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Q1: How did you get religion in the area of health and
wellness?

Q2: There are a number of definitions for wellness,
Don.  How do you define the concept?

Q3: In the early days, did you experience any resist-
ance or animosity to the wellness concept? 

Q4: In general, do you think the wellness philosophy
is something that resonates with Americans right
now? 

Q5: Do you believe that wellness, as a discipline, is
where it needs to be?  

Q6: What’s your take on the overall health status of
Americans?

Q7: Given—as you say—the ghastly state of American
health, are you optimistic about the future health
and wellness of the American people? 

Q8: What practical advice would you offer wellness
practitioners for maximizing the wellness concept
in their organizations?

Q9: Tell us about the wellness practices in your life.
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Q1:
How did you
get religion in
the area of

health and wellness?
ARDELL: I deny it.  It never happened.  I

swear to God—I’m innocent.  I never got

religion in the area of wellness or any other

area.  I am religion-free, and I want to

keep wellness that way, too.   

Seriously though, I came to understand

wellness in the early 1970s.  I was the exec-

utive director of the largest health-planning

agency in America—the San Francisco Bay

Area Comprehensive Health Planning

Agency.  In my last year-and-a-half there, I

experienced a number of personal changes

like becoming unmarried, for instance.  I

happened to meet a number of people who

knew much more about health than I did.

Even though I’d been an athlete and a run-

ner all my life, I didn’t know much about

the broader area of prevention.  I was an

urban planner and a jock learning about

various healing modalities and holistic

health—a good portion of what I now

consider flaky.  But much of what I learned

then emphasized a fundamental point I

tried to incorporate into the health plan-

ning agency: namely that modern medicine

is a wonderful thing, but there are two

problems—people expect too much of it

and too little of themselves.  

The whole idea is staying well in the first

place.  I thought, “Wow, we’re spending all

these resources—which, by the way, were

plentiful in our agency—in medical politics

and battles over hospital beds, new hospital

wings and the like.”  We were literally

fighting all the time over the expansion of

the medical system, and we could

because—by law—we had a two-fold mis-

sion: to coordinate medical facilities, man-

power and resources and to promote the

health status of the population.  Well, guess
what we—and just about every other
health-planning agency, were ignoring?

You guessed it—promoting the health sta-

tus of the population.  
Our agencies weren’t doing anything—

zero—in the prevention and wellness area

unless you considered saving money by

preventing duplication of medical facilities,
services and manpower in making people
healthy.  I think anyone would have a hard

time making the case that our efforts were
preventive in nature—moreover, we weren’t

even all that successful at preventing dupli-
cation to begin with.  So, rather than
focusing on the medical system, I wanted
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to focus on the determinants of health,

especially lifestyle and environment.  These

areas presented a much greater payoff for a

minimal investment, especially when you

compared it to our current efforts.  

Anyway, I became so excited about well-

ness and prevention that I did two things.  I

decided that promoting healthy lifestyles is

exactly what I wanted to do with my life.

And second, I learned that I couldn’t do

what I truly wanted in the health-planning

agency.  In fact, I really wasn’t doing my job.

I was a wild-eyed, long-haired crazy

California boy promoting healthy lifestyles,

and ignoring the medical facilities portion of

my job—or at least some people thought so.  

Q2:
There are a
number of
definitions

for wellness, Don.  How do
you define the concept?
ARDELL: Wellness is, first and foremost, a

choice to assume responsibility for the
quality of your life. It begins with a con-

scious decision to shape a healthy lifestyle.
Wellness is a mindset, a predisposition to
adopt a series of key principles in a num-

ber of life areas that lead to high levels of
well-being and life satisfaction. This mind-

set protects you against the temptation of
blaming someone else, making excuses,
shirking accountability, whining or wetting
your pants in the face of adversity—I
threw that in to help you remember this
explanation.  Wellness is an alternative to
dependency on doctors and drugs, to com-
placency, to mediocrity and to self-pity,
boredom and slothfulness. 

Many wellness promoters, myself

included, see wellness as a philosophy that

embraces numerous principles for good

health. The areas most closely affected by

your wellness commitments include self-

responsibility, exercise and fitness, nutri-

tion, stress management, critical thinking,

meaning and purpose or spirituality, emo-

tional intelligence, humor and play and

effective relationships.  

