
Have you ever wondered why some 
people, like George Burns, can smoke 
their entire lives and never develop 
lung cancer, while a nonsmoker, like 
Dana Reeve, develops lung cancer?  
The key is in their genes, those small 
bits of genetic material that tell the 
body how to develop and function.

While we all have the same number 
of genes, the actual instructions vary 
slightly from one person to the next. 
These variations determine how 
susceptible we are to common condi-
tions like diabetes or heart disease. 
Variations can increase the chance of 
developing cancer or life-threatening 
blood clots, but they also can be 
protective. For example, some people 
are resistant to malaria, HIV/AIDS 
and tuberculosis. 

In a few instances, a single variation 
in a gene can significantly increase  
a person’s risk for a disease. For 
example, women who have a varia-
tion in one specific gene have a  
56 percent to 85 percent chance of 
developing breast cancer in their 
lifetimes. Variations like these, 
however, are present in only 5 percent 
to 10 percent of people with breast 
cancer. In most cases, diseases like 
breast cancer or colon cancer occur 
sporadically or they are caused by the 
combination of a number of genes and 
the environment. Even in cases where 
people inherit a specific gene varia-
tion, they may never develop the 
disease. 

Even though scientists can test for 
a few of these variations, genetic 
testing is appropriate for only a small 
group of people. For now, collecting 
your family health history is the best 
way to find out about diseases you are 

likely to develop. Be sure to find out 
which relatives had a disease and the 
age when they were first diagnosed. If 
you share this information with your 
doctor, you may learn if there are steps 
you can take to reduce your risk for 
disease or you may detect a problem 
earlier, when more treatment options 
are available.

To learn more about how 
knowing your family medical 
history can reduce your risk 
for disease, go to the Guilford 
Genomic Medicine Initiative’s Web 
site at www.genomic-medicine.org. 
Under the Community Members 
section, there is information 
about the importance of family 
medical history and its use when 
determining your  
risk for certain diseases.
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Taking three or four short, brisk 
walks throughout the day can 
lower blood pressure for people with 
prehypertension (systolic pressure 
ranging from 120 to 139 mm Hg or 
diastolic pressure ranging from 80 
to 89 mm Hg) the same amount as 
taking one 40-minute walk. 

The study, published in the Journal 
of Hypertension, found people who 
walked on a treadmill continuously for 
40 minutes, and those who walked 
four times for 10 minutes over the 
course of 3.5 hours, all experienced 
a drop of systolic blood pressure of 
5.4 to 5.6 mm Hg and diastolic blood 
pressure of 3.2 mm Hg. A reduction 
of 5 mm Hg in systolic blood pressure 
has been reported to substantially 
reduce mortality and reduce the  
incidence of stroke and coronary  
heart disease.

Exposure to loud noises is one  
of the most common causes of 
hearing loss. But how loud is too 
loud? Prolonged exposure to noise 
above 85 decibels can hurt your 
hearing. The noise from power lawn 
mowers, tractors and hand drills is 
in the 90- to 98-decibel range, and 
portable music players, such as iPods 
and MP3 players, can produce sounds 
as loud as 130 decibels.

To protect your hearing, the Mayo 
Clinic suggests:

Wear hearing protection around 
loud sounds, even when doing 
everyday tasks such as mowing  
the lawn.
Turn down the volume  
on headphones.  
If the person  
next to you can 
hear what you’re 
listening to,  
the music is  
too loud.
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