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FALL PREVENTION

Ear to the ground

Inner ear problems that
cause dizziness may have
serious consequences

for the elderly

EVELINE GAN
eveline@mediacorp.lcom.sg

NAUSEA and giddiness accompanied by aloss
of balance. By all accounts, it seemed that my
grandfather — who felt so ill two weeks ago
that he could hardly move or speak — was
displaying pre-stroke symptoms.

We rushed him to the nearest A&E de-
partment. Fortunately, the doctor assured
us that his illness was not as grave as we
had imagined.

What my 73-year-old grandfather ex-
perienced were the unpleasant effects of
vestibular dysfunction, or inner ear balance
disorder in layman-speak.

While vestibular dysfunction may not
seem as serious as other medical conditions
— say, a stroke — a new study has found

that it may lead to equally catastrophic
consequences in the elderly.

According to a report published in
May’s issue of medical journal Archives of
Internal Medicine, those with the condition
are more likely to fall down. For the elderly,
falls often lead to serious injuries and are
one of the leading causes of death.

Of the 5,086 adults surveyed, 26.8 per
cent who showed symptoms of vestibular
dysfunction such as dizziness and spinning
sensations had an eight-fold increase risk
of falling, the study found.

A BALANCING ACT

Maintaining our sense of balance is a com-
plex process that involves the vestibular
system — organs in the inner ear that keep
us upright by sending messages to the brain
about our orientation — what we see and
touch, as well as the strength of our muscles,
explained Dr Yuen Heng Wai, an ear, nose
and throat (ENT) consultant at Alexandra
Hospital’s department of otolaryngology.

Limited copies of booklet entitled “Glutathione: Its
Role in Cancer & Anticancer Therapy” to be given free
to interested individuals. The author, Dr. Jimmy Gutman, is
a world-wide expert on the role of glutathione in health
and sickness. He is often heard on radio and television and
lectures regularly to medical specialists and the general
public all over North America.

This booklet explains why your body needs a regular
supply of Glutathione, your body’s Most Powerful
Healing Agent, that is produced by your own cells
and how it can help prevent the onset of cancer,
treat existing cancers, and ease the side effects of
chemotherapy and radiation therapy. Abstracts of
medical references are included.

Please call 6397 6888 if
you are interested to receive this free booklet.

A public service by Cancer After Care Clinic
> 10, Sinaran Drive #10-13 Novena Medical Center.S(307506).
‘6 Website: www.canceraftercareclinic.com.

WHO'’S AT RISK?

According to ENT consultant DrYuen
Heng Wai, the elderly have a higher
risk of getting inner ear balance disor-
ders. So do those who have had head
injuries or who position their heads in
uncommon ways.

Said DrYuen: “It's been found that
people who put their heads in abnor-
mal positions, such as those who prac-
tice yoga regularly, are more prone to
getting inner ear balance problems.”

People who have vestibular disorders
may find it tough to maintain equilibrium
because information necessary for balance
is not sent to the brain.

As such, they will have symptoms that
are similar to those my grandfather expe-
rienced. These include giddiness and spin-
ning sensations when they move their body
or head. Sweating, nausea and vomiting
may also occur.

Dr Yuen said that although inner ear
balance disorders also afflict young adults,
they have more serious consequences for
those advanced in years.

On average, over half of the patients
he sees at the hospital are above the age
of 50.

“If a young man feels dizzy, he can still
use his eyes or his muscular power to main-
tain balance. The ability to use sensory cues
to compensate for giddiness is diminished
in the elderly,” explained Dr Yuen.

For the elderly, the ability to stay bal-
anced is a big deal.

A simple fall can be catastrophic, said
Dr Noor Hafizah, a senior consultant at Tan
Tock Seng Hospital’s (TTSH) department of
geriatric medicine.

According to Dr Hafizah, up to 20 per
cent of the elderly in Singapore fall acciden-
tally each year. At TTSH's A&E department,
more than half — about 60 per cent — of
this group require hospitalisation.

“Compared to young adults, the elderly
are more frail. Their reflexes are also slower.
So when they lose their balance, they have
a higher risk of sustaining serious injuries,”
said Dr Hafizah, adding that there is also an
increased risk of death.

In spite of the research findings,
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Inner-ear problems affect the balance of the
elderly. TobAY FILE PHOTO

Dr Hafizah said falls among the elderly aren’t
only caused by inner ear balance problems.

“Falling should not be considered as a
normal part of ageing. It could also be an
early warning sign that the person has a
more serious underlying medical condition
such as arthritis or a neurological illness,”
she said.

While an inner ear balance disorder
cannot be prevented, it can be easily diag-
nosed after a careful physical examination
by an ENT doctor. The remedy will depend
on what the problem is. With prompt treat-
ment — which includes medication and
therapy — most recover eventually, said
Dr Yuen.

HEALTH LISTINGS

LIVING WITH CHRONIC PAIN
Chronic pain can persist from weeks
to years. Learn the causes of chronic
pain and how it can be managed from
experts in the field.

Date: Saturday

Time: 120am to 1pm

Venue: Auditorium, Alexandra Hospital
Fee/Registration: $5. Registration
required. Call 6379 3755 or email
ahchronicpain@gmail.com

EDUCATIONAL
SUPERMARKET TOUR AT
NTUC BISHAN JUNCTION 8
Learn how to shop for healthy food.
Date: July 15

Time: 2pm to 3pm

Venue: WINGS, g Bishan Place,
Junction 8 Office Tower #06-05
Fee/Registration: $4. Registration
required. Call 6250 1012. For women
aged 40 and above only.



