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Entertaining has changed quite a bit in 2020.
Government-issued restrictions dictated how
many people you could invite into your home or
even your backyard. Large family gatherings,
such as weddings or birthday parties, were put
on hold. Many people are still cautious about
crowds and maintaining their distance, even
from close friends and family and even as safety
protocols have been loosened.

Those who are eagerly awaiting hosting dinner
parties or backyard gatherings can take various
steps to ensure the health and safety of their
guests. These guidelines can help make
entertaining that much safer.

Keep the guest list small
While you may want to invite as many people

as possible, keeping the guest list small can help
you keep better track of contact tracing should
anyone develop symptoms or feel ill. It also
limits the number of people with whom you
come in contact. If you plan on entertaining
routinely, stick to the same guest list over and
over rather than inviting new people.

Maintain social distancing
The Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention continues to urge people to remain
at least six feet apart from one another. Spread
happens when an infected person coughs,
sneezes or talks and droplets from their mouth
or nose are launched into the air and land in the
mouths or noses of people nearby. The droplets
also can be inhaled into the lungs. The CDC
and other health organizations maintain that
keeping at least a six feet from others reduces
the likelihood that respiratory droplets will land
on another person. More distance is always
better. Leave room between seats around the
dining table, and discourage crowding around
entertaining areas.

Wear masks
Masks can be worn when maintaining

distance is not possible. Although masks may
not always be comfortable or fashionable, there
are ways to incorporate them into the theme of
your gathering. Ask everyone to wear a specific
color or style of mask. Purchase extra masks for
guests if you suspect someone may not own one.

Offer individual portions
Self-service buffets and drink bars may be

risky. Instead, you can don proper safety gear
and serve food to your guests to minimize the
amount of people touching food or beverages.

Have individual drinks
Canned soft drinks, beers or small bottles of

wine may also help limit the spread of the virus
by providing individually portioned beverages
rather than having people pour or ladle drinks
out of communal offerings.

Provide hand-cleaning options
Encourage guests to wash their hands

frequently and make sure there’s plenty of soap

in the bathroom. Individual paper towels, while
not as eco-friendly as reusable cloth towels, also
can improve bathroom hygiene. Keep containers
of hand sanitizer in high-traffic spots around the
entertaining area as well.

Check for symptoms
No one wants to play bouncer at their own

dinner party, but checking to make sure guests
are well or experiencing symptoms can minimize
risk. The CDC urges anyone who is feeling
unwell to avoid gatherings.

Hosting a gathering in the era of COVID-19
can be challenging. However, it’s possible to do
so safely if hosts and their guests adhere to
safety precautions set forth by local governments
and the CDC.

Safe entertaining options
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How to give back to health care workers
Millions of people across the globe donate to

charities or volunteer as a means of bolstering
their communities and helping the less
fortunate. Such help is valuable no matter when
it’s offered, but giving back in 2020 has proven
to be an especially necessary endeavor.

As a global pandemic took hold during the
winter of 2019-20, millions of people found
themselves battling a potentially deadly virus,
while millions more found themselves out of
work as the economy came crashing to a halt.
Health care workers have been on the front lines
in the fight against the COVID-19 virus for
months on end. Stressful working environments
and concerns about bringing the virus home and
potentially infecting their families have made the
challenges of fighting the pandemic even
tougher for health care workers. Supporting such
workers in these uncertain times can be a great
way for people to show just how much they
appreciate the extraordinary efforts of doctors,
nurses, EMTs, and others who continue to
confront COVID-19 every day.

• Keep it simple. Efforts to give back to health
care workers need not be extraordinary. Simple
gestures like preparing a weeknight meal for
health care workers and their families, offering
to babysit on a weekend afternoon or tackle a
few chores around the house can help exhausted
health care workers catch their breath.

• Donate more than just your time and effort.
An actively engaged general public can reassure
health care workers that they’re not alone in the
fight against COVID-19 and other potentially
deadly viruses and diseases. While blood is not
used to treat COVID-19, various health
organizations, including the U.S. Surgeon
General’s Office, have expressed concerns that
hospitals will not have enough blood on hand to
treat accident victims and sick people who need
blood to survive. Social distancing measures may
be keeping potential blood donors away, but the
American Red Cross is urging people to
continue donating blood so health care workers
can meet the needs of patient care.

• Support efforts to procure more funding for
hospitals. Since the outbreak of COVID-19,
both the American Hospital Association and the
American Nurses Association have expressed
hospitals’ need for more financial support as
they continue to battle the virus. By supporting
such efforts and encouraging others to do the
same, people looking to give back can send a
message to health care workers that they’re
supported and that their voices are being heard.

