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Does Marijuana Pose
Heart Risks?
DONALD
ORTH, MD
Cardiologist

Marijuana, or cannabis, has come a long
way since you had to sneak off and
smoke a joint. Today, it’s legal in states
like New Jersey for medicinal and
recreational use, and the ingredient
compound found in the cannabis plant
called cannabidiol (CBD) is commonly
found in creams, oils and even brownies.
But if you have heart disease or are at
high risk for it, is cannabis safe to use?
The American Heart Association (AHA)
raised a red flag about it this summer in
its journal Circulation*.
“Because cannabis is still illegal at
the federal level, reliable studies are
scarce. Many are short-term, observational
or retrospective,” said Virtua cardiologist
Donald Orth, MD. “Its safety and
possible use as a treatment can
depend on its form.”

Outlining the Uncertainties
According to the AHA statement’s
authors, cannabis may:
• Increase your risk for heart attack,
stroke, heart failure, chest pain and
the heart rhythm disorder atrial
fibrillation (although additional
research is needed to verify
observational studies)
• Interact with medications such as
blood thinners, antidepressants,
antipsychotics, antiarrhythmics for
heart rhythm abnormalities and
statins for reducing cholesterol levels
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• Increase your need to be hospitalized,
especially if you are older, pregnant
or have a preexisting heart condition
“It appears many of the adverse effects
are related to tetrahydrocannabinol
(THC), the part of the cannabis plant that
makes you feel high,” said Dr. Orth. “THC
stimulates the sympathetic nervous
system, resulting in a higher heart rate
and blood pressure, a greater demand
for oxygen and artery dysfunction.”
In contrast, CBD has been found to
lower blood pressure and heart rate,
reduce inflammation and increase
the ability of arteries to open.

Avoid Lighting Up
In addition to form, the way you
consume cannabis may influence how
it affects your heart and blood vessels.
“Inhaling cannabis, regardless of its
THC content, greatly increases your
intake of carbon monoxide and tar, just
like a tobacco cigarette,” said Dr. Orth.
“You should never smoke or vape
any substance.”
What Should You Do?
“While cannabis has shown potential
for treating Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s
and multiple sclerosis, we don’t
have that yet for heart disease,” said
Dr. Orth. “If you are using or considering
cannabis, speak with your physician
about how it may affect your health.”
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For a physician referral, call 856-246-4249.

LUAI TABAZA,
MD, FACC
Interventional
Cardiologist

6 Numbers Key to Keeping
Your Heart Healthy
What if there were a handful of numbers
that can help you track your heart
health? There are!
“These numbers are like signs along
the road letting you know what’s
ahead,” said Virtua interventional
cardiologist Luai Tabaza, MD, FACC.
“Knowing your levels, like for blood
pressure, cholesterol and blood sugar,
and where they should be, can help
prevent problems later.”
Here are six important screening
tests and actions you can take to
improve your heart health:

1

Blood pressure. Blood pressure
is the force of your blood as it
pushes against your arteries, veins and
capillaries. Blood pressure readings
have two numbers: systolic (the top
number), the force of blood pumping
out of your heart, and diastolic (the
bottom number), the heart resting
between beats.
Most adults should have their blood
pressure checked at least once per year
to ensure it’s lower than 120/80 mmHg.
If yours is higher, your health care
provider may want to check it more often.

2

Blood sugar. Starting at age 45,
have your blood sugar tested every
three years. After an overnight fast,
normal blood sugar levels should be
99 mg/dl or lower. “Consistently high
readings may mean you have type 2
diabetes, which puts you at increased
risk for heart disease and stroke,”
said Dr. Tabaza.

3

Cholesterol. Adults ages 20 and
older should have their cholesterol
measured every four to six years.
Performed after an eight- or 12-hour
fast, this test creates a lipoprotein
profile that reveals your levels of LDL,
or “bad,” cholesterol; HDL, or “good,”
cholesterol; and triglycerides, another
type of blood fat.

A healthy adult should aim to keep
total cholesterol levels lower than
200 mg/dl, with LDL cholesterol lower
than 100 mg/dl. For HDL, a level of
60 mg/dl or higher helps protect your
heart. Triglycerides should test below 150.

