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Introduction

The health and wellness industry isn’t your friend. It isn’t a reliable path to well-being, nor is it the place for sound advice on losing weight, getting fit or curing chronic pain. It’s a multi-trillion-pound con. A parasite, it feeds on your hopes and fears, exploits your naïveté and cashes in on your repeated failures. It’s an all-you-can-eat buffet of pseudoscience, snake oil and performative bullshit dressed up as self-care. And many of the people who commodify wellness have a disturbing contempt for the truth, shamelessly peddling the illusion of control for financial gain. The health and wellness industry is a system that generates confusion, profits from the chaos and leaves consumers to deal with the fallout. Frankly, I’m embarrassed to be associated with it.

I’m an exercise scientist and respiratory physiologist. Over the last two decades, I’ve worked with people from across the spectrum of health. On the British Olympic programme, I helped athletes obsessively fine-tune their bodies like high-performance race cars, pushing them to their physical limits. But I also had to watch with mounting frustration as they squandered limited resources chasing marginal gains and ‘faster recovery’ through one questionable approach after another. Often, they were just imitating their most successful peers.

Years later, I provided lifestyle and nutrition advice to reluctant dieters and deskbound office workers. Some came to our clinic out of obligation to their corporate employers, while others had been referred by their GP for poor health. Many were overweight or obese. But, at some time or another, nearly all had turned to fad diets: restrictive, unsustainable eating patterns. And like any destructive habit, they’d become dependent on them – locked in a vicious cycle of weight loss and regain, known as ‘yo-yo dieting’.

More recently, I’ve been embedded in clinical research, working with patients with obstructive lung disease for whom getting dressed every morning is a workout. Through pulmonary rehabilitation, effective medication and perseverance, many patients achieve meaningful relief from debilitating symptoms. But some are also duped by unregulated herbal remedies that promise ‘liver cleansing’ and ‘respiratory relief’ without a shred of evidence. Or they adopt trendy breathing techniques that do more harm than good. I spend too much time explaining the dangers of these pseudosciences and repairing the damage they leave in their wake – time that could be better spent extending what we know, and improving what we do.

Despite the gulf separating these groups – their goals, ambitions and limitations – they all share a common struggle: navigating the relentless barrage of claims, contradictions, myths and misinformation flooding the health and wellness world. It’s not simply a misunderstanding of healthy-living principles; it’s industrialised confusion – deliberate and targeted. Confused consumers, after all, are spendthrift consumers who make decisions with their guts rather than their brains. When I entered this convoluted space, I knew I’d be guiding people on a path fraught with pitfalls. I’d always expected complexity. But what I found was one of the most dishonest and destructive industries of modern times. Like Alice as she stepped through the looking glass, I could never have imagined the twisted, upside-down world waiting for me on the other side.

If this all sounds a touch hyperbolic, here’s some hard data. Consider the disparity between health and wellness spending and outcomes. We channel more money into health and wellness than almost anything else. Combine the value of smartphones, fast food and social media – three industries that define modern life – and you still don’t get near the size of the global health and wellness market. It’s worth over £5 trillion – £5,000,000,000,000. Over the next decade, it’ll grow by another two–three trillion. And spending across its major subindustries – diet and weight loss, dietary supplements, and complementary and alternative medicine – has risen year after year and is now at an all-time high. Health and wellness is big business.

But according to nearly every meaningful metric, population health is going in the opposite direction, becoming increasingly dire. Obesity rates have climbed steadily since the 1970s and show no sign of slowing: prevalence is now around one in three in the UK and approaching one in two in the US. More people around the world are obese than underweight, and people are scrambling to secure prescriptions for Ozempic, Wegovy and other ‘game-changing’ weight-loss drugs. Type 2 diabetes continues to surge and cardiovascular disease remains the leading cause of death worldwide. A growing number of older people have sarcopenia – an age-related loss of muscle and strength that erodes health, independence and quality of life. All the while, wellness misinformation causes injury and death and exacts a heavy economic toll.

Our mental health is also taking a beating. Rates of anxiety, depression and eating disorders are on the rise, fuelled in part by social media and smartphone addiction. Suicide has tragically become the leading cause of death among 20–34-year-olds in England and Wales. And despite knowing that exercise confers substantial protection against lifestyle-related diseases, only 20–30% of adults meet the recommended physical activity guidelines. Our search for the elixir of life continues, but the commercial outlets to which we turn for health and wellness are only making us fatter, sicker and unhappier.

How does such an impotent and injurious industry make so much money off normal brains? The reasons are many and multifaceted, and we’ll unpack them thoroughly in the coming chapters. But the simple answer is that ‘normal brains’ are built for speed, not deliberation. Humans excel at making quick decisions on limited information. It’s a trait that kept us alive as hunter-gatherers when we needed to find food or shelter or escape a predator. These mental shortcuts also serve us in the modern world: with a quick glance at the road, you can judge the number, speed and distance of oncoming vehicles and decide whether there’s a safe moment to cross; or you can scan your emails, note the senders and subject lines, and rapidly triage your inbox into ‘reply now’ or ‘ignore until later’ (or just ignore).

The trouble is that the same mental shortcuts that help us navigate everyday life with economically sound, good-enough decisions can be easily overwhelmed, even hijacked. When we’re busy, tired, emotional or simply inundated, we have neither the time nor the cognitive capacity to weigh every claim on its merits. We resort to intuition, relying on familiar cues like popularity, familiarity, emotions, stories and neat cause-and-effect explanations that are fast but often inaccurate. Of course, none of this is a secret; human behaviour has been extensively studied, and the findings have effectively handed a cheat code to marketing companies, wellness merchants and social media algorithms to bypass our critical faculties and sell us products we don’t need. An advert leans on our deep-rooted hopes and fears to compel us to act; a wellness trend goes viral because it’s popular rather than true; a journalist invokes false credibility by reporting on a ‘new study’ about how to get in shape; or a fitness influencer sells us a magic tincture, not through science and evidence, but by offering certainty in an uncertain world. Wellness bullshit succeeds for the same reason as a magic trick: it’s a carefully contrived deception that taps into cognitive frailties.

It’s not just that our decision-making software needs an upgrade; the information ecosystem has evolved to take advantage of the outdated code. Marketing claims are more advanced and pernicious than ever, media headlines are more misleading, and social media has given them a home-field advantage by ensuring that the most divisive, popular and emotionally resonant content floats to the top. So, while true health and wellness requires planning, patience and incremental effort, the industry offers the opposite: simple solutions to complex problems. To our overtaxed, economically wired brains, those solutions are catnip.

There are other powerful forces at play, including celebrity culture, wellness as fashion, government-sponsored pseudoscience, and even shoddy scientific research – all discussions for later. Just know that if you’ve ever felt confused, pulled in multiple directions or seduced by a health and wellness hack, it’s not a personal failing. It’s a predictable human response to an environment where incentives, marketing tropes, media distortion, social media algorithms and scientific sloppiness coalesce. In the wellness ecosystem, misinformation isn’t a bug; it’s a feature.