Health care workers continue to confront the
COVID-19 virus every day. Giving back to these
valued members of the community is a great
way to show just how much their efforts are
appreciated.
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Help isolated loved ones
this holiday season

A phenomenon called “cabin fever” tends to
set in around late autumn or in midwinter. Long
hours of darkness coupled with cold, inclement
weather often is a recipe for increased time
spent indoors. For people who live alone, the
effects of cabin fever might be more
pronounced.

In addition to seasonal cabin fever, this year
another factor comes into play: social distancing
and voluntary quarantine as a result of the novel
coronavirus COVID-19. Even those who may
venture outside to socialize, particularly around
the holiday season, may be hesitant or unable to
do so to help prevent the spread of the virus. In
these instances, friends and loved ones can
mitigate feelings of isolation in various ways.

• Schedule video chats. Video conferencing
apps have become the communication vehicles
of choice during the era of social distancing.
Different applications and services continue to
evolve and help people stay in touch. Plan
regular chats, either once or twice per week with
isolated or vulnerable people. Try to organize a
large group chat on the holiday itself so no one
has to spend Christmas or Chanukah alone.

• Drop off supplies. Even though supermarket
shop-from-home and other delivery services have
normalized somewhat since the start of the
pandemic, treat individuals who may be isolated
to some personalized attention. Put together

care packages of supplies or holiday treats and
deliver them in person so you can see the smiles
that result from being able to visit with someone
familiar.

• Send uplifting messages. Children or even
adults can make personalized cards and mail
them to loved ones at home or those who may
be in long-term care facilities. Send new mailings
every week or two so that residents always have
something to look forward to in the mail.

• Start a virtual club. A book club or another
shared interest can be the catalyst for more
frequent communication. A club puts everyone
on the same page and enables them to come
together, via phone or video chat, for a
discussion.

• Ask for help learning a new skill. Along the
same vein as a virtual club, lessons on everything
from woodworking to crochet to making favorite
holiday recipes can be conducted online. Give
an isolated individual daily purpose and
distraction by engaging him or her with online
lessons.

Isolation and feelings of loneliness can affect
anyone who normally suffers from cabin fever.
However, this year it may be more pronounced,
as it could be coupled with social distancing
precautions that have already been in effect for
some time.
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According to Breastcancer.org, women who
started menstruating prior to age 12 have a
higher risk of developing breast cancer later in
life. But that’s not the only link between
menstruation and breast cancer risk, as women
who go through menopause when they’re older
than 55 years of age also have a higher risk of
developing breast cancer later in life.

Breastcancer.org notes that, over the last two
decades, girls have begun puberty at younger
ages than girls in previous generations.
Researchers have linked that phenomenon to the
obesity epidemic and broad exposure to
hormone disruptors. A rise in hormones triggers
the onset of puberty. The breast tissue of girls
who begin menstruating at a younger age tends
to be immature and sensitive to hormonal

influences, which is associated with a higher risk
of breast cancer later in life.

Women may not be able to control when they
start and stop menstruating, but they can control
certain factors that can make them less likely to
menstruate early. Breastcancer.org notes that
maintaining a healthy weight, exercising
regularly and eating nutritious foods are some
lifestyle choices that girls and women can make
to keep their risk for breast cancer as low as
possible.

Various factors can increase a woman’s risk of
developing breast cancer. Understanding the link
between those factors and cancer risk can help
women make healthy decisions that benefit both
their short- and long-term health.

Certain breast cancer risk factors, including when women begin menstruating and enter menopause,
affect women of all ages.

Menstrual history and breast cancer risk
Various factors can affect a woman’s risk for

breast cancer. Some of these factors, including
whether or not a woman is physically active, are
within her control. But others are not, and
those include when she started to menstruate.
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5 WAYS
to protect hearing every day
The saying “you don’t know what you’ve got

‘til it’s gone” is never more true than in regard to
hearing. It’s easy to take hearing for granted, but
even momentary hearing loss can highlight how
vital it is to protect hearing.

People rely on headphones or ear buds to
listen to music, stream movies or participate in
work-related meetings more than ever before.
Having the volume too loud can contribute to
hearing loss over time.

The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention says five in 10 young people listen to
their music or other audio too loudly. Overall, 48
million people in the United States have trouble
hearing in one or both of their ears. Johns
Hopkins Medical Center reports approximately
15 percent of adults 18 years of age or older
report some trouble hearing, and the risk of
hearing problems increases with age.

Once it’s gone, hearing cannot be restored in
many cases. To protect hearing and guard
against future hearing loss, consider these
recommendations.

