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By Julie Killion, MA, LPC, LCAS, NCC

The presence of chronic illnesses 
seems to be rampant and 
rapidly growing in our society. 

Diagnoses of diabetes, heart disease, 
arthritis, cancer, etc., are plaguing 
Americans. It can seem like everyone is 
sick and we are all destined to fall victim 
eventually. However, this may not actually 
be the case. 

More and more research reveals 
that many of these chronic disease states 
are preventable, even reversable. While 
this is incredibly hopeful news, this infor-
mation does not seem to be having an 
impact on the growing number of people 
dying of these illnesses each year. 

THE POWER OF 
LIFESTYLE CHOICES

As an intern in graduate school, I 
was fortunate enough to obtain an intern-
ship at a local hospital, where I spent most 
of my time in the Emergency Department 
and the Intensive Care Unit—both of 
which stayed busy during my time there. 
My job was to see people who were in 
crisis and/or needed emotional support 
during their hospital stay. No one was 
especially happy to be in the hospital—that 
was no surprise. There were often feelings 
of hopelessness and helplessness related to 
chronic illnesses. What was surprising was 
the number of patients who continually 
presented to the hospital with the same 
medical issues; the staff endearingly 
referred to them a “frequent flyers.” It 
seemed that a hospital stay was more of 
a Band-Aid, temporarily providing relief 
until the next medical emergency, with no 
efforts towards long-term change. 

Something that stuck with me over 
the years was a comment made by a doc-
tor working in the ICU. He passionately 
described how every single person in 
the ICU at that moment could have pre-
vented their current medical crisis. And, 
not only that, but they also had the power 
to reverse their current state of illness. Of 
course, I was intrigued because naturally 
the patients in the ICU were incredibly ill 
and needed medical intervention to even 
survive the rest of the day.

This doctor explained that every 
single person in the ICU—at least at that 
moment—was there because of lifestyle 
choices. He was both passionate and 
frustrated as he explained that simply tak-
ing responsibility for your own health can 
eliminate much of the pain and suffering 
he witnessed daily. The three things that 
this doctor was focused on were diet, ex-

ercise, and substance use. This was quite 
an enlightening experience for me, and 
years later I remember the conversation 
vividly. These patients had the informa-
tion to know how to make changes, they 
simply lacked the mindset required to be 
able to do so. 

EMPOWERING BETTER 
CHOICES:  A CHANGE 
OF MINDSET

On a broad scale, what seems 
to be lacking is both education and 
empowerment. The general public would 
certainly benefit from education about 
these chronic disease states and how they 
can be prevented and reversed. However, 
as we all know, that’s not enough. While 
knowledge is the gateway to healthier be-
haviors, something more is needed to put 
that knowledge to work. For example, it is 
commonly known that cigarettes are harm-
ful to your health, causing several medical 
issues including cancer, and often leading 
to death. But just this knowledge has not 
been enough to stop people from smok-
ing. Nor is the information that eating 
healthy and exercising are good for your 
health enough to initiate those behaviors. 

With both physical health and 
mental health, many people lack the feel-
ing of empowerment and the belief that 
their decisions and behaviors can truly 
have an impact on their own health. I 
have heard people with heart disease 
attribute it to genetics, while ignoring the 
fact that they have terrible eating habits, 
never exercise, and are morbidly obese. 
The same happens in my work with peo-
ple who have mental health concerns. I 
have had many patients tell me that they 
were destined to have depression and 
will never feel better because “it runs 
in the family.” While genetics do play 
a role, the truth is that we have more 

control over our bodies and minds than 
some people believe. 

So, what we are left with is mind-
set. Many people who are trapped in 
chronic disease states, physical or mental, 
can get stuck in the mindset that they are 
powerless of their own body and mind 
and cannot promote change. Luckily, we 
know this is not true!

Even while I want to encourage 
people to recognize how strongly their 
mindset can positively affect change, I 
do want to acknowledge that there are 
legitimate social and structural limitations 
that can affect people’s inability to man-
age their own physical or mental health. 
These include—but are not limited 
to—lack of education; lack of personal 
and/or community resources; lack of 
transportation; food deserts; lack of time 
due to other responsibilities (financial, 
caring for family members, etc.); having 
to work multiple jobs or having to work 
harder due to genetic/hereditary predis-
positions. For some people, these difficul-
ties— including some that are beyond 
their control—pose significantly greater 
challenges on the path to health.

Whatever your circumstances 
however, I truly believe that mindset can 
play a role in improving at least some, if 
not all, of the barriers you face. 

THE GREATEST 
 BARRIER TO CHANGE

I spend a lot of time as a therapist 
addressing barriers to change. Often, a 
person’s belief about whether change 
can occur is the first and greatest barrier. 
There is a quote that often comes to 
mind that expresses it best: “whether you 
think you can, or think you can’t, you’re right.” 
If you believe that you cannot change the 
state of your body or mind, you probably 
won’t. If you believe that you can change 
the state of your body or mind, you prob-
ably will. Occasionally that observation 
is met with some sort of eye-roll, but we 
have lots of research to support its truth. 

In Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, there 
is a lot of focus on how our thoughts 
impact our behaviors and vice versa. 
Because we know that—even with the 
mindset that they cannot change or with 
a generally negative mindset—patients can 
work successfully in therapy to reframe 
their thoughts to be more positive and 
empowering. Much of the distress that 
we experience is due to our mindset/
perspective we have of ourselves and the 
world, which is why changing that is so 
important and so impactful. As therapists, 

we want to not only empower, but to 
instill hope in those who have lost hope. 
It is amazing the changes that someone 
can make in their life if they believe they 
can and feel empowered to do so. 

MIND-BODY 
CONNECTION: CHANGE 
YOUR MIND, CHANGE 
YOUR HEALTH

When discussing both physical and 
mental health it is important to remember 
that the mind-body connection is very 
strong. When the mind is healthy, the body 
is healthy, and vice versa. For this reason, 
when dealing with major health issues, 
doctors have begun to refer patients to 
therapists more frequently to address the 
mental part of the equation. Practitioners 
in all areas are moving towards the integra-
tion of physical health and mental health as 
more and more research shows that your 
mindset is a large part of wellness. 

While many therapeutic modali-
ties tend to focus on the past in order to 
address trauma, there are also several 
approaches that focus on the present, ad-
dressing the issues of today and the future. 
These methods can be helpful when ad-
dressing current health concerns. Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy is included in this list, as 
well as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, 
Reality Therapy, Rational Emotive Therapy, 
Solution Focused Therapy, and Motivational 
Interviewing. We have evidenced-based 
approaches that help individuals to change 
their mindset, and therefore change their 
life. We can apply this not only to changes 
in mental health, but also to empower and 
promote change in physical health. 

If you or someone in your life 
struggles with mental health, our 
providers can help. Call us at 919-354-
0834 or visit us at mindpathcare.com to 
get started. h&h
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