way: Meditation, Thoughts, and 
Wisdom for Living an Authentic Life. 

This practice involves the silent repeti-
tion of phrases intended to cultivate warmth 
and compassion for oneself and others, 
such as: May I be safe, may I be happy, may I 
be healthy, may I live with ease of heart. 

“There’s nothing special you need to do 
to deserve this kind of acknowledgment 
or care,” Salzberg writes. “You deserve it 
simply because you exist.”
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Scrolling is an easy, though rarely fulfilling, form of entertainment.  
 Try one of these screen-free activities when you need a break.

BY ALEXANDRA FROST

Hands-On Hobbies

IN 2025, Jennifer Jacobson needed 
something to keep herself busy. 
She was managing postconcussion 
symptoms and having a hard time with 
computer screens, which complicated 
both her daytime work as an art 
director at Experience Life and her 
evenings watching her favorite shows. 
She wanted an analog activity to fill 
her time.

On a whim, she signed up for a 
stained-glass art class, where she 
assembled and soldered colored shards 
of glass. She was surprised to find that 
she had a knack for the medium. Her 
first class led to another, and another, 
and soon enough Jacobson had bought 
her own equipment and started making 
designs at home. The best part? No 
screens required. 

Many of us spend a lot of time on 
our digital devices, which can take a 
toll on our physical and mental health. 
Excessive screen time has been as-

sociated with heightened anxiety and 
depression, as well as with physical 
complaints like eye strain and upper-
back pain. 

Meanwhile, taking a break from our 
devices creates space for analog activi-
ties that can stimulate our minds and 
enrich our lives. Research suggests that 
engaging in creative arts can reduce 
stress and slow brain aging. And, as 
Jacobson learned, it can even help us 
discover hidden parts of ourselves. 

“As a creative person whose typical 
outlet involved computers, restricting 
my screen time after my concussion 
felt like losing part of myself,” she says. 
“Stained glass gave it back — this time 
through my hands instead of a mouse.” 

Analog hobbies come in all shapes 
and sizes, so there’s sure to be an activ-
ity that suits your skills and interests. 
The only requirement is that you find 
it fun. If you need some inspiration, 
consider the following ideas. 

Jacobson, left, at a local stained-
glass workshop with coworker 
Molly Tynjala King in May 2025. 
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ALEXANDRA FROST is a journalist and 
content strategist based in Cincinnati. 

1. CREATE SOMETHING.
There’s something inherently com
pelling about a creative activity, whether 
it’s spending an evening knitting a cozy 
scarf or a weekend shaping and sanding 
a cribbage board in your garage. A 
systematic review published in 2025 
found that crafting may reduce anxiety, 
ease depression, improve self-efficacy, 
and increase life satisfaction. 

Traditional crafts, such as needle
work, knitting, and crocheting, are only 
some of your options; you could also try 
your hand at leather tooling, woodwork-
ing, basket weaving, jewelry design, 
soapmaking, or candle pouring.

Get started: Visit a local craft store 
for basic materials. Consider perusing 
secondhand stores or websites for 
starter kits.

2. DANCE.
Not only is dancing fun, but it can also 
release endorphins and improve your 
self-confidence. You can find classes 
in a wide range of styles or just choreo-
graph your own moves in the kitchen 
after dinner.

“Unlike other workouts, dancing 
requires me to put my phone away 
and be fully present,” says Amanda 
Guillen, chief creative officer at Creative 
Junkies Agency. Guillen reconnected 
with her childhood love of dance 
at age 33. “Interestingly, I find that I 
am a better dancer now than I was 
in my youth, because I have a much 
deeper understanding of my body and 
muscle mechanics.”

Get started: If the idea of dance classes 
sounds motivating, check out your com-
munity education offerings or see what’s 
available at your fitness club. But you 
don’t need a formal lesson to dance; just 
crank your favorite song and start moving. 

3. MAKE MUSIC. 
Playing music offers multiple benefits, 
from stress relief to greater happiness. 
And a study published in 2022 found 
that longtime musicians may enjoy more 
cognitive resilience later in life. 

You could learn to play a new instru-
ment, return to one you played in school, 
or improve your vocal skills. At a party, it’s 
great to be able to sit at a piano or grab a 
guitar and play someone’s favorite song.

Get started: Music lessons aren’t 
just for kids. Search online for music 
instruction in your city. Some music 
stores offer free lessons.

4. PLAY A GAME. 
If you can get three of your friends to join 
you, you’ll have the makings of a Catan, 
bridge, or mahjong group. Originating 
in 19th-century China, mahjong might 
remind you of rummy, and it serves as a 
great memory builder. 

A narrative review published in 
2025 shows that playing board games 
can also improve knowledge retention, 
motivation, and well-being. 