1. Ask for a baseline hearing test. It’s easier to
measure hearing loss if there is a baseline by

which it can be measured. During your annual
physical, ask for a hearing test or a referal to an
audiologist. This can set the course for
monitoring progression of any future hearing
loss.

2. Wear hearing protection. There are various
types of hearing protection that can filter out
certain levels of sound. Many earplugs, like the
ones musicians wear or those worn when
attending rock concerts, can reduce the sound
by approximately 25 dB. Custom fit ear plugs
provide more noise reduction, in upwards of 35
to 40 dB. They are optimal for high-noise
environments, such as when mowing lawns or
operating machinery, according to the hearing
loss resource Hearts for Hearing.

3. Turn down the volume. Experts recommend
adhering to the 60/60 rule when enjoying audio
through headphones. This suggestion is to listen
with the headphones at no more than 60
percent volume for no more than 60 minutes a
day. Earbuds fit directly next to the eardrum and
can be harmful to your hearing. If possible,
choose over-the-ear headphones instead.

4. Have custom molds made. Rather than

turning up the volume, people can have custom
ear molds made for use with earphones, suggests
Johns Hopkins. The custom ear molds will block
outside noise, allowing for higher quality
listening.

5. Keep your ears dry. Moisture in the ear can
cause bacteria to grow and potentially lead to
infections. Towel-dry ears gently after showering

or swimming. Avoid the temptation to use
cotton swabs to dry the ears. For the most part,
ears are self-cleaning, and using a cotton swab
can push wax and cause it to become compacted
in the ear canal.

In addition to these tips, discussing hearing
health with a doctor is a wise idea.
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Millions of people across the globe get flu shots each year. Flu shots protect people against
influenza, but they might provide even greater benefits in 2020.

As the world continues to confront the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus, it’s imperative that
people everywhere take every step necessary to protect themselves and others. The Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention notes that a flu vaccine will not protect people against
COVID-19. However, flu vaccines have been shown to reduce the risk of illness related to the
flu. Those illnesses weaken people’s immune systems, making them more vulnerable to other
viruses, including COVID-19.

Flu vaccines have also been shown to reduce the risk of hospitalization. That’s a significant
benefit of being vaccinated, as people who get their flu shots can indirectly help hospitals
conserve potentially scarce resources. As the COVID-19 virus rapidly spread late in the winter
of 2019-20, many hospitals across the country and even the globe were stretched incredibly
thin. So anything ordinary citizens can do to alleviate such burdens can help save lives while also
making hospital workers’ jobs easier and less stressful.

Many people may be concerned about going out and getting a flu shot in 2020. That’s
especially likely for people who live in communities where the COVID-19 virus is spreading.
However, the CDC notes that getting a flu shot in 2020 is an essential part of protecting your
health and the health of your family. Many doctor’s offices are now insisting patients wait in
their cars until doctors are ready to see them, and masks may be required when entering the
doctor’s office. Such measures can reduce the risk of getting the COVID-19 virus when visiting
a doctor’s office for a flu shot or another visit, so patients should not be hesitant to receive their
vaccinations in 2020. Patients can follow such protocols even if their doctors are not insisting
they do so. The same safety measures can be followed by people who intend to get their flu
shots from neighborhood pharmacies.

Flu shots are vital to individual and public health every year, but the importance of being
vaccinated against influenza in 2020 is heightened as the world continues to confront the
outbreak of the COVID-19 virus.

Why the

FLU SHOT
is so important in 2020



Tips for dementia caregivers during pandemic
Caregivers play vital roles in the lives

of the people they look after. That’s
especially true for people caring for
dementia patients, many of whom
require round-the-clock help every day.

A caregiver’s role is never easy, but the
demands have been even greater during the
global COVID-19 pandemic. Despite social
distancing guidelines and recommendations to
reduce interactions with those vulnerable to
COVID-19, including the elderly, dementia
caregivers must continue to help patients in
need.

The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention notes that older adults are at the
highest risk of severe illness from COVID-19.
That puts dementia caregivers in difficult
positions, as data from the World Health Organ-
ization indicates that age is the strongest known
risk factor for dementia. The Alzheimer’s Associ-
ation urges dementia caregivers to follow
guidelines established by the CDC as they
continue to provide care for dementia patients.

• Wear face masks or cloth coverings. Face
masks or cloth coverings should be worn when
tending to dementia patients. This includes
when preparing meals for dementia patients or
cleaning their homes. The CDC urges caregivers

to wear personal protective equipment when
providing personal or medical services to people
with dementia, including when helping them
bathe.