What does this mean for you, the consumer? What are the consequences? They’re easy to miss until you know where to look, but once you do, they’re impossible to ignore. Unproven treatments and dodgy supplements can cause injury, illness and death; risks that simply aren’t justified by the imagined rewards. Even seemingly benign approaches can do considerable harm by delaying effective care. Some people venture so far down the rabbit hole that they abandon evidence-based approaches altogether. The industry sets these people up to fail, only to offer another protocol, another cleanse, another ingredient ‘your doctor doesn’t want you to know about’: another roll of the dice, another ticket in the wellness lottery. It’s a system that mocks cause and effect; a system where consumerism leads to declining health, which is met with ever more spending.

There are psychological harms, too. Most people don’t fail in their wellness pursuits because they’re lazy or indifferent; they fail because the industry sold them a lie. They bounce from one diet to the next trying to lose weight, flirt with exercise routines that promise six-pack abs, plunge into ice baths to repair injuries that really require physiotherapy, and buy expensive supplements to fix numbers on a blood-test result. But discipline and stubbornness only go so far. When results don’t come, and the illusion that health can be bought begins to fade, motivation wavers, and people lose confidence in their ability to change. Having squandered time and money, many simply give up. The harms of wellness nonsense clearly extend far beyond wayward spending and declining health.

I wrote this book to fight for everyone who’s ever been duped by a wellness scam, sold a health promise that never delivered, or been made to feel inadequate by an online wellness ecosystem built on impossible ideals. It’s worth stating in advance what this book is and isn’t. It isn’t an index of the best exercise regimens, the most powerful dietary supplements or the biohacking protocols worth your time. In fact, the central premise is that true health and wellness cannot be expedited; it requires planning, effort and patience. But nor is it a purity crusade. I won’t tell you to give up drinking, that supplements are evil or that you have to run marathons to be fit (that advice appeals to a tiny fraction of the population). Rather, think of this book as your guide to navigating claims, spotting bullshit, and deconstructing a lie that can no longer bear the weight of its promises.

We’ll begin in chapter 1 by exploring the wellness industry through the lens of scientific scepticism: what wellness is and isn’t, how misinformation spreads and the evolutionary traits that give quick fixes such immense gravitational pull. From there, we’ll dismantle the propaganda machine brick by brick. We’ll unpack the tricks and tropes of wellness marketing (chapter 2), how the media spins wellness narratives for clicks (chapter 3) and why social media rewards the loudest voices rather than the truest (chapter 4). By chapter 5, you’ll be ready for the realisation that even bad science and flawed research contribute to the health and wellness lie. From chapter 6, we pivot to the myths themselves, pulling back the curtain on the science and spin of weight loss, dietary supplements and alternative therapies, both ancient and newfangled (chapters 6, 7 and 8, respectively). Throughout, I’ll speak to you not just as a scientist and sceptic, but as an athlete and exerciser, someone who’s spent decades chasing health and fitness goals – failing, learning and persevering. That mix of perspectives has helped me triangulate the best science with what holds up in practice.

Lastly, because my aim is to recast you as the author of your own wellness journey, I conclude several chapters with practical ‘Your move’ advice: bullet-point summaries distilled into actionable takeaways you can integrate as you see fit. It’s there that you’ll find the unglamorous basics of good decision-making to help you to take back control. By the end of the book, we’ll have redefined what ‘wellness’ truly means and replaced the illusion with something more real, more empowering, and much more effective.

In The Sense of Style: The Thinking Person’s Guide to Writing in the 21st Century, psychologist Steven Pinker asserts that the purpose of classic writing is to present a clear, engaging window into the world and to communicate with a sense of ‘disinterested truth’. On this second point, I knowingly fall short. Because I cannot feign neutrality about preventable harm. Rest assured that I’ll be honest and fair, I’ll show my workings, and I’ll help you separate evidence from hype. But I’m not disinterested and I’m not dispassionate; I’m angry and frustrated. Rather than stifle that energy, I’ve channelled it – into incisive arguments and hard-nosed scrutiny. Since I stepped through the proverbial looking glass all those years ago, transforming the perverse health and wellness paradigm has become a professional duty. This book is the result: an unflinching exposé of health and wellness misinformation, revealing it for what it is: dangerous, dishonest and long overdue for a reckoning.




1 Perverse incentives and harmful consequences

In the 16th century, Europeans consumed the powdered remains of Egyptian mummies, believing they would improve mood, heal bruises, and confer divine properties. The older the corpse, the more potent the cure. The aristocracy drank tinctures made from human skulls. Doctors drilled holes in people’s heads to cure headaches, apothecaries sold ‘elixirs of life’ distilled from blood and bone, and executioners sold the fat of hanged men as a remedy for gout. It was grisly, barbaric and completely ineffective.

We look at these antiquated behaviours and scoff. How could they believe such preposterous ideas? Well, our wellness pursuits aren’t much more rational. True, we’re not feasting on the dead. But we follow extreme and restrictive diets that prohibit important food groups, fast for days in the name of ‘cellular recovery,’ and take expensive powders and pills on the advice of unqualified strangers. We track our sleep and activity using questionable gadgets, zap our muscles with electricity to avoid working out, wear useless detox patches to boost immunity, and EMF blockers to shield us from the harms of modern life – because an influencer told us to. Many of us dunk ourselves in ice water in the hope of reducing inflammation or sit in infrared saunas to augment circulation. Others surround themselves with sound frequencies to activate ‘vibrational energies’. Celebrities use vitamin drips they don’t need, slather themselves in magic creams and balms that are ‘free from chemicals’, and encourage us to do the same. Athletes and exercisers stick needles into painful body parts and apply suction cups to their backs to release blocked energy. And we copy them. Many more risk broken bones and torn blood vessels by twisting their spines to correct imaginary ‘subluxations’, and it’s all promoted blindly on digital and social media to generate clicks. The secret to health is no longer believed to be powdered mummy, but most of our wellness pursuits are no less deluded; the benefits no less imaginary.

Medieval folk were forced to explain health with the tools they had – superstition and guesswork. But what’s our excuse? We’ve put men on the moon, mapped the human genome and grown organs from stem cells. In the coming years, we’ll be able to edit our genes and intervene at the source of inherited disorders. We bathe in a sea of scientific and technological abundance, and yet we’re drowning in pseudoscience, choosing to pursue health through ineffective and often harmful scams. All because we’ve allowed our wellness ideals to be corrupted – dictated to us by an industry that cares more about profits than people.

Why have we allowed such a pernicious industry to shape our very concept of health? How do wellness merchants and social media personalities get away with selling products that are useless at best and deadly at worst? How can we get back on the path to true health and wellness? In answering these questions, there’s one obvious point of entry: by showing just how low the standards are for getting a ‘health’ product into your hands in the first place.


A low bar

Chris Bell pulled his rusty station wagon alongside two men standing on the pavement. After a brief exchange, he convinced them to work for him as day labourers. Back at the company nutrition headquarters – the kitchen of Bell’s Los Angeles apartment – the group prepared the proprietary blend of rice flour cut with a pinch of creatine monohydrate. In a production line that Willy Wonka would have been proud of, the group systematically loaded the powder into gelatine capsules, scooped them by hand into plastic containers and wrapped the bottles with printed labels. Bell called his new supplement The Juice. They produced each bottle for less than £1 and sold it for £60 – about a 6,000% markup.

