
W
orking women often find that

there are just not enough

hours in the day to meet all

the demands placed on them. 

Tasks at work are followed by tasks

at home, leaving little time for meeting

their own needs. This becomes very

apparent when looking at women’s

health practices. More than 30 percent

of American women are obese, more

than half don’t exercise, and 23 percent

of women still smoke. 

All of these lifestyle-related risk fac-

tors are known to contribute to chronic

health problems such as heart disease,

some forms of cancer and diabetes. 

While women tend to miss few

work days because of their own ill-

nesses, this failure to take care of

themselves contributes to the develop-

ment of chronic health problems as

they get older. Problems that are likely

to show about the time they reach

retirement age.

For more information about

women’s health see the section entitled

“Women’s Health Facts” ( see page 4). 

It’s never too late
A growing body of research suggests

that exchanging risky behaviors, like

those mentioned above, with healthier

ones not only delays the early onset of a

number of chronic health problems but

also improves the overall quality of a 

woman’s health. This guide will provide

you with some basic information about

living healthier and will guide you

through a process for making a behav-

ior change of your choice. 

At least in the area of healthier liv-

ing, it does not have to be an either/or

situation. It is not a question of finding

time to do something for yourself at

the expense of time

for your family. 

Some of the

changes you decide

to make to benefit

yourself will also

improve your

family’s health.

For example,

preparing lower-fat meals will benefit

everyone. When you exercise, have

your children exercise with you. When

you buckle your seat belt, make sure

your children are buckled in as well. 

Besides, parents who are commit-

ted to a healthy lifestyle have a won-

derful opportunity to be positive role

models for their children. 

Children who learn to assume

greater responsibility for their health

early in life and who learn how to stay

healthy, are more likely to be successful

in maintaining health their entire lives. 

Preparing for change 
You can do more to maintain your

health than anyone else, including your

health care provider. However, it

requires a conscious decision and

involves preparation and planning. 

Rarely does a behavior change just

because you want it to. People who

have been successful at changing their

behavior have taken the time to plan

and prepare. Most have made a num-

ber of concerted efforts to change,

before they are finally successful. So,

don’t give up if you don’t succeed the

first time. 

There are no quick fixes or short

cuts. As a busy woman, that is proba-

bly the last thing you wanted to hear,

but the pay-offs in terms of your health
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and the health of your family are worth

the effort. Nevertheless, at least at

first, it is going to take some work and

planning. Below are some of the rea-

sons why.

As an adult, have you ever tried to

learn a new health behavior? Think

about what it takes to help your chil-

dren learn something new. Teaching

them the skills, encouraging and

reminding them, and then following

through to make sure they have com-

pleted the task. 

Adults have to do the same things

with themselves. Even simple tasks like

using your seat belt, flossing your teeth,

or eating breakfast require careful

thought and preparation. Let’s use the

example of flossing your teeth. Prepara-

tion includes talking to your dentist so

you can learn how to floss properly,

buying the needed supplies, and decid-

ing on the best time of day to floss. 

On a daily basis it involves remind-

ing yourself to floss and making your-

self go back to do it, even though you

have already turned off the bathroom

light and are dressed for work. 

Breaking bad habits
As adults, we also may have devel-

oped a number of poor health habits.

Old habits that have been reinforced

and encouraged over a number of

years can be hard to unlearn. 

Habits are acts or practices that are

repeated so frequently they are almost

automatic. We are comfortable with

them and carry them out without much

thought. Deciding to change these

behaviors, like learning new ones,

requires a conscious decision and con-

stant alertness. 

Most of your health behaviors and

attitudes are supported by family and

friends. Many of whom act and think

much as you do and who may be

threatened by your attempts to

change.

Family and friends often uninten-

tionally sabotage your efforts to

change. If you are not prepared to deal

with the pressure, it is easy to return to

old habits. Particularly when they are

being encouraged and reinforced. 

Frequently, when thinking about

making health-related changes, we

think about changes in behavior. How-

ever, making health-related changes

also involves changing attitudes. That

means being prepared to think differ-

ently about yourself, your abilities and

your relationships with those around

you. Many times these attitudes and

perceptions will have to change before

you can successfully change your

behavior. 

