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The changes CR experts believe are key
Almost 50 million Americans get
food poisoning every year, according to estimates from the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention.
That figure hasn’t changed much
in many years. In fact, the CDC
reports that in 2019, foodborne illnesses caused by different types of
bacteria either increased or stayed
the same compared
with 2016 through
2018. “There are
a number of key
food safety issues
that need to be addressed,” says Brian
Ronholm, CR’s director of food policy. “Government
agencies must do a better job at
keeping consumers safe.” To that
end, CR has reached out to the
new administration with recommendations for improvements in
food safety policies. There are two
areas we think would have the
greatest impact:
Give the Food and Drug Administration more authority and resources

to investigate E. coli outbreaks due
to leafy greens. Between 2006 and
2019, these greens have been linked
to at least 48 multistate outbreaks.
It’s highly likely that they were contaminated by coming into contact
with waste from large cattle operations near the fields, yet the FDA
is not legally authorized to access
cattle farms. “This
limits the scope of
its investigations,”
Ronholm says.
Declare illnesscausing salmonella
strains an “adulterant” in chicken. Per
Department of Agriculture regulations, a food that contains an adulterant can’t be legally sold. “Toxinproducing strains of E. coli have been
deemed adulterants in beef, and
that’s helped make the beef supply
safer,” Ronholm says. “It’s time to
take action on virulent salmonella.”
To protect yourself from food poisoning, stay on top of recalls and
outbreaks at foodsafety.gov.

This Month’s Experts
We contact health authorities and medical researchers from across the
country. Here are some of the experts we consulted this month:
Brian D. Carpenter, PhD,
faculty lead for educational
initiatives, Center for Aging,
Washington University,
St. Louis.
Katie Drago, MD, assistant
professor, medicine,
division of general internal
medicine and geriatrics,
Oregon Health & Science
University, Portland.

Heather Gantzer, MD,
internist, Park Nicollet Clinic,
Methodist Hospital, St. Louis
Park, Minn.

Purvi Parikh, MD,
allergist and immunologist,
NYU Langone Health,
New York City.

Ula Hwang, MD, MPH,
physician, Yale Medicine’s
Department of Emergency
Medicine, New Haven, Conn.

Craig See, MD, cornea
specialist, Cole Eye Institute,
Cleveland Clinic.

Paul Jacques, DSc,
nutritional epidemiologist,
Jean Mayer USDA Human
Nutrition Research
Center on Aging, Tufts
University, Boston.

Christine Whelan, PhD,
clinical professor, School of
Human Ecology, University
of Wisconsin, Madison.
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Quick Tips for Living Well

Suspect
COVID-19?
Do This
Now.
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Friends: Good for Your Brain
Older adults who were more socially active had
more healthy brain tissue compared with those
who were less so, according to a University of
Pittsburgh study. Socializers met with others at
least once a week at church and for games, movies, or conversation. Virtual get-togethers where
you can see the faces of friends and family may
be beneficial, too, says the study’s lead author.
Source: Journals of Gerontology: Psychological Sciences,
Oct. 19, 2020.

Get a Free Med Check
Just 24 percent of older
adults take advantage
of Medicare’s free,
comprehensive medication review, and most
aren’t even aware of
the benefit, according
to a recent poll. The
review, which can spot

problems like potential
drug interactions, is for
Medicare enrollees who
meet eligibility criteria,
such as having more
than one chronic health
condition and taking
two or more drugs covered by Part D.

If you think
that you have
COVID-19, you
should selfisolate immediately, even
before testing,
to protect
others in your
home. A recent
study found
that in a group
of people with
one household
member diagnosed with
COVID-19, 53
percent of others in the group
also got sick
within a week.

Smart Sips for Diabetes
Sipping four or more cups of green tea plus
two or more cups of coffee a day was associated with a 63 percent lower risk of death
over five years in a study of older adults in
Japan with type 2 diabetes. Two to three
cups of green tea a day was associated with a
27 percent lower risk of dying; for four cups,
the risk was 40 percent lower. For coffee,
one daily cup lowered risk by 19 percent; two
cups, by 41 percent. Substances in tea and
coffee that reduce inflammation and protect
cells from damage may be behind the benefits,
researchers say.
Source: BMJ Open Diabetes Research & Care, Oct. 21, 2020, online.

Source: CDC Morbidity
and Mortality Weekly
Report, Nov. 6, 2020.

Source: University of Michigan National Poll on Healthy Aging,
October 2020.

Hand-Washing Done Right

Easiest Health Hack Ever?

More than 83 percent of older adults
surveyed said they always or often wash
their hands after touching public surfaces. The best method is to wet hands
with clean, running water; apply soap;
lather and scrub for at least 20 seconds;
rinse with clean, running water; and dry.

