
[image: Cover]


To my son River, my greatest joy and resilience teacher
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Every effort has been made to ensure that the information in the book is accurate. The information in this book may not be applicable in each individual case so it is advised that professional medical advice is obtained for specific health matters and before changing any medication or dosage. Neither the publisher nor author accepts any legal responsibility for any personal injury or other damage or loss arising from the use of the information in this book. In addition, if you are concerned about your diet or exercise regime and wish to change them, you should consult a health practitioner first.
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INTRODUCTION

What is Resilience?

Meg came to see me in the clinic for a number of health concerns that, on the surface, seemed unrelated. She felt tired but on edge. Small stresses had started to feel bigger lately and she felt a general sense of ‘overwhelm’ most days. She had always been, as she put it, Type A, but things had definitely got worse over the last few years. She had started to have palpitations and had trouble getting to sleep at night. The confusing part for Meg was that she did everything ‘right.’ She went to ashtanga yoga three times a week, ate organic food, drank plenty of water and took a mountain of supplements each morning. She tried to be mindful. She didn’t smoke or binge drink and she did 10,000 steps most days. How was it possible to still feel stressed out and overwhelmed, living what was surely a ‘super-healthy lifestyle’? As she said to me at the time, ‘What is the point of doing all this healthy stuff if I still don’t feel amazing or even OK many days? Wasn’t the whole point of living “healthy” to make me feel better and more “resilient”, as everyone is always going on about?’

If Meg’s story seems relatable, you are not alone. In fact, this experience of the mismatch between an apparently super-healthy lifestyle and a lack of translation into feeling awesome is extremely common. Luckily, it doesn’t have to be this way. You can end this confusing and frustrating cycle, to feel happier, healthier and more fulfilled, without a crazy wellness regimen or drinking nothing but celery juice. The secret to becoming more resilient is not trying to live a picture-perfect life, doing more exercise classes or swearing off anything slightly unhealthy for ever. I have found, working with countless patients, that they tend to break down into four distinct resilience ‘types’, and each of these needs a very different approach to find balance, energy and the ability to deal with life’s ups and downs. Once you know your type, which we’ll explore in Chapter One, you can focus your energies in the right way and avoid the specific pitfalls that could be holding you back from truly thriving in hectic modern life.

For example, depending on your resilience type, a super-strong ashtanga yoga practice may be great for your physique but the exact opposite of the type of mind–body practice you may need to balance your brain and mind. Instead, you might just need to rekindle some joy in your life or take back control of your energy levels. The resilience blueprint presented in this book is about finding the bespoke approach that fits you, and no one else.

Back at my clinic, Meg and I worked together to create a plan to help lower her stress load, get her sleeping well again and decrease her anxiety symptoms during the day – and we did it by actually simplifying all the wellness things she was doing. It turned out that some of her supplements contained stimulating ingredients that were probably making her feel more on edge (like green tea extract and panax ginseng). We cut her supplements right down, focusing on the few that really did make a difference and added some CBD oil. Meg swapped one of her high-intensity yoga sessions for a restorative gentle yoga class to help her wind down better. I gave her a super-simple breathing practice to use for a few minutes each day at her desk at work and in the evenings. We made more space in her day and evenings for ‘doing nothing’ and gave her the permission to make this a priority instead of tightly scheduling every minute of the day. We focused on simple-to-make, nourishing foods with healthy fats rather than the low-fat diet she had been following. And we got rid of caffeine for a while, but swapped it for an herbal tea latte that helps balance stress hormones and keep energy going without the crashes. In three months, Meg was feeling calmer, more confident and less edgy.

Until recently, ‘resilience’ was a bit of a vague concept in the medical world. Despite overall agreement that it is essential to be physically and mentally resilient to life’s demands, there has been very little medical consensus on how to measure resilience. There is no blood test, no single resilience gene and no single pill that will make you instantly more resilient. This is one reason why most doctors can usually offer little guidance when you are essentially well but not feeling your best.

For many people, when they hear the word ‘resilience’, the first thing that comes to mind is mental toughness, grit, ‘pushing through’ and ‘trying harder’. However, as a doctor, I believe this is not really what resilience is all about. I prefer to define resilience as the ability to ‘bounce back’, from inevitable life setbacks, stresses and difficulties and even ‘bounce forward’ to feeling better than before. True resilience is about how we can maintain the best quality of life and sense of wellbeing as we go through life’s ups and downs. Resilience doesn’t mean leading a life of purity and zen-like calm – that’s impossible anyway. It’s about meeting yourself where you are and being adaptable and capable. I want to reassure you that you can be resilient at any stage of life and no matter what health challenges you may be living with. That is because the core of resilience is the ability to keep adapting and adjusting your whole being in the face of significant adversity or challenging life circumstances. It’s also about being kinder and gentler to yourself rather than pushing harder or going faster through life. One of the most resilient people I know has recovered twice from stage 4 cancer and although it is highly unlikely she is ‘cured’ permanently, she lives each day in a state of what most definitely is high resilience.

Some people may be more naturally skilled at being resilient in specific areas of life than others – think of someone who never catches colds or flu, for example, but often experiences crippling overwhelm. But thankfully we are not stuck with the resilience level we have right now. The way I like to define resilience is as a dynamic state of balance in the brain and in the body. Being truly and sustainably resilient is a dance between stress that can become toxic and the protective factors that keep it in check. It’s about holistic health.

Resilience is also a set of skills that can be trained, enhanced and shifted. This is true even if you feel you have lived in a state of low resilience for many years, or possibly your entire life. In essence, this book is here to demonstrate how resilience is not something you either have or you don’t – it can always be learned and improved upon.