4

Body mass index (BMI).
BMI, a numerical value of your
weight with respect to your height, is
often used to measure obesity. A BMI
of 18.5 to 24.9 kg/m2 is considered a
healthy weight. A BMI of 25 to 29.9
is overweight, while 30 and higher
is obese.
“A modest loss of 5 to 10% of
your weight can improve your blood
pressure, cholesterol and blood sugar,
and reduce your risk for heart disease,
stroke and diabetes,” said Dr. Tabaza.

5

Sleep. Studies have found that
adults should get about seven
hours of sleep each night.

6

Exercise. Most people should
get at least 150 minutes a week
(or 30 minutes a day) of moderateintensity physical activity. Be sure to
include muscle-strengthening activities
at least two days a week.
“Knowing your numbers is key to
understanding your physical wellbeing,” said Dr. Tabaza. “Talk to
your doctor about steps you can
take to improve your health.”

GET AN APPOINTMENT—FAST!

Looking for a cardiologist? We can get you an
appointment within 48 hours. Call us at 856-408-1819.
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Watch Out for Trouble Breathing and
Other Signs of Lung Disease
open your airways and make breathing
easier, said Dr. Schiff.
ANDREW
SCHIFF, MD
Pulmonologist

What’s something you do 25,000 times
every day without even thinking about it?
It’s breathing, and it’s essential to life,
delivering oxygen from our lungs to
our bloodstream.
“But if you have trouble breathing or
shortness of breath for no apparent
reason, a cough for more than a month
or chest pain that gets worse when you
breathe in or cough, you could have
a respiratory disorder that should
be checked by a doctor,” said Virtua
pulmonologist Andrew Schiff, MD.
Here’s what you need to know.
Allergies. Allergies are the immune
system’s response to a substance it
believes is harmful—such as grass, dust
or pet dander—but really isn’t. Allergies
can affect your airways, sinuses and
nasal passages. Reactions to airborne
allergens can include sneezing; itchy,
watery eyes; inflammation of your
airways; and increased mucus (phlegm)
production. While most allergies
can’t be cured, medication often can
relieve symptoms.
Asthma. Asthma is a condition with
inflammation, excess mucus and
spasms of the airways. It can develop
at any age. Attacks can be triggered by
allergens, temperature changes, exercise
and stress. Common signs of asthma
include trouble breathing with exertion,
wheezing or whistling when exhaling, a
persistent cough, and chest tightness.
Two types of medication are used to
treat asthma. Inhaled corticosteroids,
used daily, reduce flare-ups. If you do
have a flare-up, rescue inhalers quickly
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Chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease (COPD). COPD, which
includes chronic bronchitis and
emphysema, slowly makes it harder
to breathe. It’s often mistaken for a
normal sign of aging. People who
smoke have a higher risk for COPD.
Symptoms include frequent coughing
or wheezing, increased mucus
production and shortness of breath.
Inhalers are used to prevent and treat
flare-ups.
Lung cancer. Lung cancer is one of
the most common types of cancer
in the United States. Unfortunately,
symptoms of lung cancer may not
appear until the disease is in its later
stages. When symptoms are present,
they may include a cough lasting more
than two months, chest pain, chronic
chest infections, night sweats and
unexplained weight loss.
One often overlooked sign of lung
cancer is back pain. While it can be
difficult to differentiate from a muscle
strain, this type of back pain develops
gradually and you can’t pinpoint
a cause.
Most people who develop lung cancer
are, or were, smokers. If you’re a heavy
smoker, or if you quit within the last
15 years, you may be eligible to have a
lung screening. A painless, low-dose
CT scan is the only way to detect lung
tumors or nodules at an early and more
treatable stage. So if you think you are at

risk for lung cancer, talk with your
health care provider about getting
the screening.

Breathe Easier
To prevent respiratory disease,
Dr. Schiff suggests the following:
• Don’t smoke or vape.
• Avoid secondhand smoke and
breathing in high-temperature
pollutants. Minimize your exposure to
small particulates and other pollution.
• Do cardio exercises that keep your
heart rate up and your lungs open.
“If you have a cough that won’t go away
or have difficulty breathing, it could be
a sign of a respiratory disease,” said
Dr. Schiff. “Make an appointment with
your doctor.”

RESOLVE TO KICK THE HABIT IN 2021!

