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'The best six doctors anywhere
And no one can deny it
Are sunshine, water, rest, and air
Exercise and diet.
These six will gladly you attend
If only you are willing
Your mind they'll ease
Your will they'll mend
And charge you not a shilling.”
- Nursery rhyme quoted by Wayne Fields, What the River Knows, 1990
Anxiety is currently the most common mental health illness worldwide [1]. iOWNA would like to shine a spotlight
on some simple mental health maintenance strategies.
Too often I am asked how to maintain good mental health. The idea that we can fix one problem in isolation is a
myth. As a generalist physician I find that mental health is often a complex combination of variables that require
attention to each. Too often we are busy on the treadmill of life to stop and pay attention to balancing all the
areas of our existence:
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Elements of The Circle of Life

How are you living it and giving it the care it deserves?

1. Health and fitness

Do you feel healthy? How are your energy levels? Do you look
forward to activity? Does it give you a sense of enjoyment and
achievement?

2. Intellectual life

What fires your brain, sparks your creativity and gives you
purpose?

3. Emotional life

How is your resilience? Your ability to deal with disappointment
and knockbacks? What do you do for comfort and self-soothing? Is
it productive or destructive?

4. Love and relationships

Are your relationships supportive and caring? Do they centre you?
Do you prioritise the right relationships? Do you invest enough in
your relationships or understand the emotional payback?

5. Career

Are you managing your career? Do you set goals and research
how to achieve them? Do you have realistic expectations,
aspirations and time frames? Or do you just have a job and wait
for the universe to act?

6. Financial Life

Are you on top of your finances? Do you know where you are? Do
you have a plan to become more comfortable or secure?

7. Social Life

Are you able to balance friends, family, work colleagues?

8. Parenting

Are you either looking after your children or elderly parents?

9. Quality of Life

Are you focussed on these minutes of your life that you are living;
are you making them count?

10. Life Vision

What’s your life roadmap, dreams and aspirations?

This is a lot to focus on at once!! How do you prioritise? A useful exercise I often ask my patients to think about is
– if they knew they were going to die at the end of the week what would be the most important thing to do in the
time left. Alarming perhaps, but in reality we all have a limited shelf life and thinking about this helps us to
prioritise what is truly important. Too often I find that both myself and my patients can become stressed by things
in our lives that we cannot change or which, in the bigger picture, perhaps do not count.
[2] - it made me stop and think about the six best doctors
I encourage you to read Steve Jobs last article
anywhere, well it would seem that there are actually nine! Let's explore this
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The Nine Best Doctors
1. Sunshine - Vitamin D
Vitamin D is an important molecule for regulating the expression of genes in the body, signalling and immunity. It
is known as the sunshine vitamin but can be found in dietary sources such as oily fish and eggs.
NICE guidelines advise that to prevent vitamin D deficiency:
All adults living in the UK should be advised to take a
daily supplement containing 400 international units (10
micrograms) of vitamin D throughout the year, including in
the winter months.
Vitamin D deficiency in the BAME population is purported
as a possible reason for a more susceptibility in this
group to Coronavirus

2. Water
The amount of water in the human body ranges from 55-65%.
Water is required to insulate the brain and spinal cord, lubricate
joints, metabolise food, carry out waste in the urine and is the
primary building blocks of cells. Even a reduction in water
content of 2% can impair our mental and physical functioning.
We experience thirst when we are approximately 3%
dehydrated. Water is essential to life.