Get started: Ask friends if they need an 
extra person for their next game night 
or trivia contest. Or pick up some board 
games and cards at the thrift store and 
host a game night of your own. 

5. CONNECT WITH ANIMALS. 
You don’t need a pet of your own to 
experience the benefits of spending 
time with animals. Laura Stratton took 
up horseback riding at age 50 and was 
delighted by the activity’s physical and 
emotional rewards. “Be prepared to get 
stronger,” she says, and to discover the 
deep connection you can build with 
a horse.

You could also volunteer at a local 
animal shelter, foster animals waiting for 
their forever homes, start a dog-walking 
service, pet-sit for friends and neighbors, 
or grab your binoculars and go birding. 

Get started: Reach out to your city’s 
animal shelter or a pet-rescue organiza-
tion if you’d like to adopt a pet or volun-
teer to foster. Find a nearby stable and 
inquire about riding lessons. If you want 
to offer pet services, consider creating a 
profile on an app like Rover.

6. LEARN TO SEW.
It’s frustrating when clothes don’t fit 
quite right. For those who know how 
to sew, these problems turn into fun 

projects rather than chores. Altering 
clothes can double as a side hustle if 
your skills are sharp and you’re eager 
for new projects. 

Sewing is best learned from 
someone who knows it well. See if a 
mending expert, whether a relative of 
yours or a professional, would teach 
you some basic stitches and show you 
around a sewing machine. (In a pinch, 
there are plenty of skilled sewists to 
learn from online.) 

Get started: Fabric stores in your 
area might offer classes that teach the 
basics. Buy a sewing kit and work on 
an old pair of pants before committing 
to a sewing machine or altering an 
expensive garment.

7. BE A KID. 
If you loved to paint, draw, use Play-Doh, 
or skip rocks as a kid, why not lean into 
those early loves? They aren’t just for 
children. If you have kids of your own, 
these activities can help you connect 
with them and your younger self. 

For a more active option, try experi-
menting with a sport you once loved — 
or one that you wanted to try but never 
did. Think skateboarding, gymnastics, 
ice-skating, martial arts, or obstacle-
based fitness training. 

Get started: Buy some fresh Play-
Doh and build something. Get some 
crayons or pastels and start coloring. 
Dig out the LEGO sets, Kinetic Sand, 
or other traditional kids’ toys. And scan 
the local offerings for instruction in 
your favorite childhood activity. Your 
skateboard awaits. 
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HENRY EMMONS, MD, is an integrative psychiatrist and the author of The Chemistry of Joy, The Chemistry of Calm, and Staying Sharp. 

Loss can be taxing. An integrative psychiatrist shares ways 
to support your resilience.

BY HENRY EMMONS, MD

R
E

A
L LIFE

    N
AT

U
R

A
L M

EN
TA

L H
E

A
LT

H

Grief 
and Mental Health 

WE’VE ALL GRIEVED the loss 
of loved ones, or we will someday. 
But grief doesn’t arrive only through 
death or a devastating diagnosis. 
We also grieve lost relationships, 
lost futures, lost versions of our­
selves. And when disasters happen, 
we grieve collectively for our com­
munities and for our world.

Grief is more than just an emo­
tion. It’s a full-body, whole-brain 
experience. And it affects our men­
tal health in profound ways.

When we’re grieving, levels of 
cortisol and other stress hormones 
are elevated. Serotonin and dopa­
mine may be dysregulated. This 
is why grief is often coupled with 
fatigue, difficulty concentrating, 
and a loss of interest in things that 
used to bring joy. 

Acute grief can effectively shut 
down the brain’s prefrontal cortex, 
affecting our ability to plan and 
make decisions. The amygdala, 
which is the brain’s alarm system, 
may stay activated, and we can 
become hypervigilant or shut down 
entirely. Both are examples of the 
nervous system trying to protect us 
from overwhelming pain.

 “Grief brain” also includes for­
getfulness, confusion, and trouble 
following conversations. But you’re 
not losing your mind; your brain 
is redirecting enormous resources 
toward processing your loss.

WE ALL GRIEVE DIFFERENTLY 
Not everyone experiences grief the 
same way. Some of this is tempera­
ment. In my psychiatry practice, I 
find it helpful to think about three 
basic nervous-system types.

Some people are naturally 
more activated — they tend toward 
anxiety, restlessness, racing thoughts. 
For them, grief often shows up as 
agitation, insomnia, and an inability 
to settle.

Others have a calmer baseline, 
but they become rigid or stuck when 
stressed. Their grief might look like 
withdrawal and difficulty adapting to 
the new reality. They may get caught 
in repetitive thoughts about their loss.

