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Holistic Approach to Wellness
Amir Bhimji, MS, MBA, MA (Org. Psych.)
The best fitness program, diet plan or stress management skills cannot assure you of overall wellness. Achieving long term overall wellness requires a holistic approach. 
Holistic approach to achieving life-long, and overall wellness is effective because

1. It is comprehensive in that it involves the whole human being, and

2. It is sustaining over the long haul because it is driven from within.

Understanding the Holistic Approach
Holistic approach to wellness as defined in this article is illustrated in the diagrams below. Using the analogy of a fruit, Figure 1 illustrates that the health of a whole fruit is based on all three components that make up the fruit, seed, core, and skin. Similarly, Figure 2 illustrates that human wellness is based on all three components that make up a human being, mind, body, and soul.  
Just as all three components in a fruit interact with each other, similarly, the three components in a human being interact with each other. Achieving true and long lasting overall wellness requires a focus on development of all components that make a human being, body, mind, and the soul. It is a state in which the 3 parts exist in harmony, are supportive of each other, and are working collectively towards the same goal. 










Overall Wellness Scale 
Let us define an Overall Wellness Scale and then you can do an assessment of where you feel you are on the scale of 1 to 10.

One way to think about wellness at any point in one’s life is to compare say one 40 year-old to another 40 year-old. Unfortunately this is like comparing apples and oranges. Each one might have started life differently and hence will naturally be at different points and that would not be a good assessment.

The scale proposed here is not by comparing 2 different individuals, but by assessing the same individual from different wellness perspectives. 
As an example, imagine 2 automobile owners, say Mindy Minimum and Holly Holistic, both own the same vehicle, say a 1967 Corvette. Mindy saw her automobile as just that, a vehicle to travel from one point to another. She did whatever was needed to keep her vehicle running. Holly on the other hand took immense pride in her 1967 Corvette. She spent time every week in keeping it in the most presentable condition. She did display her corvette at events. She belonged to a vintage car club made up mostly of men. She enjoyed the attention her automobile got at the various shows. Holly would respond aggressively at the first signs of rust or paint wearing thin. She tuned her car often to make sure it was in a very good condition. Mindy is more reactive in the maintenance of her automobile, and Holly is very proactive.
Now, apply the above analogy to an overall wellness scale of 1 to 10. On this scale 1 represents minimal wellness typified by Mindy and 10 represents holistic wellness typified by Holly. How would you assess your efforts in the last 5 years at maintaining your wellness? Would you assess it more like Mindy and closer to 1, or more like Holly and closer to 10? 




You can complete a more detailed Wellness Assessment Instrument available at the website www.amirimageconsulting.com. 

What does a 10 on the Wellness Scale look like?
In our example, Holly Holistic is able to maintain her vehicle as well as she does because she is focused proactively on all components of the vehicle, the chassis, engine, the fuel system, etc. Similarly, achieving overall wellness in a human being requires a comprehensive and a proactive focus on the total self.  
Think about what would it take for you to give a person a rating of 10 for his or her development of each of the components, body, mind, and soul? Examples of things important to me in maintaining the best body, mind, and soul are:
Body:
· Physical fitness on a daily basis so I am able to do the things I need to do and maintain that ability into my later years
· Staying engaged physically so I can avoid the ailments associated with a passive life style
· Being careful and safety conscious and not taking unnecessary risks so I can maintain what I do have

· Following a diet plan that allows for interesting meals yet without abusing the body with too much fat, cholesterol, or calories
· Seeking the necessary medical attention proactively 

· Following medical recommendations enthusiastically

· Making efforts to get the sleep necessary for rejuvenation of the body, etc.

Mind:
· Staying engaged mentally (so I don’t lose the gray cells in my brain and maybe add some----use it or lose it!)
· Learn new things constantly to grow and develop on a continuous basis

· Setting and staying focused on realistic goals 

· Reflecting on and accepting the real life challenges and committing to building skills and confidence to cope with them

· Enhancing self-esteem to build better relationships and to cope with the challenges

· Learning not to get frustrated, stressed, or experience other negative emotions that can drain energy

· Developing the perspective needed to minimize and manage daily stress
· Mental relaxation for rejuvenation of the mind, etc.

Soul:
· Periodically reflecting on and gaining clarity of personal vision of life (what does life mean to me and my purpose in life)
· Reflecting on gaining clarity of priorities in life to minimize stress (from unnecessarily sweating the small stuff) and improve decisiveness, etc.
· Using the beliefs about the purpose of life to generate motivation from within to do the things necessary to achieve overall wellness
· Spiritual reflection and meditation for the revival of the soul, etc.