Virtua’s individual smoking-cessation counseling provides the resources
and tools you need to quit, including access to prescription medication
and nicotine replacement. Sessions are covered by most insurance plans.
Call 856-246-4249 to make an appointment.
For a physician referral, call 856-246-4249.

7 Tips to Breathe
More Easily with
Heart Failure

ROBERT
SINGER, MD
Cardiologist

Sprinting after your grandkids, stepping
out into the cold air, watching a Philly
sports team play—all can leave you
gasping for air. Sometimes, though,
trouble breathing can be a sign of a
medical problem.
Shortness of breath is an early sign
of heart failure, a progressive condition
in which the heart is unable to pump
enough nutrient-rich blood to meet
the body’s needs. Everyday activities,
such as walking, climbing stairs or
carrying groceries, can be difficult.
“Because your heart is not working
as efficiently as it should, blood backs
up in the pulmonary veins. Fluid leaks
from your blood vessels into the air
sacs in your lungs, making it harder
for oxygen to enter the bloodstream,”
said Virtua cardiologist Robert Singer,
MD. “This interferes with normal
breathing, leading to breathlessness
or a persistent cough.”
To help you breathe more easily:

1

Eat a healthy diet and don’t
use salt (sodium). Many
prepared and fast foods, as well as
some over-the-counter medicines, have
high amounts of added salt. So it is

important to read labels. Water and salt
tend to travel together, so reducing your
sodium intake will lower the amount of
fluid your body retains.

2

Pay attention to your body.
If you become tired during an
activity, stop and rest. You can always
finish a task later. If you feel chest pain,
stop what you are doing and call 911.

3

Weigh yourself daily. A good
time to weigh yourself regularly is
first thing in the morning, right after
urinating and before breakfast. Sudden
weight gain may mean that your heart
is having trouble. Call your provider if
you gain more than 2 pounds in a day
or 5 pounds in a week.

4

Sleep with a few pillows
propped behind your head
and shoulders. This can make it
easier to breathe at night.

5

Take your heart failure
medicines as prescribed.
They will help ease stress on your heart
and keep your lungs from becoming
congested with retained fluid.

6

Pay attention to your feet,
ankles, legs and abdomen.
Swelling in these areas can be a sign of
fluid buildup (edema). Call your health
care provider right away.

7

Find a safe activity level.
Aerobic and strength exercises can
help relieve heart failure symptoms,
improve muscle strength and
endurance and reduce hospitalizations
for flare-ups. Talk with your health care
provider about what activities are best
for you.
“Shortness of breath can be more
than a sign you’re out of shape,” said
Dr. Singer. “Listen to your body. Call
your health care provider so we can
figure out the cause and start an
appropriate treatment.”

HAVE HEART FAILURE?

If you’ve been diagnosed with
heart failure, watch this short
video to learn more. Go to
virtua.org/videos/managingyour-congestive-heart-failure.

YOUR HEART, OUR FOCUS

Our team of heart failure experts focus on improving your quality
of life and reducing your risk of being admitted to the hospital.
Learn more about our heart failure centers and community program
at virtua.org/heartfailure.
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FOCUS ON DIABETES

Have Diabetes? Don’t Let Nonhealing
Wounds Slow You Down
JEAN
DAVIDSON, DO
Endocrinologist

Minor cuts, scrapes and blisters are an
unavoidable part of everyday life. If
you’re living with diabetes, though,
even innocuous injuries can lead to
serious problems.
“Wounds are slow to heal, or may
not heal completely, in people with
diabetes,” said Virtua endocrinologist
Jean Davidson, DO. “A nonhealing
wound may be prone to an infection
that could spread to another part of
the body and become life-threatening.”