Q3:
In the early
days, did you
experience

any resistance or animosity
to the wellness concept?  
ARDELL: I’ve never felt any negativity or

animosity in my promotion of wellness.

Never.  Though I have run into people

who held misconceptions about wellness.

For example, I’d go into a town and some-

one would say, “Watch out for doctor so-

and-so; he doesn’t like this wellness idea.”

My standard response was, “I bet the good

doctor actually has no problem whatsoever

with wellness.”  Inevitably I’d hear, “No

really.  He’s not at all happy that we’ve

brought you into town.”  So I’d arrange a

meeting with the doctor and soon discover

the doctor was under the impression well-

ness was an alternative to cancer treat-

ments.  I’d say there was confusion, not

anger.  People often mistook wellness for

New Age craziness. 

As soon as I was able to clarify that the
wellness I was promoting had nothing to

do with New Age craziness and strange
healing techniques, people had no problem

with wellness whatsoever.  Who’s going to
take a stand against personal responsibility,
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a series of key principles in a number of 

life areas that lead to high levels of well-being 

and life satisfaction.”
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personal fitness or a positive approach to
enjoying life?  Nobody.  The ultimate goal
of wellness is greater satisfaction.  It’s not
primarily about getting over disease—you
can live a wellness lifestyle while you’re
sick.  It’s also not necessarily about living a
longer life with less illness or faster recov-
ery from an injury or a disease.  These are
fringe benefits.  Wellness is about a con-
scious decision to pursue advanced states
of physical and psychological well-being
because it’s a richer way to live; wellness is
its own reward.  We’re all going to die
someday, but while we’re here, we can live
happily ever after. 

Q4:
In general,
do you think
the wellness

philosophy is something
that resonates with
Americans right now?  
ARDELL: Not at all.  I don’t know why, but
very few people get wellness. It just doesn’t
seem all that complicated, but that’s not how
people understand it.  For example,  when
you look at most, if not all, corporate well-
ness programs, they’re actually risk reduction
programs—not wellness programs.  

Q5:
Do you
believe that
wellness, as

a discipline, is where it
needs to be?  
ARDELL: I honestly don’t think we’re any-
where in terms of wellness.  I think we’re
back where we were in 1977 except for
those few people who get wellness and are
enthusiastic about it, not only as promot-
ers but also as people who just live and
enjoy it.  I also don’t see us getting where
we need to be anytime soon, but that’s
OK.  We’re only talking about 30 years;
that’s nothing in terms of a major move-
ment like wellness.  We’ve basically spent
the last 30 years practicing.  For me per-
sonally, my ideas about wellness are much
sharper and more in-depth than they were
30 years ago.  
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“The ultimate goal of wellness is greater satisfaction.

It’s not primarily about getting over disease—

you can live a wellness lifestyle while you’re sick.  

It’s also not necessarily about living a longer life 

with less illness or faster recovery from an injury 

or a disease.  These are fringe benefits.”

Founded by Don Ardell in 2001, SeekWellness.com is a website designed to
encourage, empower, and support healthcare consumers to improve their level of
wellness by providing information, services and products, all chosen with the
consumer’s best interests in mind.  Don founded SeekWellness.com on the idea
that people have to take responsibility for improving their health and achieving
wellness.  

To this end, SeekWellness.com offers a library of more than 1000 essays in 16
different wellness skill areas.  You’ll also find various interviews with leaders in
the field of health and wellness, success stories, feature articles, book reviews and
much, much more.

In addition to Don’s wellness center, you’ll find other wellness centers on
SeekWellness.com that offer tools by which employees can make better judg-
ments about when to see their healthcare providers or when to take over-the-
counter medications versus prescriptions in various situations.  

Be sure to check out SeekWellness.com.  It’s a great resource for employers
and employees seeking wellness in its fullest sense. 
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To fully address the question of being
where we need to be, I think it’s important
to first address what we think wellness
ought to be about.  And basically, I want
wellness to be about living in a manner so
as to enjoy good health and a satisfying,
challenging life.  I believe the highest
returns come from service beyond self, that
is, adopting some cause or passion that
serves others. Mental health experts often
advise reaching out, contributing to the
larger good as the surest path to meaning
and purpose in life. Such an orientation, as
a complement to sound personal wellness,
constitutes a wellness mindset that I think
would make health promotion more attrac-
tive, effective and consequential.  

