Medical Column – April 2014
Say Doc, What Can You Tell Me About…

Like most physicians, I welcome questions from my patients. Sometimes I know the answers, sometimes I have to take a look at some current medical resources, and sometimes – Heaven forbid – I have to check out the internet. Recently, I had to do all three.


Doc, what can you tell me about electronic cigarettes? 

(This one sent me to a medical resource.)

I’m sure you’ve seen people puffing away on these devices—maybe even becoming concerned they were smoking in a public place. The thought here is that the mechanics of using these—parroting the use of actual cigarettes—and the delivery of nicotine will help curb the desire for smoking. The two important questions are “do they work?” and “are they safe?”


Regarding the first question, it seems that these e-cigarettes are only a little better than using a nicotine patch. That information comes from a study published in the British medical journal Lancet. The authors looked at this subject, hoping to find some positive news, especially since more than 25% of people in the United Kingdom who try to stop smoking use these devices. That’s a lot of people, and a lot of money being spent. The “quit rate” was only a little more than 7% - not much, considering that multiple studies have shown a 20% quit rate with the use of different and combined strategies—counseling, nicotine patches and gum—prescription medications. That’s not very encouraging, and makes it difficult to recommend this intervention. However, if one person stops smoking with its use, that’s a victory.

Regarding the safety of puffing on these, we just don’t know yet. The jury is still out. The potential problem is that smokers may rely on these for prolonged periods of time, causing damage that might not show up for years. I’m afraid we’ll just have to wait and see.


You always tell me to stop smoking, but I read that cigarettes help prevent Parkinson’s disease.


(I’ll admit it—this one sent me to the internet.)


It turns out that tobacco smoking has indeed been noted to decrease the risk of developing Parkinson’s disease. Imagine that. But more recent evidence indicates that it’s the nicotine in cigarettes that accounts for this unexpected benefit, not any of the multitude of cancer-causing chemicals that smokers suck into their lungs. So if it’s the nicotine, where else can we find it? According to researchers, the nicotine contained in several common vegetables also helps reduce the risk of developing this illness, and does so in a positive “dose-response” way. This means that the greater the intake of these vegetables, the greater the reduction in risk. That’s encouraging.

So what vegetables are we talking about here? I said they were common: tomatoes, chili peppers, bell peppers, and eggplant, with peppers providing the most benefit. Interesting, since we already know these vegetables are good sources of important and protective nutrients. Now we know they contain nicotine. 

What will also prove to be interesting are the results of current medical trials evaluating the use of nicotine patches to alter the course of early Parkinson’s, or maybe help prevent it. That would be great news for the many people who suffer with this disease.


And lastly, What’s the big deal about eating nuts?


(I knew the answer to this one off the top of my head.)


I’m sure you’ve heard and read about the benefits of eating nuts—especially walnuts and almonds. But what are those benefits and what kind of nuts are we talking about?


The New England Journal of Medicine recently published the results of a large study that looked at these questions. We’ve known that there is a relationship between the consumption of nuts and the development of heart disease and diabetes—the more you eat, the less your chances of having these diseases. But how much is enough?

This study tells us that with men and women, one serving of nuts once a week will reduce your over-all mortality (the risk of dying from any cause) by 7%. Daily consumption confers a potential reduction of 20%. That’s significant. But what if I don’t like walnuts and almonds?

Don’t worry, there’s more good news. In addition to these nuts, cashews and the lowly peanut also provide this benefit. Something here for everyone, and something easy to add to our diets.

So keep those questions coming. Peppers and peanuts—who’d a thunk it?
