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Introduction

Between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-two, I was diagnosed with three chronic conditions common among women: Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, an autoimmune disease that causes the thyroid to attack itself, causing hypothyroidism or low thyroid levels; gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD), a more severe and persistent form of acid reflux; and polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS), a condition that causes hormonal imbalances and (in some cases) small cysts on the ovaries. That last one turned out to be a misdiagnosis, but in the years that followed I developed a laundry list of other conditions, including irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), immune thrombocytopenia (ITP), eczema, a hiatal hernia, plantar fasciitis, chronic tendinitis in my left wrist, multiple environmental allergies, and a binocular vision disorder that caused occasional migraines and phobias of heights and highway driving. Psychotherapists also diagnosed me with generalized anxiety disorder, panic disorder with agoraphobia, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) related to events in my childhood and beyond, including an emotionally abusive relationship in my early twenties.

Ironically, that was the time in my life when I was most obsessed with wellness—which in my mind was synonymous with thinness and “perfect” eating. It was the early days of the Internet, before social media dumped an onslaught of wellness misinformation into the mainstream, so I got mine from message boards devoted to specific conditions (including celiac disease, which for a time I was convinced I had). While for some people a fixation on wellness starts precisely because they’re having health problems, in hindsight I can see that for me it was the pursuit of wellness itself that triggered at least some of my conditions: digestive issues because I was caught up in a restrict-binge cycle with food (which wreaks havoc on the GI tract), plantar fasciitis because I was overexercising, and the PCOS misdiagnosis because I wasn’t eating enough to get my period—a condition called hypothalamic amenorrhea, which can cause many of the symptoms of PCOS. Trauma also may have played a role, as it does for many people with chronic illness: PTSD has been shown to be associated with hypothyroidism,1 IBS,2 and eczema,3 among other disorders.

Now, nearly two decades later, my relationship with food and my body is better than ever, and I do my best to get my health advice from trusted sources and block out dubious ones—which are more prolific and harmful than ever before, as we’ll discuss. I still have these conditions, and occasionally they flare up and interfere with my life, as they did during my pregnancy and childbirth. I’m one of 60 percent of adults in the US with a chronic disease, and one of the 40 percent with two or more.4 Yet for the most part, I feel and function as well as most people I know without chronic illnesses.

Not everyone is as fortunate, and social factors have a lot to do with why: exposure to persistent racial discrimination and lower socioeconomic status have been shown to predict both a greater number of chronic illnesses5 and poorer access to quality healthcare for them.6 These disparities were only magnified by the COVID‑19 pandemic, which disproportionately affected people of color and those of lower socioeconomic status, especially early on. (According to an analysis by The Washington Post, in the fall of 2021 COVID death rates among white Americans began to surpass those among Black Americans—not because Black people were facing fewer barriers to care, but because so many white people were going unvaccinated and unmasked for ideological reasons.7) A study conducted in 2020 of more than thirty-one hundred U.S. counties found that both COVID case rates and death rates were significantly higher in counties with larger Black populations and higher percentages of adults who hadn’t graduated high school; those with larger Hispanic populations also had significantly higher case rates (though the difference in death rates was not significant once confounding factors were controlled for).8 As an April 2020 article headline in The Cut asked, “In a pandemic, is ‘wellness’ just being well-off? Maybe there isn’t really a difference anymore.”

That raises the question: What is wellness, really? It’s typically defined as a practice of seeking to prevent illness and prolong life, as opposed to simply treating diseases (although people with diseases make up a significant part of the wellness market), with a clear emphasis on individual choice and responsibility. It’s only natural when you’re ill (whether acutely or chronically) to want to feel better, to not be in pain. But that’s not what wellness means in this current culture; wellness is not simply the opposite of illness. The Global Wellness Institute (GWI), a nonprofit research and advocacy group whose mission is “to empower wellness worldwide,” says that “wellness is not a passive or static state but rather an ‘active pursuit’ that is associated with intentions, choices, and actions as we work toward an optimal state of health and wellbeing.”9 While the GWI nods to the role of “the physical, social and cultural environments in which we live,” ultimately they paint the path to wellness as “an active process of being aware and making choices that lead toward an outcome of optimal holistic health and wellbeing.”