Key Challenges (and Opportunities) to Achieving Overall Wellness
Motivation 
The single biggest item in successfully achieving long-lasting wellness is motivation. Motivation is what provides the reason to get up early and work out for an hour; it provides the reason to say no to the desert and instead reach for the healthy foods. It also provides the reason to avoid getting stressed to the point where it is not constructive.
Within motivation, there are 2 kinds of motivators: External motivation and internal motivation. If you pay your child $5 every day to eat well and your child responds with eating well, then you have motivated your child towards development of good eating behaviors. This is an example of an external motivator. Once you stop the daily “good eating” allowance, your child reverts to unhealthy eating behaviors.

If on the other hand your child decides on his or her own accord that “I want to live long and healthy, so I can keep developing this software that others enjoy so much” then your child is internally motivated. Then that healthy behavior will last longer and it will help withstand temptations better.
Example of external motivators:

· I want to get on a fitness plan so the people I work with think highly of me 

· I want to lose weight so I can look better than him/her, etc.

Example of internal motivators:

· I want to get on a fitness plan so I have the stamina to do this work that I enjoy

· I need to lose weight so I feel better about myself 

Internal motivation will outlast external motivation and better withstand temptations and challenges. 
You need to reflect on and come up with an internal motivator that is right for you. An ideal internal motivator will meet the criteria below. Your internal motivator should give you 
1. A reason to live (otherwise we take unnecessary risks. It is like having a death wish. That desire to live and see “tomorrow” is the first step.)
2. A reason to live long (this provides the incentive to “stick with it” over the long haul, hopefully for life) 

3. A reason to live well (this provides the discipline to give up on the fun foods/habits for the healthy foods/habits) 

Keep working on your internal motivation until it meets the criteria above and then wellness will be an achievable goal for the rest of your life.

Confronting the ailments of aging: Staying Engaged all the time
No matter how good you become in the 3 areas of mind, body, and soul, things will never stay good all the time. They will revert backwards. It is like having an automobile in your garage. It will never stay in good condition all the time on its own. If you don’t do things to keep it in good condition, then it will rust and deteriorate. Likewise, if you are not moving forward, then you are moving backward. So also with wellness, you got to stay engaged to maintain it. Otherwise we suffer the consequences of disengagement. Learning and development is stunted and the state of wellness is impacted.
A Mindset of Wellness through drugs
There have been impressive advances in medical science and breakthroughs in prolonging our life span. These advances have created a mindset with a false sense of security that medical science has the magical pill for all ailments including achieving and maintaining overall wellness. There is no such magical pill that can guarantee overall wellness. In fact that old adage is still very true: No Pain, No Gain. A big challenge for each one of us is to reflect on our mindset, enhance our self-awareness, and adjust it as we feel appropriate. In the final analysis, what we believe is how we behave. 
Studies of patients with similar medical conditions and on similar treatments have indicated that a high percentage of the patients that get better, have a strong desire to live. This article is not anti-medication or anti-supplements.  The point of this article is that medication should be just one component with the focus still being “am I doing everything possible under my control for the continuous development of my mind, body, and soul?” 
Low Self-esteem
How important is self-esteem to wellness? Just observe a child with low self-esteem. The child is not engaged at school, learning and growth is stunted, is unable to build good relationships, and is not motivated. Low self-esteem becomes visible in the behaviors and mannerisms of the child. 

Now do something to enhance the child’s self-esteem and observe the smile on the child’s face, the change in behaviors, more erect posture, etc. High self-esteem has a positive impact on our mental and physiological well-being. People like people with high self-esteem because they make others feel good; they build better relationships; they can motivate others, and address conflict better.
What can create low self-esteem? I like to use the computer analogy to illustrate that point. The performance of your computer is a function of how it is programmed, so also, our performance is a function of how we are programmed. Viruses in your computer can mess up the performance of your computer. So also, viruses within us can mess up our performance. Our viruses can include feelings such as 

