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STAYING HEALTHY: ADVICE FROM YOUR FAMILY DOCTOR


As your family’s health care providers, we want to help you get healthy and stay healthy.  These suggestions may help you live a longer, more fruitful life. If you have questions about any recommendations, please ask your practitioner.

Diet, Exercise, Sleep
Regularity and moderation in all things is wise, timeless advice.  Healthy eating and exercise habits, and adequate sleep, are the first steps toward reducing fatigue and stress. 
Generally, a low-fat, high-fiber diet with plenty of whole grains, fruits, vegetables and lean protein taken in small frequent meals and snacks is the healthiest approach to nutrition.  Calcium intake is also important, and most people should get at least 1000 mg daily. This amount is usually present in 3 glasses of milk a day, or the equivalent.  Women who are past menopause, pregnant or lactating should take 1500 mg of calcium daily.  Ask your practitioner about calcium content in foods or calcium supplements. 

Although most people don’t need everything that’s in a multivitamin, it’s reasonable to take one daily—with iron before age 50, without iron after 50. They often don’t have enough vitamin D. 400 to 800 units daily is optimal. Unfortunately, vitamin A, C, or E supplements don’t prevent cancer, colds or dementia. Fish oil may help some people and hurt others. You can get too much of a good thing: ask for more details on individual supplements.
Maintaining a reasonable weight, or sensible weight loss if you are overweight, can improve or prevent many diseases, including diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, arthritis and some types of cancer.  Please tell us if you have had obesity, eating disorders such as anorexia or bulimia, or difficulty gaining or maintaining weight. We recommend changes in eating and exercise that you can sustain long term, instead of fad diets.  Most diet pills increase success only modestly, with average patients losing only 15-25 pounds in six months. A well-motivated person can often achieve this on his or her own. Ask your doctor for more details on sensible eating habits, specific diets, or weight loss medications.  

Regular exercise, with a goal of 30 minutes 5 times weekly, has many benefits and often relieves fatigue.  If you are not physically active, ask your doctor if you need screening for heart disease before you start exercise.  If you are over 40 years old and haven’t had an exam within the past year, we recommend a checkup before beginning exercise more strenuous than walking.  If you are over 35 with one or more risk factors for heart disease, a stress test may be indicated. Risk factors include being male or overweight, current or past smoking; high cholesterol, high blood pressure, diabetes, or a family history of heart disease before age 55 (males) or 65 (females). 

Sleep problems are common. Most adults need 7 to 9 hours of sleep per night. Try to go to bed at the same time every day and get up at the same time every morning, even on weekends or days off and while traveling.  Also avoid stimulants like caffeine, or vigorous exercise close to bedtime.  Lack of sleep can increase mood or attention problems, risk of motor vehicle accidents, and illnesses. If you have more than two weeks of insomnia, or fall asleep during the day when it’s critical for you to be awake, tell your practitioner.  You may have a sleep disorder that needs attention. One disorder, sleep apnea, is especially common in overweight individuals, and contributes to high blood pressure, diabetes and other conditions. Ask a practitioner’s advice before using over-the-counter or prescription sleep aids on a regular basis.
Safety and injury prevention
Household safety is important.  Make sure your house has smoke and carbon monoxide detectors with working batteries.  Replace carbon monoxide detectors when they expire—they don’t last forever. Practice emergency plans for fire or weather emergencies, and consider buying a home fire extinguisher.  Pay attention to how you store flammable or hazardous chemicals.  Special safety concerns apply to infants, children, the elderly, and people who have trouble with vision, hearing, mobility, or mental function.  Ask your doctor for safety tips if you or your loved ones are in these high-risk groups. 
If you drive or ride in a car, always use seatbelts.  Place young children in safety seats in the rear of the car, and never in the front passenger seat of a car with airbags. Avoid driving, boating, or dangerous machinery if you are sleep-deprived, tired, or using alcohol or medications that reduce your alertness or coordination.  Don’t ride as a passenger with an impaired driver.  If you have a sleep disorder (tendency to fall asleep at work or at the wheel), or a history of seizures, fainting, stroke or dementia, ask your physician whether you should continue driving.  It may be better to turn your keys over to someone else, rather than risk your own life and others’ safety.

Sports and recreation are safer with the right gear (pads & helmets).  Helmets prevent devastating head injuries related to motorcycles, biking, skateboarding, rollerblading, and contact sports.

If you own any firearms, be absolutely certain they are registered, safely stored in a locked location, and not accessible to children.  Obtain proper training in their use.

Know the National Poison Control Center Emergency Phone: 800-222-1222. For disaster preparedness advice, check www.bt.cdc.gov and redcross.org.
Substance use 

We encourage a healthy lifestyle. Avoid tobacco: smoking, chewing tobacco, and snuff.  Ask us if you need advice or help to stop tobacco use. Medication is available to ease withdrawal symptoms and maximize your chance of success.  Some people try many times before successfully giving up tobacco, so keep trying!