I’m often asked for my opinion on supplements produced in much the same way as The Juice – a real product that we’ll discuss in more detail shortly. You might have a similar supplement sitting in a cabinet at home. Perhaps you bought it on the advice of a friend, saw it behind the counter at the gym, or relied on the endorsement of a famous athlete or celebrity. People are often surprised when I review the ingredients of similar products, examine the evidence and conclude there’s probably no benefit. ‘In that case,’ they ask, ‘how are they allowed to sell it? And how can they get away with such staggering claims?’ The problem is that we mistakenly assume that the rules governing the sale of commercial products are as stringent as those governing medicines. But the two systems couldn’t be more different.

Medicines are a regulated subset of drugs, and they’re everywhere. Paracetamol in a kitchen drawer for the next time you have a headache? Antihistamines stored in the bathroom cabinet, ready for a spike in the pollen count? Cough and cold remedies in reach for when a virus makes the rounds? These are fixtures in most homes, so let’s take a quick look at how they’re developed. The process is slow and methodical, with each step building on the last – from a blueprint through to assembly and quality control.

Consider sildenafil. It was initially developed to treat angina – chest pain caused by reduced blood flow to the heart. Preclinical studies in animals showed that sildenafil was safe and effective, causing blood vessels to relax and increase blood flow, potentially providing a cardiovascular benefit. It progressed to phase I trials, in which a small group of healthy human volunteers was tested at various dosages. Although sildenafil had no clear benefit for angina, the male volunteers reported an unusual side effect: it gave them unexpected and long-lasting erections.

So in the phase II trials, researchers shifted their focus, testing the drug in men to see if it would combat erectile dysfunction. It did, resoundingly. Tests confirmed the drug was significantly better than a placebo (a pill with no active ingredient), with only mild side effects such as headaches and flushing. Phase III trials were conducted with thousands of men from diverse backgrounds, with strong evidence of the drug’s effectiveness, safety and consistency across populations. After a rigorous review by regulators, more than a decade after the initial trials had begun, sildenafil was approved for the treatment of erectile dysfunction under the brand name Viagra. Experts estimate that hundreds of thousands of prescriptions were written for the drug in the week after its approval, and it remains extremely popular.

All medicines follow the same processes, starting with an interesting observation or a breakthrough, progressing to preclinical trials, usually in nonhuman animals, and then entering clinical trial phases I, II and III, conducted in humans of increasing numbers. Eventually, the data are submitted to the relevant agency for review: the Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) in the UK, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the US, and the Health Products and Food Branch (HPFB) in Canada. These bodies regulate medicines and medical devices by reviewing evidence on safety, efficacy and quality, and by balancing the risks and benefits of each. The UK’s National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) provides additional scrutiny before the drug can be made available on the NHS. Only if there’s a strong and favourable risk-to-benefit ratio can a medicine be approved and sold. The fact that many deadly diseases have been eradicated, that people rarely die from tooth infections as they did before the Scientific Revolution, and that humans have a longer life expectancy than at any time in history is not down to chance; it’s down to decades of systematic scientific research producing safe and effective treatments.

Before semaglutide was approved for weight loss (as Ozempic and Wegovy), it was trialled in over 8,000 overweight people across multiple studies. It helped people lose on average 15% of their body weight over two years, with relatively modest side effects. Before atorvastatin was approved for people with high cholesterol, it was tested against a placebo in more than 19,000 volunteers and found to significantly reduce the risk of stroke and other cardiovascular events. Before the mRNA-1273 COVID-19 vaccine was fully approved, it completed phase III clinical trials in more than 30,000 people, demonstrating high efficacy in preventing severe disease. All this is to say that the data supporting a new drug must be substantial and robust, surpassing a clear threshold of evidence.

In commercial health and wellness, there is no threshold of evidence. If modern medicine is a Michelin-star restaurant with qualified chefs, strict quality control, hygiene standards and certifications, then the modern health and wellness industry is a pop-up food stand with unqualified cooks, no permits, greasy floors and a cockroach infestation. It’s how Chris Bell and his colleagues were able to sell The Juice without any oversight or legal consequences. And it’s the same for all dietary supplements, homeopathic remedies, detox kits, watches, shoes, lotions, diets, training programmes, weight-loss trousers, performance-enhancing shoelaces (yes, really) and magic earrings that emit force fields that shrink your fat cells (a real product available on Amazon): if a product isn’t regulated as a drug or medicine, it’s not held to the same standards. There’s no requirement for clinical trials and no pre-market approval. Lax regulations mean there’s a market for anything.

‘The scary part,’ said Bell, ‘is that everything I just did was by the book. Well, except for the illegal-immigrant day labourers. But hey, nobody regulated them either.’ His product was created during the filming of Bigger, Stronger, Faster, a 2008 documentary in which, as presenter and director, he explored the extensive use of performance-enhancing drugs, especially anabolic steroids, in sports and popular culture. He and his team created The Juice to expose the industry’s bizarre philosophy on supplement approvals. Under laws in the UK and US, products generally do not have to be proven safe or effective before going on sale and will only be removed from the market if there’s evidence of active harm. Innocent until proven guilty – which is a perverse and backwards system when it comes to the substances we put in our bodies.

As far as regulatory agencies are concerned, it’s all above board as long as companies stick to ‘softer’ health claims and don’t make medical assertions. As soon as a product claims to treat, prevent or cure a medical condition, it’s classified as a ‘medicine’ and must go through separate licensing. Adverts, then, are carefully worded to imply biological effects without explicitly stating them, so they often contain fine print such as: ‘This product is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure or prevent any disease.’ The disclaimer indicates that the product is not marketed as a medicine, thereby protecting the manufacturer from liability if someone uses the product for an unintended purpose. In wellness, it’s much easier to proclaim that something ‘isn’t a medicine’ than ensure it’s safe and effective to begin with.

But if these commercial wellness trends are so poorly regulated and painfully ineffective, why do we find them so irresistible? Why, year after year, do we keep wasting money on wellness? It has less to do with the products themselves and more to do with our innate wiring. We’ve evolved to detect patterns, assign causes and manufacture outcomes where none exist. And that’s where we’ll turn our attention to next. It’s all exemplified in the oldest and perhaps most persuasive adage in wellness.



‘It worked for me’

In 1942, Walter Cannon, a scientist at Harvard Medical School, wrote a paper called Voodoo Death, in which he recounted a series of instances from Africa, South America, Australia and New Zealand where people, from tribesmen to military soldiers, died because they believed they’d been cursed: ‘When subjected to spells or sorcery or the use of “black magic,” men may be brought to death.’ Cannon described how bedside physicians could do nothing to save the men: ‘No nourishment or medicines that were given… had the slightest effect either to check the mischief or to improve his condition in any way.’ The victims perished, it seemed, not from poison or disease, but from the sheer conviction that their fate was sealed.