In a recent study that
tracked 5,878 older
women for up to six
years, those who spent
at least an hour a
day standing had
a 37 percent lower risk
of death than those
who spent less than
30 minutes a day on

Source: CDC Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report,
Oct. 16, 2020.

C R .O RG/ H E A LTH

their feet. Rising to
your feet and staying
there engages leg and
abdominal muscles,
and that burns
calories, improves
blood-vessel function,
and enhances the
processing of blood
sugar and blood fats.

Source: Journals of Gerontology: Medical Sciences, Oct. 12, 2020.
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Cold, Flu, Allergies,
or COVID-19?
Some symptoms are
similar, but you can tell
the conditions apart.
Here’s how.

W

ith COVID-19 still among us,
even a slight cough or sore
throat can be concerning,
espe cial ly because older adults are at
higher risk of complications from the
coronavirus and infections such as the flu.
But you might not always know whether
you’re experiencing a garden-variety cold
or something that requires more care.
“There’s an overlap between symptoms of COVID-19 and other respiratory
illnesses, such as colds and flu, as well
as even simple allergies,” says Heather
Gantzer, MD, an internist at the Park
Nicollet Clinic at Methodist Hospital in St.
Louis Park, Minn. Because the best way to
subdue symptoms—and know when to get

4

medical counsel—can differ based on why
you’re ill, it’s important to rule out potentially serious conditions, such as COVID19, she adds. The following can help.

DECODE THE SIGNS
While upper respiratory infections and
allergies have plenty of snuffly symptoms
in common, there are differences.
covid-19: A loss of smell and/or feeling
at least moderately short of breath may
distinguish COVID-19 from other respiratory infections, says Ula Hwang, MD, a
physician in Yale Medicine’s Department
of Emergency Medicine in New Haven,
Conn. In fact, a study published this past
October in the journal PLOS Medicine
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found that almost 80 percent of people
who reported a loss of smell or taste
tested positive for COVID-19 antibodies.
COVID-19 also typically brings fever
and, possibly, cough, diarrhea, nausea,
and/or vomiting.
flu: Unlike a cold, where symptoms
start gradually, the f lu tends to come
on suddenly, Gantzer says. You’re also
more likely to have a fever, chills, and
head and body aches, and feel extremely
exhausted, than you would with a cold or
allergies. But as with a cold, you may have
headaches, a cough, and/or a sore throat.
cold: The common cold usually brings a
runny, congested nose; a sore throat; and
sometimes fatigue or a low-grade fever,
Gantzer says. You might also notice a mild
cough due to postnasal drip.
allergies: If you’re sneezing and have
itchy eyes, nose, or throat, allergies could
be the cause—even in winter, says J. Allen
Meadows, MD, immediate past president of the American College of Allergy,
Asthma & Immunology. “In Southern
states such as South Carolina, Georgia,
Texas, and Alabama, we now see tree
pollen as early as mid-January,” he says.
Allergens such as dust mites, pet dander, and mold can cause more problems
during the winter, when people spend
more time indoors exposed to them,
says Purvi Parikh, MD, an allergist and
immunologist at NYU Langone Health in
New York City.

SUBDUE YOUR SYMPTOMS
If you think you may have COVID-19 or
the flu, it’s important to contact your
doctor right away for advice. Also:
covid-19, flu, and colds: Isolate yourself, rest, and sip plenty of fluids, especially if you have a fever. “It’s a good idea
for older adults to drink Pedialyte, which
can help replace some of the electrolytes they will lose if they are sweating,”
Gantzer says. Acetaminophen (Tylenol
and others), used according to package
instructions, can help with aches and
fever, but don’t take more than 3,000 mg
a day, Gantzer says. Saline nasal spray
can help relieve a stuffy nose and congestion. For a cough or sore throat, Gantzer
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Seasonal Health

recommends warm tea with honey or
cough drops that contain pectin, which
coats the throat. If the cough is making
you uncomfortable, consider using guaifenesin (in products such as Mucinex),
which thins mucus so that you can cough
it up more easily. To avoid taking more
medication than you need, skip combination over-the-counter (OTC) cough and
cold drugs and stick with those that have
only one active ingredient.
covid-19: In addition to the above, if
you have mild to moderate COVID-19
and are at high risk for severe illness—
a category that includes people 65 and
older—you may be given a monoclonal
antibody, such as bamlanivimab, shortly
after diagnosis. It may help stop the virus
from entering cells.
flu: Ask your doctor about an antiviral
such as oseltamivir (Tamiflu and generic).
Research shows that when given within
48 hours of the onset of symptoms, these
lessen sick time by about 17 hours. This
may, in turn, help prevent more serious
flu complications, such as pneumonia,
which are more common in older adults,
says Nisha Rughwani, MD, associate professor of geriatrics and palliative medicine at the Icahn School of Medicine at
Mount Sinai in New York City.
allergies: If you’ve had allergies in the
past and your symptoms are consistent
with them, it’s reasonable to try an OTC

steroid nasal spray, such as fluticasone
(Flonase and generic), and a saline nasal
rinse. (But if symptoms persist, let your
doctor know.) Also, steer clear of exposure to allergens, if possible. For instance,
to avoid dust mites, encase your mattress,
box spring, and pillows in allergen-proof
covers, and wash bedding weekly in
water that’s hotter than 120° F.