Still others are naturally more 
sluggish. These types tend toward 
low energy and can easily slip into 
depression. For them, grief can feel 
like being underwater, and the world 
feels slowed down and muffled.

None of these responses is better 
or worse. But knowing your own ten­
dency can help you choose the strate­
gies that best support your system 
rather than fight against it.

SUPPORT WITHOUT  
SUPPRESSING 
When it comes to protecting your 
mental health, the goal isn’t to get 
over grief quickly. It’s to support 
yourself so you can move through it 
without it completely depleting your 
resilience. These approaches can help 
all nervous-system types.

Protect your sleep. When griev­
ing, you need rest. Keep a consistent 
bedtime. Limit screen time in the 
evening. If you’re prone to lying awake 
with racing thoughts, get up and do 
something soothing — make tea, read 
a comforting book, sit quietly. Then 
try again.

Nourish your nervous system. 
Omega-3 fatty acids from fish oil help 
support brain function and mood 

regulation. B vitamins, especially 
their methylated forms, help your 
body manage stress. Magnesium can 
ease the physical tension that grief 
creates. These nutrients aren’t quick 
fixes, but they provide building 
blocks for your depleted system.

Move your body gently. You don’t 
need intense workouts when you’re 
already drained, but do try to keep 
moving so grief doesn’t get stuck 
in your body. Walking, gentle yoga, 
or simple stretching can help move 
that stagnant energy through.

Create boundaries for your grief. 
This might sound strange, but you 
can’t actively grieve all the time. Set 
aside time daily to intentionally feel 
and process — maybe 20 minutes 
in the morning to journal or just 
be with the sadness. Then gently 
redirect your attention to the tasks 
of the day. This isn’t avoidance; it’s 
giving yourself permission to not 
be consumed. 

Let others in, even a little. 
Isolation makes everything harder. 
Yet connecting with others doesn’t 
have to mean explaining yourself 
or accepting unwanted advice. 
Let someone sit quietly with you 
or bring you food. Let a friend 
or family member know you’re 
struggling. Grief is not meant to be 
processed alone.

Savor what remains. Take in a 
beautiful sunset, your child’s laugh, a 
good cup of coffee. Let yourself notice 
them without guilt. This isn’t about 
toxic positivity. These moments of 
sweetness don’t diminish your loss. 
They sustain you through it. 
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Learn to stay calm and diffuse tension 
when defensiveness rears its head.

Diffusing 
Defensiveness

You’re confused about what you did 
to trigger the defensive response. 
This is especially relevant when the 
other person’s defensiveness is a 
reaction to you expressing your feelings, 
and you’ve done your utmost to state 
your position without judgment. 

You’re afraid to escalate the 
situation. The last thing you want to 
do is run the conversation aground by 
prompting more reactivity. 

You feel guilty about activating the 
other person’s defensive instincts. 
In the face of someone’s strong 
response, you might question yourself 
for speaking up in the first place — even 
though that would mean leaving your 
feelings unaddressed.

Your own defensive response 
is triggered by theirs. This can 
happen almost instantaneously, says 
Erasmus. “Defensiveness can trigger 
defensiveness. Our bodies tighten 
instinctually, and suddenly both people 
are trying to protect themselves at the 
same time.” 

The other person disregards or 
minimizes your concerns, issues, or 
feelings. When someone plays down 
your concerns, it’s natural to feel that 
you need to emphatically justify them — 
but that usually leads nowhere.

The other person shuts down and 
goes silent, or you reach your limit 
and shut down yourself. “Shutdown, 
as a response, is the bodily system trying 
not to get overwhelmed,” says Erasmus. 
The result is no communication and 
no resolution.
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WHEN YOU FIND yourself on the receiving end of a 
defensive reaction — after asking your partner to do the 
dishes or pointing out a mistake in someone’s work, for 
example — it’s tempting to snap back or walk away. When 
defensiveness comes through as deflection, sarcasm, denial, 
or dismissal, it can feel like the communication has hit a 
brick wall, and that relating with this person is impossible. 

All that makes it hard to keep the dialogue going.
Yet it’s possible to calm a conversation that’s been 

roiled by a reactive response, says clinical psychologist 
Yvette Erasmus, PsyD, host of the podcast Conversations 
From the Heart. Erasmus specializes in communication 
skills, emotional regulation, and peaceful conflict resolu­
tion. She has some encouraging ideas for dealing with 
defensiveness — whether it’s someone else’s or your own. 
“It’s just about making sure that both of you feel safe and 
feel seen,” she says.