3. Rest/Sleep
We all know that sleep is good for us….or do we? A lot of the
housekeeping functions of the brain occur when we sleep.
Different brain waves – known as delta waves – occur when
we sleep to help us embed memories, there is washout of
unwanted proteins, and there are suggestions that even a
modest decrease in sleep quality can impact next day
anxiety. A recent paper in Nature Behaviour outlines the
bidirectional nature of the interaction between sleep and
anxiety, with several reports demonstrating that daytime
anxiety can be associated with subsequent impairments in
sleep quality [3]. Indeed, such bidirectionality has the
potential for creating a negative feed-back cycle wherein sleep disruption and escalating anxiety become selfreinforcing, offering mechanisms contributing to the initial instigation of anxiety disorders as well as their ongoing
maintenance. That even modest reductions in sleep quality impact next-day anxiety is relevant given the
continued erosion of sleep time in developed nations (National Sleep Foundation Sleep in America Poll, 2013)
[4].
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Depression and sleep issues also have a bidirectional relationship. This means that poor sleep can contribute to
the development of depression and that having depression makes a person more likely to develop sleep issues.
This complex relationship can make it challenging to know which came first, sleep issues or depression.
Sleep issues associated with depression include insomnia, hypersomnia, and obstructive sleep apnea. Insomnia
is the most common and is estimated to occur in about 75% of adult patients with depression. It is believed that
about 20% of people with depression have obstructive sleep apnea.
Sleep issues may contribute to the development of depression through changes in the function of the
neurotransmitter serotonin.

4. Exercise
Exercise is often prescribed as treatment for anxiety and
depression and there is much evidence to support this.
Exercise decreases inflammation, improves cardio-respiratory
fitness and improves sleep [5]. Exercise also affects the body’s
ability to respond to stress by modulating the hypothalamic–
pituitary–adrenocortical (HPA) axis [6]. There is fierce debate
over which type of exercise and how much is beneficial but
generally – any form of exercise is better than none, diversity is
key and once you start exercising aim for incremental increases
of 10 percent – for example if you walk 1000 steps today, aim
for 1100 steps tomorrow. Most smart phones and watches will
monitor your steps and there are many, many apps to help you exercise.

5. Diet
As Steve Jobs described you can either eat food as your medicine
or eat medicine as your food. Patients suffering with anxiety and
depression are often folic acid deficient. Folic acid is found in
green leafy vegetables such as spinach and kale. Your GP may
test your levels and advise you appropriately if you are found to
be severely deficient. Vitamin D is also key for mood signalling
and is found in oily fish, eggs and nuts [7]. Avoid processed foods
such as ready meals, processed meats and very sugary foods.
Sugar spikes and falls can adversely affect mood.

6. Friendship
It is very difficult to conduct a randomised trial on the positive
effect of friendships but surrounding yourself with friends who
have your back, cheer you on and lift you up are invaluable.
Often in the elderly, I note time and time again, those who are
lonely or lack social integration fare worse than their counterparts
with the same illnesses who have a good network of friends and
family. The more connected to others and a community an
individual is – the better their health outcomes.
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7. Self Confidence
When you were 1 and learning to walk, if you fell down you
simply got back up and carried on. You didn’t fall and tell
yourself that you couldn’t do it and give up – you simply kept
trying. When you were learning to read – you kept practicing,
when you were learning to ride a bike falling off did not prevent
you from persevering. As we get older we sometimes start
thinking that things are harder. The difference between success
and failure is often simply stubborn perseverance.

8. Gratitude
Identifying factors in our life and people that we are grateful for
have been shown to reduce repetitive negative thinking (RPN) [8].
There are a variety of apps and books available to help individuals
with gratitude.
Gratitude is believed to enhance resilience.

9. Air
Walking outside and being connected with nature is associated
with increased reported levels of wellbeing and can aid a good
night of sleep [9]. A recent meta-analysis in Lancet Planet
Health found an inverse relationship between surrounding
greenness and all-cause mortality [10].

Summary
Good mental health is an important determinant of health but cannot be treated in isolation as the factors at play
are multiple and variable. An understanding of what constitutes good health and changing behaviours and habits
to enhance this can help progression to better health outcomes.
Habit, in psychology, is any regularly repeated behaviour that requires little or no thought and is learned rather
than innate. A habit - which can be part of any activity, ranging from eating and sleeping to thinking and reacting is developed through reinforcement and repetition. On average it takes 66 days to form a new habit [11] - iOWNA
wHealth can help you to make specific, measurable, achievable, realistic target habits to integrate the 9 doctors
into your Circle of Life to enable you to function as your best self.
Work out where your biggest gains can be achieved. Even if perhaps in small but continuous gains – the results
will be worth it, because after all you are.
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