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Changing your attitude
can conquer physical problems
Finding help at The Option Institute

E

By MARY NASH

Sheffield, Mass.
llen Stanley recalls when
a short trip to the grocery
store would wipe her out
for the day. If she needed more
than a few items, someone would
have to accompany her. Walking
a quarter of a mile completely
wore her out.
Working part-time as a developmental therapist for children with special needs, Stanley
barely had enough energy to go
to work, come home, and make
it to bed by 6 p.m. She would often cry in the middle of the day,
would forget even the simplest
things and felt like her mind was
in a fog much of the time.
Stanley, who is 35 and lives in
Field Harbor, Maine, had battled
chronic fatigue syndrome 5ince
she was 19. “I went to the doctor
with what I thought was a bladder infection,” she said, “and
was diagnosed with mononucleosis. I was told that if I rested
for the summer, I would feel better. Instead, I continued to feel
worse, and for six years did not
understand what the problem
was. Finally I was diagnosed
with chronic fatigue syndrome.”

The Option Institute campus in Sheffield, Mass., includes paths for walks and hikes

GETTING A DIAGNOSIS

According to the Chronic
Fatigue and Immune Dysfunction Syndrome Association of
America, chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) is characterized
by profound exhaustion and
problems with concentration
and short-term memory. It may
also be accompanied by flu-like
symptoms such as pain in joints
and muscles, sleeping difficulties, tender lymph nodes, sore
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throat and headache. The condition strikes people of all age, racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
groups, and is about three times
as common in women as men.
“There is no diagnostic test
for chronic fatigue syndrome,”
says Dr. Melanie Levitan, a family practitioner with Lee Family
Practice who incorporates alternative modalities and homeopathy into her practice.
“Diagnosis is based on identifying symptoms, which can
include severe fatigue, limited
activity, and brain fog, and excluding other conditions such
as iron deficiency, anemia, low
thyroid, and other medical problems.”
Dr. Levitan commented that it
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is also important to distinguish
chronic fatigue syndrome from
depression. Although people
may become depressed because
they have chronic fatigue syndrome, the depression is not the
underlying cause of the symptoms.
CFS may overlap with other
conditions such as fibromyalgia,
which also causes fatigue and
pain in muscles and joints, as
well as a variety of other symptoms.
“Some people think chronic
fatigue syndrome and fibromyalgia may be the same disease,”
said Dr. Levitan. She explained
that usually a patient has either
more exhaustion or more pain
as a primary symptom, although

both may be present.
Dr. Mark Hyman, co-medical
director of Canyon Ranch in the
Berkshires and co-author (with
Dr. Mark Liponis) of the upcoming book “Ultraprevention: The
Six Week Plan that Will Make
you Healthy for Life,” said,
“Chronic fatigue syndrome is
an immune and hormonal disorder and can be triggered by a
variety of internal and external
causes.”
Some of the internal triggers
he cites are Lyme disease, yeast
and bacterial infections or allergies. Examples of external
causes, according to Dr. Hyman,
are stress, environmental toxins,
post-traumatic stress disorder
and Gulf War Syndrome.
“Treatments for chronic fatigue syndrome,” said Dr. Hyman, “include making lifestyle
changes, eating a balanced diet,
exercise, herbal therapies, yoga
and acupuncture, and changing
beliefs and behavior that don’t
support your health. A lot of
behavioral and psychological
issues, along with many other
factors, help to create chronic
fatigue syndrome.”
Dr. Hyman believes that the
condition is often not dealt with
effectively by the health care
system. One woman he saw recently with chronic fatigue syndrome had already been to 37
doctors.
FINDING HELP

In 1997, after seeking help from
various doctors and specialists,
Stanley enrolled in the weeklong “Shortcuts to Happiness”
program at the Option Institute
in Sheffield, Mass. She took another workshop, “The Couples
Course,” with her husband, and
finally left her job to participate in the intensive eight-week
“Living the Dream” program.
Stanley found a renewed sense
of energy at the Option Institute
by shifting negative beliefs she
had carried around since her
traumatic childhood. She attended classes all day, went out
to dinner, and by the end of her
initial week there climbed to the
top of a mountain. For the first
time in years, she woke up feeling rested and relaxed.

Barry Neil Kaufman and his wife, Samahria Lyte Kaufman,
are the co-founders of The Option Institute.

‘For someone who has chronic fatigue
syndrome, fibromyalgia, cancer, diabetes,
clinical depression, HIV or asthma, there is
nothing more critical to talk to them about
...then their self-perception and the
physical challenge they are facing. If
they’re making the physical challenge an
enemy ...they are further inhibiting their
body’s ability to take care of what is
going on inside of them.’
Barry Neil Kaufman
Now, she has an intensive job
she loves. After 12 years of inactivity, she has worked to rebuild her
body, and is once again quilting,
swimming, biking and hiking, all
hobbies she had given up when
she was feeling ill.
Located on a beautiful, 95acre campus, the Option Institute is a non-profit organization
that offers personal growth programs for individuals, couples,
and families in groups or on a
one-on-one basis. Using expeHQ •

