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THE CUPCAKE-LOVER’S, EXERCISE- 
AVOIDER’S, STRESSER-OUTER’S 

GUIDE TO STAYING WELL—AND HAVING 
A LIFE. BY NICOLE YORIO

Why is this health story unlike the others you’ve 
read lately? Because instead of telling you all 
the scary reasons you have to do more, more, 
more to stay well, our experts are going to tell 
you just how little you can get away with. 
 “Obsessing over being healthy can make you 
less likely to stick with good habits,” says Susan 
Love, M.D., author of Live a Little! “It can leave 
a busy person so defeated that you adopt a 
‘screw it all’ mentality.” Any woman who’s ever 
gone on a strict diet only to fi nd herself raiding 
the raw cookie dough at midnight can confi rm 
that theory. Use this guide to make things easy 
on yourself, so you’ll actually make good-for-
you changes that stick! 

Your 
good-

enough 
health 
plan

Don’t let 
anyone tell 
you that a 
midday sugar 
! x is off-limits! 
Just keep it 
to about 150 
calories (or half 
a cupcake).
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THE IDEAL: You’d always pass on the offi ce cupcakes 
and anything else made with refi ned sugar.
THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN: Have one small sweet a day.
Yes, it’s true that sugar is empty calories—and increased con-
sumption has been linked to the current obesity and diabetes 
epidemics in this country. But you can still have some! A  woman 
with a generally healthy diet is actually fi ne with getting about 
10 percent of her calories from added sugar, says registered 
die ti tian Janis Jibrin, coauthor of The Life You Want. “That 
translates to about 45 grams for the average woman, or about 
150 to 200 calories per day,” she explains. Desserts count, as do 
sneakier sources of sugar such as fruit-fl avored yogurts, sweet-
ened cereals, and ketchup. You can spend your daily allowance 
all at once on half a cupcake for Sally Whoever’s birthday, or 
spread your 200 sugar calories throughout the day: jam on your 
toast at breakfast, a packet of sugar in your co! ee, a handful of 
Hershey’s Kisses, and an after-dinner Popsicle with the kids. 

THE IDEAL: You’d sleep for eight hours every night.
THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN: Get by with six or seven.
For some of us, the idea of logging eight straight seems virtu-
ally impossible. Luckily, you may not need that much: “The 
average person requires anywhere from six to nine hours of 
sleep,” says clinical psychologist and sleep expert Michael Breus, 
M.D., author of The Sleep Doctor’s Diet Plan. The key is fi nding 
the amount that works for your brain and body. “You need more 
than you’re getting right now if you conk out in less than fi ve 
minutes at night, hit the snooze button regularly, or feel like you 

can’t get through an afternoon without ca! eine or an energy 
drink.” Otherwise, the amount of rest you’re getting is probably 
fi ne. Just do your best not to string together two or more late 
nights in a row so you don’t build up a sleep defi cit. “If you know 
you’ll be out late on a Monday, catch up on your rest on Tuesday 
by going to bed a half hour earlier or waking up a half hour 
later to get your body back on track,” says Breus. 

THE IDEAL: You’d buy certifi ed organic everything.
THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN: Splurge on a few of the 
most important organic grocery items.
“Shopping the organic aisle can cost as much as three times 
more than conventionally grown foods,” says registered die ti-
tian Elizabeth Somer, author of Eat Your Way to Happiness. 
So go organic for just these 12 “dirtiest” fruits and vegetables: 
celery, peaches, strawberries, apples, domestic blueberries, 
imported nectarines, bell peppers, spinach, lettuce, kale/collard 
greens, potatoes, and imported grapes. That alone will lower 
your intake of potentially dangerous pesticides by nearly 80 
percent, according to the Environmental Working Group. One 
other place you may want to seriously consider organic is the 
dairy department, says Madelyn Fernstrom, Ph.D., author of 
The Real You Diet. “What shows up in conventional milk is 
refl ective of what the cows have been fed—which in general 
includes extra anti biotics and hormones,” she says. It’s not clear 
what the possible e! ects of consuming these growth hormones 
may be, but researchers do know that trace amounts of anti-
biotics from dairy may make prescription antibiotics like 

penicillin less e! ective. (In addition, antibiotic use in farming 
can give rise to  antibiotic- resistant bacteria.) Luckily, many 
supermarkets o! er store-brand organic dairy products with 
lower prices—so you can save money for more important things, 
like decidedly non- organic manicures.

THE IDEAL: You’d carefully manage your stress with 
regular meditation and yoga.
THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN: Take a few deep breaths 
when life gets crazy.
A couple minutes of deep breathing is enough to squash run-
of-the-mill anxiety when it creeps up, says Fred Luskin, Ph.D., 
a psychologist at Stanford University. Inhale deeply and  slowly 
through your nose, fi lling your belly with air, then exhale  slowly 
through your mouth. Repeat for about 60 seconds. “Deep breath-
ing activates your parasympathetic nervous system, which 
basically turns o!  stress hormones,” says Luskin. Putting your 
worrisome thoughts on paper also helps: Research has shown 
that people who journal tend to be happier and less depressed 
than those who don’t. 