BY JON SPAYDE

STRESS  
SOURCES
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Understand what defensiveness is. 
While we may see defensiveness as 
an attack or a willful avoidance of an 
important issue, Erasmus reminds us 
that it is a protective mechanism:

 “Defensiveness is self-protective. 
We become defensive when we 
feel threatened, unsafe, ashamed, 
unseen, powerless, or misunderstood, 
and especially when we are fielding 
judgment and criticism.

“Most people are not trying to be dif-
ficult. Our self-protectiveness tends to 
activate before our curiosity or connec-
tion systems.” 

Pay attention to what’s going 
on in yourself. You don’t need to 
stay perfectly calm — the goal is to 
simply stay mindful enough to avoid 
escalation, Erasmus says. “What helps 
most in those moments is shifting our 
attention from winning the argument to 
noticing our feelings, sensations, needs, 
and wants.” 

Slow down your thoughts, breathe, 
direct your attention to the state of 
your nervous system, and track your 
sensations, she suggests. Some useful 
intentions: “connection before correc-
tion” and “empathy before explanation.” 
These can even be silent mantras during 
tough moments.

Extend empathy to the other person. 
Diffusing defensiveness requires 
creating safety, Erasmus notes. This 
helps the other person’s defensive, self-
protective system to relax. And the best 
way to do that is to let them be seen and 
known for who they are.

“People tend to soften when they feel 
less judged and more understood,” she 
says. “That doesn’t mean abandoning 
yourself or agreeing with everything 
they say. It means approaching the 
conversation with curiosity, empathy, 
and enough groundedness that both 
people have a better chance of staying 
connected while working through 
something difficult.”

Connect before you try to solve 
the problem. “People are far more 
open to problem-solving once they 

SUCCESS  
STRATEGIES
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feel understood,” says Erasmus. “If you 
slow down long enough to connect 
with their feelings, concerns, and 
perspective first, the conversation often 
becomes more collaborative and much 
less adversarial.

“But when people feel emotionally 
threatened or misunderstood, they’re 
less able to take in solutions or feed-
back,” she explains. “If you move too 
quickly into fixing, correcting, or per-
suading before there’s enough connec-
tion, the other person will often become 
even more defensive because their 
nervous system still feels under threat.” 

Reflect the other person’s 
perspective back to them. One of 
the best ways to find connection and 
empathy is to try describing in your own 
words what you think is making the other 
person defensive — then check to see if 
what you said rings true. 

This approach is cognitive, not 
emotional: You’re not replaying 
what you think they are feeling but 
rather becoming curious about their 
understanding of the situation. Erasmus 
suggests language like “It sounds like my 
words landed as criticism; am I getting 
that right?” 

“When we make room for the 
other person to clarify or correct 
our understanding,” she explains, 
“conversations often become much 
safer and more collaborative.”

Frame the conversation as coopera-
tive — even if the other person isn’t 
cooperating. Surprisingly, you don’t 
need the other person to join you in this 
process, Erasmus notes. 

“Even if the other person remains 
reactive, you can still shift the emo-
tional tone of the interaction. When you 
respond with curiosity, steadiness, and a 
genuine effort to understand rather than 
counterattack, people often become 
less defensive over time.”

Call for a postponement. If the other 
person is standing firm behind a brick 
wall of defensiveness, you may want or 
need to withdraw. Erasmus suggests you 
do it with gentle “I” statements, rather 
than making it about them. 

“Sometimes the most constructive 
thing you can do is pause the conversa-
tion before it becomes more harmful,” 
she says. “Rather than attacking the 
other person or storming off, try naming 
what’s happening inside you with hon-
esty and care.”

Erasmus suggests a statement like 
this: “I want us to understand each other, 
but I’m getting too activated to com-
municate in the way I want to right now. I 
think I need a little space to settle before 
continuing this conversation.”

Set a firm boundary. If the defensive 
person becomes aggressive after you 
call for a pause, or at any other time 
during the encounter, “you’re no longer in 
a collaborative conversation; you’re in a 
reactive control dynamic,” says Erasmus. 

At that point, she adds, continuing to 
engage often escalates things further, 
and you need to be clear that you will no 
longer take part. “Compassion does not 
mean staying in a conversation that is no 
longer constructive.”

This can be difficult, but it’s important 
to follow through.

“One of the hardest parts is tolerat-
ing being misunderstood,” she explains. 
“The other person may experience your 
boundary as rejection or abandonment, 
and you may not be able to repair that 
immediately. But you can acknowledge 
their feelings while still honoring your 
own limits.” 

JON SPAYDE is an Experience Life contributing editor.
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MANY OF US (by which I mean 
me) start each morning feeling as if 
we’re in a kind of productivity debt, 
one we must struggle to pay off 
throughout the day in hopes of a zero 
balance by the time evening comes. 