riential learning techniques, the
programs last for a weekend up
to eight weeks and are designed
to empower people to improve
their health, relationships, career, and quality of life. The
programs at the Option Institute
are based on the Option Process,
developed by cofounders Barry
Neil Kaufman and Samahria
Lyte Kaufman.
Their philosophy is that by
understanding how attitudes affect us mentally and physically,
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we can learn to better cope with
a variety of challenges. The Option Process Dialogue, one of
their techniques, involves asking a series of nonjudgmental
and nondirective questions to
help people discover their own
answers to challenges they face.
Individuals who have gone
through the eight-week “Living the Dream” program can
be trained to become mentors /
counselors, enabling them to either work at the Option Institute
or set up their own professional
practice within their communities. Ellen Stanley went through
this training and offers these services in Maine.
Barry Neil Kaufman, who
goes by the nickname “Bears,”
directs and teaches at the Institute, presents motivational talks
internationally, and is the bestselling author of 12 books, including “Happiness is a Choice”
and “Son-Rise: The Miracle
Continues.”
Kaufman’s newest book, “No
Regrets,” is the story of his reconciliation with his father, who,
until faced with cancer, had
never approved of Kaufman’s
views.
When Kaufman’s father called
to give him the news that he had
both lymphoma and prostate cancer, Kaufman’s response was “It
sounds like you are embarking
on one of the great adventures
of your life.” Kaufman helped
his father view his cancer from
a positive outlook, a change in
attitude that helped his father
live for nearly two more years
after his diagnosis, despite doctors’ predictions that he had only
three months to live.
Reflecting on his experience
with his father Kaufman said,
“For someone who has chronic
fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia,
cancer, diabetes, clinical depression, HIV or asthma, there is
nothing more critical to talk to
them about and help them with
than their self-perception and
the physical challenge they are
facing. If they’re making the
physical challenge an enemy or
something to be scared of, they
are further inhibiting their body’s
ability to take care of what is going on inside of them.”

ATTITUDES INFLUENCE
HEALTH

“With Ellen Stanley and others
that have come to the Option
Institute,” said Kaufman, “it’s
startling to see the physiological ramifications of attitudinal
change. They go from pessimism to optimism, from despair
to happiness, from distress to
comfort. You can live a much
more healthful life if you have
healthy attitudes.”
“People don’t come here to
deal with their physical challenges directly,” continued
Kaufman. “They go to medical
people for that. If they have cancer, they go to an oncologist. If
they have diabetes, they go to a
diabetes specialist. What they’re
coming here for is to deal with
their emotional, psychological,
and philosophical distress about
what is going on in their bodies.”
The Kaufmans founded the
Option Institute in 1983, inspired
by their experience with their son
Raun, who was diagnosed with
autism as a young child. Raun
was mute, withdrawn, and had
an IQ under 30. The Kaufmans
created their own innovative treatment for Raun, joining in with his
repetitive and ritualistic behaviors
for hours a day.
Within a few years, says
Kaufman, Raun had no traces of
his former condition.
Raun went on to graduate
from Brown University and now
teaches at the Option Institute,
including in the Son-Rise Program of the Autism Treatment
Center of America, a division of
The Option Institute. The center

‘During the program I learned many
other ways to
feel good about
myself and
effective tools
for handling
challenges. One
of the things I
learned is that
I can personally
be in control
even if I don’t
control the events around me.’
Abigail Lipson
provides training programs for
parents and professionals caring
for children challenged by autism, autism spectrum disorders,
pervasive developmental disorder, and other developmental
difficulties.
Kaufman emphasizes that the
Option Institute’s programs help
people with a variety of conditions.
Abigail Lipson, 34, of Newton, Mass., had anorexia for
eight years prior to attending the
“Living the Dream” program
in 2000. At 5 feet 7 inches tall,
she weighed 95 pounds. She be-

lieves her anorexia was a way of
gaining control in her life after
her mother had a stroke and her,
father, who is obese, developed
diabetes and had to have triple
bypass surgery.
“During the program,” said
Lipson, “I learned many other
ways to feel good about myself
and effective tools for handling
challenges. One of the things I
learned is that I can personally
be in control even if I don’t control the events around me.”
Like Stanley, Lipson completed training as a certified Option
Process mentor / counselor and
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worked for more than two years
at the Option Institute. She has
gained 30 pounds since attending her initial workshop, has
stopped exercising compulsively, and goes on hikes, walks and
bike rides for pleasure.
Approximately 1,500 people
from throughout the country and
the world attend Option Institute
programs each year. Meals are
served in a dining hall that displays flags from all of the countries that have been represented
at the Option Institute. Onsite
housing is available, including
apartments for families. The
property also has scenic hiking
trails and a fitness center.
Since 1995, the Option Institute has awarded more than $1.7
million in scholarships. To celebrate its 20th anniversary, the
“Happiness Option” weekend
for first time visitors is being offered at a significantly reduced
price.
For free literature on the Option Institute, to learn more
about Barry Neil Kaufman’s
work, or to speak with a program counselor about specific
programs, call 413-229-2100,
800-714-2779 or visit www. option.org.