· I wish I was tall like…
· I wish was a doctor like…

· I wish I could speak like…

· I wish I had a degree…

These hang-ups, inadequacies, or feelings of inferiority complex, can mess up our performance. And they need to be addressed just as you would install an anti-virus program in your computer. If needed read a book for addressing feelings of inadequacy and you will already start to feel better about your state of wellness. 
Once you become aware of your inadequacies, address it, come to grips with it, and then you will feel more self-assured about all the things that make you who you are, the assets, as well as the liabilities. This feeling of self-assuredness gives you the ability to handle put-downs and other negative comments without getting turned off. You can still stay engaged in your goals. Your self-development does not suffer.
Precious energy and time wasted in non-productive activities
Analyze your daily activities for a week and see if a substantial percentage of your time is spent in passive activities that could be better spent towards enhancing your state of wellness. You might accomplish this by either replacing these activities or multi-tasking while engaged in these otherwise passive activities. Some areas where you might find opportunities for improvement include:
· Watching your favorite TV programs

· Watching sports

· Surfing the internet

· Lengthy drives or commutes to work and back

· Shopping without specific goals
· Time on the telephone

· Gossiping with neighbors and friends, etc.

Retirement and Disengagement
There is a myth about retirement. Retirement from active work life is often perceived as “I have done my time, now I am entitled to kick back and take it easy.” The old but true adage kicks in, “use it or lose it.” Many studies have been conducted to demonstrate that people that were kept engaged for a period of time actually grew brain cells. People that were not engaged for a period of time actually lost brain cells. 

In our active work life, often at the end of the day we go home with a feeling of having achieved something. This sense of achievement addresses an elemental need that we have as human beings, the need for achievement. It enhances our sense of esteem, our sense of worth, and this in turn rubs of on our personal relationships. In retirement we deny our self this sense of achievement if we do not find alternative ways to maintain that level of engagement and involvement in productive activities. 
Remember: Retirement from work does not mean disengagement of mind, body, or soul from productive activities needed to feed that sense of achievement and sense of esteem and maintain wellness. 

Overzealous overreaction 
Too much of a good thing can be just as bad as not enough. I am guilty of that myself and have to periodically reassess. An excessive focus on fitness or diet can be counterproductive and you can even hurt yourself. Think of your journey to achieving wellness as just that, a journey. A journey is never an end in itself, but the means to an end. Here is a thought that to keep in mind that can be helpful: “Wellness is very important to me because through wellness I can live long and live well so I can do the important things I need to do in life.” This perspective will provide you with a good balance between focusing on importance of wellness to your life and not allow it to become the only focus of your life. 
Tendency to compare our self to others
It is a human tendency to compare our self to others. Sometimes we use another person as a target to beat and that becomes the motivation to get engaged in self-improvement. It might be involvement in a fitness program, or following a diet plan, or enrolling in educational classes. A cautionary note here is to look out for some pitfalls such as

· Once we achieve our goal, then the motivation might cease 

· If our target disappears then the motivation disappears
· If we are unable to beat our target it can lead to frustration and we might give up

· We can get so focused on beating our target and in the process end up hurting our self, etc.

Getting engaged in self-development for the wrong reasons can become counter productive and create more harm than benefit. The right motivation for self-development is from within. It is the desire to want to make our life more meaningful based on our personal vision. Now our current state of wellness becomes the base line. We have created an internal target rather than an external target. Every incremental improvement thereon enhances our state of wellness and provides the motivation to continue the process of self-development. 

Coping with Stress
Negative stress festers and eats away at our body and mind. Any gains from the investment of time and efforts towards our wellness are easily lost with unchecked stress. Stress has a negative impact on our mental and physiological wellbeing. It is dissipated in frustration, anger, anxiety, etc. These emotions become an outlet for your energy and this energy is not available for your efforts on your wellness. 
Stress is not in the situations we encounter, but in how we perceive the situations. Two people can experience the exact same situation and react totally differently. One person gets stressed out and suffers anxiety attacks, and the other person not just survives, but grows from the stress. What made the difference? It was not the situation, but how each person perceived the situation. Our perceptions, and our expectations, are created within us, from our belief system. Managing stress effectively thus starts from within us and starts with what we believe about the purpose of life. Clarity about this gives us the ability to develop a perspective where we see the same situation differently. And now we have learnt how to shape and control our perceptions and expectations and through that manage our stress.
Amir Bhimji is an author, seminar leader, and motivational speaker. He has published a book on internal motivation titled, “You Can Make the Horse Drink Water.” He speaks on the Power of Self-esteem to Build Better Relationships and Motivate Others. He can be reached at amirimage@sbcglobal.net or 630-567-2557. 
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Overall Wellness Scale
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Figure 2: Components determining the wellness of a human being.





Figure 1: Components determining the health of a fruit.
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