Step Up for Your Health
To help prevent troublesome wounds,
Dr. Davidson suggests the following:
• Manage your blood glucose by eating
a healthy diet, taking medication
as prescribed, exercising daily and
not smoking.
• Check your feet daily for cuts,
blisters, sores, redness, swelling,
warm spots, ingrown toenails and
other changes to your skin or nails.
• See a podiatrist regularly to check
for nonhealing or infected sores.
• Wash your feet daily with soap and
warm water. Dry them well. Apply
lotion to the tops and bottoms of your
feet, but not in between your toes.
• Trim your toenails straight across,
not rounded at the corners. If you

have difficulty seeing or reaching your
toes, see a podiatrist every eight to
nine weeks to cut your toenails.
• Wear comfortable, well-fitting,
closed-toe shoes. Check the inside
of your shoes for pebbles or
other objects.
• Promote blood flow to your lower
limbs. Prop up your feet while sitting.
Wiggle your toes and ankles around.
“Since even the smallest untreated blister
can snowball into an infection that
spreads to the bone or leads to gangrene,
prevention is key,” said Dr. Davidson. “If
you do develop a wound that won’t heal,
see your podiatrist or a wound healing
center. They will provide the latest
therapies to help you heal.”

What Takes So Long?
When you have diabetes, your body
cannot produce or use insulin, a
hormone that allows the body to turn
glucose (sugar) into energy. High blood
sugar levels can lead to:
• An impaired immune system. White
blood cells key to your immune
system are unable to function
efficiently, reducing the body’s ability
to heal wounds and fight infection.
• Poor circulation. Your blood vessels
become narrowed and hardened.
Blood flow slows, making it difficult
for the body to deliver oxygen and
nutrients to a wound.
• Nerve damage (neuropathy). Over
time, high blood sugar damages
the nerves, most commonly in the
hands and feet, making you less
able to feel the pain of a wound
that needs treatment.
“Even when a wound does not develop
an infection, its slow healing can greatly
affect your overall health and quality of
life,” said Dr. Davidson. “Keep your blood
sugar under control to reduce your risk.”
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DO YOU NEED TREATMENT FOR A WOUND?

Virtua’s wound healing centers in Mount Holly, Voorhees and Willingboro
use advanced therapies like hyperbaric oxygen to treat diabetic foot
ulcers, pressure injuries, osteomyelitis and other nonhealing wounds.
Visit virtua.org/services/wound-healing to learn more.
For a physician referral, call 856-246-4249.

Good Blood Glucose Control
Is Your Ally Against Alzheimer’s
PARVEEN
VERMA, DO,
FACE
Endocrinologist

If you have type 2 diabetes and don’t
control your blood sugar, you may be
putting more than your heart, eyes and
kidneys at risk—you may be putting your
brain in danger, too. People with diabetes
are more likely than those without it to
develop cognitive impairment, or trouble
with memory and thinking, including
dementia and Alzheimer’s disease.
“We’re still learning the connection,”
said Virtua endocrinologist Parveen
Verma, DO, FACE. “Vascular damage
caused by diabetes, as well as increased
insulin and inflammation, can harm
brain cells and lead to impairment.”

More Than Memory
Cognitive—or mental—impairment can
range from mild problems with tasks like
paying attention or remembering words
to full-blown dementia. Dementia
means you have cognitive problems,
like trouble using judgment, language
or recognizing people, which interfere
with daily living. Dementia can cause
personality changes, too.
There are many forms of dementia.
The most common in people 65 and
older is Alzheimer’s disease. Throughout
the course of the disease, plaques and
tangled fibers form in the brain, the
brain’s nerve cells lose their connections,
and other complex brain changes
take place.
Over time, the disease destroys your
memory and ability to learn, reason, make
judgments, communicate and carry out
daily activities. You also may experience
anxiety, agitation and delusions.
“Several factors may be at work.
Diabetes damages the blood vessels,

putting you at higher risk for heart
attack and stroke. Damaged vessels in
the brain may contribute to vascular
dementia and Alzheimer’s,” said
Dr. Verma. “The brain also depends on
a balance of chemicals to function.
Having too much insulin can upset this
balance. Finally, high blood glucose
increases inflammation in the body.
This may damage brain cells and help
Alzheimer’s to develop.”

Take Care of Yourself
People who manage their diabetes well
are more likely to prevent the long-term
complications linked with the
condition. This might include delaying
or limiting declines in brain function.
If you have diabetes, Dr. Verma
suggests the following:
• Know your condition. Talk with your
health care provider to be sure you
understand how diabetes affects your
body and what you can do to keep
it under control.
• Monitor your glucose level every
day. For most people, the target blood
glucose level before eating is between

•
•
•
•

80 and 130 mg/dl. About two hours
after the start of a meal, it should be
lower than 180 mg/dl. If you’re not sure
what your target levels are, check with
your health care provider.
Follow a diabetes meal plan. If you
don’t have one, talk with your health
care provider to develop one.
Exercise. Aim to move a total of at
least 150 minutes (two hours and
30 minutes) each week.
Maintain a healthy weight. Ask your
health care provider what healthy
means for you.
See your health care provider at
least twice a year. Have your blood
pressure, weight and feet checked.