You either believe in voodoo curses or must concede that these men fell victim to an immensely powerful psychosomatic force. Cannon believed the latter. Using the science of the time, which was beginning to show signs of maturity, he argued that patients succumbed to shock and fear – diseases of the mind that overwhelmed the body.1

One of the earliest formal demonstrations of the mind’s power over clinical outcomes came from the British physician John Haygarth in his 1800 book Of the Imagination as a Cause and as a Cure of Disorders of the Body. Haygarth, later celebrated for his work preventing fever and reducing smallpox mortality, conducted a clinical trial of a popular device known as Perkins tractors, made by American physician Elisha Perkins. This wasn’t farming equipment: Perkins tractors were small metal rods, slightly larger than a knitting needle, that he claimed could draw disease from the body through the agency of ‘animal magnetism’. Haygarth wasn’t having it:


The tractors have obtained such a high reputation at Bath, even amongst persons of rank and understanding, as to require the particular attention of physicians. Let their merit be impartially investigated, in order to support their fame, if it be well-founded, or to correct the public opinion, if merely formed upon delusion … Prepare a pair of false, exactly to resemble the true tractors. Let the secret be kept inviolable, not only from the patient but also from any other person. Let the efficacy of both be impartially tried and the reports of the effects produced by the true and false tractors be fully given in the words of the patients.



Haygarth had staged one of the first sham-controlled clinical trials – the template that would define medical research for centuries. By creating ‘dummy’ tractors from bone, slate pencil and painted tobacco pipes, he showed the ‘real’ ones were frauds with no therapeutic effects. The metal tractors, a proven sham, were swiftly abandoned by physicians. As for Perkins, he turned to other pursuits. Convinced he’d discovered an antiseptic remedy for yellow fever, he ventured to New York to test the formula during the 1799 outbreak. The treatment failed and Perkins died after contracting the very same disease. Whether he was a charlatan or simply deluded is hard to say, but he never answered for the tractors debacle.

The mechanisms underlying these powerful expectations and beliefs were only partially understood at the time. Nevertheless, their effect on patients was so profound that sham interventions were soon incorporated into mainstream medicine. A famous example comes from Henry Beecher, an anaesthesiologist serving in Italy during World War II. Though no primary source confirms the story, and its details vary across retellings, Beecher apparently noted that soldiers on the battlefield with horrifying injuries often required less pain relief than civilians hospitalised with comparable wounds. He attributed this to a difference in how each group perceived their injuries: while wounded soldiers were focused on survival and a ticket home, injured civilians were more concerned with diminishment of activity and loss of income.

Morphine shortages on the battlefield gave Beecher the chance to put his theory to the test. When supplies ran out, he purportedly injected wounded soldiers with saline – plain salt water – but told them it was morphine. Remarkably, and to Beecher’s surprise, many of his patients reported that the inert solution reduced or eliminated their pain.

These early uses of sham treatments allowed physicians to meet patient expectations at a time when medicine had few effective tools. In truth, until relatively recently, the history of medicine has been the history of imagined benefits. As W. R. Houston put it in a 1938 article, the conscientious use of effective interventions was, throughout history, like ‘spotting a whale in an otherwise unending green waste of water’. With treatments either placebos or unknowingly deadly, ‘It was only occasionally and at great intervals that anything really serviceable, such as the cure of scurvy with fresh fruits, was introduced into medical practice’. But once the power of placebo had established a footing in medicine, finding a permanent place in the physician’s black bag, it was a matter of time before others would seize upon it. Outside the clinic, a parallel market was emerging – one filled with opportunistic healers and entrepreneurs flocking to the opportunity of untold riches, like prospectors lured to the Old West by gold fever. Their products were feeble in substance but potent in promise, exploiting the same psychological machinery that had kept sham treatments alive in medicine for centuries.

Several products emerged throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s, leveraging the powerful effects of expectation and belief. There was Clark Stanley’s patented snake oil liniment – a staple in the American Old West that we’ll explore in chapter 4. Stanley made a series of extraordinary claims about the tonic, which was eventually exposed as a sham, synonymising the term ‘snake oil’ with medical lies and health fraud. More incredibly was Radithor, a radioactive drink sold in the 1920s, said to ‘stimulate functional ability, lower metabolism… and eliminate toxic waste.’ In fact, it was an outright poison – just radioactive radium dissolved in water, causing bone necrosis and death. There was Dr. Kilmer’s Swamp Root, a potent brew of herbs, roots and alcohol, marketed as a cure-all for kidney, liver and bladder ailments. And the ubiquitous sarsaparilla tonics – like Dr. Thomson’s Sarsaparilla – which claimed to ‘Cure where others fail,’ but left customers addicted to a reckless cocktail of herbs, alcohol, opium and cocaine.

As rudimentary regulations trickled in and superstition slowly gave way to science, the marketplace adapted rather than disappeared. Supplement makers simply learned to mimic the language of medicine. Out went the swamp roots and radium death beverages; in came liver extracts, iron tonics and, later, multivitamins. The lineage today is alive and well in the endless array of appetite suppressants, detox teas, cognitive enhancers, homoeopathic tablets, overpriced nootropic blends and vitamin mega-doses. While the products evolved, the sales pitches fossilised: the same tried-and-tested formula of promising rapid results, playing on fear and anxiety, making claims that are too good to be true and trusting that consumers won’t look too closely at the mismatch.

Still need convincing that placebos rule the wellness world? Do a quick search on Amazon for a health product. It might be a weight-loss pendant, a special kind of fabric tape said to restore balance and energy, or a chakra-aligned wristband for pain relief; the more absurd, the better. The reviews may number in the dozens, hundreds, or even thousands, and they’ll often skew heavily toward four- and five-star ratings. Belief is doing the heavy lifting here, not physiology.

The thread that binds the incredible events recounted by Cannon and his voodoo curse, Haygarth and his tractors, Beecher’s battlefield saline, and today’s snake oils, supplements and silicone wristbands is the placebo effect – the powerful psychobiology of seeing and feeling benefits where none exist. The popularity of placebo products illustrates a collective truth: the mind can be a powerful ally or a formidable foe. If you expect a benefit, you’ll get one.

So, what’s the harm? What’s wrong with using a placebo to ease a little back pain, a nagging headache, or sore muscles after a workout? On the surface, not much. The power of the mind can indeed soothe conditions that are partly self-limiting, and research even suggests that placebos are more effective when people understand the mechanisms. The problem is that there’s no evidence the public is judiciously limiting its faith to minor aches and pains. Every day we see injury, death and financial losses from people using ineffective supplements and spurious therapies for conditions that require real medical interventions. People have died this way, such as nine-month-old Gloria Thomas who died after her parents insisted on treating her severe eczema with homoeopathic remedies. Her case isn’t an outlier; it’s a tragic and predictable outcome of replacing medicine with marketing.

Such marketing thrives on concealing the placebo’s role in a perceived outcome, selling illusion as biology. And that’s the danger. For a serious injury, a bacterial infection, asthma, meningitis, or something more serious, an imagined benefit just won’t cut it. And if lasting health and wellness is your aim, neither will a placebo. So the next time you embrace a wellness ritual or health fad, telling yourself, a friend or your followers that, ‘It worked for me,’ remember Walter Cannon and his tales of voodoo death: belief can heal, but it can also be fatally misleading.