One strategy for changing your atti-

tude is positive self-talk. Through posi-

tive self-talk, you can convince yourself

that you can lose weight, or you can

start a regular exercise program, or

that you can do anything else you want

to do. 

Finding your own way
Each woman is unique and has her

own interests and needs. As a result,

each woman must develop her own

approach to staying healthy. Making

changes because someone else thinks

it is a good idea rarely works. And,

rather than comparing yourself to some-

one else, the important questions are:

■ Do I feel in control of my life?

■ Am I doing all I can, right now, to

maintain or improve the quality of

my health?

■ If not, am I willing to make the nec-

essary change?

If you are interested in making

health-related changes, use the follow-

ing exercise on page 3 to help you

prepare for making a change of your

choice. As the first question implies,

the starting point is motivation and atti-

tude.  

Maintaining healthy habits
How are you going to maintain the

change over time? Many people find

that learning new behaviors is not all

that difficult. Where they run into trou-

ble is maintaining those behaviors over

time. This is where your planning and

preparation can really pay off. 

Once you have adopted a new

health behavior, make sure you have

the tools needed to maintain your suc-

cess. Set some long-term goals for

yourself. Use accurate information to

find out about the kinds of behavior

changes that are beneficial to your

health. Identify friends, co-workers and

relatives who can provide you with

support for maintaining the change. 

Keep a positive attitude. Don’t give

up if you don’t succeed the first time. If

this is a change you really want to

make, convince yourself that you can

do it. Changing behavior is rarely a

smooth course. Successes are often

followed by little setbacks. Getting

beyond these slips is easier when you

can maintain your faith in yourself and

your ability to change. 
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Why do you want to adopt a healthier lifestyle? This is the first question to answer for yourself. Don’t worry about
why someone else wants you to change. Do this for yourself. 

Where are you going to start? Completing the lifestyle quiz, page 5, may give you some ideas of where you want to
begin. Most of us could benefit from making a number of changes. You will have more success if you focus your ener-
gy on one area of change at a time. Pick an area where making changes would be fun and rewarding. Save the tough
issues until you have had some success in making changes. 

If you have an interest in making changes in the areas of nutrition or stress management, consider reading these
additional Challenges and Choices publications: GH 6651 and GH 6655.

What do you want to accomplish? Begin by creating a short term goal for yourself. Think in terms of a week and
then expand it to a month. 

Then ask yourself the following two questions? 

✔ Is the goal realistic? ✔ Does it fit with my values and beliefs?

Also decide what activities you are going to do to reach this goal. Be realistic and be kind to yourself. Starting with
a few activities and actually doing them is much better than planning many activities and than feeling like a failure if
you find you can’t do them all. 

When are you going to start? Pick a date to begin. What day of the week is going to be best? What time of day will
be better for you? 

Activity Day Time

Who are you going to get to help you? It is difficult to adopt new health behaviors if those in your immediate envi-
ronment are encouraging you to maintain your old ones. Gather support from your family and friends. Help them
understand why this is so important to you, and ask for their help. Plan to involve your children and partner in at least
some of the activities so you don’t feel like you are in this alone.
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I want to improve my
health because:

I will begin by making a
change in this area:

In the area selected
above, I will accomplish:

During the next week,
then month, I plan to:

This will be my daily
schedule with 

the new activities:

I am going to ask 
for help from

the following people:



FICTION: Women are more likely to

die from cancer than any other dis-

ease.

FACT: Heart disease accounts for

more than 50 percent of all deaths

among women and claims more

women’s lives than cancer, accidents

and diabetes combined. 

FICTION: Women with Type II Dia-

betes don’t need to worry because they

have a milder form of the disease.

FACT: Type II (Adult-onset Diabetes)

can be just a deadly as Type I (Insulin-

dependent Diabetes). Both can result in

heart disease, loss of vision, and kid-

ney failure. 

FICTION: The chances of a woman

getting breast cancer have increased

greatly.