“If you have diabetes, make cognitive
ability part of the discussion with your
doctor,” said Dr. Verma.

STAY WELL

Virtua’s certified diabetes
educators can help you manage
your health. Call 856-246-4249.
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FOCUS ON HEART HEALTH

‘Lucky to Be Alive’: Why You Shouldn’t
Ignore Heart Attack Symptoms
The last thing Dean Eson wanted to do
was go to the hospital. So when the
68-year-old Cinnaminson resident began
experiencing signs of a heart attack on
Aug. 6, 2020, he brushed them off.
After all, aside from high blood
pressure that came with his 6-foot,
7-inch frame, he didn’t have heart
disease. And with the COVID-19
pandemic ongoing, the thought of
going to the emergency room wasn’t
exactly appealing.
“I was not in any type of distress, but
I had a pain down my shoulder and arm.
I had been moving things, so it didn’t
strike me as anything,” he said. “I didn’t
feel debilitating pain. I thought I needed
to calm down and take a shower.”
By 2 a.m., the pain had increased,
but Eson still didn’t think it warranted
calling 911. He decided to call his Virtua
primary care physician, Richard Levine,
MD, in the morning. Dr. Levine
suggested he go to the emergency room,
but Eson again expressed reluctance.
Dr. Levine turned to plan B. If he
could secure Eson an appointment with
a cardiologist that day, would he go?
He did, and Eson drove himself to the
Virtua Health & Wellness Center–Cherry
Hill to see cardiologist John Hamaty,
DO. Alarmed at the findings of his
physical exam and EKG, Dr. Hamaty
gave Eson nitroglycerin tablets to widen
his coronary arteries and reduce chest
pain, and called an ambulance to take
him to Virtua Our Lady of Lourdes
Hospital’s emergency room.
“It was a blur. There were people all
over. I was put on a gurney and taken
to the catheterization lab,” said Eson.
Eson learned he had a “widowmaker,” a type of heart attack that
involves a 100% blockage of the left
anterior descending (LAD) artery—
a major pipeline for blood. If not cleared,
a blockage in that artery can be fatal.
“Dean didn’t want to think he was
having a heart attack or come to the
hospital. It’s a misconception you can’t
8 | virtua.org

Heart attack survivor Dean Eson
(center), with Adam Levine, DO,
(left), and John Hamaty, DO (right).

come to the hospital because of
coronavirus,” said Adam Levine, DO,
medical director of the cardiac cath lab at
Virtua Our Lady of Lourdes, who opened
Eson’s artery and inserted two stents.
“Time is muscle. The longer you wait,
the more permanent damage is done.”
A retired engineer, Eson remained
conscious and talked with Dr. Levine
during the angioplasty.
“I was trying to understand what
he was doing, whether the stents he
was using were good,” said Eson.
“He answered my questions. He showed
me an image on the screen that half of
my heart had no blood flow. He said
I was lucky to be alive.”
Two hours after Eson arrived at
Dr. Hamaty’s office, Eson was recovering
from his procedure.
“I felt a punt of energy,” he said.
“I wanted to repaint the hospital or do
something constructive. It’s amazing
how much the transformation was.”

While Eson ultimately had a positive
outcome, he cautions others not to
ignore possible symptoms of a heart
attack. Call 911 to get immediate care.
“I was almost too late,” he said. “It’s
not always a case of having so much
pain you can’t function.”
Echoed Dr. Levine, “The people
who come in right away and have
restoration of blood flow can have a
return of heart function with minimal
damage. If you wait too long and the
cells die, you can’t get them back.”
Life-changing results: X-rays show
blood flow in Eson’s arteries before the
angioplasty (left) and after (right).

Get Back to the Life You Love

Virtua Health’s comprehensive cardiopulmonary rehab centers are
conveniently located in Cherry Hill, Moorestown, Voorhees and
Washington Township. To learn more, call 856-246-4249.
For a physician referral, call 856-246-4249.