KNOW WHEN TO GET MORE HELP
Because the risk of severe complications
from the flu or COVID-19 increases with
age, contact your doctor during your
illness if you experience significant
shortness of breath and/or a home pulse
oximeter measures an oxygen level of
95 percent or lower. Also alert the doctor if you have dehydration signs, such as
very dark urine, or if your fever or cough
improves, then returns.
Call 911 right away if you have persistent chest pain or pressure, bluish lips,
or sudden feelings of weakness. “Unfortun ately, sometimes the first sign of
COVID-19 in older adults is a heart attack
or a stroke,” Gantzer says.
And if you have any questions or concerns, this winter it’s better to err on the
side of caution and call your doctor or
even head to the emergency room, Rughwani says. “This year, the stakes are too
high to watch and wait, especially for
older adults,” she says.

Testing Tips for COVID-19 and the Flu
Older adults who suspect
a respiratory infection
should tell their doctors.
“It’s a good idea to get
a COVID-19 test, even if
your symptoms are mild,
because if you do have
COVID-19, you’ll know to
self-isolate for 10 days,”
says Heather Gantzer, MD,
of Methodist Hospital in
St. Louis Park, Minn. “And
if you do have COVID-19,
it gives you a heads-up
to be on the lookout for
more potentially serious
C R .O RG/ H E A LTH

health complications,
such as low oxygen levels,
that you might need to
be hospitalized for.” Ask
whether you should be
tested for the flu, too: Both
infections are contagious
and can be serious,
especially for older adults.
Getting tested, especially
for COVID-19, also helps
health experts keep track
of local community spread,
says Nisha Rughwani, MD,
of Mount Sinai in New York
City. While waiting for

test results, assume that
you’re positive and stay
in a room separate from
other household members
as much as possible; wear
a mask if you can’t do that.
Use a separate bathroom,
if there is one, and avoid
sharing items such as cups,
towels, and utensils. Clean
and disinfect high-touch
surfaces in your “sick room”
and bathroom every day.
(A caregiver can also do
this while wearing a mask
and disposable gloves.)

When a Cough
Won’t Quit
It’s not uncommon for a cough
to hang on for up to six weeks
after a respiratory infection,
due to lingering inflammation,
according to Nisha Rughwani,
MD, associate professor
of geriatrics and palliative
medicine at the Icahn School of
Medicine at Mount Sinai in New
York City. She recommends
the use of an over-the-counter
steroid nasal spray to help ease
the postnasal drip that can
cause coughing. A teaspoon or
two of honey several times a
day may also help, Rughwani
adds. Some doctors might
prescribe a codeine-containing
cough syrup to help keep a
cough from interrupting sleep,
but Rughwani doesn’t advise
this for older adults because it
can worsen memory problems.
If your cough persists for
longer than six weeks, or you’re
coughing up blood, wheezing, or
having chest pain, contact your
doctor. You may need to see a
pulmonologist, who can order
tests such as a chest CT scan,
Rughwani says. You might need
to use an inhaler for a while to
help reduce any inflammation
causing the cough, or even to
undergo short-term pulmonary
rehabilitation therapy.

LEARN

For info on preventing
COVID-19, see CR.org/
covidprotect.
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Food Sense

5 Healthy Seasonal Fruits
They aren’t just tasty but provide powerful health benefits, too

N

APPLES
Although the flesh isn’t colorful, apples
contain phytochemicals called f lavonoids, mostly in the peel. “There is a lot of
evidence linking flavonoids with reduced
inflammation, which is related to a lower
risk of diseases like cancer, heart disease,
and dementia,” says Paul Jacques, DSc,
a nutritional epidemiologist at the Jean
Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research
Center on Aging at Tufts University. In a
2020 study, published in the American
Journal of Clinical Nutrition, Jacques
and his colleagues looked at the diet of
2,800 people 50 and older for 20 years.
They found that those who ate the most
f lavonols (a type of f lavonoid) had a
50 percent reduction in dementia risk
compared with those who ate the least.
eating tips: “When you cook apples, you
bring out a different flavor and texture,”
says Celine Beitchman, MS, director of nutrition at the Institute of Culinary Education in New York City. She suggests slicing
and baking them with a little butter and
6

relish to serve with poultry by pulsing some
in a blender with orange slices and a little
honey. You can also sauté them with
apples or pears to use as a yogurt or
oatmeal topping. Fresh (or frozen)
is best: Store-bought cranberry
sauces and dried cranberries can
be high in added sugars.