FACT: According to the American

Cancer Society, in 1980 the average

women’s chances of developing breast

cancer was 1 in 11. By 1992, the rate

was 1 in 8. However, unlike earlier

years, the 1992 figure includes women

over the age 85. Older women are

among those most likely to develop the

disease. It is important to remember

that this rate looks at the average

woman’s chance of getting the disease

over her lifetime. It does not say that

one in eight women has breast cancer.

The risk is creeping up, but at a much

slower rate than the risk figures indi-

cate.

FICTION: More women die from

breast cancer than any other form of

cancer. 

FACT: While breast cancer is the

most common form of cancer in

women, women are more likely to die

from lung cancer. This year 62,000

American women will die from lung

cancer, and 46,000 from breast cancer.

Much of the increase is due to

increased smoking among women.  

FICTION: As a woman, I don’t have

to worry about osteoporosis until I

reach menopause.

FACT: About 45% of a person’s

bone mass is formed during the teen

years. Prevention needs to begin early.

No matter what your age, make weight-

bearing exercise such as walking, run-

ning or dancing part of your daily

activity, get enough calcium, if you

smoke - stop, and if you drink, drink

only lightly or moderately. If you are

going through menopause, talk to your

health care provider about Hormone

Replacement Therapy. 

FICTION: Hormone replacement is

necessary during menopause.

FACT: Menopause is not a disease,

it is a normal life transition. To maintain

your health, keep a positive attitude,

eat a low-fat, high-fiber diet, exercise

regularly, avoid smoking and talk to

your health care provider about hor-

mone replacement therapy. Like any

drug therapy, HRT has risks and bene-

fits. The decision about its use is very

individualized and must be a joint deci-

sion between you and your provider. 

FICTION: Women who work outside

the home are more likely to suffer from

stress than women who stay at home.

FACT: Whether at home or in the

workplace, the nature of a woman’s job

is the most important factor. Women

are more likely to be stressed by their

jobs, paid or not, when their jobs are

demanding, they have limited personal

control over the situation, and there is

little opportunity for making decisions.

For many employed women, the fact

that a job at work is followed by a job

at home is an added stressor. 

For more information on construc-

tive ways of dealing with stress, see

the Challenges and Choices guide 

entitled The Challenge of Balance,

GH 6651.

Women’s health facts
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For each question, circle the one answer that best applies to you. 

The plus (+) sign next to some numbers indicates more than that number. 

O ✗ ▲

PERSONAL HEALTH

Are you familiar with first-aid procedures? Yes No

Do you always make use of clothing and equipment Yes Occasionally No
provided for your safety at work?

Do you wear a seat belt? Always Occasionally Never

On the average, how many hours 0 to 1 1 to 4 4 +
of TV do you watch per day?

Do you get seven to eight hours of sleep most nights? Yes No Rarely

Do you do breast self-examination? Regularly Occasionally Never

Do you experience periods of depression? Seldom Occasionally Frequently

EXERCISE

What kind of physical effort is mostly Active & Desk Work 
expended during the workday? physical work 

How often do you participate in regular, moderate exercise? 3 times weekly Daily Seldom

NUTRITION

Are you overweight? No 5-19 lbs. 20+ lbs.

Do you eat a wide variety of foods, Each Day 3 times weekly
using the Food Pyramid as a guide?

ALCOHOL, TOBACCO AND OTHER DRUGS

What is the total number of drinks you have per week, 0-7 8-15 16+
including beer, liquor, and wine?

Do you follow directions when taking Always Occasionally Rarely
over-the-counter and prescribed drugs? 

Do you avoid illegal drugs? Yes No

Do you drive under the influence of alcohol or drugs? No Yes

How many cigarettes do you smoke per day? None Under 10 10+

Do you ever smoke in bed? No Yes

TOTAL CIRCLED FROM EACH COLUMN:

Now add up the number of items circled under each sign, multiply by the amounts shown, and figure your totals.

Healthy lifestyles appraisal

Sign Total Circled Multiply by Total

O 1

✗ 3

▲ 5

17 to 25 = Great, keep up the good work
26 to 34 = Good, but look for ways to improve
35 to 43 = You’re taking too many risks
44 or more = Start today to reduce your risks.

Adapted from a Health Risk Appraisal developed by
the Health and Welfare Department of Canada.
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Total of all three items:
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