A Doctor on Your Wrist? Checking
Heart Rhythm with Your Smartwatch
AATISH
GARG, MD
Cardiologist

Smartwatches started out as a great way
to track your exercise, check your alerts
without taking out your phone and read
email. Now, these devices can help
track your heart health. The latest
smartwatches are equipped to monitor
your heart with an electrocardiogram,
or EKG. Commonly used in health care
provider’s offices and hospitals,
EKG machines produce graphical
representations of the heart’s
electrical activity.
“An EKG is often a first step in
determining if you have an arrhythmia,
whether your heart is beating too
quickly or too slowly, or if blocked
arteries are causing chest pain or a
heart attack,” said Virtua heart rhythm
specialist Aatish Garg, MD. “Being able
to suspect an abnormal rhythm through
a smartwatch could be lifesaving.”

Clues for Diagnosis
A traditional office-based EKG uses
12 electrodes placed on the chest, arms
and legs to detect and analyze the heart’s
electrical signals. Smartwatches use light
sensors to record the electrical activity
of the heart transmitted to your skin.
The watch will detect and notify you
of a low, high or irregular heart rhythm
that may be a sign of atrial fibrillation
(AFib) or other heart condition.
Studies have found smartwatch EKGs
to be fairly accurate, with the Apple
Watch, for example, correctly
identifying an irregular heartbeat
84% of the time.
However, it’s important to wear the
watch properly. If it’s too tight or too
loose, it may give an incorrect reading.

Take Action
“A watch does not diagnose you with
AFib or any other condition. You need
to see a health care provider for that,”
said Dr. Garg. “If the watch’s EKG picks
up a potentially abnormal rhythm,
I can have you wear a Holter monitor
to record your heart’s electrical activity
to confirm the diagnosis and form a
treatment plan.”

Dr. Garg also advises to pay
attention to your symptoms.
“Don’t just focus on what the watch
says. While it may be helpful, take note
of what you’re feeling,” said Dr. Garg.
“Does it feel like your heart is racing?
Are you light-headed or dizzy? Do you
have chest pain or shortness of breath?
If the answer is yes, call 911.”

RESTORE YOUR RHYTHM

Virtua offers the latest diagnostic and therapeutic interventions to treat
your abnormal heart rhythm. To make an appointment with a Virtua heart
rhythm specialist, call 856-246-4249.
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‘A Worthwhile Journey’: Robotic-Assisted
Bariatric Surgery Changes Woman’s Life
GAURAV
SHARMA, MD,
FACS, FASMBS
Bariatric Surgeon

Disney World is supposed to be the
happiest place on earth. For Kaitlyn
Woolford, who has struggled with her
weight for years, getting on a ride
there was disheartening.
“It’s embarrassing. You have this
dichotomy. Your body takes up
space, so you try to shrink yourself to
compensate,” said Woolford, 43. “But
it’s not who you are and where you
want to be. It’s not healthy.”
So in December 2018, she elected
to have a robotic-assisted sleeve
gastrectomy at Virtua Memorial
Hospital with Gaurav Sharma, MD,
FACS, FASMBS. Virtua is proud to be
the only provider of robotic-assisted
bariatric surgery with the da Vinci
surgical system in South Jersey.
“It got to the point where I was losing
my quality of life. I was still mobile, but
I knew I couldn’t get the most out of
my life,” she said. “I didn’t want to be
always tired at the end of the day.”

Advanced Technology
The da Vinci robot uses a highdefinition 3D camera that the surgeon
can move and magnify from a console
located a few feet from the patient. The
system directly translates the surgeon’s
hand, wrist and finger movement to the
robot’s instruments, which are inserted
into the body through small incisions.
The robot is completely controlled by
the surgeon.
“The visualization greatly improves
precision,” said Dr. Sharma, who has
performed more than 175 robotic-assisted
bariatric surgeries. “This technology
allows me to perform bariatric surgery
10 | virtua.org

in an even safer manner. It is just like
being inside the patient’s body, but
working through tiny holes. In addition,
the wristed instruments bend and
rotate, improving dexterity and control.”
Compared with traditional open
surgery, patients benefit from:
• Less pain
• Reduced risk for complications
and infection
• Smaller incisions and less scarring
• A shorter hospital stay
(typically overnight)
• Quicker recovery
“Patients ask me the next day, ‘Did you
even operate on me yesterday?’ They
have minimal pain,” said Dr. Sharma.
“That’s because we need only a few
small incisions. The abdominal muscles
also don’t experience any torque, which
reduces postsurgical pain. Patients are
up and moving within two hours of
surgery, as they have very little pain
and need less medication.”