• Arrange for a substitute caregiver if you are
ill or exhibiting any symptoms of COVID-19.

Caregivers should have a backup caregiver lined
up in case they feel ill or if they are exhibiting
any symptoms of COVID-19 or if they have
been exposed to anyone with the virus. The
CDC notes that symptoms of COVID-19
include fever or chills, cough, shortness of breath

or difficulty breathing, and muscle or body
aches. A full list of COVID-19 symptoms can be
found at www.cdc.gov.

• Wash your hands frequently. Frequent
handwashing can help dementia caregivers keep
their patients safe. Wash your hands with soap
and water for at least 20 seconds upon arriving
at your patient’s home, and continue to wash
your hands frequently throughout the day. If
visitors arrive, insist they follow the same
handwashing routine. If you cough or sneeze
during the day, wash your hands immediately,
and always wash hands before preparing meals.

• Look for virtual programs that encourage
social engagement. Virtual gatherings have
become the new normal as people try to
maintain connections with family and friends
while respecting social distancing guidelines. The
Alzheimer’s Association urges dementia
caregivers to consider programs that offer virtual
activities that encourage dementia patients to
engage socially. Such engagement can lift
patients’ spirits and remaining socially active
supports brain health.

Caring for dementia patients during the
COVID-19 outbreak requires embracing various
strategies to reduce patients’ risk of exposure to
the potentially deadly virus.
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Lung cancer is a formidable and often deadly
disease. According to the World Health
Organization, lung cancer is the most common
cause of cancer deaths across the globe, annually
claiming the lives of more than 1.75 million
people.

Certain lifestyle choices can greatly reduce a
person’s risk for lung cancer. For example, the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
notes that cigarette smoking is the number one
risk factor for lung cancer, linked to about 80 to
90 percent of lung cancer deaths in the United
States. People who choose not to smoke
cigarettes or smokers who decide to quit can
greatly reduce their risk for lung cancer.

Lung cancer screening is another choice
people can make to reduce their risk of dying
from lung cancer. Understanding screening,
including what it involves, who should be
screened and what its risks are, can help anyone
concerned about lung cancer make the most
informed decision possible.

What is lung cancer screening?
The Foundation for Lung Cancer notes that

lung cancer screening involves testing with a
low-dose computed tomography, which is

sometimes referred to as low-dose CT or LDCT.
This test is the only lung cancer screening test
recommended by the CDC.

During the test, patients lie on a table and an
X-ray machine uses a low dose of radiation to
make detailed images of the lungs. The
screening takes just a few minutes and is not
invasive or painful.

Who should be screened?
According to the U.S. Preventive Services Task

Force, people who meet certain criteria should
be screened with LDCT every year. Those
criteria include:

• People between the ages of 55 and 80
• People who are current smokers or have quit

within the past 15 years
• People who have a history of heavy smoking
The Foundation for Lung Cancer notes that

the formula for calculating a 30-pack year
history can help people determine if they have
histories of heavy smoking. That formula takes
the number of packs smoked per day multiplied
by the number of years smoking. So someone
who has smoked one pack a day for 30 years has
a 30-pack year history, while someone who has
smoked two packs a day for 15 years has a 30-

pack year history as well. Each person would be
considered a heavy smoker.

Are there risks associated with
lung cancer screening?

The CDC notes that there are at least three
risks associated with lung cancer screening:

• False-positive result: Lung cancer screenings
sometimes indicate a person has lung cancer
even when there is no cancer present. This false-
positive result can trigger follow-up tests and
surgeries that are unnecessary and potentially

risky.
• Overdiagnosis: Lung cancer screening tests

sometimes find cases of cancer that may never
have caused problems for the patient. Known as
overdiagnosis, this situation can lead to
treatment that is unnecessary.

• Cancer risk: The radiation from repeated
lung cancer screenings can cause cancer in
otherwise healthy people.

Lung cancer screenings can detect lung cancer
at its most treatable stage. Individuals, especially
those with a history of smoking, should discuss
such screenings with their physicians.
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Stress can affect people’s lives at
any moment. Some say that a
certain measure of stress can be a
good thing that pushes individuals
to try their best to overcome
obstacles. However, chronic stress
is potentially dangerous for the
mind and body.

2020 has been a stressful year for many
people. A global pandemic that emerged in late
2019 and continued into the new year brought
with it many changes — some of which are
unprecedented. Concerns about the COVID-19
virus, unemployment, reduced wages, and uncer-
tainty about the future has left many people
feeling adrift.