GRAPEFRUIT

cinnamon, then using them to top cereal,
ice cream, or yogurt. Or pan-sear slices,
then roast them with chicken or pork.

CLEMENTINES
Each little fruit has 131 mg of bloodpressure-controlling potassium and 36 mg
of vitamin C. “Like other citrus, clementines contain a lot of water, making them
very hydrating,” says Nicole Hopsecger,
a registered dietitian at the Cleveland
Clinic’s Center for Human Nutrition.
eating tips: Clementines are delicious
on their own. But they can also be tasty
combined with roasted fennel as a side
dish or in a salad of bitter greens such as
arugula and kale. (Their sweetness balances the bitterness.) Dip slices in melted
chocolate for a healthy dessert.

CRANBERRIES
Like other berries, these are high in anthocyanins and flavonols, phytochemicals that reduce dementia risk.
eating tips: Cranberries are tart, but
you can use them as a flavorful contrast
to sweeter fruits. Make a raw cranberry
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Half a grapefruit provides more
than half of your daily need for
vitamin C. “It won’t ward off all
colds, but there’s evidence that
vitamin C helps keep the immune
system strong,” Rimm says. You’ll
also get about 2.5 grams of fiber, much
of it soluble, which can help lower cholesterol levels. Pink and red fruits have
the heart-healthy antioxidants beta carotene and lycopene. But certain drugs—including some for cholesterol, high blood
pressure, and anxiety—interact negatively
with grapefruit, so check with your doctor first.
eating tips: Try putting fresh grapefruit
segments in a salad with avocado (add
salmon or chicken if you like) or combine them with roasted beets for a side
dish. Broil individual grapefruit sections
to bring out the fruit’s sweetness.

POMEGRANATES
The juicy seeds in this fruit pack powerful levels of anthocyanins and tannins,
two types of antioxidants associated with
heart health. “But be careful about just
drinking pomegranate juice,” Hopsecger
says. “You lose most of the fiber [about
7 grams per cup] and some other benefits
you’d get from eating whole seeds.”
eating tips: Sprinkle these jewel-like
seeds into green, grain, and fruit salads
or toss them over roasted fall vegetables,
such as brussels sprouts. You can cut prep
time by using packaged fresh seeds found
in the produce section.

PHOTO: DEPOSITPHOTOS

utritionists often recommend eating meals that have a rainbow
of colors. That’s because the
compounds that give plants their
beautiful hues are phytochemicals that boost health by acting
as antioxidants, squelching free
radicals that can cause cell damage. And there’s really no tastier
way to make your diet more colorful than to eat several servings
of fruit each day. “I’ve yet to see
a study that says people eat too
much fruit,” says Eric Rimm, ScD,
a professor of medicine at the Harvard Medical School in Boston. In addition to antioxidants and fiber, “fruit
is an excellent source of potassium and
other nutrients that make it good for overall health.” And the ones in season now are
among the most nutritious.

Healthcare Savvy
arthritis pain at bay. Indoor swimming
or water aerobics can be especially helpful. Last, Booker recommends paying
attention to your mood. “Chronic pain
can cause mental health issues, but
mental health issues can also in turn contribute to chronic pain,” she says. Stay
connected to loved ones virtually and
engage in activities such as meditation,
prayer, music, and games—especially if
isolation related to COVID-19 is taking a
psychological toll.

DRY MOUTH

Ease Winter Health Woes
What to do about arthritis, dry mouth, and other
concerns that can worsen in the colder months

C

hilly weather can cause more than
just discomforts such as chills and
dry skin. From your mouth to your
feet, cold can exacerbate existing health
problems, making them more difficult to
manage. Here are a few common conditions that winter weather can worsen,
and what you can do about them.

PHOTO: GET T Y IMAGES

ASTHMA AND COPD
Research suggests that respiratory
problems, such as asthma and chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD),
can worsen when the temperature dips.
For example, in a 2017 study, researchers
found that former smokers with COPD
had poorer lung function and needed a
rescue inhaler more often in cold temperatures. “Cold and particularly dry
air can irritate the upper airways and
sinuses,” says Katie Drago, MD, assistant
professor of medicine in the division of
general internal medicine and geriatrics
at Oregon Health & Science University.
What to do: Avoid the cold if you can.
When you do need to be outside, Drago
suggests wrapping a scarf around
your neck and the bottom half of your
face. This can help keep the air you’re
C R .O RG/ H E A LTH

breathing more humid and warm. She
says that these days, a face mask can
accomplish that goal. Using a humidifier
inside, especially at night, can also help.