Analogue skills in a digital age

To understand why wellness placebos hold such power and why bias so often distorts our judgements, we must turn our attention backward and explore how the world has shaped our bodies and minds throughout the ages. We’ve lived as Homo sapiens for around 300,000 years, gradually replacing earlier forms like Homo neanderthalensis, Homo heidelbergensis and perhaps Homo erectus. That sounds like a long time, but it’s a mere hiccup in evolutionary time scales that operate in the billions. Throughout history, we’ve demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability in surviving the globe’s harshest environments – from savannas and grasslands to forests and woodlands, deserts, mountains and the Arctic. For most of our existence, we hunted and gathered food and resources, relying on modern agriculture for only about the past 10,000 years. The unique set of conditions in which we evolved – so different from the life we know – shaped our biology and hardwired our brains for survival, determining how we process information and make decisions. The same traits that enabled us to survive and thrive in the ancient world are now being used against us, exploited by industry to leverage our biases and capitalise on our limited processing powers. It explains why we have such difficulty distinguishing fact from fiction, information from misinformation, and science from pseudoscience.

In essence, we’re programmed to notice a muscular body or some other conspicuous sign of health on a magazine cover; to crave the instant gratification promised by a fat-burning supplement; to chase maximal returns on an exercise programme through flashy kit and training gimmicks. These aren’t personal failings; they’re echoes of survival traits we developed long ago.

The most helpful trait we developed as hunter-gatherers was living in relatively small, tight-knit communities of no more than 150 people. This limit, called Dunbar’s number, named after anthropologist Robin Dunbar, reflected the number of people with whom we could theoretically maintain stable relationships. There were several advantages to tribal living, including protection from predators, resource sharing, and improved hunting and reproductive success. And tribes operated on a social hierarchy of leaders and subordinates, hunters and homemakers. Prospering required keen social instincts to understand our roles and those of others, respond to people’s emotions, and learn to trust and cooperate. We behaved in ways that reinforced group beliefs and minimised conflict. And stories and narratives evolved as a crucial means of imparting information, knowledge and traditions that increased the group’s chances of success.

Then, there was the small task of finding the next meal and not becoming it. We became highly attuned to pattern recognition. This not only enabled us to hunt herd animals such as deer, wild cattle and horses, track their movements and predict their migration patterns, but also helped us study changes in the weather and learn that certain clouds meant rain and that others brought heat. We gathered vegetation by mapping the local terrain and monitoring seasonal trends that affected our food supply. Most of all, staying alive required us to make quick decisions with limited data, such as deciding whether an approaching predator – a big cat or a bear – warranted ‘fight or flight’. We leaned heavily on intuition, not because it always provided the best outcomes, but because it was fast. And in the wild, fast meant survival. Tasks that weren’t economic – for example, those that required considerable time, effort or processing power without conferring survival – were usually discarded. We evolved with these traits ingrained in our DNA.

Now, here’s the problem: human lives and human genes are no longer aligned. While our DNA is essentially unchanged since the Palaeolithic era, the world is almost unrecognisable. The information landscape has changed more in the last 50 years than in the preceding 500, and the speed with which modern culture is evolving far outstrips biology’s ability to adapt. Advanced reasoning – the type we need to navigate wellness and sniff out snake oil – is a recent acquisition that’s left no trace in our genome, so we don’t have the ingrained cognitive tools to deal with pervasive misinformation, fake news and social media. We’re trying to do quantum computing with a digital calculator.

The health and wellness industry, its marketing and advertising, has also evolved, expertly leveraging the mismatch between our genes and environment – our cognition and cognitive demands. At every turn, our biases are being exploited. Ineffective weight-loss supplements are advertised using glossy before-and-after images with emotionally charged testimonials that trigger our desire for similar outcomes. Fitness influencers promote diet trends like keto, fasting and veganism alongside wildly popular community hashtags (#KetoLife, #VeganStrong), reinforcing group identity and the adoption and defence of a lifestyle. Wellness brands use powerful narratives like their founder’s struggle with illness or weight loss, and how they overcame adversity by using the product – stories set to a rousing soundtrack that are relatable, memorable and persuasive in a way that facts and figures cannot rival. A chiropractor manipulates a patient’s spine to treat their headache or lower back pain, but the next day, when the issue resolves on its own, the brain’s pattern-recognition software assumes the first event caused the second. A gym programme is advertised as a ‘limited-time deal’, compelling us to act impulsively to take advantage of it. Thousands of products are sold alongside claims of ‘natural ingredients’ and ‘free from chemicals’, meaningless terms that exploit an intuition that ‘natural’ is somehow better than the alternative. The entire industry depends on leveraging our genetic weaknesses. But when we take the shortcut and sidestep the effort, we’re more likely to get scammed than fit and healthy.



Information overload

It isn’t just the quality of wellness advice that slips past our filters, but also the quantity. As I noted in the introduction, we’re exceptionally good at simplifying complex things; that is, observing information, processing it in manageable chunks and making approximate judgements. For instance, as nomads, we’d have moved to a new camp based on the available resources. We’d have avoided spaces known for predators and navigated using geographical features such as rock formations or riverbeds, rather than relying on tools we lacked. We’re pros at making rapid decisions that aren’t perfect but are ‘good enough’.

That’s fine when we access bite-sized chunks of simple data. But today, we face a data tsunami. We get bombarded from all angles: television, internet, entertainment news, digital media, social media, magazines and books, and friends and colleagues. The World Wide Web alone contains more data than will ever be useful. At the last estimate, it comprised around 150 zettabytes, equivalent to more than 75 quadrillion books. If each were 2 cm thick, you could stack them in a pile and reach the moon and back about 20,000 times. That quantity of information is impossible to comprehend, never mind process, and we can access any of it on our smartphones at any time with the flick of a thumb.

What are the implications of this on information-processing and decision-making for health? It means we make choices not on the basis of meaningful insights but on superficial qualities. We might choose to follow a cleanse or detox simply because it’s trending online, without evaluating whether it’s actually effective or recommended by experts. We may buy supplements labelled as ‘immune-boosting’ because the phrase is familiar and reassuring, even though it’s vague and unsubstantiated. A wellness influencer’s short, confident reel on intermittent fasting may carry more weight than complex, nuanced nutritional advice from a health authority, plus it’s more engaging. When our processing capabilities are overwhelmed, which is all the time, we understandably default to simple, familiar cues – catchy buzzwords, confident messaging and popularity.

In dealing with this colossal data dump, it can be useful to conceptualise health and wellness information as part of a hierarchy. Imagine a pyramid with four distinct layers. The base of the pyramid is where we keep raw, unprocessed data, such as numbers, statistics or measurements. The number of steps you took yesterday is one piece of raw data you might track using a Fitbit. However, simply knowing that you took 4,253 steps yesterday isn’t a particularly useful standalone piece of data (a datum), because it lacks context.

So, we go to the next layer of the pyramid to find information – data that’s been processed, organised and reframed by its proximity to other data. Knowing your average number of steps per week provides context for the 4,253 you took yesterday. Is it more or less than normal? How does it stack up against the population? How does your perception of step count shift by knowing that people who consistently take fewer than 5,000 steps per day are considered sedentary? The extra information helps you paint a bigger picture, anchoring your step count in a more meaningful frame of reference.

