
 
 

 
 
 
 

   
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 

The importance of starting a health regime while still young 

 

How often do we say, “It’s okay, I’ll start eating better from next week,” or “I’m planning to start 

running next month” and don’t follow through because the task seems a bit daunting? 

 

Dr Christo du Preez, a medical advisor at Bestmed Medical Scheme, emphasises the 

importance of a healthy lifestyle and why we shouldn’t wait “until Monday”. He also gives 

practical tips on how to start a health regime while you’re still young that are easily incorporated 

and maintainable in your everyday life. 

 

Why is it important to develop a healthy eating habits when you are still young? 

 

According to Medical Brief, obesity “is likely to affect almost half” of South Africa’s women and 

“almost a quarter of its men by 2025”. Obesity, alongside its health risks, can be credited to 

unhealthy food preferences and eating habits, which often begin in childhood. 

 

It’s, however, important to realise that even if you’re at a healthy weight, an unhealthy diet may 

still lead to health risks, including high blood pressure, heart disease, type 2 diabetes, 

osteoporosis and certain cancers. Young adults are increasingly being diagnosed with 

hypertension and type 2 diabetes, for example, due to a poor diet. 

 

If you eat a healthy diet, you’ll get the nutrients you need to reduce these risks. Start by making 

small changes that can have long-term benefits. 

 

What are the key aspects of health that young adults tend to neglect? 

 

Young adults often don’t acknowledge the symptoms related to poor mental health. They don’t 

talk about their symptoms, nor do they actively foster mental health. 

https://www.medicalbrief.co.za/archives/sas-obesity-epidemic-puts-a-strain-on-stretched-health-budget-world-obesity-fund-report/
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Young adults also tend to neglect nutrition by skipping meals or overeating. Many also make 

unhealthy diet choices, such as consuming sugar (which could lead to a ‘sugar rush’), fast food 

and sweetened drinks, including energy drinks (many of which include a lot of caffeine). 

 

Are there any dangers of studying too hard? 

 

Yes, there are. Excessive sitting, about more than eight hours a day, increases your risk of 

premature death and a few chronic diseases by 10-20%.  

 

James Levine, a professor of medicine at the Mayo Clinic, recently told the LA Times that, 

“Sitting is more dangerous than smoking, kills more people than HIV, and is more treacherous 

than parachuting. We are sitting ourselves to death." 

 

You may argue that you exercise regularly, but what you may not realise is that if you don’t 

move often from a sitting position, your body’s metabolism changes. So, regular exercise won’t 

negate the damage caused by sitting for long periods of time. Director of Active Working, Gavin 

Bradley, states that your “Metabolism slows down 90 percent after 30 minutes of sitting. The 

enzymes that move the bad fat from your arteries to your muscles, where it can get burned off, 

slow down. The muscles in your lower body are turned off. And after two hours, good 

cholesterol drops 20 percent.” 

 

Furthermore, Toni Yancey, a professor of health services at UCLA’s Fielding School of Public 

Health, states that, "Sitting shuts down electrical activity in the legs. It makes the body less 

sensitive to insulin, causes calorie-burning to plummet, and slows the breakdown of dangerous 

blood fats, lowering 'good' HDL cholesterol." 

 

Studies show that inactivity can lead to a higher risk of cardiovascular disease and diabetes. 

You may be at 147% higher risk of a heart attack or stroke, 112% higher risk of diabetes from 

increased insulin resistance. The risk of anxiety and depression is also higher in people who are 

inactive. 

 

As Gavin Bradley suggests, get up five minutes “to get things going again. These things are so 

simple they’re almost stupid.” 
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How much exercise on average do you recommend for students? 

 

Young adults should do 45 minutes or more of moderate to vigorous exercise every day. You 

should include vigorous physical activity, like aerobics, four to five days per week,  muscle-

strengthening activities at least three days per week and bone-strengthening activities at least 3 

days per week. Muscle-strengthening activities could include sit-ups, push-ups and weightlifting. 

Do each activity about 10 minutes at a time. 

You could also consider dancing or even moderately paced walking to strengthen your muscles 

and bones. 

 

What dietary recommendations could you give to students? 

 

Follow the old rule of thumb and get your five a day: at least three servings of vegetables and 

two servings of fruit. Make sure that you eat a variety of colours, for example, carrot or orange, 

aubergine or plum, tomato or strawberry, cauliflower or apple, spinach or kiwi. 

 

For growth and healthy brain function, make sure that you include protein and healthy fats in 

your diet. Healthy fats include olive oil, canola oil, avocado, almonds and walnuts. 