In other words, wellness is defined by the things you do. And doing those things typically requires a fair amount of economic privilege: As a 2021 New Yorker article humorously put it, “wellness . . . encompasses a broad range of activities, including juice cleansing, Transcendental Meditation, snail-serum application, buying a Peloton, napping, switching to oat milk, switching to charcoal water, Kegel exercises, sitz baths, citrus diets, maintaining ketosis, HIIT [high-intensity interval training] workouts, halotherapy, aromatherapy, talk therapy, past-life regression therapy, microdosing LSD, megadosing CBD, intuitive fasting, avoiding blue light, seeking out red light, reflexology, cathartic-breathing techniques, the Alexander Technique, sensory deprivation, forest bathing, and gargling with Himalayan salt.”10

Wellness culture is the belief system that underlies all these pursuits. It’s a set of values that equates wellness with moral goodness and posits certain behaviors—and a certain type of body—as the path to achieving that supposed rectitude. Wellness culture overlaps with diet culture, which I described in my first book, Anti-Diet, as a system of beliefs that equates thinness, muscularity, and particular body shapes with health and moral virtue; promotes weight loss and body reshaping as a means of attaining higher status; demonizes certain foods and food groups while elevating others; and oppresses people who don’t match its supposed picture of health. Wellness culture more or less incorporates these values wholesale from diet culture, but it also adds several other major tenets of its own: denigrating conventional medicine and idolizing alternative, “integrative,” “natural,” and “holistic” approaches to healing, with a particular reverence for methods perceived as “ancient” and non-Western (even if those characterizations aren’t always accurate); stressing the importance of the individual’s ability to pick and choose which wellness practices to adopt, in a way that often results in taking healing modalities out of context and creating cultural appropriation and fetishization; lionizing individual choices in general, downplaying or outright ignoring the social determinants of health that have a far greater impact on people’s well-being than individual behaviors; and giving anecdotes and social media testimonials more weight than sound scientific evidence, enabling the spread of mis- and disinformation.

In many ways, wellness is the rich person’s version of health. Both concepts are often exclusionary, but wellness has an added layer of elitism to it, because it’s about the relentless pursuit of the apex of health, in a way that only people who are rich in both time and money can truly afford. “To seek out healing near constantly when you don’t have a profound illness is arguably a hobby, a pastime,” says comedian Jacqueline Novak in the first episode of the Poog podcast, a show co‑hosted by Novak and comedian Kate Berlant that sends up wellness culture (Poog is goop, the name of Gwyneth Paltrow’s brand, spelled backwards) while also being very much a part of it.11 As we’ll discuss in the following chapters, wellness is a hobby that can have disastrous consequences for its participants, even as it enriches the industry. You might say that wellness is to true well-being what social media is to human connection: an ongoing attempt to attain the pinnacle of the thing, which only sometimes succeeds and more often takes people further from their objectives, to the tune of billions of dollars per year.

