The Challenge of Preventing Secondary Health Conditions
“I don’t know what tomorrow will bring. You think you’re doing well and then all of sudden something else in your body goes wrong.” These are the words of Middletown resident Lea Castelli, who was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis (MS) in 1990. MS is a chronic disease that attacks the central nervous system, with symptoms ranging from mild, such as numbness in the limbs, to severe, including paralysis or loss of vision. 

In addition to MS symptoms, Lea experiences the troubling effects of secondary health conditions. These are physical, emotional, or psychosocial problems that occur as a direct or indirect result of a primary disability or health condition. Many surveys and studies show that people with disabilities are at an increased risk of developing secondary health conditions. According to the 2005 Surgeon General’s Call to Action to Improve the Health and Wellness of Persons with Disabilities,1 more people with disabilities experience obesity than those without disabilities. This report noted that secondary health conditions such as obesity and hypertension can lead to life-threatening events, including heart attacks and strokes.

To learn more about health and disability, the Healthy Delawareans with Disabilities 2010 (HDWD) project created two health surveys for people with all types of disabilities: the 2005 adult study was published in 20072 and the 2006 children’s study was published in 2008.3 The majority of respondents to the HDWD adult survey reported their overall health to be fair or poor. Furthermore, almost half could not participate in their usual activities because of poor health and disabilities. In another survey that compared responses of individuals with disabilities and Delaware’s general population,4 individuals with disabilities were more likely to report secondary health conditions. They had higher rates of arthritis, diabetes, high blood pressure, and high cholesterol.

Prompt Intervention May Alleviate Secondary Conditions
For some people with disabilities, it is a challenge to prevent secondary health conditions. Sitting in one position for prolonged periods of time can contribute to bones fusing together, obesity, skin breakdown, joint stiffness, cardiac problems, and muscle atrophy. Lea Castelli’s use of a wheelchair throughout the day, due to MS, has led to the development of painful pressure sores on her buttocks and foot. Because she can exercise only her upper body, Lea has gained considerable weight.  If she does not exercise her arms, Lea has found that her muscles become so weak she cannot brush her teeth or pick up a spoon. 
Intervention shortly after the onset of MS may have prevented some of Lea’s secondary health conditions from occurring. However, even though delayed, appropriate intervention and treatment may reduce the severity of existing secondary health conditions or stop further decline in her health. Although Lea’s disability prevents her muscles from becoming stronger, her participation in Yes U Can,™ an innovative fitness program offered at the Brandywine YMCA in New Castle County, keeps them from weakening. 
Yes U Can™ is a series of staff-assisted group and individual exercise and weight-training programs geared toward people with disabilities or limited mobility. It was created by Vickie George, who also has MS, to help others with disabilities gain more control over their health. It is based on her own positive experiences with a regular exercise program. Vickie is a former professional athlete who always has been a healthy eater and avid exerciser. Although her disease has progressed to the extent that she has limited use of her limbs, Vickie has continued to exercise. A regular exercise program that includes stretching is helping her body systems continue to work effectively and helping to prevent secondary health conditions from occurring, she says. Vickie believes that her MS has not progressed as rapidly as expected because she is challenging her muscles. As a result, she is still able to shift her weight as well as stand to shower and brush her teeth. With assistance, she is able to push 200 pounds on a leg press and do standing pushups. Vickie also participates in a weekly therapeutic horseback riding program.

Vickie explains how exercise has been a positive force in her life: “I can tell you that the psychological benefits I receive through exercise and weight training sometimes outweigh the physical benefits. When I began to exercise, I felt like I was back in control again. I felt empowered to do things. I didn't feel helpless. I started to feel alive again. I started to accept what I could not change, but I realized that there was a lot that I could change.”
For more information about the Yes U Can™ program, contact Vickie George at 302.286.1399 or info@yesyoucanusa.com, or visit www.yesyoucandelaware.com.
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