Wellness Watch:  Keeping Motion Sickness at Bay

By Carolyn Collman, MS, 

Nothing ruins a vacation faster than the queasiness and the loss of equilibrium caused by motion sickness. Whether traveling by boat, plane, train, or car, mechanical movement can be an unsettling experience to your vestibular system. Fortunately, by taking a few simple precautions, you can keep motion sickness at bay and enjoy your trip.

Motion sickness is the result of mixed messages to your brain. When you’re on a boat in turbulent waters, for example, the liquid in your inner ear remains horizontal while your eyes see the horizon rising and falling. When you experience excessive motion, your vestibular system and the sensory nerves to your eyes send conflicting signals to your brain. Your brain then misinterprets these contrasting perceptions, leading to a host of unpleasant symptoms, including nausea, dizziness, sweating, loss of coordination and vomiting.

Prevention is critical because once motion sickness begins, only eliminating the cause (i.e. embarking the boat) will alleviate the symptoms. Traditional preventative OTC drugs include Bonine, Dramamine and Meclizine. For severe cases Scopolamine, taken either as a pill or as a transderm patch placed behind the ear, is often prescribed.  All of these medicines are effective, but side effects range from drowsiness to dry mouth. All require that you take them at least an hour before you anticipate needing them.

For mild cases of motion sickness there are a number of non-pharmaceutical remedies with few if any side effects. Ginger, for example, has been shown to be highly effective in preventing and alleviating nausea. It is available in several forms, including raw, pickled, as a tea or in a capsule. 

“Artificial Horizon Glasses”, developed by Tempest Optical Research, are another option. The glasses feature a permanent black horizontal line which gives your eyes a stable input and eliminates the mixed messages your brain receives. Acupressure-point wrist bands are believed to alleviate symptoms by providing pressure to a point on your wrist corresponding with your vestibular system. In the latest research, NASA is experimenting with biofeedback on astronauts, for whom motion sickness can be life-threatening.

Additional Tips for Preventing Motion Sickness

· Avoid eating heavy meals and/or drinking alcohol.  

· Travel at night. You won’t be able to see the motion as well as in daylight.

· Get some fresh air to prevent nausea. On a boat, stay on deck with the sea breeze. On a plane, open up your air vent. In the car, keep the windows open.

· Don’t read while traveling by car, boat, train or plane.

· In a car, sit up front or better yet drive where you’ll be required to watch the horizon. Focus on a stationary point in the distance to keep your sensory system in balance.