One drink of alcohol daily may reduce mortality.  More than that increases health risks.  Ask your doctor if it is safe for you to drink alcohol.  People with a family or personal history of alcohol or drug dependence or psychiatric disorders should usually not drink.  Alcohol worsens many health conditions and can interact dangerously with some medications.  Legal, work, relationship or health problems from excessive drinking or drug use, arrests for driving under the influence, and memory blackouts during periods of intoxication are signs of a drinking problem.  If you feel guilty for drinking, believe you need to cut down, are irritated by people’s complaints about your drinking habits, or are taking a drink first thing in the morning to steady your nerves, you may have an alcohol problem and should seek help.     

We discourage illicit or prescription drug use, but it is important to tell your practitioners about a history of past or present drug use, especially if you ever used needles to inject any drugs (IV drug use).  You may need testing for HIV, hepatitis B or C infections. If you are currently using and want to quit, ask for a referral to a rehab program.
Excessive caffeine intake aggravates some physical and mental health conditions.  Limiting intake to the equivalent of three cups of coffee daily is best.

Family and intimate relationships 

Your living situation contributes greatly to your physical and emotional health.  Are you in a safe relationship?  Frequent arguments, tension, verbal or physical abuse (hitting, punching, kicking or forced sexual relations) between you and your partner, or you and another family member, may indicate a need for counseling.  Contact your mental health provider for more information, and notify us if you feel you are in a crisis situation due to an abusive relationship.  

Sexuality is an important aspect of many people’s lives.  Abstinence, or a faithful relationship with one partner, are the surest ways to avoid sexually transmitted diseases.  Your practitioner can tell you about safer sexual practices to minimize risk of dangerous infections.  Contraception issues, questions about sexually transmitted diseases, difficulties with sexual performance, or questions about how sexual function is affected by aging or illness should be discussed with your practitioner.  

Spirituality, connectedness, and perspective

Some studies have shown that people who engage in regular spiritual practices or worship attendance enjoy healthier, longer lives.  Certainly, it is healthy to avoid isolation and to connect with people who share beliefs or interests that you find meaningful. Make time for people & activities you enjoy. Involvement with classes or clubs, an old or new hobby, or volunteering for a social, political or environmental cause may infuse some needed purpose into your life.  
Humor is healthy. Abraham Lincoln once said that people are about as happy as they make up their minds to be.  Keep your problems in perspective, and try to laugh once in awhile.  

If life’s troubles seem impossibly heavy, talk with your health care provider, clergyperson or a mental health professional. Depression, anxiety disorders and other mental health problems are surprisingly common. Seek help if you worry a lot, or if you have symptoms that suggest depression (lack of interest in activities; thoughts of death or suicide; guilt, worthlessness or hopelessness; trouble with concentration, memory or motivation; increased or decreased sleep or appetite).  Life stress or an inherited tendency may trigger an imbalance in brain chemistry that can get better with counseling and/or medication.

Occupation
Work demands a lot of time and energy, whether one works at home or outside the home.  Exposures to hazardous chemicals or situations, repetitive movements, awkward postures, and psychological stress can all affect your health.  Please mention any specific concerns to your practitioner, and follow OSHA recommendations at your workplace to avoid illness or injury on the job.  Take advantage of any wellness programs or Employee Assistance Programs offered at your workplace.  Employers want to keep their work force healthy.

Alternative medicine

Many patients take vitamins, herbal or homeopathic remedies. Others visit chiropractors, naturopaths, massage therapists, and other non-physician health practitioners.  While your practitioner  may or may not agree with a particular approach, it is important for us to know about all prescription and non-prescription remedies you use.  Your family practitioner can coordinate your health care and watch for harmful interactions between traditional and alternative care.  We also don’t want to duplicate therapies that you are getting from a different type of practitioner.  

End-of-life decisions: advance directives, organ donation
Some people have discussed end-of-life issues with their family and physicians, but many have never thought about the topic. Decisions about end-of-life care are called Advance Directives.  We have information and forms for living wills and health care power of attorney. We encourage you to discuss your wishes with people close to you. First, think about whether you would want everything done to maintain your life if you are critically ill. Some procedures used are mechanical ventilation (respirator), cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR), medication to maintain heart rhythm or blood pressure, or defibrillation (electrical shocks to try to restore normal heart rhythm) Second, think about what you would want done to maintain your life if you developed a long-term illness which severely affected your ability to think, move, communicate or care for yourself.  You can decide whether or not you’d want to be hospitalized, to receive intravenous (IV) fluids, to insert a feeding tube into the stomach, or to receive IV medications including antibiotics. Comfort care is always given if aggressive measures are refused.  We also encourage patients to discuss organ donation with their family and physician.  Information is available to help you and your family understand what is involved.

Periodic health check-ups
There’s no substitute for periodic wellness care.  We recommend regular preventive health screening visits.  And while you’re at it, keep in touch with a dentist, too.  Dental and eye health are also important at all ages.  We hope to see you smiling and healthy for a long time to come!
