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ou might not realize it, but your
life is shaped by habits. From
driving the same route to work
on autopilot to brushing your
teeth after waking, these repeated
actions-turned-automatic behaviors runin
the background like white noise. They ensure
your day moves along smoothly, all without
a second thought.

“You might not realize
it, but your life is
shaped by habits.”

“Habits are so powerful. They reduce
friction in your day,” explains Jamey
Maniscalco, a Ph.D. in neuroscience
and founder of Manifest Wellness. “[The
action] starts as a conscious choice, but
with consistency, the behavior turns into
something you do automatically, without
needing to think about it each time. This
frees up mental energy for more complex
tasks and decisions.”

The National Institute of Mental Health
defines habits as “sequential, repetitive,
motor or cognitive behaviors elicited by
external or internal triggers that, once
initiated, can go to completion without
constant conscious oversight.” That
predictable pattern is called a habit loop,
a 1-2-3 path to habit-forming that includes
a cue (a trigger or reminder), a routine (the
behavior itself), and a reward (the benefit or
feeling you get afterward).

Over time, this loop becomes so familiar
that you begin to perform the behavior
on autopilot. Reaching for your vitamins
after you eat your morning meal? You can
thank neuroplasticity—the brain’s ability
to rewire itself based on what you do, think
and experience. This phenomenon allows
it to actually reshape itself to support the
patterns or behaviors you practice most.

While the well-rehearsed scripts might
require zero conscious effort once they're
in place, there’s a lot going on behind
the scenes to form a habit. To categorize
something as a habit, the brain must hand
the responsibility from the prefrontal cortex
(the decision-making, risk-assessing area)
to the efficient basal ganglia, a deeper brain
structure involved in routines, patterns and
automatic behaviors. “This is why a habit can
run in the background of your day, almost
like a mental shortcut,” notes Dr. Maniscalco.

But you don't just stumble into a new
habit. It takes cultivating. And giving yourself
a little treat at the end is key.

“Pairing a new routine like morning
walking with a pleasurable activity,
such as listening to music or a podcast,
enhances the perceived value of the
habit and encourages consistency,” says
Dr. Nicole Issa, Psy.D., Director and
Licensed Psychologist at PVD Psychological
Associates in Providence, R.I.

“Rewards serve a critical function by
reinforcing the desired behavior at the
neurological level,” she adds. “When a
new behavior is followed by a positive
outcome, the brain releases dopamine, a
neurotransmitter associated with motivation
and reinforcement. This chemical response
strengthens the connection between the
action and perceived benefit, increasing the
likelihood of the behavior being repeated.”

NEUROPLASTICITY

IN ACTION

Your brain notices every time you
repeat a behavior. Neuroplasticity
is how it adapts and rewires

itself to that repetitive action.
“The brain s plastic in nature,

and you can literally shape it by
curating your environments and
experiences,” says Dr. Maniscalco.

“Think of it like creating a trail
through tall grass,” he continues.
“The first time you walk it, it's slow
and awkward.” Forming a new
habit is like creating a fresh trail.
“If you walk the same path every
day, it gets smoother, more defined
and easier towalk. It still takes
energy and intention, but there’s
less internal resistance. [The
action] already feels automatic.”

The more an action is repeated,
the more the brain strengthens the
neural pathways (or connections)
between the brain cells related to
that habit. Translation: Through
consistency, you can actually
reinforce your neural pathways

to form a new habit (or kick an old
one), making it easier to do the
next time. Try incorporating a new
task you want to develop into a
habit every day for a short amount
of time to get the ball rolling.
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This repetition is important for habit
creation. According to Dr. Maniscalco,
“Over time, your brain adjusts to the new
pattern, and what once took effort becomes
your new normal.”

“Over time, what once
took effort becomes
your new normal.”

This process also takes time, so toss out
the myth that a habit forms in seven days.

A 2009 study published in the European
Journal of Social Psychology suggests the

WHAT IS A

average habit takes 66 days to cement,
but can take up to 254 days. “There’s no
hard and fast rule for how long it will take
to form a habit because each habit is
different in complexity, and every person is
different,” says Dr. Issa, noting factors such
as consistency, triggers, reward importance
and ease of the habit all come into play.
“Don’t focus on how many days it takes.
Instead focus on showing up consistently,”
adds Dr. Maniscalco. Missing a day doesn’t
mean you've failed. What matters is returning
to the habit the next day. “With repetition,
patience and small adjustments, even
very unfamiliar and challenging habits can
become a natural part of your routine.”

