[image: image1.jpg]













No.975

Relax and stay well

We’ve always had a general feeling that we’re much more likely to get sick when we are under some emotional or physical stress.

Now it’s official. Researchers working at the Garvan Institute in Sydney have produced evidence proving that stress and sickness are definitely related; and, therefore, discovered just how it happens.

Apparently, a hormone known as neuropeptide Y – NPY for short – which is released within the body during times of stress, can prevent our immune system from functioning properly.

One of the researchers at the Institute, Professor Fabienne Mackay, said that results of the studies could lead to better understanding of possible stress related conditions such as colds and flu, depression and even cancer. “Until now there has been mostly circumstantial evidence of a link between the brain and the immune system, but now we have that connection,” she said.

Professor MacKay explained that during periods of stress, nerves released NPY into the bloodstream where it inhibits those cells in the immune system that destroy bacteria and viruses. She went on to say that the discovery would be vital in helping to develop a new generation of medications which could stimulate immune defences in people who have high levels of stress.

On the other side of our continent, researchers in Western Australia are aiming to create a genetic test that could be used to reduce the risk of the deadliest form of skin cancer – melanoma.

The WA Institute for Medical Research plans to study about 1,000 teenagers, looking for possible genetic causes of moles and how these usually harmless skin spots can turn into dangerous cancers.

Melanoma is one of the cancers where early diagnosis makes a really big difference to cure rates.

There are a number of “cancer protection” genes that everyone has in their cells. In some people an inherited alteration (mutation) in one of these genes makes the gene faulty and can contribute to the development of melanoma.

Faulty genes are not only inherited; they can also become faulty as they are constantly copied throughout our life. So simply getting older is one cause of the build-up of mutations which turn moles into melanomas.

But just inheriting a “dodgy” gene, or having the gene age ungracefully does not mean you’re a certain candidate for cancer. But it does mean you’re at greater risk.

Other risk factors include the number of moles you have, the number of family members affected by melanoma, your own skin type, the colour of your eyes and hair and the amount of sun exposure you have experienced.

So learning to relax and to manage stress can help to keep you healthy, but don’t lie back and relax in the sun!

Stick with the slip, slop, slap theme. Wear sun protective clothing and apply a suitable sunscreen. There are products formulated for sensitive skins, for toddlers, for sports lovers and for general family care.

You can get more advice from pharmacists providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s Self Care health information. There are specific cards on Relaxation Techniques and Sense in the Sun. Phone 1300 369 772 for the location of your nearest Self Care Pharmacy.
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