Few things feel more basic to 
my experience of adulthood than 
this vague sense that I’m falling 
behind and need to claw my way 
back up to some minimum standard 
of output. It’s as if staying on top 
of things will not only justify my 
existence but also stave off some ill-
defined catastrophe.

This feeling of indebtedness 
doesn’t just apply to work tasks. In 
times like these, it’s equally easy to 
feel in debt when it comes to political 
activism, donations, and community 
service. Not to mention trying to be 
a good-enough partner, parent, and 
friend. There’s just so much that 
needs doing. So, naturally, one really 
has to buckle down to have any hope 
of getting to feel like a decent person.

I recently suggested on social 
media (again, a suggestion directed 
mainly at myself) the idea of trying 
another perspective: What if you 
began each day at a zero balance, so 
that everything you accomplished — 
every task you got done, every tiny 
thing you did to address the world’s 
troubles or the needs of your house­
hold — put you into the black? 

What if (and, personally, I find 
this thought almost unthinkable in 
its radicalism, but here goes) there’s 
nothing you ever had to do to earn 
your spot on the planet? What if 
everything you do get around to 
doing, on any given day, is surplus to 
the minimum requirements?

What if you’re already 
on top of things?

BY OLIVER BURKEMAN

OLIVER BURKEMAN is the author of the 
best-selling book Meditations for Mortals as 
well as the newsletter The Imperfectionist, 
from which this column is adapted.
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 There’s an obvious objection here. 
To achieve certain outcomes, there 
are things we have to do. To get you 
this column, I had to write it. To have 
a clean kitchen, I have to clean the 
kitchen, or else passive-aggressively 
comment on its disastrousness until 
my partner cleans it. To pay the mort­
gage, I have to generate an income. 
This is where inequality enters the 
picture, too, because of course some 
of us have to do a lot more than 
others to stay afloat.

 Yet many of us overlay this instru­
mental obligation with an existential 
one: The feeling that we must get 
things done not merely to achieve 
certain ends but because it’s a cosmic 
duty we’ve somehow incurred in 
exchange for being alive.

WRITE IT DOWN
This is why I’m such an enthusiastic 
proponent of keeping a “done list.” 
It starts empty in the morning and 
then gets filled with whatever you 
accomplish throughout the day. Each 
entry is a cheering reminder that you 
could have spent the day doing noth­
ing — yet look what you did instead! 
(If you’re in a serious psychological 
rut, just lower the bar for what counts 
as an accomplishment; nobody 
else needs to know that you added 
“brushed teeth” or “made coffee” to 
the list.)

 A done list isn’t merely a way to 
feel better about yourself. Giving up 
the impossible quest to pay off your 
productivity debt and thinking of 
each day as a chance to move a small-
but-meaningful set of items to the 
done list allows you to make better 
choices about what to focus on. And 

you’ll make more progress on them, 
too, because you’ll waste less time and 
energy being stressed about the stuff 
you’re unavoidably neglecting.

 What’s more, paying off your 
imaginary productivity debt (in 
other words, working so hard and 
so efficiently that you no longer feel 
like you’re falling behind) is not just 
grueling and unpleasant, it’s literally 
impossible. In the modern world of 
work, there’s no limit to the number 
of emails you might receive, the 
demands your boss might make, or 
the ambitions you might have for your 
career. So there’s no reason to believe 
you’ll ever get to the end of them. 

 Whenever I manage to remem­
ber that the cosmic debt I imagine I 
must pay off is, in fact, unpayoffable, 
I find I’m far better able to relax in the 
midst of having too much to do — as 
opposed to making relaxation depen­
dent on getting on top of it all, which I 
never will. 

I’m also far better placed to actu­
ally do things, both the productive 
things and the good-citizen things, 
that were the focus of all my angst in 
the first place. Look! There they are, 
on the done list! Not many of them, 
perhaps, at least by comparison to 
the immeasurable galaxy of things 
that need doing, but there are gener­
ally quite a few by the time 6 p.m. 
rolls around. 

At which point I usually mix a gin 
and tonic, though I tend not to add 
that to the list.

The 
Done List

EXPERIENCELIFE.COM • 79



Happy Places
Can science aid us in the search for happiness?  

Or are we looking in the wrong direction?

HAPPINESS: Dictionaries define 
it as somewhere in the ballpark of “a 
state of well-being, joy, and content-
ment.” But those are evasive, fleeting 
concepts. (And don’t even try 
to get a handle on defin-
ing “bliss.” States one 
dictionary: “Complete 
happiness.”)

Peanuts creator 
Charles M. Schulz’s 
definition was easy 
to wrap your arms 
around: Happiness 
may indeed be a warm 
puppy.