This predictable pattern is the driving force behind the brain changing a behavior
into a habit. “Becoming aware of your cues and rewards is critical,” explains Dr.
Maniscalco. “It gives you the power to reshape your routines.” A habit loop includes:

CUE: ROUTINE:

An external trigger that
tells your brain to begin
the behavior, such as

a specific time of day,
location, emotion, people
or preceding behavior.

to the cue.

A repeated behavior
(or habit) itself

or the action you
take in response

REWARD:

The positive outcome you get
from completing the behavior.
It could be a physical sensation
(energy boost), an emotional
payoff (feeling proud or
accomplished) or removal of
discomfort (stress relief).

To break a habit, focus on interrupting the habit loop, adds Dr. Issa. “Try to replace the old
loop with a new loop or repeatedly interrupt it [so] your brain starts to let go of the old behavior”
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MICRO CHANGES,

MAKING (OR BREAKING)
HABITS ISN’T EASY.
CREATE MOMENTUM BY:

Adopting the 2-Minute Rule.
“Big changes can feel overwhelming,
so shrink the habit down to something
you can do in under two minutes,”
says Dr. Maniscalco.

Trying habit stacking by tying the habit
to a cue in your existing routine.

Using rewards to reinforce
consistency. “The more immediate
and satisfying the reward, the
more effectively it supports habit
formation,” says Dr. Issa.

Tracking your progress, so you
can reflect on what’s working.
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A new
approach
to proactive
care with
Prenuvo

John Hancock Vitality members
can access special pricing on
Prenuvo’s whole body MRI
scan, designed to detect over
500 medical conditions.

Scan the QR code to learn how
early detection can support
a longer, healthier life.

f

Disclosures:

The Prenuvo scan is only available to registered John Hancock Vitality PLUS and GO members
who have completed the Vitality Health Review (VHR) for the current program year. The offer of

developed and administered by Prenuvo and its affiliated professional entities. John Hancock
does not provide medical advice or guidance on further diagnostic testing or treatment following
discounted access to the Prenuvo scan is subject to change. Access to the Prenuvo scan through  the Prenuvo scan, is not involved in the design or administration of the Prenuvo scan and is not

the John Hancock Vitality Program is not currently available in all states. The Prenuvo scan is responsible for the accuracy or performance of the Prenuvo scan.
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CANNING:

RESERVING B

THE HARVEST

rom sweet berries to crisp green beans, the bounty in
your backyard garden or at the farmers market can often
come with a challenge. There’s typically a time crunch
to eat everything before it goes bad. Enter canning—a
time-tested way to have peak-season produce at your fingertips
even past the harvest season. With a little time, a few tools and a
cool, dry place to store your goods, you can build a
pantry full of long-lasting, flavorful foods.

“There are many benefits to home food Q
preservation,” says Tracey Brigman,
EdD, MS, RDN, LD, a Clinical Associate ~ E@rn discounts and
Professor and Associate Director at the ~ Vitality Points for
University of Georgia National Center your fresh produce
for Home Food Preservation in Athens, purchases! Learn
G.A. “For those who have a garden or more about the
the opportunity to buy in large amounts  HealthyFood benefit
from a local market, food preservation on page 27.
will extend the shelf life of your food,
and you'll enjoy access to seasonal foods all year long.”

This longer life span is a major win for food prep at home.
“IWith canning], there’s no need for electricity, such as with
refrigeration or freezing, and with that, no concerns about
power outages,” adds Martin Bucknavage, Senior Food Safety
Extension Specialist in the Department of Food Science at
Penn State University.

For basic canning, the required equipment isn’t difficult to
find. You'll need a trusted recipe, canning jars with lids and rings
and a funnel. The rest is up to you, as you get creative filling
jars with spices and produce. “You prepare it yourself, choosing
the ingredients you want and capturing a higher level of quality
including taste,” he continues. Depending upon your recipe, you'll
use a heat source (usually a stove top) for a boiling water bath or
a pressure cooker for pressure canning.