Moreover, an aspect of wellness that has
never taken root at the workplace entails
the promotion of certain freedoms, free-
dom of and from religion, freedom to
change one’s religion, freedom of speech
and freedom of action.  Surely there are
others, but given all the strife in the world,
these freedoms seem a good starting point
beyond self-advancement, though it also
facilitates self-advancement.  Beyond per-
sonal health, such a focus will round out
the picture of a truly healthy person.  

I also believe wellness promoters should
seek to diminish qualities that inhibit
human potential, such as a victim mentali-
ty, a tendency to indulge in self-pity or
other self-defeating tendencies that have
become too manifest in our society.  

I believe wellness ought to promote core
values that include:

A commitment to common decencies
that include altruism, integrity, honesty,
truthfulness and responsibility.  These moral
principles are embraced because their conse-
quences have been tested and desirable.

• Reason and scientific explanations
as the best guide to understanding
the universe and solving problems,
and a strong resistance to supernatu-
ral explanations.

• An open, pluralistic and democratic
society.

• Opposition to authoritarian elites,
repressive majorities and divisive
parochial loyalties based on race,
religion, gender, nationality, creed,
class, sexual orientation or ethnicity.

• Separation of church and state.

• Resistance to discrimination and
intolerance.

• Support for the disadvantaged and
the handicapped in order that they
might best help themselves. 

• Respect for the environment and a
desire to safeguard other species.  

• Enjoyment of life here and now and
the development of talents to the
fullest.

• A lifelong quest for added meaning
and purpose, and the cultivation of
moral excellence.

• Respect for the right to privacy—
meaning that mature adults should
be free to fulfill their aspirations,
including some of which aren’t
shared by others including sexual
preferences, reproductive freedom,
access to basic medical care and the
right to die in a manner and time of
one’s choosing.

• Skepticism toward untested claims
to knowledge accompanied by
openness to novel ideas.

“I want wellness to be about living 

in a manner so as to enjoy good health 

and a satisfying, challenging life.  

I believe the highest returns come from service 

beyond self, that is, adopting some cause or passion 

that serves others.”



• A preference for optimism over pes-
simism, hope rather than despair,
learning in place of dogma, joy
rather than guilt, tolerance in the
place of fear, compassion over self-
ishness and reason over unverifi-
able/ritual faith.  

• An enduring commitment to being
the best and noble human a person
is capable of being.  

Q6:
What’s your
take on the
overall

health status of Americans?
ARDELL: It’s ghastly!  That’s why I urge peo-
ple not to be normal.  A normal lifestyle is
hazardous to your health.  Most “normal”
people are overstressed, overweight—about
64 percent—underfit and have given in to
poor diets.  In addition, most “normal”
people aren’t having all that much fun liv-
ing—most normals aren’t seeking added
meaning and purpose in their lives.  So
people definitely don’t want to be normal
given the low state that passes for normalcy. 

I’m also strongly against moderation.

We’ve been conditioned our entire lives to

do things in moderation.  Unfortunately,

exceptional advances in life don’t stem

from a moderate approach.  Sure, modera-

tion is good with respect to alcohol, sugar,

fat consumption and other risky pleasures

that can be harmful if poorly managed.

On the other hand, why be moderate

about the pursuit of selected passions?

Lance Armstrong never won a Tour de

France by training or racing moderately.

People need to be immoderate in the

development of their gifts and talents—be

as splendid as possible in carefully chosen

areas of life.  

Q7:
Given—as
you say—the
ghastly state

of American health, are you
optimistic about the future
health and wellness of the
American people? 
ARDELL: I choose to be.  What’s the gain or

advantage in not looking on the bright side

of life?  Part of a wellness lifestyle—as

Halbert L. Dunn, the originator of the

phrase, defined it—is being an optimistic,

positive person.  Some people call it adop-

timism.  So I choose to be optimistic about

the future.  I wouldn’t have as much fun

doing what I do and I certainly wouldn’t

be as enthusiastic about it if I had a dark

view that we’re doomed and there’s no

hope.  I’ve convinced myself that the

future is bright.  