A common side effect of many medications is dry mouth, which can raise the
risk of inflammation and cavities. Cold,
dry air can make it worse.
What to do: Keeping air moist is important. In winter, when you’re heating your
home, that can be tricky, so a humidifier
can be a big help. And pay close attention
to staying hydrated, with water or other
nonalcoholic, noncaffeinated beverages.
Over-the-counter saliva substitutes are
available and may help, Drago says, but
another option is simply to suck on a sour
candy. These stimulate saliva production,
and they come in sugar-free varieties.

ARTHRITIS
Studies have not yet fully explained why
many people with osteoarthritis report
that cold can trigger joint pain. There are
a number of theories about this, according
to Staja Booker, PhD, assistant professor
in the college of nursing at the University
of Florida. It could be that people are less
active in cold weather, which can increase
pain. Or changes in air pressure could cause
expansions and contractions of muscles
and tissues inside the joints, which may put
pressure on nerves and bones.
What to do: Plan ahead, Booker says. If
there’s a cold front coming later in the
week, get any strenuous household tasks
out of the way beforehand. Plan to have
heat wraps or warm compresses on hand
for achy joints. You may want to avoid
devices such as heating pads and electric
blankets, Booker says, because they can
get very hot and cause burns.
Staying active and sticking with an
exercise routine is also key to keeping

DIABETIC NEUROPATHY
Nerve damage from diabetic neuropathy can make it more difficult to feel and
heal from wounds, especially on your
feet. That means cuts or scratches can
go unnoticed and untended. The cold,
Drago says, can exacerbate this further.
A scrape that doesn’t heal can progress
to an ulcer or even lead to amputation.
What to do: Every day, carefully check
your feet, and feel with your hands for
any wounds or abrasions. Enlist the
help of a loved one if you need to. If you
find a cut or scrape, tell your primary
care provider. If, after a few days, the
wound doesn’t appear to be healing or
gets larger, schedule an appointment and
have your doctor take a look.

LEARN

For more on staying warm and
safe in the winter, see
CR.org/staywarm.
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Self-Care Strategies

An Easy Plan for Beating the Blues Right Now

W

inter can bring the beauty of
freshly fallen snow and bright
crisp days. But the season can
also leave some people feeling a little
down, and the COVID-19 pandemic may
only exacerbate the situation.
“This year we’re worried about how to
handle continued social isolation when
the weather keeps us indoors and the
pandemic makes indoor gatherings unsafe,” says Vickie Mays, PhD, a professor
of psychology at UCLA.
If you’re starting to feel your mood
slipping, let that be your call to action.
“Making plans will help you stay connected and mentally healthy, so you can
head things off before they get bad,” says
Brian D. Carpenter, PhD, faculty lead for
educational initiatives at the Center for
Aging at Washington University in St.
Louis. These 12 daily strategies can help
you take control of your mood, so you
can stay sane—and safe.

8

MORNING
Eat for energy: When your energy crashes, your mood often takes a nosedive, too.
“To keep energy up, choose a meal that’s
digested slowly,” says Dana Hunnes, PhD,
senior clinical dietitian at the Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center. “That prevents
a spike in glucose [blood sugar], followed
by a quick drop.” Because glucose is the
main fuel for your muscles and brain, an
abrupt reduction can leave you feeling fatigued or irritable. Foods high in sugars or
refined carbs can cause glucose spikes,
while whole grains, healthy protein, and
fruit or vegetables release glucose steadily.
Think oatmeal with nut butter and apples,
or a scrambled egg with avocado on wholewheat toast.
Make a plan for the day: “An unstructured day is a recipe for feeling purposeless, and that can lead to depression,”
says Christine Whelan, PhD, a clinical
professor in the School of Human Ecology
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at the University of Wisconsin, Madison.
Make a to-do list. The tasks don’t have to be
big or complicated. “Acknowledge that the
things you accomplish are purposeful and
matter to you,” she says. Completing small
tasks—like finally sewing on that missing
coat button, paying bills, or finishing a
puzzle—can provide a sense of satisfaction.
Let in the light: “Getting some sunlight early in the day helps set your circadian rhythms, tells your body to wake
up, and even helps you sleep better at
night,” Whelan says. If you can, go for a
15-minute walk or bundle up and sit outside. Time inside near a sunny window
can help, too.
Experience nature: Research has shown
that being in nature—woods, gardens,
parks, even the backyard—lowers stress
levels and improves mood. If you can’t get
outdoors, just seeing greenery outside a
window—or even cultivating houseplants—
can help, according to some research.
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Try a few (or all) of these tips to help you stay mentally and physically strong this season