The penultimate level of the pyramid is where knowledge lives. This is information that’s been analysed carefully and compared to earlier observations, yielding greater insights. People who consistently take fewer than 5,000 steps per day (i.e., sedentary people) tend to have more body fat and worse cardiometabolic health. We can now make an informed decision about whether and how to make behavioural changes. Knowledge requires an understanding of the subject beyond superficial facts.

At the top of the pyramid is wisdom – the ability to apply newfound knowledge. If your step count is too low, you could take a 20-minute walk after lunch every day, which should earn you around 3,000 steps. Or you might strategically park half a mile from work and walk to the office; that’s 10 to 15 minutes of walking twice daily. You could take the stairs instead of the lift, take two-minute walking breaks every few hours during the day, or pace around while on phone calls. Over time, these daily habits become ingrained in your lifestyle, consistently raising your activity levels.

The information hierarchy is a systematic approach to data processing where each level builds on the one before with increasing complexity and utility. It’s a cognitive process that converts a useless standalone number (a day’s step count) into information that informs our decisions about the world. In this case, it yields knowledge about whether to be more active. Acquiring new data is easy because it’s everywhere. But acquiring knowledge is more challenging, because it requires analytical skills, subject-specific expertise and something we humans aren’t especially known for: patience. Nowhere is this truer than in health and wellness.

With the cumulative data of six cradles of civilisation available at our fingertips, at any time of day or night, filtering and prioritising what’s truly useful becomes a near-impossible task. Some people suffer from decision paralysis, unable to choose between this exercise routine and that, never committing to either. Most people will just be confused. And when we’re cognitively, emotionally or intellectually strained, we tend to revert to what we know: intuition. Psychologists describe this with dual process theory – a subconscious shift from slow, deliberate and methodical reasoning (System 2) to fast, intuitive, on-the-fly decisions that are laced with bias (System 1). It’s System 1 thinking that leaves us susceptible to wellness bullshit. Later, we’ll look at how to shift back towards deliberation. For now, it’s worth asking what exactly our cognition is up against in the wellness space. Because it isn’t just a string of vacuous claims that a little research can dispel; many trends actively resist evidence and spread with remarkable efficiency, behaving less like ordinary ideas and more like cultural contagions.



the memes multiply: health and wellness as a memetic parasite

Right now my social media feed is buzzing with posts on weighted vests promising extra calorie burn and stronger bones. Someone’s favourite influencer is waxing lyrical about the antioxidant virtues of matcha, urging people to stir it into everything. Similarly, there are ads for kombucha, touted as a nourishing probiotic kick for gut health. I’m also being spammed with posts about Japanese walking – a type of interval-based walking regimen aimed at cardiovascular health. These ‘biohacks’ are all trending as I write, yet by the time you read this, they may already be outdated, replaced with something new on the never-ending assembly line of wellness quackery.

Health trends are woven into the fabric of modern life in a way that would have seemed far-fetched just 30 years ago. They spread not just through word of mouth or prolific marketing, but as memes: bite-sized units of culture that shape how we communicate, critique and parody everything from politics to pop phenomena. Everyone has seen the distracted boyfriend meme – a man walking with his girlfriend who’s looking at him in disgust as he turns to ogle another woman. It’s a humorous angle on our fractured attention span and I’ve used the image in talks to show how health quick fixes pull our focus from the effective, science-based approaches we already know (your brain is the man, science is his scorned girlfriend and pseudoscience is the other woman).

The most potent memes have no boundaries, appearing in marketing, finance, politics, religion, social movements and healthcare. Even religious extremists and fascist groups use memes to spread ideas and manipulate public opinion. But memes weren’t created online. Richard Dawkins coined the term in his 1976 book The Selfish Gene to describe how ideas and behaviours spread by imitation. Just as genes self-replicate, mutating and evolving under selective pressure, memes – such as catchy tunes, fashion trends, technologies and phrases – leap from mind to mind, carrying ideas and cultural information, subtly changing with each transmission like a game of telephone (or Chinese whispers if you prefer the culturally insensitive edition).

Years later, philosopher Daniel Dennett likened memes to brain parasites. He cited the cordyceps fungus as a fitting analogy. Common in humid, tropical regions, cordyceps infects insects, especially ants, hijacking their nervous systems and turning them into mindless zombies. The infected ant climbs to an elevated spot – say, the top of a tall plant – bites down with its powerful mandibles to anchor itself, and promptly dies. The fungus then sprouts from the corpse and erupts spores into the air to infect other members of the colony. Fans of The Last of Us will recognise cordyceps as the gruesome real-world inspiration for the parasite that leaps to humans and triggers a global apocalypse. Like biological parasites, memes exploit their hosts to replicate and survive.

I propose – perhaps for the first time – that wellness trends are memetic parasites: units of culture that spread not because they’re true or particularly useful, but because they’ve evolved to survive and are easily transmitted from person to person. Parasites infect their hosts by exploiting their weaknesses, just as wellness trends play on human fears, insecurities and dissatisfactions. Parasites are easily transmissible; wellness trends spread rapidly via ads, memes, reels, word of mouth and testimonials, bypassing the friction of time-consuming scientific evaluations. And with so many transmission routes – influencers, podcasters, TV documentaries, TikTok and other social media reels – wellness biohacks propagate at an alarming rate through digital tendrils that extend into every facet of modern society.

There are more similarities. Parasites often mimic beneficial traits, just as wellness trends mimic science by appropriating its technical language. Parasites ensure their survival by manipulating host behaviour. Wellness trends do the same, often by encouraging followers to defend their beliefs with a cultish fervour. Parasites evolve to increase their longevity. Similarly, wellness trends are continually rebranded and reinvented to align with shifting consumer preferences and emerging scientific narratives. Online algorithms even provide a kind of evolutionary pressure, forcing trends to evolve so that only the fittest and most adaptive ones survive. And it’s clear that some wellness trends speciate – mutating into more virulent, conspiracy-laden variants, aligned with ethically divisive religious or political ideologies. Most wellness trends spread not because they work and not because they make you healthier, fitter, stronger, leaner or more successful, but because they’re culturally contagious, survival-savvy memes.

Parts of the wellness industry, whether it’s fad nutrition or alternative therapies, can even mimic religion, latching on to our innate need for meaning and identity. In The Gospel of Wellness, journalist and author Rina Raphael suggests that, like religion, wellness offers ritualised practices (for example, curated yoga sessions), moral mandates around purity (for example, in detoxes) and charismatic leaders (for example, the type you might find leading a wellness centre or Peloton session). Both religion and wellness offer rituals, moral codes and community as substitutes for facts and evidence. And they both replicate by imitation: one person’s spiritual awakening or wellness ‘transformation’ becomes a model for others, fuelling a viral belief system.