Another counter-intuitive thing about resilience is that to build it and grow it, we actually need to experience setbacks and adversities. No one ever built resilience living a perfectly easeful life. You can think of resilience as a muscle you have to flex to make it stronger, just like going to the gym and doing those horrible planks to get stronger abs. Even traumatic events in our lives can be a doorway to resilience, a discovery I have made through personal experience and in treating many thousands of patients in my integrative holistic medicine practice over the past decade. In challenging circumstances it can help to know that having negative experiences does not doom us, but instead they are crucial to our resilience journey. Setbacks of all kinds can lead to higher levels of mental wellbeing, functioning and gratitude on a brain level if we can integrate them successfully. This is quite comforting since setbacks, traumas and negative life events are pretty much impossible to avoid.

Resilience is also not a you-have-it-or-you-don’t, all-or-nothing sort of thing; it’s a continually evolving state of being. Some people may be more naturally emotionally resilient and find it easy to stay positive when the going gets tough, while others may be more physically resilient in certain ways, like my mother-in-law who has an immune system of steel: when the rest of the family had all the symptoms of Covid in the spring of 2020, she had barely more than a day’s sniffle. We all have our unique strengths and unique set of challenges and, as you will soon discover, our own resilience type. How resilient we feel also changes over time. It waxes and wanes with the ups and downs of life (which is totally normal).

So now that you know resilience is about your bounce-back factor, how do we actually go about hacking it, breaking it down and finding out what it’s all about? The science of resilience is also becoming a new field in medicine, and one that I have spent over a decade studying and using to treat patients and help them on their healing journeys. When people ask what sort of medicine I practise, I used to have a long, convoluted answer since, as an integrative medicine specialist, I integrate things that on the surface may seem totally unrelated. Along my journey I’ve studied things as diverse as traditional yogic meditation and breathing in a remote Indian ashram, high-tech brain biofeedback and brainwave scanning and the therapeutic use of psychedelics and medical cannabis. All of these experiences, expertise areas and tools had one thing in common: they were all tools I used to help my patients become more resilient. This was regardless of whether the patient suffered from anxiety and stress or a serious chronic illness that had no cure. It is the integrative holistic application of these practices in a systematic way that has made the big difference to my patients, rather than a single ‘quick fix’.

I’ve also been applying resilience as medicine to my own life to help reduce my stress levels, look and feel more vitalized (and yes, youthful too) and, most importantly, become happier and more fulfilled in hectic modern life without having to retreat to a meditation cave for ever. Resilience is truly the science of integration – you don’t have to retreat from life to become resilient, you just need to adapt.

But don’t worry, building your resilience doesn’t have to be complicated, or take a huge amount of time. Once you have defined your resilience type, you can start with simple small changes each day to start tapping into your bounce-back superpowers. Learning more about your own resilience type will help you understand why you may have been frustrated with previous failed attempts to build your ability to roll with life’s punches.

I believe there are three core principles of resilience as medicine:


	We can change our brains and bodies no matter where we are starting from. No one is too old, too tired or too sick to become more resilient. We can start wherever we are.

	The integration of many factors is key to resilience. Let go of the idea of the magic bullet or the quick fix. Some of the core elements to integrate include what we eat and what supplements we take, how we think, how we relax and let go, how we recover from traumas, how we enjoy life, how we move our bodies, and our environment – both internal and external.

	Knowing your resilience type will help you cut through the confusing world of wellbeing, with its often contradictory messages.



The goal of The Resilience Blueprint is to help optimize your bounce-back factor, not just so you can be healthier, but so that you can become the best possible version of yourself. Upping your resilience game will help you truly live life to the fullest no matter what might be going on for you and those around you.

In Part One, I will introduce you to all the different aspects of resilience, and you will discover your resilience type with a simple quiz. You will learn about where you sit on my Resilience Spectrum (and this will change throughout your life). I will also teach you what factors in our genes, our brains, our cells, our food, our thoughts and our environment contribute to our resilience level and the top ten resilience temperament traits we can all learn.

After you get your resilience score and find out your personal resilience type, I will teach you how to make your brain, mind and body more resilient, depending on your natural strengths, gifts and challenges. Knowing your type will also give you a starting point to work from on your resilience journey. This means going from ‘stress victim’ and/or ‘the burnout zone’ to becoming a resilience rock star who can live more of your life in what I like to call our ‘thrive zone’.

In Part Two, we will dive into my resilience toolkit, including the optimal diet, supplements, mind–body practices and other tools for healing and building a more resilient you. We will explore how some of these practices and ‘resilience hacks’ can be incorporated into a busy lifestyle to reduce stress and burnout in each type.

Part Three will give you an eight-week resilience plan you can follow, with instructions on how to tweak it for your type.

By reading this far, you have already taken the first and hardest step towards resilience! The best time to start making a small shift is always the present moment.

I hope in these pages you will find the tools and confidence to start or deepen your resilience journey, no matter where you are starting from. Resilience is a lifelong journey of growth. So if you are already feeling quite bouncy, amazing! This book and the eight-week plan will help you reach new heights of mental and physical performance and wellbeing. If, however, you are reading this from a low, vulnerable place and feel like you have tried everything and almost given up, I hope this will be the start of a new chapter in your life, giving you hope and confidence that things can get better no matter what life has thrown at you so far.

Wherever you are now, the number one rule is to remember to be kind and patient to yourself and approach this new journey with curiosity and patience. My advice to you is that this seemingly small mental practice alone will set you on the path to a more resilient, happy and thriving version of you.


PART ONE

How Resilient Are You?
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Find your resilience type.
Beat burnout.
Bounce back better.

Dr Dani Gordon