AFTERNOON

EVENING

Exercise with others: Going for a walk
with a friend is a good way to be social
while you’re getting some exercise. If the
weather makes it unpleasant or unsafe
to exercise outdoors, see whether your
local gym or recreation center offers live
online classes, where you work out with
an instructor and other people you can
see and interact with.
Snack smart: “You want something
that’s about 150 to 250 calories and has a
balance of healthy fats, fiber, and protein,”
Hunnes says. Fruits, vegetables, and foods
rich in healthy mono- and polyunsaturated fats have been linked to improved
mood. Eating lots of processed carbohydrates and sugars is associated with
depression. Good midafternoon munchies include a handful of nuts, a piece of
fruit, or a few slices of cheese with wholegrain crackers. Plain yogurt with sliced
fruit is an appropriate option, too, in
part because it contains “good” probiotic
bacteria that can support a healthy gut
microbiome. Mood-related brain chemicals called neurotransmitters are actually
produced in the gut.
Stay hydrated: Older adults don’t have
the same level of thirst that they did when
they were younger, so they often aren’t
drinking enough, according to Hunnes.
“You can end up with an afternoon energy slump if you’re a little dehydrated,”
she says. If you don’t feel like drinking
water, try a warming cup or two of herbal tea instead.
Give back: Many of the problems you
may be facing this winter—such as feeling
isolated—are fairly universal among other
older adults, especially during the pandemic. “The best way to make yourself
happiest is to help other people,” Whelan
says. Reaching out to others and finding
ways to contribute to your community
can go a long way toward improving
your outlook. Sew face masks and donate them, organize a food drive in your
neighborhood, or become a pen pal with
someone in a nursing home. Or contact a
local charity that does work that’s meaningful to you and see if it has any opportunities to do volunteer work from home.

Make connections: Try to get creative
with how you interact with family and
friends during Zoom calls or other virtual
visits. Read a bedtime story to your grandchildren, play a game or do a craft project
with a friend, or suggest that family members share memories and photos from a
trip they’ve taken. “Having an agenda—
rather than just coming together in an
unstructured way—helps breathe new life
into the virtual format,” Carpenter says.
Eat for sleep: Experts recommend limiting alcohol intake and not eating within
2 to 3 hours of going to bed, because both
can disrupt sleep. Caffeine can stay in your
system for hours, making you feel edgy
and possibly interfering with sleep. Skip it
in the evening (and ideally anytime after
noon). And because research shows that
a Mediterranean diet—which focuses on
fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, olive
oil, and fish—may have positive effects on
mental health, choose a dinner that fits this
healthy eating pattern.
Take a break from the news: The term
doomscrolling (coined in the early days
of the pandemic) refers to the practice of
reading endless bad news on your phone,
computer, or tablet. “Turning off your
devices—or TV—gives you a much needed
break from upsetting news stories,” Whelan
says. This is especially important before
bed. Bad news can cause anxiety, and the
blue light your electronics give off will
interfere with your body’s production of
melatonin, a hormone that promotes sleep.
Set the stage for a restful night: “Sleep
can be difficult for people as they get
older,” Mays says. “But don’t just accept
it as a part of aging that you can’t change
your sleep habits.” Try to go to bed and
get up at the same time every day. And
to help your brain and body relax at the
end of the day and prepare for sleep, try
adopting a calming ritual, such as a warm
bath, meditation, or tuning into an app
that reads you a soothing story.
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Need More
Help? Try
Teletherapy.
If you find yourself losing interest in doing things you love,
experiencing appetite or sleep
changes, or withdrawing
from others, you may want to
reach out to a mental-health
professional. The pandemic
has made in-person meetings
difficult, but in a survey by
the American Psychological
Association, 92 percent of
clinicians said they were seeing
patients online or doing phone
sessions. “Research shows
that online psychotherapy is just
as helpful as meeting in person,”
says Brian D. Carpenter, PhD,
of Washington University. “Most
insurance companies [and
Medicare] have been very responsive to the pandemic and
are reimbursing for telephone
and virtual visits.”
To find a therapist near you,
ask your primary care physician for a referral or search the
APA’s website (locator.apa.org)
for one. Teletherapy also makes
it easier to “try out” a few therapists to find the right fit.
Video and phone sessions
can feel more casual than
going to a therapist’s office.
But it’s important to approach
these meetings in the same
way. Find a private spot (without distractions, like pets or
laundry that needs folding)
that’s conducive to having a
focused conversation.

For more information on
food and mood, go to CR.org/
mooddiet.
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Medical Matters

4 Pesky Eye Problems, Solved
Get relief from dry eye, sties, swollen eyelids, and more

T

DRY EYE
Difficulty producing the necessary
amount or quality of tears to keep eyes
lubricated affects almost 20 percent of
older adults. “As we age, tear glands naturally stop making tears, and oil glands also
slow down, which can cause problems
with tear quality,” See says. Older adults
may also be more likely to have diseases,
such as type 2 diabetes, that dry eyes. A
blocked tear duct can dry eyes as well.
spot the signs. Eyes may be red and
feel dry, burning, and gritty, or as if
there’s a foreign object in them. You may
be light-sensitive or have blurred vision.
treat it right. You can first try overthe-counter (OTC) preservative-free
artificial tears, says ophthalmologist
Natasha Herz, MD, clinical spokesperson for the American Academy of Ophthalmology. Also, avoid excess heat,
which can dry eyes, and consider using
a humidifier in the bedroom in winter. If
symptoms don’t improve in about three
weeks, see your eye doctor. Prescription
eye drops, such as cyclosporine (Restasis), might help increase tear production.
10

PINK EYE
If a tear duct is blocked, your doctor
can perform a laser treatment or an
outpatient surgical procedure called
punctoplasty, says Angie Wen, MD, an
ophthalmologist at New York Eye and
Ear Infirmary of Mount Sinai.