We’ve all fallen for a wellness trend. It might have been an expensive alternative therapy, a commercial diet or that ‘one weird trick doctors don’t want you to know about.’ They all over-promise and under-deliver. But framing wellness trends as memetic parasites helps us to see that falling prey to them doesn’t make us weak or stupid; it makes us human. Because the health and wellness industry is more than just a marketplace for questionable products: it’s a self-sustaining ecosystem, exquisitely adapted to survive and thrive in the modern age and separate you from your hard-earned cash. This model explains how new trends arise and spread, why they persist despite a lack of evidence, and why debunking them isn’t as effective as we’d like. And, more importantly, it provides a framework for navigating the industry and protecting ourselves against ideas that are more contagious than credible.



The believers, liars and bullshitters of health and wellness

Successfully traversing the wellness world with all its pitfalls and propaganda means first understanding the landscape. Wellness is powered by enormous commercial engines – the media empires, dominant brands and manufacturers of wellness products and services. But it also relies on countless smaller components – the influencers, coaches, trainers, podcasters and bloggers, gyms, studios, wellness centres, alternative therapy vendors and, yes, even scientists. They’re all interconnected cogs of a vast commercial wellness machine. And if, like me, you’ve ever been taken in by a product or a claim from one of these players, then it may be time to try a different approach.

It will be helpful to categorise all these people and entities as belonging to one of three groups: believers, liars or bullshitters. Each has a different motivation and belief system, and each plays a distinct role in distorting our health and wellness perceptions. This framework isn’t a judgement on everyone in the wellness world – many people mean well, after all. But it will clarify the forces that shape the distortions. Knowing who’s who will help you navigate the landscape with your eyes wide open.


The believers

My grandad had a heart condition. He had a nasty stroke in his 40s, was under constant surveillance from his cardiologist and was on daily medication. Imagine my fury when I found out that a friend of the family had tried convincing him to take homoeopathic digitalis instead of his heart medication. The would-be saboteur had spoken passionately about homoeopathy, how it was superior to modern medicine, explaining as best she could how banging on the base of the container ‘infused the formula with healing energies’ and how diluting the mixture until nothing remained of the original ingredient somehow made it more potent. My grandad declined her offer repeatedly and lived into his 80s, relying instead on modern science and medicine (and a little luck).

Over the years, my anger towards the homoeopathic meddler gradually softened to something nearer pity. She was, after all, intervening out of genuine concern. She wanted the best for my grandad, as did we; it’s just that her poor understanding of science overshadowed her benevolence. She was as much a victim of misinformation as a flat-Earther, moon-landing hoaxer or climate-change denier. Not only have believers often been misled by other believers (the blind leading the blind), they may also have been duped by the liars and bullshitters – we’ll get to them in a minute.

Emerging research shows that believers are more likely to buy into bullshit – a term given some scientific credibility by Dr Harry Frankfurt in his 1986 essay, ‘On Bullshit’. In 2015, researchers developed a method for quantifying one’s susceptibility to such rhetoric: the Bullshit Receptivity Scale. Volunteers were presented with a series of algorithmically generated statements that were syntactically sound and presented as ‘true’, but at the same time meaningless and trite – think New Age author and wellness guru Deepak Chopra at his most enigmatic. The algorithms generated phrases such as:


	‘Intention is the knowledge of inspiration and of us.’ 

	‘To embark on the story is to become one with it; power is the knowledge of health.’

	‘This life is nothing short of a summoning metamorphosis of unrestricted truth. You and I are storytellers of the planet.’



People who rated such statements as ‘interesting’ or ‘profound’ were considered to have a greater receptivity to bullshit. Not only were they more prone to believing in pseudoscience, conspiracy theories and the paranormal, but they were also more likely to fall for fake news and share it online, inadvertently contributing to the spread of misinformation. People in this group tend to make important decisions using intuition, personal experiences and knee-jerk reactions to chemical signals in the brain. This is all well and good if you’re faced with a dangerous predator or choosing dinner in a restaurant; by all means, go with your gut. But for important decisions about your long-term health, careful deliberation is a much better option: it’ll reduce your chances of falling prey to people in the next category.



The bullshitters

These people impress, persuade and mislead with creative rhetoric – otherwise known as bullshit. There’s a subtle but important distinction between liars and bullshitters. A liar knows the truth and purposely seeks to hide it. A bullshitter, by contrast, doesn’t care about truth at all: they might feed you facts, deliberate falsehoods, or instead mesmerise you with vague, grandiose or meaningless language. The danger is that bullshit doesn’t merely conceal the truth – it makes the truth irrelevant. The intention is always the same: power, profit or prestige.

There are dozens of high-profile wellness influencers who fit this description, serving up a regular bullshit buffet. But this isn’t the place for a laundry list. Consider, instead, one of history’s most notorious bullshit artists: Phineas Taylor ‘PT’ Barnum. The ‘greatest showman’ became famous in the 1830s for using exaggerated claims and outright hoaxes to draw huge crowds to his exhibits. There was the Cardiff Giant, a stone hoax Barnum tried and failed to buy before exhibiting his own plaster copy as the real thing, and the Feejee Mermaid, which was nothing more than a monkey carcass stitched to a fish’s tail. Barnum’s success hinged on his understanding of human curiosity; he knew that people loved to be fooled. The heavily fictionalised 2017 movie of his life omitted the worst of the controversies, like his exploitation of Joice Heth – a 70-something enslaved Black woman that Barnum paraded across the country as a 161-year-old nursemaid who had ‘cared for George Washington.’ His Hollywood legacy as a pioneer and showman has dwarfed his reputation for chasing profit through deception. Bullshit on top of bullshit.

Since bullshitters often lack evidence and knowledge, the appearance of confidence is a powerful crutch. It’s something Barnum had in spades. Most of today’s wellness merchants and fitness influencers are bullshitters; sometimes speaking the truth, sometimes bending it, and at other times snapping it in two as a means to an end.



The liars

Belle Gibson shot to fame on Instagram by claiming she’d miraculously healed her terminal brain cancer, not with conventional medicine such as chemotherapy, but with natural remedies. Her story captivated a global audience, leading to a bestselling wellness app and cookbook, a high-profile partnership with Apple, and hundreds of thousands of dollars in revenue. But in 2015, investigative journalists revealed it was all a lie: she never had brain cancer, nor cancer in her blood, spleen, uterus and liver as she’d claimed. ‘No, none of it’s true,’ she eventually admitted, ‘I am still jumping between what I think I know and what is reality. I have lived it and I’m not really there yet.’ Gibson not only lied about her condition but also failed to deliver thousands in charitable donations she’d promised. In 2017, she was found to have engaged in misleading and deceptive conduct, ordered to pay $410,000 (AUD) by the Federal Court of Australia, and her cookbook, The Whole Pantry, was pulled. The scandal shocked her followers and exposed just how easily pseudoscience and fabricated narratives can flourish in the unregulated wellness world – especially when wrapped in the seductive packaging of authenticity and hope.

Liars intentionally distort or fabricate information to mislead others, and today they have a litany of tools at their disposal. Gibson’s case is extreme, but there are many more wellness influencers making dishonest claims about how supplements, essential oils, deep breathing and detoxes, to name but a few, can cure disease. Liars sometimes use mental gymnastics to justify their actions: a businessperson rationalises a lie to stay commercially competitive or an elite athlete takes illegal performance-enhancing drugs, perceiving them to be obligatory in the hypercompetitive sporting world. Unlike believers who spread falsehoods inadvertently and bullshitters who do so indifferently, liars do so deliberately.