Unfortunately, there /s a little give and take in the process.
Canning does cause some vitamin loss (notably vitamin C
and thiamine, according to Bucknavage), but micronutrients
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such as vitamin A and macronutrients like
carbohydrates and proteins do remain

intact. And flavor profiles can actually be
heightened, with Brigman suggesting some
fruits taste sweeter when packed in fruit juice

during the canning process.

When choosing produce for canning, think
ripe but yet still holding its shape. “Once
items are overripe, they can be too soft and
will not make a desirable product,” warns
Bucknavage. Popular items include tomatoes,

okra and peppers, while you can pass on
others like lettuce or leafy greens. Vegetables
that break down during canning, such as
potatoes and pumpkins, can be done only
with specific preparation steps, he adds.

“Once you get past the initial cost of the

berries, apples, corn, cucumbers (pickles),

equipment and supplies needed for home
food preservation, it can be cost-effective,”
says Brigman of how seasonal bounty typically
costs less than off-season fare. “Home food
preservation can be a rewarding experience.”

TYPES OF PRESERVATION

FREEZING

One of the easiest methods
of preserving foods, freezing
allows retention of the most
nutrients and taste of all three
methods. The trick is to freeze
fresh foods at their ripest to
enjoy a flavor upon thawing
thatresembles that of their
fresh counterpart, according
to Brigman. This method often
requires the extra step of
blanching (quickly scalding
produce in boiling water)
before freezing to stop the
enzyme actions that cause
browning and remove dirt.
Blanching is especially helpful
when freezing leafy greens
such as kale or spinach.

FERMENTING

This naturally occurring
process relies on yeasts
and bacteria to preserve
produce, and even canyield
new foods like sauerkraut
and kimchi. There are also
health benefits to this
preservation technique.
“Fermenting can potentially
enhance some nutrients
and create beneficial
probiotics,” she continues.
“During the process, tannins
and phytates are reduced,
resultingin a greater
bioavailability of some
vitamins and minerals.”

Seasonal Preserving Calendar

When it comes to canning, fermenting and freezing foods, Brigman
suggests reaching for the freshest possible ingredients to help
combat any loss of flavor or nutritional content already expected
with preservation methods. To get the best produce into the mix,
keep your eye on these popular harvests and their seasons:

WINTER

parsnips, pumpkins and
winter squash, sweet potatoes,
cabbage, pears, beets

SPRING

beets, asparagus,

@ strawberries, berries,

carrots, rhubarb, radishes

CANNING

A misnomer, this method
actually employs glass jars
and lids. The heat required

to safely can produce
does unfortunately zap
some vitamins, including
vitamin C and thiamin, but
the positive trade-offs are
alongshelflife (upto a
year) when stored in a cool,
dark place, aswell as an
enhanced flavor. “Canning
potentially enhances the
sweetness of fruits or can
create a new flavor profile
in the case of pickled
products,” says Brigman.

SUMMER

peaches, berries, pears,
carrots, tomatoes, green
beans, corn, bell peppers

FALL

apples, cucumbers, pumpkins
and winter squash, spinach and
other greens, okra, green beans

TO YOUR HEALTH

Safety Tips

Canning produce at home is
rewarding, but it’s essential

to follow guidelines to avoid
health risks including botulism.
Here’s how to do it right:

USE THE RIGHT JAR:

Although it’s called canning,
United States Department of
Agriculture’s Complete Guide to
Home Canning suggests using
glass mason jars with two-piece
lids (a flat disk and a screw band).

BE EXTRA CLEAN:

Thoroughly wash canning
jars, lids, and bands, as well as
your working space, utensils
and produce. Preheat jars in hot
water and keep them warm prior
to filling to prevent them from
cracking when filled with hot food.

FOLLOW RECIPES FROM
A TRUSTED SOURCE:
“Just because your mother or
grandmother did it or you
saw it online, it doesn’t mean
it's safe. Validated recipes go
through specific laboratory
testing to ensure a safe product,”
warns Brigman.

AVOID SHORTCUTS:

Don't cut processing times
short or process at a lower
temperature or pressure, and
avoid unapproved methods,
such as oven canning. “Ensure
temperature control by working
in an efficient manner to ensure
foods don't enter or stay long in
the temperature danger zone,”
she says.

DON’T OVERFILL JARS:

“There needs to be
movement of liquid in the jar,
says Bucknavage, noting the
appropriate full pack with
headspace (the distance from
top of product to top of jar)
should be respected, as well
as the liquid-to-solid ratio.
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