But what if you’re a cat fancier?
Maybe the best way to explain the 

conundrum is actually an image: the 
iconic smiley face drawn by graphic 

artist Harvey Ball in 1963 — initially 
designed to raise the flagging morale 
of office workers at an insurance 
company. There’s none of the mys-

tery of Mona Lisa’s inscrutable 
smile here; happiness is 

indisputably clear in its 
ear-to-ear beam.

Such unambigu-
ous happiness seems 
to be what we all 
want. But how to 

get there?
Sometimes it 

seems like the pursuit 
of happiness is an endless, 

trying, even fanciful quest — and 
one destined to leave the devoted 
searcher stranded far from the 
hoped-for destination. 

In recent years, seeking happiness 
has itself been codified, analyzed, 
and scrutinized, giving birth to a 
science of happiness. We now have 
the field of positive psychology. We 
have self-help books by the score. 
And we have myriad studies seeking 
to identify the happiest places 
on Earth with the goal of helping 
us all find what those happy folk 
have found.

By some measures, we’re happier 
than ever — or at least since such 
data became available. By others, 
our happiness is lagging with 
each passing year. (More on both 
to come.)

But maybe these studies are look-
ing in the wrong places. Or asking the 
wrong questions.

BY MICHAEL DREGNI

Happiness may 
indeed be a 

warm puppy.  
But what if 
you’re a cat 

fancier? 
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THE PURSUIT OF THE  
PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS 
To try to get his finger on the pulse 
of all this, journalist Eric Weiner had 
a novel idea: He traveled the globe, 
visiting 10 countries considered more 
or less “happy” and reporting on 
what lessons their inhabitants might 
teach the rest of us. The result was 
his 2008 book, The Geography of Bliss: 
One Grump’s Search for the Happiest 
Places in the World, which is a mix of 
objective and subjective analyses that 
went on to become a TV series.

Spoiler alert: Weiner found that 
Bhutan was a supremely happy coun­
try; the government even keeps tabs 
on its people’s Gross National Happi­
ness. The Swiss were also happy, but 
for different reasons. Moldova? Not 
so happy. The United States? Some­
where in between.

Unpacking his bags after his jour­
ney, Weiner also attempted to unpack 
his findings: “Money matters, but less 
than we think and not in the way that 
we think. Family is important. So are 
friends. Envy is toxic. So is excessive 
thinking. Beaches are optional. Trust 
is not. Neither is gratitude.”

He followed that with the written 
equivalent of a shrug, admitting hap­
piness is “slippery.” And adding, per­
haps most significantly, that there’s 
more than one path to finding it.

One thing is certain: Weiner’s 
bestseller popularized a topic and 
spurred a trend. “I am pleased to see 
sustained interest in gauging happi­
ness across cultures and countries,” 
he says. “I think it reflects a growing 
recognition that happiness is not 

exclusively an ‘inside job.’ It is also a 
cultural phenomenon. Some nations 
are simply better than others at pro­
ducing happy citizens.”

HAPPINESS TRENDS
The pursuit of the pursuit of happi­
ness has become a topic of enduring 
fascination, researched from myriad 
and various angles — sociological, 
psychological, economic, philosophi­
cal, political, scientific, and more.

Since the 1980s, social scientists 
at the World Values Survey 
have accessed surveys 
of more than 400,000 
people from more 
than 100 nations 
containing almost 
90 percent of the 
world’s population. 
The surveys have 
asked the same two 
questions: “Taking 
all things together, 
would you say you are 
very happy, rather happy, 
not very happy, not at all happy?” 
And, “All things considered, how sat­
isfied are you with your life as a whole 
these days?”

Economic growth, democratiza­
tion, and increasing social tolerance 
have all helped raise happiness lev­
els. And while people from wealthier 
countries tend to be happier than 
those from poorer countries, democ­
ratization and rising tolerance have 
more impact than economic growth.

“The results clearly show that the 
happiest societies are those that allow 
people the freedom to choose how 

to live their lives,” explained Ronald 
Inglehart, PhD, the late founder of the 
World Values Survey, in 2008.

Not all recent research jibes with 
those pleasant trends, though. Since 
2012, the University of Oxford’s  
Wellbeing Research Centre has pub­
lished an annual World Happiness 
Report. Over time, the organization 
has examined different influences and 
aspects of happiness. For instance, the 
2025 report focused on the impact of 
caring and sharing on people’s well-

being in 147 countries. 
In 2026, the report 

was grave. While 
many countries — 

especially Scan­
dinavian nations 
— were content, 
“in general, most 
Western industrial 

countries are now 
less happy than they 

were between 2005 
and 2010,” the executive 

summary stated. The cul­
prit? Social media. And, in particu­

lar, its effect on the young.
“Life satisfaction is highest at low 

rates of social media use and lower 
at higher rates of use,” the authors 
report. “The rise of internet and social 
media use has affected well-being 
directly, and also indirectly by alter­
ing trust. . . . Negative emotions are 
becoming more common in all global 
regions.” Sadness and worry are on 
the rise.

