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An age-by-age guide to
women’s well-being

Dr. Onelia Lage’s teenage patients
look nothing like the fragile-boned,
curved-shouldered elderly victims
of osteoporosis, yet the advice she

gives them today — go for the grilled cheese
for lunch, join a sports team or dance regularly,
don’t watch TV or play on the computer more
than two hours a day —could prevent young
girls from developing the painful disease.
It’s the kind of lifespan approach to health

that doctors are preaching to their patients
— that is, how you treat your body as a child,
teenager and young adult has a direct impact
on your quality of life as a senior citizen.
“Good nutrition really begins in infancy,”

says Lage, an associate professor of clinical
pediatrics at the University of Miami and an
adolescent medicine board certified specialist.
As new research delves into the causes of

diseases and how they may differ for females
and males — heart disease, for example —
there is an emerging emphasis on prevention,
especially for problems that are exclusively
female.
In addition to osteoporosis — which women

are four times more likely than men to develop
— preventive care for young to middle-age
women includes mammograms, breast exams,
pap smears and cholesterol screenings.
“There’s so much information available

for women in the last 10 to 15 years, and it’s
out there now in magazines, on TV and the
Internet,” says Jo Parrish, vice president of
the Society for Women’s Health Research,
a Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit that
encourages the study of differences between
women and men.
“Women are empowered to be very pro-

active about their health like they weren’t just
10 years ago,” Parrish says. “We can make
a lot of lifestyle changes without having an
appointment at a doctor’s office.”

Starting in childhood
Poor eating habits can start as early as

infancy, with parents introducing solid foods
too early or giving their babies too much
cereal, says Lage, the adolescent physician who
sees patients from ages 7 to 25 in her Miami
office.
“Kids are really good about regulating their

appetites,” Lage says. “They know when
they’re hungry. They’re sometimes nibblers.
Parents just need to make sure they’re getting
the fruits, vegetables and proteins throughout
the day.”
Physical activity is critical, too. Kids should

spend no more than two hours a day at the
computer, watching TV or playing video
games, according to the American Academy of
Pediatrics.
Lage says some of her young female patients

who are overweight have high blood pressure,
blood sugar that is borderline diabetic and
menstrual cycles that are stalled or irregular.
The hormonal imbalances caused by obesity
are of particular concern because menstrual
cycles are critical to bone health, Lage says.
“This is where they start loading their bones

so they’re ready when they hit menopause to
have enough stored bone density so they’re
less likely to have fractures from osteoporosis,”
Lage says.
Most girls should develop breast buds

around age 10. The average age of U.S. girls
who get their first period is 12 to 12-1⁄2.
But if a girl is overweight, that development

may never happen or be delayed. In extreme
cases, overweight girls develop male
characteristics: deeper voices, body hair.

The tween gap
Girls from pre-teens to the college years can

easily fall through medical care cracks because
they often stop seeing a pediatrician and aren’t
ready to see a gynecologist yet.
Yet this point in a girl’s health can be crucial.

There are body issues related to anorexia and
bulimia, and addiction problems often develop
in this stage of life. Studies show girls develop
nicotine addictions faster than boys and progress

from alcohol use to abuse faster than boys,
Parrish says.
Girls this age also are more susceptible to

stress and low self-esteem from peer pressure.
“Our goal at this age is body-mind-spirit,”

Lage says. “You can’t forget about mental health.
I’ll talk to them about books and how to relax.
With a lot of my girls, I’m prescribing yoga. A
lot of times there’s a lack of nurturing at this
age. I hug my patients.”
Statistics show that about 25 percent of

15-year-old boys and girls in the United
States have had sexual intercourse. About 35
percent of teen girls become pregnant at least
once between 15 and 19, according to the
National Center for Health Statistics. STDs
— gonorrhea, syphilis, herpes simplex and
chlamydia, among others — are generally graver
in females. Untreated, these STDs can lead to
infertility or cause miscarriage, premature birth
or newborn infections.
A vaccine against one STD particularly

rampant in teens — human papillomavirus or
HPV — is now available. HPV often has no
symptoms, but if left untreated it could lead to
cervical cancer.
The Food and Drug Administration approved

the vaccine, which is manufactured by Merck,
this summer.
“My daughter, who is 9, will be getting it in

the next couple years,” says Dr. Carla Lupi, an
assistant professor of clinical gynecology and
obstetrics at the University of Miami Medical
School. “You have to get on board before they
start having sex. Education about sex and STDs
is so important. I see infertility and chronic pain
from so many cases of undiagnosed chlamydia.
If a teenage girl is sexually active, doctors

recommend that she get an annual screening for
chlamydia, which is most prevalent in ages 15 to

19. Another important vaccine is for Hepatitis
B, which can cause scarring of the liver, liver
cancer or failure and death.
“It’s mandated now, but there is a whole

group of women in their 20s who didn’t get it,”
Lupi says. “About 45 percent of Hepatitis B is
heterosexually transmitted. It’s totally preventable
and the vaccine is phenomenally safe.”

