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Preparation likely to make health changes more successful

Whether you’re a smoker, or overweight or a confirmed couch potato, even the thought of making a change to a healthier lifestyle can make you sweat! Most of us go for years avoiding taking that first step, but Fall River has a number of resources that can make an attempt more likely to be successful.
Very few of us need anyone to tell us that these behaviors are unhealthy. We know all of the statistics about their relation to heart disease, diabetes and even cancer. But we put off the thought of taking the first step week after week. Or, maybe we tried once or twice and had a bad experience. The discomfort of not smoking for a day, going hungry or the muscle soreness that often accompanies first fitness attempts convinces us that we’re not ready, and we convince ourselves that we can survive a bit longer with our bad habits.

Researchers tell us that people often stay in this “pre-contemplative” stage for years. We know we need to do something, but we do not feel ready to act. Readiness is a key factor in making a change. We can consider acting for years until something “snaps” and tells us that we cannot afford to wait any longer. Learning that a friend or close relative has been diagnosed with lung cancer or hearing from our physician that if we fail to lose weight we are likely to develop diabetes are examples of events that push us “over the line” into action. Sometimes, just a glance in the mirror or an offhand comment from a friend may be enough. This is what researchers call “tipping the decisional balance.”

But, once the balance has tipped, and we’re ready to act, many of us get into trouble by not being prepared to make changes. Precipitously quitting smoking, going on a diet or starting an exercise program too often results in such negative consequences that we immediately quit and experience a sense of failure that may prevent us from trying again for many years.
That’s why researchers tell us that the most important factor in making a successful change is preparation. In fact, it may be better to delay making a health behavior change for a number of weeks or months just so we can get prepared and increase our chances of success. Though we’ve all heard of a few people who tell us they just threw away their cigarettes and never smoked again or went on a crash diet and lost a hundred pounds. These cases are far less frequent that the thousands of people who try to make changes all of a sudden and fail but never tell anyone about their experience out of shame.

So what do you need to do to prepare for change? First of all, getting mentally prepared is critical. Just imagining yourself as a non-smoker or as a trimmer or more fit person even months in advance of making a change helps to prepare you for your “new self” after you make a change. For people who have smoked or who have been overweight or unfit for most of their lives, thinking of themselves as a healthier person can actually be uncomfortable at first. Thinking about what your life will be like and how others will look at you, or even describing what you will be like out loud to a trusted friend, can help you begin to make this critical adjustment before you even begin to make a change.

Second, you have to realistically assess the length of time that making a change will take. As a smoker or overeater or inactive person you have practiced those behaviors hundreds of thousands of times. Changing behaviors means learning new ones and practicing them over and over until you begin to get good at it. Mentally, it’s important to give yourself at least a year to work at your new lifestyle. Don’t punish yourself for some setbacks along the way; it’s part of the process. Remember, you are taking the first steps on a journey that will last the rest of your life. You’re not likely to do everything right until you’ve had a good deal of time to practice. Think about each attempt as a new chance to learn.
Third, it’s important to educate yourself about how to make a change. There are lots of methods that can be used to quit successfully, but you have to learn about them and prepare yourself to use them. Losing weight and keeping it off requires a good deal of knowledge about nutrition. And, getting and staying fit requires some basic knowledge of physiology and training to avoid pain and injury. The better you prepare for making a change, the more likely you are to succeed.
Fortunately, there are many resources available in Fall River that can help you make a change to a healthier you. Smoking cessation counselors are available at both the Health First Family Care Center on County Street or at the Family Healthcare Center on Stanley Street. St. Anne’s Hospital offers its Freedom from Smoking group three times a year. The Massachusetts Department of Public Health offers a free Quitline (1-800-TRY-TO-STOP) in English and Spanish from Monday through Thursday 9:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. and Friday 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m.
The current Fitness Challenge, for the City to loose a ton of weight, is offering hundreds of people the chance to learn about fitness and nutrition from qualified people at Community Development Recreation and the Diabetes Association. Sign up at either of these locations and get help from certified physical trainers and nutrition experts for only a few dollars per session. Other Fall River organizations like the Y.M.C.A. and the Boys and Girls Club also offer opportunities to get and stay fit, as well as a number of private fitness clubs in the city.
And, don’t avoid asking your doctor what you can do to help get healthier. He or she can prescribe nicotine replacement (e.g., patch and gum) or medications (e.g., Chantix, Zyban) that can help increase your chances of quitting smoking successfully. Your insurance may also pay for these. Your physician can also refer you for nutrition counseling to help with weight loss or recommend ways to increase your fitness. Think of your doctor as your ally in making changes in the future, not someone who is going to be critical of what you haven’t done up to now.

You can find a listing of the resources in Fall River that can help you with quitting smoking, improving your nutrition or getting fit at the Healthy City Fall River website (www.healthycityfallriver.org). Just click on the link to Personal Health at the top of the page (http://www.gfrpartners.com/PersonalHealth-healthresources.html ). There are also links to help you with nutrition, stress and substance addiction.
When the time is right for you to make a change for the better, remember to get prepared. You will not only be more likely to be successful the first time out, you’ll be more likely to stick with the changes you make to ensure that you stick with your new lifestyle for many years to come.
