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February 5th 
A new study strongly suggests that smoking, high blood pressure, diabetes and being overweight in middle age may be contributing factors to brain shrinkage and eventually lead to worrisome cognitive problems. 

The study found that people with high blood pressure developed small areas of vascular brain damage at a faster rate than those with normal blood pressure readings.  Furthermore, these individuals had a more rapid decline of scores on tests of executive function, or what is more commonly known as planning and decision making, that corresponded to about eight years of chronological aging. 

A noticeable loss of brain volume in the hippocampus, a structure that is essential to memory, occurred in the middle-aged diabetics and smokers enrolled in the study.  According to researchers that particular area of the brain shrank at a faster rate than in those who were non-smokers without diabetes. Potentially damaging lesions also were found to have developed more quickly.

Middle-aged obesity was also found to be linked with the faster rate of decreasing brain volume which, in turn, accelerated cognitive issues. People who were obese at middle age were more likely to be in the top 25 percent of those with the faster rate of decline. 

The researchers stressed the urgency of using their findings to convince those at risk of cognitive losses to make helpful lifestyle changes that can reduce the threats to brain health.

SOURCE: Neurology, published online August 3, 2011 

February 12th 
Sooner or later the unwelcome sensation of pain is experienced by everyone, from the child who skins his knee when he falls, to the older adult who lives with daily arthritic discomfort.  Pain is an unwelcome occurrence but is there anything good to be said about it?

Pain can be helpful in diagnosing a problem. Without pain it would be possible to seriously injure yourself unknowingly or to overlook a threatening medical condition that needs treatment. Generally, once the problem is diagnosed and treated, pain usually goes away. However, sometimes pain goes on for weeks, months or even years. Such a condition is called chronic pain. Although chronic pain is often due to a specific ongoing cause, such as cancer or arthritis, at times the cause is unknown.

There are many ways to treat pain and treatment varies depending on the cause. For example, a traumatic leg injury requires prompt medical attention including pain medication.  However in many cases of arthritis physical therapy is often able to help relieve pain through the practice of certain exercises. By strengthening key supportive muscles and restoring flexibility many patients have had success in reducing or eliminating the intake of pain medication and others have been able to avoid surgery for an aching joint.

Beyond the benefits to the joints, regular exercise can also help older adults stay independent as it helps to lower blood pressure and ease stress, advantages to both heart and brain.  
Source: http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/pain.html                12/16/11

February 19th 

An alarming one in three American adults has high blood pressure. Known medically as hypertension, many people are unaware that their blood pressure is elevated because there are no symptoms or warning signs. But when high blood pressure is accompanied by abnormal cholesterol and blood sugar levels, damage to arteries, kidneys, and heart may accelerate exponentially. Fortunately, hypertension is easy to detect and treat. Sometimes people can keep blood pressure in a healthy range simply by making lifestyle changes, such as losing weight, increasing activity, and eating more healthfully.

Hypertension is not a disease. Rather, it is a sign that something is wrong in the body. The disorder may cause a narrowing of the arteries supplying the kidneys (renal artery stenosis), or an overactive thyroid gland (hyperthyroidism) or adrenal glands (aldosteronism). With treatment, blood pressure generally drops back to normal. Often, however, no immediate cause can be identified. This is termed ‘essential hypertension’.

High blood pressure raises concerns about health. It may alter one’s lifestyle since a low-salt diet and exercise are important ways to help keep blood pressure in check. High blood pressure often requires medication, which can be an expense. It is possible to blunt the effects of hypertension by keeping blood pressure in check with medications and lifestyle choices. Preventing it from getting started is even better.

Source: The month in review: December 2011, healthbeat@mail.health.harvard.edu
For a fuller explanation of hypertension and a broad array of helpful resources, please go to: http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/highbloodpressure.html
February 26th 

Pain relievers are medicines that reduce or relieve headaches, sore muscles, arthritis or any number of other aches and pains. There are many different pain medicines, and each one has advantages and risks. Some types of pain respond better to certain medicines than others and each person may also have a slightly different response to a pain reliever. 
Over-the-counter (OTC) medicines are good for many types of pain. There are two main types of OTC pain medications: acetaminophen (Tylenol) and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs). Aspirin, naproxen (Aleve) and ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin) are examples of OTC NSAIDs. If OTC medicines do not relieve your pain, your doctor may prescribe something stronger. Many NSAIDs are available at prescription doses. The most powerful pain relievers are narcotics. They are very effective, but they can sometimes have serious side effects. Because of the risks, you must use them only under a doctor's supervision. Whether your pain reliever is an OTC drug or a prescription, be sure your health care provider knows what you are taking.
There are many things you can do to help ease pain. Pain relievers are just one part of a pain treatment plan.  For more information click on: http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/painrelievers.html
Source: MedlinePlus, Jan. 19, 2012