BLEPHARITIS
The eyelid redness and swelling of blepharitis is more common in people older
than 50. Bacteria or allergic skin conditions may be behind this inflammation of
the eyelids, but another culprit could be
skin mites, which can live in eyelashes.
spot the signs. Symptoms include eye
redness and a gritty feeling; red, swollen,
itchy eyelids; and crust on your eyelashes
when you wake up, Herz says.
treat it right. Place an OTC heated eye
mask on your eyes for 5 minutes two to
four times a day, See says. (Test it on the
back of your hand before use, to ensure
that you don’t burn your eyelids.) Each
morning, gently clean eyelids and lashes
with a mix of warm water and a drop of
baby shampoo on a clean washcloth. If
you see no improvement after a week or
two, your eye doctor can prescribe an
antibiotic cream or ointment.
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Pink eye, or conjunctivitis, is usually viral.
But allergies, irritants such as chlorine and
smoke, or a bacterial infection can be to
blame, too. Pink eye may be a symptom of
COVID-19, so alert your doctor right away.
This is especially important if you also
have well-known COVID-19 symptoms like
fever, cough, and loss of taste and smell.
spot the signs. Red eyes that may be
itchy and painful.
treat it right. Usually, pink eye can
be treated at home with cold compresses
and OTC artificial tears to relieve pain and
itching, See says. Because it’s very contagious, don’t share towels, cosmetics, or
bedding, and wash your hands frequently
with soap and water to prevent spread. It
should resolve on its own within one to
two weeks. But if it persists beyond that, or
if you experience a thick, yellow-green discharge; light sensitivity; or vision trouble,
call your eye doctor as soon as possible,
See says. He or she can check for bacterial
conjunctivitis or a problem such as a corneal ulcer, an open sore on your cornea.

For the lowdown on eye exams,
go to CR.org/eyeexam.
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he eyes may be the windows to the soul, but those
windows can become dry,
swollen, red, and itchy with age.
“Most older adults realize they’re
at risk for serious eye diseases
such as cataracts, glaucoma, and
macular degeneration but often
don’t realize they’re also more
likely to develop other conditions, such as dry eye or eyelid
inf lammation, that can affect
their vision, as well as just plain
make them miserable,” says
Craig See, MD, a cornea specialist at the Cleveland Clinic Cole
Eye Institute.
Here’s how to recognize and
treat four common eye conditions.

STIES AND CHALAZIA
Both are marked by red lumps on the eyelids, but a sty occurs when a hair follicle
or small gland on the edge of the eyelid
gets infected and a chalazion is caused by
oil gland blockage. Older adults may be
more susceptible because they may
be more likely to experience conditions,
such as blepharitis, that can introduce
bacteria into the eye, Wen says.
spot the signs. Chalazia tend to occur
only on the upper eyelids; sties can show
up on lower eyelids, too. Sties are painful,
but chalazia usually are not.
treat it right. For both, apply dry heat
for 5 to 10 minutes, two to three times
a day, Wen says. Don’t squeeze or pop,
which can cause infection. See an eye doctor if lumps don’t subside after a couple
of weeks. A sty may require antibiotics,
and a chalazion may need to be drained.

CR’s Expert Advice

Keep Your Blood Pressure in Check
Using proper technique can help you get correct readings at home

B

lood pressure readings are highly
sensitive. Whether you’re measuring it yourself or having it done at
the doctor’s office, seemingly innocuous
activities such as talking and fidgeting
can significantly change your results. If

your doctor advises you to check your
blood pressure at home on a regular
basis, the following steps can help ensure
that your readings are correct. Some
may also be useful when you are at the
doctor’s office.

MAKE SURE THE
CUFF FITS YOU
If you use a blood pressure
monitor cuff that’s too
tight, the device will give
artificially high results. If
it’s too loose, the monitor
will underestimate your
true numbers. Measure
the circumference of your
upper arm (or wrist, in the
case of wrist cuffs). When
you are shopping for a
device, select a cuff that is
labeled for your size.