 

Eggs and fatty fish, like salmon and tuna, are good sources of vitamin D, which is important for 

bone health and helps to reduce PMS symptoms.  

 

For bone and tooth health, you need 1 000 to 1 300mg of calcium each day. Food is your best 

source of calcium. Aim for three servings of low-fat or fat-free dairy products, such as milk, 

yoghurt or cheese every day. What you do before the age of 30 is crucial to having healthy 

bones for life. 

 

If you suffer from PMS symptoms, I recommended that refined carbohydrates and gas-forming 

foods be avoided to decrease bloating. Salt retains fluid, so avoid food such as chips. Eat 

salmon to increase your intake of vitamin B6, and pumpkin seeds for magnesium to help with 

bloating. 
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Many students are often stressed about assignments, tests and exams. Do you have any 

practical tips that could help students to cope with stress? 

 

Firstly, it’s important than you recognise and acknowledge stress. When it feels like you can’t 

cope with life’s demands, you may feel worried, tense, sad, angry, upset, or a mix of these 

feelings. It’s important to understand that these feelings are normal. 

 

It’s, however, also important to know that stress can affect both your body and mind. You may 

have difficulty sleeping and feel tired all the time. You may also lose your appetite, and suffer 

from headaches, stomach aches, and pain in your neck and shoulders. 

 

Too much stress may cause mental illness and effect your emotions. You may feel irritable at 

times and lose easily lose your temper. At other times, you may feel sad, or struggle to focus. 

 

Stress may even affect your everyday life. Your responsibilities may make you feel 

overwhelmed, you may develop a negative self-image, and your relationships may be strained. 

 

The good news is that there is help. Some people use drugs or alcohol to ‘block out’ stress, but 

it actually has the opposite effect in the long run. Rather speak to someone who can help you, 

or make a list of the issues that are causing you to feel stress and write down practical ways in 

which you can do to solve each issue. This will help to give you some clarity. 

 

Remember to exercise as it helps to release endorphins, a ‘feel good’ chemical. Also take time 

out to relax and take breaks to do the things you enjoy. 

 

What advice can you give to students in terms of staying safe during the COVID-19 

pandemic when they need to go back to class or write exams? 

 

We need to learn from history. Almost 1.5 million people, including 800 000 children, were 

evacuated from London and other metropolitan areas of Britain in September 1939. The goal of 

‘Operation Pied Piper’ was to remove children to live with hosts in rural communities away from 

aerial bombings during World War II. Although the operation proved successful, many children 

suffered long-term emotional trauma due to separation from their parents and/or abuse suffered 

in their temporary homes. 
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We seem to have neglected what history teaches us. Our young people were taken from their 

social environments by COVID-19 and we must all be very proactive to prevent downstream 

problems such as those associated with ‘Operation Pied Piper’. Families and social networks 

are crucial support systems, and everyone must focus and be an active link in this network. 

Reach out and stay connected via online platforms. 

 

Also, don’t forget to be kind to yourself. Take care of your body. Take time to relax and do 

things you enjoy. Also, stay active. There are several apps that could help you with an exercise 

regime. 

 

Take care of your emotional well-being too. It helps to talk about what you are feeling, no matter 

how awkward it may be at first. Being there for others will also boost your own emotional well-

being. 

 

What advice would you give young people in terms of a practical way to start a personal 

wellness programme? 

 

Make you bed in the morning, and add one activity and one nutrition habit to your lifestyle per 

month. Why make your bed? William McRaven, a retired four-star U.S Navy admiral and author 

of Make Your Bed: Little Things That Can Change Your Life…And Maybe the World, states that 

the simple task of making your bed can help to develop a positive self-esteem. He writes about 

how this habit helped him climb the ladder of success: “It showed my attention to detail and at 

the end of the day it would be a reminder that I had done something well, something to be 

proud of, no matter how small the task...” 

 

Psychology Today reported the results of a Hunch.com survey of 68 000 in 2012. The survey 

found that 71% of people who make their beds consider themselves as happy. 62% of people 

who don’t make their beds consider themselves unhappy. The survey also showed that only 

27% of people actually make their beds. 

 

Is it important for students and graduates to have medical aid and, if so, why? 

Yes, it is important. You may already be a beneficiary on your parent or guardian’s medical aid. 

If you’re not, and you are a healthy individual, it’s important to consider an affordable hospital 

plan in case of an emergency. You will then be able to receive the medical treatment you need 
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in a large network of private facilities without worrying about how much it will cost you straight 

out of pocket. You will also receive preventative care benefits, such as the wellness benefits 

available in the Bestmed Tempo wellness programme, which is available to all members 

regardless of their plan option. 

 

 