In the case of wellness, it’s actually trillions: The worldwide wellness market was worth $4.4 trillion in 2020, according to the GWI, which tracks wellness-industry growth.12 (A 2021 estimate by the consulting firm McKinsey & Company puts it at a more modest $1.5 trillion, but that includes fewer segments under the umbrella of wellness.13) The GWI’s breakdown includes a $413 billion market for “traditional and complementary medicine,” a $375 billion market for “public health, prevention, and personalized medicine,” a $738 billion market for physical activity, and a staggering $955 billion market for personal care and beauty, which includes anti-aging treatments. It also includes a $121 billion market for an emerging category called mental wellness, which according to the GWI is distinct from traditional mental health in that it’s possible to have a diagnosed mental illness but still be in a state of positive mental wellness, and it’s also possible not to be “ ‘mentally well’ or thriving” even if you don’t have a diagnosed mental illness. The mental-wellness market includes a wide array of things that goop (or Poog) has probably covered: mind-body practices such as yoga, tai chi, qigong, and breathwork (ancient traditions with their own cultural significance outside of Western wellness culture, which have become commodified by that culture); sensory products and experiences like massage, reiki, weighted blankets, aromatherapy, and sound therapy; “brain-boosting nutraceuticals and botanicals” such as “natural” supplements, herbs, traditional remedies, and cannabis derivatives like CBD; self-help and personal development groups, “gurus,” and books; sleep products and technologies like sleep accessories, smart bedding, sleep retreats, and wearables to track your sleep; meditation and mindfulness practices; and classes, retreats, and apps.14 As GWI’s vice president of research said in 2020, although the wellness industry saw some contraction during COVID‑19, “at the big-picture, long-term level, the case for the wellness concept and wellness markets post-pandemic looks very bullish.”15

Perhaps the most culturally impactful segment of the global wellness industry, if not the most lucrative, is the $946 billion global market for “healthy eating,” nutrition, and weight loss. For many people, wellness is synonymous with food and body size. As I described in Anti-Diet, diet culture has morphed and shape-shifted in the twenty-first century in order to stay relevant to a new generation who are more likely to eschew traditional diets in favor of “wellness.” This new face of diet culture is what I call the wellness diet, which pretends to be all about achieving the pinnacle of health but is actually grounded in the same harmful value system that had people swallowing tapeworms in the early 1900s and fat-free everything in the 1980s and ’90s in a largely futile quest for thinness. Indeed, somewhere north of 90 percent of weight-loss efforts fail after more than a year or two, and as many as two-thirds of people who embark on them end up gaining back more than they lost.16 In The Wellness Trap, we’ll discuss how wellness culture both overlaps with diet culture and propounds its own unique set of harmful beliefs, endorses dangerous practices, and partners with questionable industries. Elimination diets and “clean eating” are often people’s first stop on the train to all kinds of other unproven wellness practices and false diagnoses, as you’ll see in the following chapters.

Wellness misinformation doesn’t affect everyone equally. It’s especially concerning when it targets women, people of color, and marginalized people who health institutions have failed in countless ways over the course of centuries. It’s only natural that those who’ve been let down by conventional medicine would want to explore other options. Unfortunately, though, some of those alternatives are more destructive than the treatments they seek to replace or the diseases they intend to prevent or cure. Some purveyors of wellness misinformation have been misled themselves, while others are unscrupulous, sophisticated actors spreading misinformation to capitalize on people’s confusion and pain. (The latter group are better characterized as peddlers of disinformation—false information spread deliberately with the intent to deceive.) The wellness world is rife with conspiracy theories that are making their purveyors millions while threatening public health, as Chapters 4 and 5 will explore. Wellness culture is also replete with scams, schemes, and snake oil, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 7.

To be clear, this book isn’t about shaming anyone for falling into these traps. We’re all just doing the best we can to take care of ourselves, but the system is set up to take advantage of our desire for self-care and security. The world can be a scary place, and wellness culture promises to make it safer by reducing your risks—so it’s no wonder so many people are drawn to it. Far be it from me to take away something that makes you feel better. Life is hard, and we need all the help we can get—especially those of us with chronic illnesses, disabilities, and other forms of marginalization. It’s only human to look for ways to cope, and it’s a sign of our resilience that we try.

