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Wellness. It's a simple word that has crept into our every day vocabulary in the last few years, yet it seems very difficult to define. People know what un-wellness is. Our world is filled with that on every level...obesity, cancer, and diabetes are all at record levels and increasing at an alarming rate. Despite the information we know about the dangers of smoking, more 18-24 year olds than ever before are starting smoking. Suicide rates are up, especially amongst our senior citizen population. Depression, anxiety, and sexual dysfunction medications are all being prescribed at an unbelievable rate. People are stressed about finances and feel horrible about themselves. These things are definitely clear; we know when someone is not well. But how do we know when someone is truly well? We cannot simply define something as the lack of its opposite--there must be some optimal state of existence known as wellness that is its own entity. 

Experts disagree exactly what wellness is. Does it mean that you are happy? Does it mean that you are free of medical problems? Does it mean that you have a high standard of living? By whose definitions are we using?

While I was getting my Masters in counseling, I also worked part-time at a fitness facility as a personal trainer. This was a very unique facility because it was offering a pilot program called the "Personal Fitness Program." This was a separate facility from the main workout area--in its own building with separate equipment and its own fitness staff. The staff was chosen because they had some area of expertise in exercise physiology, physical therapy, medicine, or psychology. Everyone who joined the main facility was given the opportunity to take part in this pilot program and was assigned to one of the trainers who would follow their progress through the six week program. At the end of the six weeks, participants "graduated" and then would move on to the main facility. Every two weeks, a new group joined the program.

Although I was often assigned the clients who disclosed that they had some mental health issue, it was clear to me while doing this work that all participants had some level of discomfort, either physically or emotionally or socially, with working out. I would have a wonderful time getting to know a new client, only minutes later to see them breaking down in tears while doing a bench press. Often these new physical situations would get people thinking about their past experiences. One woman recounted a tale where she had been horribly teased in gym class and she had resisted any form of exercise since. So when we started working out with the weights, this brought back lots of painful memories for her. Another gentleman remembered a very difficult experience with physical therapy after a car accident left him virtually motionless; he had to work for almost a year to learn to walk again. Doing some of the exercises in our program reminded him of this time of his life, and he often shed tears during our sessions.

Through my counseling work, it also became clear that my clients who exercised or even just did any level of physical activity were usually happier than those who did not. And clients who hadn't found success with medications or other behavioral therapy would feel better when they started an exercise program.

It became quite clear to me from doing this work simultaneously that the areas of physical and emotional well-being are undeniably linked. As I thought about it, I realized that there were many other factors that made a difference as well--the amount of sleep and rest someone had, the quality of their social interactions, the amount of substances they used. During this time, I realized that you cannot simply define wellness as the absence of disease--it is much more complicated, and you must look at many components of a person's life to understand what is going on personally for that person. 

Over time, I developed my own theory of wellness that was based on my work with clients but also my own personal journey. Later, I did research that revealed that I was not the only one out there thinking about this. A new theory known as the Total Fitness theory--not attributed to any one person or group--that believed that someone who was well thought about all of these points:

Physical fitness. Does the person have the energy necessary to do all the things he or she has to do, while having enough energy left over to do the things he or she wants to do? Can the person use the body the way he or she wants? Does the person view illness and disease as feedback from the body that something needs attention? And does the person actually follow through and do something immediately when it is clear that there is a problem? Does the person look at cardiovascular health, muscular strength and endurance, flexibility, and body composition? Does the person know his or her own body and do everything possible to stay healthy?

Healthy eating. Does the person get a balance of foods? Does the person watch portion control? Does the person eat regularly throughout the day? Does the person get plenty of fresh fruits and vegetables, organic and local when possible? Does the person think about getting enough carbs, proteins, fats, vitamins, minerals, and water? Does the person try to eat natural, unprocessed foods and limit sweets, artificial sweeteners and colorings, and saturated fats? Does the person eat breakfast?

Emotional wellness. Does the person recognize emotions as feedback from the mind as to its current condition? Can the person identify emotions and use them to make changes in life? Can the person process emotions and communicate them appropriately when necessary? Can she or he seek out appropriate professional help when things get out of hand? Does the person have and cultivate healthy self-esteem? 

Intellectual wellness. Does the person do activities regularly to stimulate the mind? Does the person have enough in her or his life to feel challenged but not overwhelmed? 

Social wellness and sexuality. Does the person have healthy give and take relationships in his or her life? Does the person have someone who loves him or her unconditionally? Can the person have fun regularly? Is the person aware of his or her sexual nature? Has the person been tested for sexually transmitted issues, and does she or he know which behaviors result in disease? Does the person become sexually active with partners of his or her choice, without coercion, and only when it is mutually comfortable? Does the person feel in control of his or her social and sexual interactions?