WHAT MONEY CAN’T BUY
Money can’t buy happiness, goes the 

“The results clearly 
show that the 

happiest societies 
are those that allow 
people the freedom 
to choose how to live 

their lives.”



old maxim, but it does seem to lend 
a helping hand. With that in mind, 
psychologist Mohsen Joshanloo, 
PhD, of South Korea’s Keimyung 
University, crafted a new means of 
measuring happiness, called wealth-
adjusted life satisfaction (WALS), 
for a 2025 study. 

“WALS asks not just ‘how happy 
is this country?’ but also ‘how happy 
is this country given its wealth?’” 
he writes in an article for the online 
magazine of the Greater Good 
Science Center at the University of 
California, Berkeley.

“Part of what drives this trend 
is a broader shift in how we define 
success and a good life,” he says. “In 
many parts of the world, material 
survival is no longer the only concern 
for large segments of the population. 
When basic needs related to 
safety and financial security are 
relatively met, people begin 

MICHAEL DREGNI is an Experience Life 
deputy editor.

to focus more on subjective and 
psychological aspects of life, such as 
satisfaction, meaning, autonomy, and 
social relationships.”

By Joshanloo’s WALS measure, 
Nicaragua is No. 1 in happiness. It’s 
followed by the usual suspect, Finland, 
then Kyrgyzstan and Nepal. The United 
States is No. 32. Wealthy countries 
such as the United Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain “produce substantial wealth 
but seem less effective at turning it 
into subjective well-being,” he writes.

So what trumps wealth in the hunt 
for happiness?

“Some of the strongest factors as­
sociated with higher‑than‑expected 
life satisfaction in my analysis were 

perceived job quality (for example, 
psychological aspects of work, such 
as autonomy), daily enjoyment, op­
portunities for forming friendships, 
personal freedom, and prosocial 
behaviors, such as volunteering,” 
says Joshanloo. 

“So it is not that wealth becomes 
irrelevant, but rather that social, 
cultural, and institutional factors can 
influence how efficiently that wealth 
is converted into well‑being.”

THE RIGHT QUESTION?
The United States currently ranks 
middlingly in many happiness 
quotients. But the fact that Thomas 
Jefferson included the pursuit of 
happiness as an unalienable right in 
the Declaration of Independence may 
reveal a cultural optimism that hap­
piness is indeed possible. Maybe not 
Harvey Ball’s manic smiley face–level 
bliss, but life satisfaction. A sense of 
well-being. Contentment.

And maybe “Are you happy?” is 
not the right, or at least not the most 
meaningful, question. 

That was one of Weiner’s conclu­
sions: “Maybe love is more important 
than happiness,” he writes.

“‘Happiness’ doesn’t do justice to 
what we truly crave,” Weiner says. 
“Most people, I think, want a meaning­
ful life more than a happy one. Yes, 
there is some overlap between the 
two, but it is not 100 percent. You can 
have a rich and meaningful life and 
not be happy all the time.” 

 

“So it is not that 
wealth becomes 

irrelevant, but rather 
that social, cultural, 

and institutional 
factors can influence 
how efficiently that 
wealth is converted 

into well‑being.”
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We have something for every age and every stage of growth. 
From classes to lessons, camps, clinics and more — fun is 
easy to find at Life Time.
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1.
GO FOR A SPIN

 Wouldn’t you rather 
put on your favorite 
record than let the 
algorithm choose 

your playlist? Find the 
Victrola Automatic 

turntable and 
speakers for $530 at  
www.victrola.com.

2. 5.
PRESS PAUSE

Tap your phone to 
the Brick to block 

distracting apps. To 
turn them back on, 
tap it again. Simply 

interrupting the impulse 
to scroll can save you a 

lot of time. $59 at  
www.getbrick.com.

TAKE YOUR TIME 
Keep your phone out of 
the bedroom and invite 
the Loftie alarm clock 
instead. It has a host 
of sleep-supporting 
features, including 
red-light mode for 
evenings. $250 at 

www.byloftie.com.

W
O

R
T

H
Y

 G
O

O
D

S

1.

4.

TIME TO
UNPLUG

Take a break from digital 
devices and go analog 

for a while.

PUZZLE IT OUT 
For some, hands-on 

puzzling is a great 
way to get into a flow, 
and the bright image 

of poppies on this 
1,000-piece puzzle is a 
lovely place to rest the 

eyes. $40 at www 
.cloudberries.co.uk.

3.

2.

3.

5.