SIT IN THE
RIGHT POSITION
The rules for getting an
accurate blood pressure
reading are the same
at home as in a doctor’s
office. Take measurements
while sitting in a sturdy
chair with an upright back,
with your feet flat on the
ground. Sit at a table so
that you can rest your arm
on a flat surface. The cuff
of the device should
be level with your heart.

3

1

DON’T STOP
AT ONE
At home, take two or
three readings at a time,
a minute or two apart.
Record the results, unless
your device does it automatically. Take the device
or record of results to
your next appointment.

4

5

1

2

PREP FOR
2
TESTING
For an accurate home or
doctor’s office measurement, avoid exercising,
smoking, or drinking
caffeinated beverages
beforehand. Wear a shortsleeved shirt—the cuff
should be fastened around
bare skin. You shouldn’t roll
up your shirtsleeves, which
can constrict your arm.
Use the bathroom before
you start the test. Then
sit quietly for at least
5 minutes before taking
any readings. No talking
or texting during the rest
period or while you
perform the test.

3

ILLUSTR ATION: CHRIS PHILPOT

Pick an Accurate Home Monitor
Not all home blood pressure monitors, which take measurements
via a wrist cuff or an upper arm cuff, are equal. At Consumer
Reports, we test blood pressure monitors for accuracy, comfort,
and ease of use. We’ve found that upper arm cuffs tend to be more
accurate than wrist cuffs. Before you start using a new device, take
it to your next doctor’s appointment so that your provider can make
sure its results are the same as those from the office equipment
and that you know how to use it correctly. Members can see our full
ratings at CR.org/bpm. Here are two of our top-rated monitors.
C R .O RG/ H E A LTH

TEST AT THE SAME
TIME EVERY DAY
Blood pressure fluctuates
throughout the day. At
home, take your readings
at the same time every
day, in the morning before
you take any blood pressure drugs, and before you
go to bed.

5

4

CR’s Expert
Susan Booth
leads our testing
of home blood
pressure monitors.

Omron Silver
BP5250 (Amazon)
Blood Pressure
Monitor $50

85
0

OVERALL
SCORE

A&D Medical
UA767F Blood
Pressure Monitor
$45

81
0

OVERALL
SCORE
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On Your Mind
QUESTION OF THE MONTH

Do I need a mask if there’s a plexiglass
barrier between me and other people?
Absolutely. Plexiglass, polycarbonate, and acrylic barriers are
often in place at store checkouts and service counters, and
between tables at restaurants. But they won’t necessarily keep
viruses like COVID-19 from reaching you, says Pratim Biswas,
PhD, chairman of the department of energy, environmental
and chemical engineering at Washington University in St. Louis.
“Plexiglass shields are typically good for protection against a
direct emission from a cough or sneeze,” he says. But during
regular breathing, viral particles or carrier droplets are small
enough to follow the airflow and go around the shield.

I think stress is keeping me
awake at night. What can I do?
A few minutes of prayer, meditation,
or deep breathing before bedtime “can
reduce levels of stress and anxiety, and
improve sleep at night for people having
insomnia,” says Raman K. Malhotra, MD,
a sleep medicine specialist and presidentelect of the American Academy of Sleep
Medicine. It also helps to get morning
exposure to sunlight and to exercise during

Talk to Us
have questions? We’ll answer
those of general interest.
Write to CRH, 101 Truman Ave.,
Yonkers, NY 10703 or go to
CR.org/crh to contact us by email.

the day (but not at night). Try to stick
with regular sleep and wake-up times,
and avoid alcohol, caffeine, and screens
(TVs, computers, tablets, and smartphones) when it’s close to bedtime.

What will I get from that free
Medicare wellness visit?
These annual wellness visits offer a
chance to discuss long-term health
needs and goals with your doctor, says

The information in Consumer
Reports On Health should not
substitute for professional or medical advice. Readers should always
consult a physician or other professional for treatment and advice.

to purchase a back issue Send

Peter Hollmann, MD, a geriatrician and
an assistant clinical professor of family medicine at the Warren Alpert Medical School
of Brown University. Those who use this
no-cost Medicare benefit are more likely
to get needed vaccines and screenings
(including those for cancer), be assessed
for depression and fall risk, and have
better blood sugar control if they have type
2 diabetes, research shows. Plus, these visits can be done virtually.

Will exercise help or hurt if I
have knee arthritis?
The right exercises can reduce pain
and stiffness for those with knee osteoarthritis, which occurs when the cartilage
“cushion” between bones wears away.
Low-impact activities like walking on a
flat surface, using an exercise bike or
elliptical trainer, and swimming, along
with strength-training moves like leg
raises, help build muscle around the
knees and improve balance. That eases
stress on the knee joint, says Beau
Kildow, MD, an orthopedic surgeon and
assistant professor at the University of
Nebraska Medical Center. But avoid highimpact activities like jogging, jumping,
and twisting.

$3 to CRH, 101 Truman Ave.,
Yonkers, NY 10703.
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