According to the American Psychological
Association’s Stress in America survey, the
average reported stress level for adults in the
United States related to the coronavirus
pandemic is 5.9. When asked to rate their stress
level in general, the average reported stress for
American adults is 5.4. This is higher than the
average stress level reported in 2019, which was
4.9, and marks the first significant increase in
average reported stress since the survey began in
2007.

Pandemic stress mixed with existing stress
may require additional coping techniques.

• Turn negative thinking into positive thinking.
The occasional pep talk can help people manage
their stress. Rather than saying “Everything is
going wrong,” tell yourself “I can handle this, I
have done it before.” Find the silver lining in

situations and they may not feel so stressful.
• Take things one step at a time. Getting

ahead of yourself by looking too far into the
future can compound stress. Focus on the here
and now. Make to-do lists and take situations as
they come day by day or hour by hour.
Situations are often fluid, so worrying about
something that is weeks away is often fruitless.

• Exercise regularly. Find opportunities to
exercise. The Mayo Clinic says exercise in
almost any form can act as a stress reliever.
Physical activity can release your feel-good
endorphins and distract you from daily worries.
Exercise also can mimic the effects of stress,
helping to condition the body to its effects and
buffer the cardiovascular, digestive and immune
systems from negative effects.

• Seek out social support. Chances are
someone you know also is experiencing
increased stress loads. Find the time for
conversation, video chats or safe, socially
distanced meet-ups with friends. Each person
can share their unique frustrations and
collectively you can work through the stress.

• Don’t drown in perfectionism. Trying to be
mistake-free can trigger anxiety and stress. Being
perfect is impossible and everyone makes
mistakes. According to Psych Central, mistake-
making can lead to growth and experience, while
perfectionism may staunch growth because a
person is too afraid to take chances. Not every
decision you make will be ideal, but each is a
learning experience.

Stress is something most people come up
against in their daily lives, perhaps more so than
ever this year. But stress can be wrangled and
minimized.

14 HIGH PLAINS HEALTH FALL/2020

Coping with stress during uncertain times



15HIGH PLAINS HEALTHFALL/2020

How the body heals after quitting smoking
Few habits are as harmful to the human body

as smoking tobacco products, especially
cigarettes.

The American Heart Association says smoking
is the most preventable cause of death in the
United States. Smoking is linked to heart disease
and stroke and can increase the risk for cancers
of the bladder, throat, cervix, pancreas, and
mouth. Smoking is linked to roughly 90 percent
of lung cancer cases in the United States as well.
Lung Cancer Canada indicates the majority of
lung cancer cases in Canada — about 85
percent — are directly related to smoking
tobacco.

Even though smoking can ravage the body
and cause significant damage to the lungs, which
worsens the longer one smokes, people who quit
may be able to restore a good portion of their
lung health. The Lung Health Institute says
there are a number of ways the lungs can heal
once a person stops smoking. While it may not
be possible to undo the structural damage to the
lungs, lung function can be significantly restored
when people quit smoking. Here’s a look at
some ways the lungs and other parts of the body
may recover.

• Risk of heart attack decreases: The wellness
resource Verywell says that after day one of

quitting smokers’ risk of heart attack begins to
decrease.

• Rate of COPD decline improves: Research
published in the journal Respiratory Medicine
found that people with mild to moderate COPD
can expect to experience normalization of lung
function decline within a year of quitting. This

means that the rate of decline considered
normal with age is the same as someone who
had never smoked before.

• Reduced lung cancer risk: The risk of getting
lung cancer reduces by 50 percent after 10 years
of being smoke-free, according to the Centers
for Disease Control & Prevention.

• Carbon monoxide levels go down: Orlando
Health says carbon monoxide gradually leaves
the bloodstream after people quit smoking,
which helps reduce the severity of symptoms like
shortness of breath. Similarly, chemicals in
cigarette smoke can inflame the lining of the
airways.

• Reactivation of cilia: Cilia are the small hair-
like structures that move mucus and bacteria to
the back of the throat. They fail to work properly
when a person smokes, but can resume function
after quitting.

• Improved circulation: When lung function
improves, oxygen can more effectively reach cells
through the body and circulation improves.
Within 24 hours of quitting, constriction of
blood vessels also will occur, resulting in lower
blood pressure and improved pulse rate. Body
temperature will start to normalize within 24
hours as well.

• Improved taste and smell: Within 48 hours
of quitting, taste and smell receptors start to
heal, and damaged nerve cells also will begin to
self-repair.

Quitting smoking is the best thing smokers
can do for their bodies. Once a person quits
smoking, his or her body begins healing in
myriad ways.



16 HIGH PLAINS HEALTH FALL/2020