THE IDEAL: You’d work out for an 
hour most days of the week.
THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN:
Squeeze in 30 minutes of some 
activity every day. 
A regular exercise routine can help reduce your risk of just 
about everything. And to reap the benefi ts, you’ll only 
need to rack up two hours and 30 minutes of activity per 
week. Notice we didn’t say exercise? “This isn’t about 
setting foot in a gym, but if that’s your thing, more 
power to you,” says Pamela Peeke, M.D., author of 
Body for Life for Women. “Think about activity as 
a piggy bank. Ten minutes here and fi ve minutes 
there go toward that 30-minutes-a-day goal.” 
An intense game of Wii bowling counts, and 
so does tossing a Frisbee around in the 
backyard. A 10-minute walk after each 
meal or a 15- minute stroll with your dog 
before and after work will do it for you, 
too. “Simply getting up and moving 
around— whether it’s from 
your desk at work during 
the day or while watching 
TV— immediately kicks your 
metabolism into gear,” she says.

THE IDEAL: You’d never, ever miss 
a checkup.
THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN: See your 
doc every year—or three.
Looking for an excuse not to go to the doctor? 
Here it is: There are no recommendations for 

GUZZLING SODA: Tufts Univer-
sity researchers found that women 
who regularly drink three or more 
regular or diet colas a week have 
lower bone-mineral density than 
those who sip less, because the 
caffeine and phosphoric acid in 
soda may interfere with calcium 
absorption and bone strength. Aim 
for no more than 12 ounces a day, 
says Madelyn Fernstrom, Ph.D. And 
go for diet if you can; sugary sodas 
have been linked to diabetes.  

SOCIAL SMOKING: This is one 
vice you really must quit, experts 

say. Canadian research shows that 
having just one cigarette can 
temporarily make arteries 25 
percent stiffer—which may increase 
the risk of heart problems. And you 
already know that tobacco smoke 
can cause DNA changes that lead 
to cancer and lung disease. 

HAVING A GLASS OR TWO 
OF WINE EVERY SINGLE NIGHT: 
According to the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 
women should sip no more than 
one drink in a single day. But it’s 
best to have even a little less than 

that: Women who averaged one 
drink a day had an increased 
risk of certain types of breast 
cancer compared to nondrinkers, 
according to a recent large study 
in the Journal of the National 
Cancer Institute. 

WATCHING A TON OF TV: 
Television itself really isn’t bad for 
you, says Nancy Snyderman, M.D. 
It’s the bag of chips you mindlessly 
plow through during Housewives 
marathons that does the damage, 
research has shown. Pour yourself 
a single portion before you tune in.  

YOU’LL BE AHEAD OF THE CURVE IF YOU EAT AT        LEAST ONE VEGGIE OR FRUIT AT EVERY MEAL.
how often women should get (formerly known as “annual”) 
physicals, according to the American Academy of Family Phy-
sicians. If you’re under age 50, are at a healthy weight, don’t 
smoke, and see a dermatologist for occasional skin checks, you 
can get by with just an annual visit to your ob/gyn, Susan Love, 
M.D., says. But let her know that you are using her as your 
primary care doctor, and ask her to test your cholesterol every 
fi ve years and blood pressure at every visit. Some women can 
get away with ob/gyn visits even less often than that—every 
three years if they’re over 30, have had three normal Pap tests 
in a row, and test negative for HPV (the virus that causes cervi-
cal cancer). There are a few times over the years when you will
need to see doctors more often: At age 40, to talk about how 
often you need mammograms and to set up a baseline vision 
and hearing screening, and at age 50, to discuss bone density 
and colon cancer screenings.

THE IDEAL: You’d always eat healthy—never any fast 
food or junk.

THE GOOD-ENOUGH PLAN: Eat a fruit or 
vegetable at each meal.

“You’ll be ahead of the curve if you just 
make sure to include at least one 

veggie or fruit at every meal,” 
Fernstrom says. It’s something 

you can  truly accomplish 
anywhere. At  McDonald’s 
or other fast-food joints, 
order a side salad, baked 

potato, or apple dippers instead 
of fries. Better yet, redefi ne your 
idea of fast food: Pick up a ro-
tisserie chicken, a bag of salad, 
and 90- second microwavable 
brown rice and you’ll have a 
well-balanced meal that’s ready 
in less than fi ve minutes. (On 
crazy days, try to rack up a 
few servings at one meal—a 

big salad or a vegetable-based 
soup can pack three servings of 
veggies per bowl—and don’t 
worry so much about the rest of 
the day.) People who eat more fruits 
and vegetables may have reduced 
risk of stroke, heart disease, and 

certain cancers, and tend to weigh 
less than those who subsist on 
say, burgers and fries, according 

to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention in Atlanta. So 

adding those easy servings at 
each meal is worth it. R

How bad is your health vice?
We all have one (or two or three) habits we know aren’t great for us. How do yours measure up?
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He doesn’t know 
he’s your ! tness 
trainer—just that 

he’s gotta get 
outside and pee!

GUZZLING SODA:

HAVING A GLASS OR TWO 

WATCHING A TON OF TV:
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