WARNING:  TRAVELING MAY BE HAZARDOUS TO YOUR HEALTH

By Carolyn Collman, MS, 

Flying on an airplane today is more than claustrophobic, it may be downright deadly. As airlines reduce leg room by packing greater numbers of passengers per flight, a dangerous condition known as Deep Vein Thrombosis (DVT) is becoming increasingly common. In fact, DVT is sometimes referred to as “Economy Class Syndrome”.

DVT occurs when a blood clot (or thrombus) develops in a deep vein. When you sit for hours on a cramped airplane your circulation is restricted. This leads to the pooling of blood in the lower extremities and the potential formation of clots in the deep veins of the legs and feet. These clots, which are usually absorbed back into the bloodstream, can sometimes break away and travel to a vital organ, blocking blood flow and causing a debilitating or even fatal stroke.

Older adults are at greater risk for DVT because circulation typically declines with age.  Furthermore, many older adults have compounding circulatory conditions such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes. Overweight people are also at greater risk because their hearts already have to work harder.

Warning signs of DVT include pain, warmth, redness and swelling of the legs (particularly one leg) and shortness of breath. Anticoagulant drugs can be administered intravenously or by injection to dissolve a clot, but time is of the essence to prevent permanent damage. Furthermore, having one episode of DVT increases your chances of a recurrence.

Researchers found that travelers who sit for more than five hours on airplanes are more prone to DVT than non-travelers, but DVT doesn’t just result from airplane travel. It can develop as a result of sitting for long periods in any confined space. Last year, for example, news correspondent David Bloom died from DVT after sitting for hours in a cramped military vehicle in Iraq. He was only in his 40s and was apparently healthy.

Preventing DVT

1.  Keep moving. When flying, get up and walk at least every hour. Exercise your legs and feet in your seat. For example, alternate pointing and flexing your toes.

2.  Drink plenty of water to help prevent your blood from thickening and to force you to stretch your legs to use the restroom. Avoid alcoholic beverage, as they further dehydrate you.

3.  Wear compression “travel” hose and avoid tight clothing.   

4.  Lose weight and stop smoking.

5.  Don’t cross your legs as it can restrict blood flow.

6.  If you are at risk for DVT, consult your doctor about taking a low-dosage aspirin.