Additionally, with organizations like the

Wellness Councils of America or National

Wellness behind the movement, wellness

will really take off for a vast number of

people.  If we had just a doubling of the

people who truly understand wellness, peo-

ple who enjoy and live it, it would truly

make an extraordinary difference.  It’s cer-

tainly not going to change the world, but

it surely would change the lives of count-

less people.  
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“...I urge people not to be normal.  A normal lifestyle 

is hazardous to your health.  Most “normal” people 

are overstressed, overweight—about 64 percent—

underfit and have given in to poor diets.  

In addition, most “normal” people aren’t 

having all that much fun living...”
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Q8:
What practi-
cal advice
would you

offer wellness practitioners for
maximizing the wellness con-
cept in their organizations?
ARDELL: I would encourage practitioners to

take a look at how others have interpreted,

defined and promoted the wellness concept

and to think about their natural con-

stituencies, special talents, what they enjoy

doing most, and how they will make a

good living while growing in a positive and

healthful way.  Practitioners should then

develop and continually refine a list of the

10 most important things to tell people

about living well.  For me, my list current-

ly includes:

1. Recognizing that advice can come

from many sources, but ultimately,

you must make the unique decisions

for designing and maintaining quali-

ty for your health, leisure, and well-

ness choices.  

2. It is difficult to be well and

focused on excellence in lifestyle if

you can’t express your talents and

passions in some manner, so find

ways to do that.

3. Come to terms with the fact that

change is inevitable and happening

at a faster pace than ever before.

This will enable you to deal more

effectively with its manifestations. 

4. Your lifestyle choices, including your

attitudes, beliefs, emotional respons-
es and actions will have a far greater

impact on your health, work and
wellness performance than any and

all doctors who do or could service
you, the economy, the environment,

your income level, your age, your
retirement plan or your luck.

5. Wellness is too important to be pur-

sued grimly.  Whatever your choic-
es, make sure you’re having fun. 

6. Modern medicine is a wonderful
thing, but there are two problems:
people expect too much of it and
too little of themselves.

7. Balance is a good thing and a work-
ing goal but there are times when
you have to put it aside to pursue a
passion over time, a heroic quest or
other short-term goal that takes too
much time and energy to permit the
maintenance of balance.  Be flexible.

8. It’s better to take up healthy prac-

tices than to give up unhealthy

habits, at least initially when trying

to enhance the quality of your

lifestyle.  For example, you are bet-

ter advised to take up a satisfying

activity like vigorous walking before

you attempt to quit smoking.

9. Lifestyle quality is seldom achieved

by accident—you have to make a

choice to live and work this way. 

10. It’s never too late to start a wellness

lifestyle.  Even if you are 100 or

older.

Q9:
Tell us about
the wellness
practices in

your life.
ARDELL: I’m experiencing a fortunate life

loaded with qualities I associate with well-
ness—this is actually the idea behind one

of my favorite books titled, A Fortunate

Life, which is an autobiographical account
of the life of A.B. Facey, an Aussie Battler.  

Anyway, I do almost everything I advo-

cate.  I say “almost” so I don’t encourage

people to check up on me.  So, I do almost
everything I advocate in terms of living in
a fashion consistent with 16 skill areas in

my three-dimensional model of wellness—
physical, mental, and meaning or purpose.  

Bottom line, I eat wisely, most of the
time.  I’m very fit, I found work I love, my

social life is terrific, my girlfriend with
whom I have lived blissfully for six years
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still likes me, I get to utilize my talents
everyday and I run fast for an old guy.  I
also enjoy music, literature and participat-
ing in the battle to save the world from
cult leaders, though I admit I’m losing
badly so far.  

Last year, I ran for mayor of Tampa as
“the oldest, fittest, fastest and prettiest of
all the candidates” on a “well city” platform
based on four themes: functional, free, fit

and fun.  It was great fun and, except for
the fact I didn’t get as many votes as the
others, I “won” in every sense.  In other
words, I had more fun than the others, I
spent less—almost next to nothing—made
fewer enemies, and produced more ideas
than my four competitors combined—55
widely read policy positions.  I urge other
wellness promoters to run for office—all
our cities need better candidates. 
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