Sleep and rest. Although these are lumped together, they are very different. Humans need fair amounts of each. Does the person get enough sleep (6-8 hours for most people, but everyone has a different natural need)? Is the quality of the sleep good? Does the person feel rested during the day without taking naps? Does the person remember and look at dreams as another feedback mechanism from the mind? Does the person get rest--down time of specifically doing nothing--without guilt?

Substance use and addiction decreased or eliminated. Does the person keep substance use to a minimum, only using the substance in moderation and without experiencing harmful effects as a result? Is the person out of control with addiction, continuing to do harmful behaviors despite the consequences socially, financially, and legally?

Good hygiene and safety habits. Does the person clean and bathe regularly? Does the person get check-ups from medical doctors, dentists, and eye doctors? Does he or she regularly give self-exams of the skin and genitals? Does she or he wear a seatbelt and drive carefully, following all laws and recommendations? Brush--and floss--the teeth? Practice safer sex practices?

Spiritual wellness. Does the person have a spiritual belief system that works for him or her, regardless of religious affilitation? Does he or she feel like a part of something bigger--something meaningful? Does the person practice prayer or meditation or some other spiritual practice regularly? 

Career and financial wellness. Does the person have a career that he or she is comfortable with, that allows him or her to meet all financial responsibilities without causing stress? Is that career in line with his or her interests, values, beliefs? Does he or she feel like that career is meaningful, and does he or she feel like part of a successful team where his or her personal work is valued and rewarded? Does he or she have a long-term financial plan? 

Environmental wellness. Does the person consider practices that reduce, reuse, and recycle? Does the person try to minimize his or her own and community impact on the environment? Does he or she recognize also the state of the environment as feedback from the earth, and do everything is his or her power to help save the earth? Does he or she also avoid environmental hazards by learning what they are and practicing good safety habits?

Motivation. Some say that motivation is the foundation of the wellness model. Does this person want to be healthy and well? This sounds like a no-brainer, but most people's actions in some way are not actually in line with their desires. Without the focused attention on being well, it is only coincidental if people are, and a matter of time before they become un-well.

These are the basic components of the model. I originally represented them as a jigsaw puzzle--symbolizing that all of the pieces fit together to give the full picture of one's wellness. But lately I have been using the visual image of a pyramid to denote that not only do these pieces fit together, but they build upon each other. For example, when someone gets plenty of sleep the night before a test, they get a better grade. When someone practices good hygiene, he or she may have more friends. When someone eats better, he or she may be in better physical shape and may have better self-esteem.

But the model also works in the reverse. When someone has too much to drink, he may do things that are harmful to himself or others. When someone doesn't get enough exercise, she may not feel good about herself. The model is so super simple and yet brilliant at the same time. For many of us, it gives us hope. Okay--so I am feeling miserable right now. I've tried "everything" and nothing helps me feel better. (Interestingly enough, usually people convince themselves that they have tried everything when in reality when you press them to say what they have tried, they have usually tried very little, if anything, except for commiserating and doing the same old things that have never worked in the past!) With this model, it reminds us that we are in control of our wellness based on the choices we make related to all of these pieces. Okay--so I can't change my body composition over night, so that is not going to make me feel better now. But I can look at my environment and clean my car out--that won't change my body composition, either, but it will probably help me feel better about myself in some other way, and that may motivate me to do even more.

Holistic wellness is about looking at one's whole life, not just a piece of it, and not just when things are going wrong. Wellness is proactive instead of reactive. Wellness is a state of existence that isn't negative or positive--it just is. It isn't about being perfect or depriving yourself of enjoyment. In fact, it is more like the opposite--by doing healthy things, you feel good about yourself. You only feel pleasure from your body--not pain. When you feel anything but pleasure from your body, you do something about it to change that. You feel and express gratitude, and you enjoy life, even when it isn't just the way you like it. And most importantly, you recognize that you have the ability to make changes in your life. You can replace feelings of disappointment, sadness, fear, and stuckness with joy.

Regardless of how you choose to define it, wellness is within the reach of every person alive. It is a choice we make every day...do our actions show that we want to be well, or do we actually focus on being un-well? Do we sit around and talk about how bad we are, or do we find simple things within our reach that we can do to improve our quality of life? Do we look at hope and faith, or do we secretly enjoy feeling doom? The choice is yours...be well!

For more information about holistic wellness, visit the Pyramid Holistic Wellness Center at 120 Merchants Row, Rutland, VT 05701, 802-775-8080, www.pyramidvt.com. The Pyramid is open seven days per week and has a full array of products and services to help you address every aspect of your total wellness.   