MAKE A DATE
With an elegant plan-
ner from Appointed, 
you can write down 
your commitments 

and track your 
calendar without 

digital distractions. 
From $32 at  

www.appointed.co.

4.
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Holiday glow starts in one treatment. Powered by HydraFacial, 
clinically proven to leave skin instantly radiant, refreshed and smooth.
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SEVERAL YEARS AGO, my son 
and I set up a telescope on the roof  
of our home to watch a solar eclipse 
— just the two of us, a small tripod, 
and the moon sliding in front of the 
sun. At some point we looked down 
and noticed the light coming through 
the leaves of a nearby tree. It was 
making dozens of tiny crescents on 
the driveway, in the same shape as 
the eclipse itself. 

I thought about that moment 
recently while watching the Netflix 
documentary Unknown: Cosmic Time 
Machine, about the James Webb 
Space Telescope. Since 2022, Webb 
has remained nearly a million miles 
from Earth, four times farther away 
than the moon, in a spot where the 
earth’s and the sun’s gravity cancel 
each other out. 

While the idea of an infrared tele­
scope began in the mid-1990s, Webb 
itself wasn’t launched into space 
until late 2021. During its monthlong 
journey to its destination, the mas­
sive structure unfolded itself in the 
vacuum of space, surmounting hun­
dreds of potential points of failure. 

Its five-layer sunshield is roughly 
the size of a tennis court; its primary 
mirror is made of 18 separate seg­
ments, which had to align to a frac­
tion of a hair’s width. A single failure 
could have ended the mission. Every 
calibration and alignment had to be 
just right.

It took three space agencies, thou­
sands of experts, about 10 billion dol­
lars, and more than two decades of 
work to get it there. In July 2022, the 
first image from the telescope was 
released: a glimpse of a patch of the 
universe, the size of which is roughly 
equivalent to a single grain of sand 
if you were to hold it at arm’s length. 

That grain of sand contains 
thousands of galaxies, some 
whose light has been travel­
ing for 13.2 billion years. More 
images soon followed. 

As I sat there watching the docu­
mentary, I found myself thinking, 
So what?

It wasn’t a rhetorical question so 
much as real interest: What did we 
actually learn? Did we discover some­
thing unknown, or did we simply 
confirm what we already suspected: 
that we are staggeringly small, on 
a planet that isn’t even a rounding 
error against everything else that’s 
out there? Was the knowledge worth 
the effort, money, and risk it took to 
get the Webb telescope up there in 
the first place?

Perhaps the real discovery isn’t 
what we found, but what it reveals 
about how curious we are. We walk 
around with minds capable of rea­
soning their way to the edge of the 
universe, inquisitive enough to ask 
what happened 13 billion years ago, 
and disciplined enough to build a 
machine to go find out. 

At the same time, we’re just tiny 
specks in a remote galaxy, here for a 
very short, very specific stretch of time.

These two things don’t add up 
to me. If we’re so small, how is our 
curiosity as expansive as the universe 
itself? Why should a cosmic speck 
care about or need to know what’s all 
the way out there?

Instead of trying to make sense 
of it all, I remind myself that I get to 
choose my perspective. Some days I 
need a broad perspective to recog­
nize that whatever’s bothering me 
is rather insignificant in the grand 
scheme of things, against 13 billion 
years of light. Then I can let it go. 

Other days I need a more focused 
view, like the one from our roof: the 
crescents of light scattered across 
our driveway, my son next to me, a 
moment both small and significant.

It’s a little bit Albert Einstein and 
a little bit “Dust in the Wind.” Both 
perspectives are true. The trick isn’t 
picking just one; it’s knowing which 
lens the moment calls for.

As we near the end of another 
year, many of us start to make lists 
of things to fix and goals to pursue. 
Before you write your own list, maybe 
sit with these questions: From what 
distance have you been looking at 
your life? Are you so close that the 
small stuff — minuscule things that 
often turn into nothing — fills the 
whole frame? Or can you see the 
macro view, pulling the lens out far 
enough to see what really matters? 

I don’t have the answer, but here’s 
what I do know: We’re only here for a 
short time. It really is to your advan­
tage to love as much as you can, to 
have as much fun as you can, to do 
as little harm as you can, and to do as 
much good as you can, with whatever 
precious time you get.

You can help the person in front 
of you today, making their day a little 
better, while also contributing to 
something bigger than yourself. 

Do both, and you may discover 
that life, though short, is all the more 
meaningful and rich.

Just a Few Questions
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BAHRAM AKRADI is 
the founder, chairman, 
and CEO of Life Time — 
Healthy Way of Life.
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Doing the hardest thing  
is exactly what  

will help you  
know your strength.

— ANDREA GIBSON
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