Not only that, but for some people wellness culture can even be fun. I get it: many of the products are luxurious and beautiful, and some of the practices are ritualistic in a way that can be comforting and make you feel connected to a community. It also can be delicious to get a glimpse of an “aspirational lifestyle,” even if it’s one you’ll never be able to afford. I’ve seen wellness-retreat websites, and bottles of goop serums on friends’ bathroom shelves, and felt a pang of longing for the life they represent. I’ve swooned over the scent of essential oils and blissed out at breathwork classes. Even as a critic of wellness culture, I’m not immune to its charms, and I’m not trying to kill anyone’s joy here. If you like wellness and it’s not hurting you, by all means do your thing.

Yet as I and many of the people you’ll meet in these pages can attest, sometimes the things we think are helping us feel better are actually making matters worse. Sometimes the products and practices that once seemed to bring us relief—maybe even just the mental relief of believing we’d found a solution—become a source of greater harm. I wrote this book for anyone who’s been through that experience, and for anyone who has a nagging feeling that wellness culture might be problematic, despite liking some of what it has to offer.

I often get questions from clients and readers along the lines of: “My functional-medicine doctor (or chiropractor/acupuncturist/naturopath) told me I need to eliminate X, Y, and Z foods in order to reverse my autoimmune disease (or prevent diabetes, or reduce inflammation), but it’s ruining my relationship with food. How do I make peace with food while also following this diet?” Initially I thought perhaps there was some benefit to those diets, but through my research I’ve come to realize that more often than not, there’s little to no good evidence behind them—and in fact they can actively undermine many people’s well-being. I’ve found that the same is true for numerous herbal and dietary supplements, alternative-medicine practices, and other wellness-culture products and interventions.

That said, I do think there are some aspects of wellness culture that are useful and some practices that are evidence based. For example, systematic reviews of randomized controlled trials comparing post-traumatic stress interventions that included yoga and those that did not have found that the former lead to significantly lower physiological stress levels and improvement in PTSD symptoms, among other potential benefits.17 Similar studies of mindfulness meditation have found evidence that it helps reduce anxiety, depression, and pain.18 Granted, science isn’t infallible, and there are undoubtedly some wellness-culture interventions that haven’t made it into scientific studies yet (though fewer than you might think, as we’ll discuss). There are also practices embedded within entire cultural worldviews that would be difficult, if not impossible, to study scientifically; for example, certain Indigenous healing traditions might be helpful for members of that community, but it would be culturally appropriative and damaging to try to transport those practices to another context (though that certainly doesn’t stop some researchers from doing it). Such instances notwithstanding, I’ve found that for most popular products and practices in wellness culture, science is still the best method available for determining whether they have any real benefits beyond the placebo effect. Good science allows us to distinguish between useful interventions and ineffective or harmful ones. And science (or pseudoscience) is the language that wellness-culture proponents often use to try to sell their products and programs, so it’s important to be able to critically assess what the scientific evidence really says. I’ll be doing that throughout the book, and in later chapters I’ll offer some thoughts on how to do it yourself.

This book will challenge a lot of beliefs about wellness that many people have internalized, so I know it’s likely to elicit some feelings of resistance. I used to experience such resistance myself. If that’s what happens for you, I’d invite you to stay curious, keep an open mind, and try to analyze, compassionately and nonjudgmentally, any cognitive dissonance that arises. When you’ve been told for years or decades that you need to do certain things in order to take care of your health, it’s completely understandable to feel defensive when someone comes along challenging those beliefs.

That might go double when it’s someone who looks like me—a white, relatively thin, relatively able-bodied (albeit chronically ill, formerly eating-disordered) cisgender woman, with all the unearned advantages that those identities afford me in our society. I understand that response, and I know my perspective has limitations, as everyone’s does. With that awareness, I’ve strived to incorporate interviews with and citations by many people from more marginalized backgrounds than mine. I also reference as much research as possible that was conducted in large, diverse populations.