Young women, up to 44
Now that women are bearing children later

in life, infertility and reproductive issues are the
leading health concerns among women 25 to
44. More than 6 million Americans suffer from
infertility, half of them women.
But the focus on reproduction overshadows

other mounting problems: cancer, heart disease
and HIV/AIDS. HIV among American women
is on the rise and is now the leading cause of
death for black women.
Smoking and its related problems also are

on the rise. Smoking at this age has long-
term consequences; smoking and taking oral
contraceptives after age 35 is an especially
deadly combination. Lung cancer deaths among
men are dropping, but rates among women are
on the rise.
Many of the preventive screenings and tests

necessary at this age — pap smears, pelvic
exams, breast exams and urine tests for STDs

— occur in the office of a gynecologist, who
often becomes the primary doctor for young
women.
The American Cancer Society recommends

that a woman get her first baseline
mammogram between the ages of 35 to 40.
For women with a family history of breast or
ovarian cancer, testing for BRCA (breast cancer)
gene mutations could save your life.
And if a woman has a history of heart disease,

high blood pressure or stroke, she should get
an HDL blood cholesterol test and a blood
pressure check every one to two years.
One preventive routine that often gets

overlooked is as simple as nursing a newborn.
Lupi, the gynecologist, says that women who
breastfeed one child for at least 10 months can
reduce their chance of getting breast cancer by
5 percent.

Middle years, 45-64
Menopause, arthritis, osteoporosis-related

fractures, heart disease and breast and cervical
cancer are the big issues.
“A colorectal cancer screening is hugely

important,” Lupi says. “So many patients
come annually for a pap smear and won’t get
a colorectal screening. It’s the second-leading
factor of cancer mortality in women over 50
(behind lung cancer and ahead of breast cancer).
Women are very focused on their breasts;
nobody wants to focus on their colon.”
Most insurance policies now cover some type

of colon screening, which is recommended every
10 years. If a parent had colorectal cancer, get a
colonoscopy 10 years earlier than the age he or
she was first diagnosed. (Example: If your father
was diagnosed with colon cancer at age 55, get
tested from 45 on).
Women who are caregivers are more likely to

have health problems, with 54 percent having
one or more chronic conditions, compared
with 41 percent of non-caregivers, according to
The Commonwealth Fund, a New York-based
foundation that works to improve health care
systems.
“Women go about taking care of children and

they’re quick to tell their spouses and friends to
run to the emergency room if they have chest
pain, but they tend to downplay it if they feel it
themselves,” Parrish says.
Only 61 percent of women over 50 had

undergone a complete physical exam in the
past year; 64 percent a pap smear; 66 percent a
breast exam; 55 percent a blood cholesterol test
and 69 percent a mammogram, according to a
study commissioned by Women’s Policy Inc., a
Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit.

Senior years, 65 and over
In women 65 to 74, cancer is the leading

cause of death, while heart disease dominates in
those over 75.
The relationship between sex hormones and

blood vessels is likely what keeps heart disease
rates low in women before menopause. But a
popular way to combat the problem in older
women — hormone replacement therapy — has
become more complicated today, ever since a
major clinical trial found increases in breast
cancers, heart disease, strokes and blood clots in
women taking estrogen-progestin pills. Some
women have stopped taking the pills, but many
are going on lower doses or using them only for
a short term.
Additionally, 23 million women in the United

States have osteoporosis. One of the most
important screenings for women in their 60s is a
bone scan for osteoporosis.
Women in their senior years should keep

up with regular blood pressure and blood
cholesterol checks, and blood sugar tests. They
also should be immunized against pneumonia if
they haven’t been already.❖

The Health Age

In a major advance for women’s
health, the Food and Drug
Administration has approved a
new vaccine against a sexually

transmitted virus that causes cervical
cancer.
The unanimous recommendation

inspired cheers from the medical
community, which said the vaccine
could help save the lives of tens of
thousands of women worldwide.
“This gives us the tools to begin

to wipe out cervical cancer not only
in the United States but across the
globe,” said Dr. Yvonne Collins,
assistant professor of gynecologic
oncology at the University of Illinois
at Chicago.
Despite earlier concerns about the

vaccine’s potential impact on young
people’s sexual behavior, conservatives
applauded the development. “It’s a
huge medical breakthrough,” said

Linda Klepacki, an analyst who covers
sexual health for Focus on the Family.
For the cancer community, “this is

a watershed event … that we hope
will help usher in a new era of cancer
prevention,” said Carolyn Runowicz,
president of the American Cancer
Society. Gardasil, made by Merck &
Co., is the first vaccine specifically
designed to prevent cancer, she noted.
The vaccine targets four strains of

the human papilloma virus, the most
common type of sexually transmitted
infection. Two of the strains are
responsible for 70 percent of cervical
cancer cases in the United States and
across the world.
“Imagine being able to eliminate

more than two-thirds of the cases
of this cancer.What could be more
exciting,” said Dr. Bobbie Gostout, a
gynecologic oncologist at the Mayo
Clinic.

The vaccine is 100 percent effective
against these two strains of HPV in
young women 16 to 26 years old,
Merck’s research demonstrated. It
also can help prevent genital warts,
also caused by HPV.
Nearly 10,000 women are

newly diagnosed with cervical
cancer each year in the U.S.; 3,700
succumb annually to the disease.
Worldwide, yearly deaths total
about 240,000, according to the
World Health Organization.
A full inoculation involves three

injections over the course of six
months, and is expected to cost
$300 to $500.
Currently, Merck is

recommending that girls as young
as 9 and women up to age 26
receive the vaccine. Pre-teens
are a primary target because “the
vaccine has its biggest impact prior

to sexual exposure” that can lead to a
HPV infection, said Dr. Rick Haupt,

executive director of medical affairs for
the drug company.❖

Fda Panel Recommends

WOMEN’S HEALTH

Women's fitness, nutrition, mental health and screening needs differ vastly from those of
men. For a lifetime of good health, women should focus on prevention, no matter what
their age.

Girls as young as 9 are being recommended to get the cervical cancer vaccine.

By Jodi Mailander Farrell | The Miami Herald

Approval For Cervical Cancer Vaccine
By Judith Graham | Chicago TribuneWOMEN’S HEALTH
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