Where they all sit in the wellness hierarchy

Here’s an example of how these groups may interact seamlessly in a single marketing ecosystem. Over the last few decades there’s been growing but unfounded concern about the harm of electromagnetic fields (EMFs) – invisible areas of radiation emitted by electronic devices, from smartphones to stoplights. It has led to conspiracy theories about 5G technology and the demonisation of handheld devices and Wi-Fi routers. Yet most EMFs are non-ionising – that is, they’re low energy and cannot bump electrons from the outer shells of atoms. That makes them different from high-energy EMFs, like x-rays and gamma rays, which can be harmful and are used sparingly in certain medical procedures. There’s no convincing evidence that low-level, non-ionising EMFs from consumer devices cause harm when exposures remain within established guideline limits, and no specific disorder has been shown to be caused by such exposures. That hasn’t stopped wellness merchants from stoking fear about EMFs to sell products they claim can ‘block’ EMFs and optimise health.

In this hypothetical scenario, the believer buys into the EMF fearmongering. He wears a foil-lined waistcoat that he believes will protect him from radiation emitted by his smartphone. He wants others to benefit from what he considers a lifesaving intervention, and shares personal stories about the headaches caused by his Wi-Fi router and how his sleep became disturbed when ‘they’ erected a 5G transmitter near his home. Because of his expectations and beliefs, he feels the waistcoat has greatly improved his health and quality of life. His powerful personal accounts persuade many others to buy the product, particularly those already sceptical of modern technology.

The liars could be the company executives manufacturing the product. Perhaps they know the waistcoat is just a stunt, cheaply manufactured on a factory production line, and, indeed, that low-energy EMFs are harmless. Yet they stoke fear and anxiety because it helps to shift the product. They’ll work with marketing professionals to exploit the public’s scientific illiteracy, especially a want of understanding about the difference between low- and high-energy EMFs. They’ll also fabricate claims on the company website about ‘independent lab testing’ and link to published studies that have nothing to do with the product. They’re proud of the slick sales pitch that blinds people with science-sounding but meaningless jargon. Their goal is to drive profits by any means; this is business, after all.

Once the product hits the shelves, the bullshitter takes centre stage. The marketing team connects with a high-profile influencer that could be an attractive celebrity, a fitness model, an elite athlete or a medical professional. The influencers are bullshitters – ambivalent about whether the waistcoats do anything, but promoting it anyway with try-on hauls, vague terminology and feel-good language. Most health and wellness products depend on a similar hierarchy, although not all companies can afford a high-profile sponsor.

Bullshitters and liars have been around since the dawn of civilisation – from the moment money, power and influence were first coveted. Only recently, however, have they been studied scientifically. In a 2018 paper, Antecedents of Bullshitting, researchers examined the conditions that make people more likely to bullshit. Participants were given background information about a fictional man, Jim, who’d abruptly withdrawn from a city council race. They were then asked to speculate on the circumstances surrounding his withdrawal. After listing their thoughts, participants were asked to rate how much they’d relied on genuine evidence and how hard they tried to be accurate. The less concern they had for evidence, the more it counted as bullshitting. The researchers also manipulated the setup: sometimes participants were obliged to give an opinion, other times not; sometimes they were told their answers would be judged by experts, other times by novices. People most often bullshitted when they felt obliged to speak, when they knew little about the topic, and when they believed their words would be judged by non-experts – in other words, when they thought they could get away with it.

You don’t need a controlled study to see this in action. Corner someone at a party and they’ll inflate a story to avoid appearing stupid or, worse, boring. Put a salesperson under pressure to push a useless product and the bullshit will begin to flow. Ask someone for a synopsis of a book they’ve never read and they’ll stitch together a vague story as though they had. There’s a clear takeaway: navigating bullshit means making it obvious that you won’t stand for it. Be curious and assertive, and always ask for evidence. Above all, be informed: bullshitters thrive on your ignorance about the latest diet or miracle supplement – to them, it’s an invitation to work their magic.

Lastly, of the believers, liars and bullshitters, who does more long-term harm to public health? There are many more believers than liars and bullshitters combined. Believers don’t create misinformation, but they share it widely, often without subjecting it to critical appraisal. This is how the information landscape becomes contaminated with baseless claims, leaving it to people like me to clear up the mess.

But bullshitters and liars ultimately do more long-term harm to public health, because their treatment of the truth not only creates a culture where plausible and implausible claims coexist, but it also undermines trust in science and medicine – the very institutions whose duty it is to improve public health. An analysis by the Center for Countering Digital Hate (CCDH), for instance, showed that just 12 individuals, known as the ‘Disinformation Dozen’, were responsible for nearly two-thirds of COVID-related disinformation and anti-vaccine content on social media in 2021. These individuals attacked the cornerstones of modern medicine, including vaccines and other pharmaceuticals. People who fall for these perverse claims will squander time and money, if they’re lucky. They’ll squander their health if they’re not. And disinformation is everywhere because a lie will travel halfway around the world before the truth has even tied its shoes.

Recognising the type of person you’re dealing with in wellness takes practice and patience, but it’ll dictate how you manage each interaction. My experiences have taught me to be kinder to believers, because they’re usually victims. It could easily be you or me spreading misinformation – not deliberately or maliciously, but because we’ve been duped by someone’s lies or bullshit. More importantly, you don’t change minds with anger and vitriol, but with empathy and kindness. We have a responsibility to ourselves and those around us to handle information with care. Information, when layered and contextualised, can yield knowledge and wisdom. But when mishandled, it leads to falsehoods and costly misjudgements. And that’s when public health – our health – begins to suffer. All of which brings us to the fuel that keeps the health and wellness machine running.



Attention! Your mind is a valuable commodity

Something’s always for sale in the health and wellness industry. It might be a tangible product or service, such as a diet, supplement, personal coaching, injury rehabilitation, a supposed recovery therapy like a sauna or an ice plunge, an activity tracker, a garment, a gadget or a gizmo. At other times someone will try to convince you to invest in a concept or idea. But not all products are bought with money – something potentially more valuable is up for grabs.

Consider a typical marketplace. For some reason, I picture a bustling Middle Eastern bazaar: a sun-soaked side street lined with traders, selling everything from rugs and clothes to books, spices and ceramics. It’s a cacophony of sound, and vendors yell over one another, competing for the attention of customers who thread their way among the shops and stalls. In Ancient Rome, Medieval Europe or 19th-century Colonial America, this was the only way to trade. But today it’s a relative novelty – the live market is as much an attraction as the goods themselves.

The internet and the rapid expansion of social media forced the commercial wellness landscape to evolve. The bustling bazaar is now a smartphone app, but the basic principles of commerce remain. Vendors still vie for our limited attention in an overcrowded marketplace, straining to be heard among their numerous competitors and seeking innovative ways to stand out. And, with anyone on the planet able to create a platform and sell a product in the ‘public square’, the battle for patronage is a thousand times fiercer.

Unlike the traditional street scene, no money needs to change hands for there to be an exchange of goods.
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