As in my first book, I don’t include weight or calorie numbers because of their potential to trigger disordered behaviors in vulnerable people, and I make every effort to avoid stigmatizing language (e.g., using terms such as “larger-bodied” or “higher-weight” instead of clinical terminology that many people find derogatory). Still, in critiquing the anti-fat bias, healthism, and ableism inherent in contemporary wellness culture and its historical origins, I do sometimes quote sources that exemplify these forms of stigma. Similarly, the book contains some descriptions of harmful wellness-culture practices, though I do my best not to go into too much detail about them. There are also brief mentions of suicide and infant loss, and more in‑depth discussions of cancer, chronic illnesses, eating disorders, conspiracy theories, racism and misogyny in medicine, and various forms of trauma. Please consider this a content warning for the pages ahead. (If you are in crisis, call or text 988 in the U.S., or visit befrienders.org.)

Given that people who critique alternative medicine and wellness culture are often painted as shills for “Big Pharma” and/or “Big Food,” it might be helpful to mention my bona fides: I never have and never will accept any money from the pharmaceutical industry or major food manufacturers (though I did work at a couple of independent restaurants and cafes in the past, and I once ran an ad for a small tea company on my podcast Food Psych). No special-interest group is paying me to say any of the things I write in these pages (which would be illegal under the terms of my book contract). I’m no fan of pharmaceutical companies or many aspects of the medical industry, especially for their role in promoting diet culture and anti-fat bias, and I’ve been critical of many weight-loss studies funded by drug makers. But I also can’t write off pharmaceuticals entirely, because I wouldn’t be able to function without the thyroid medication that I take every day for my Hashimoto’s disease, and my attempts to “fix it with food” only resulted in deeply disordered eating that took me years to dig my way out of. Similarly, I’m no apologist for food companies that promote diet culture and/or exploit their workers and the environment, yet I’ve also come to see just how mentally damaging—not to mention racist and classist—it can be to demonize “processed” foods and the food industry at large. I also can’t deny that I’m a member of the wellness industry (if a reluctant one), as both a dietitian who specializes in intuitive eating and a journalist covering food, nutrition, and health. And I’ve personally found great relief in certain healing modalities that are very much a part of wellness culture, including yoga, meditation, and somatic psychotherapy.

If I’m skeptical of certain aspects of wellness culture, it’s because of what I’ve learned through years of research and professional and personal experience, which I aim to at least begin to articulate in this book. In particular, both my own history and my work as a dietitian have shown me that wellness culture is creating rampant disordered eating. I’ve seen far too many clients driven to extremely restrictive and obsessive relationships with food by alternative-medicine providers and social media wellness influencers. And from dieting it can be a slippery slope to other dangerous practices. People often think of complementary and alternative treatments as harmless, or at least much less risky than conventional medicine, but in my experience that’s definitely not the case. “Natural” therapies can have side effects that rival and even exceed those of standard medical care, and in many instances they don’t work at all. Misdiagnoses from wellness practitioners (and the Internet) can prevent people from receiving accurate labels for their illnesses and getting the competent care they deserve. And in recent years it’s also become clear that wellness culture can lead down rabbit holes of mis- and disinformation that threaten not just public health but society itself, as we’ll discuss in Chapters 4 and 5.

What I’m hoping to do in The Wellness Trap, more than anything, is to offer a model for thinking critically about the wellness information you encounter, in order to help you avoid falling prey to toxic ideas about toxins, noxious beliefs about inoculations, and all the other dubious diagnoses and spurious cures proliferating every day. We’ll start by analyzing how wellness culture became entangled with diet culture, and how wellness diets can lead to other problematic practices. We’ll look at some of the pernicious effects of the supplement industry, the often misguided, if not injurious, “wellness” approach to mental health and trauma, and the rampant cultural appropriation that underlies many popular corners of wellness culture. Then we’ll talk through how social media algorithms are leading to a proliferation of wellness mis- and disinformation that’s threatening both individual and public health. Finally, we’ll explore what it would look like to move from the current manifestation of wellness culture to a society that promotes true well-being for all its members.
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