she’s running,” he said. “Eliminating
joint pain is just one of the benefits
of bariatric surgery. Many patients
experience improvement in medical
conditions like type 2 diabetes,
hypertension, sleep apnea and high
lipid levels.”
Woolford encourages others on their
weight-loss efforts.
“It’s not necessarily an easy journey,
but it’s a worthwhile journey,” she said.
“Don’t let your comfort zone get in the
way of our life. This is not a dress
rehearsal. You only get one life. Make
the most of it.”
Kaitlyn Woolford
gained better
health and new
confidence after
losing 140 pounds.

Going the Distance
Following the surgery that removed
85% of her stomach, Woolford lost
more than 140 pounds. Her nagging
knee pain disappeared, and five months
later, she participated in Philadelphia’s
Broad Street Run.
“The hardest weight to lose is the
mental weight,” said Woolford,
admitting she is “built for comfort, not
speed.” “You have to undo all of the
unhealthy behaviors, tendencies and
vices. It’s finding that balance.”
Dr. Sharma applauded Woolford’s
progress.
“She had a lot of knee pain, and now

WHAT WILL YOU GAIN WHEN YOU LOSE?

Find out how bariatric surgery can help you reach your health and
wellness goals. Sign up for a free virtual information seminar at
virtua.org/bariatricsuccess.

What You Need to Know About
Treating Stroke
PARTH
MODI, MD
Neurologist

A stroke is an emergency that requires
medical attention. But did you know
there is more than one type of stroke,
and the one you have may determine
your type of treatment?
“A stroke occurs when blood flow
to the brain is disrupted, resulting in
distinctive symptoms that affect one
side of the body, such as sudden
weakness in the face, arm or leg;
blurred vision; and slurred speech,”
said Virtua neurologist Parth Modi,
MD. “But a stroke can have more
than one cause.”

Ischemic Strokes
Nine out of 10 strokes are considered
ischemic strokes. This type of stroke
occurs when a vessel supplying blood
to the brain is obstructed. Ischemic
strokes are divided into two types—
thrombotic and embolic.
A thrombotic stroke occurs when
a clot (thrombus) inside an artery
within or leading to the brain cuts off
blood flow. An embolic stroke occurs
when a clot forms somewhere else in
the body, usually the heart. This clot
can break away and travel through
the blood vessels to the brain,
causing a stroke.
High blood pressure and high
cholesterol put you at increased risk
of building up plaque in your arteries
and developing blood clots, said
Dr. Modi.
Hemorrhagic Strokes
A hemorrhagic stroke, or intracerebral
hemorrhage, occurs when a weakened
11 | virtua.org

blood vessel ruptures and bleeds into
the surrounding brain tissue. The
leaked blood puts too much pressure
on brain cells, damaging them.
Uncontrolled high blood pressure
and an aneurysm—a weak spot in a
blood vessel that may bulge and
swell—are the leading causes of
hemorrhagic strokes.

Advanced Procedures to
Treat Your Stroke
“People having a stroke don’t always
treat it as an emergency. They think
the symptoms will simply go away on
their own,” said Dr. Modi. “However,
it’s important to understand that a
stroke requires immediate medical
attention. The faster we can determine
the type of stroke you are having and
restore blood flow, the better chance
we have of preventing significant
brain damage.”
The Penn Medicine Virtua Health
neurovascular team uses state-of-theart techniques to minimize stroke
damage. For an ischemic stroke,
this includes:
• Clot-busting drugs—Tissue
plasminogen activator (tPA), given
three to four hours from the start
of stroke symptoms, can dissolve
the clot and restore blood flow to
the brain.

• Thrombectomy—A wire-cage stent
attached to a catheter is threaded
through an artery in the groin up
to the blocked vessel in the brain.
The stent opens, grabs the clot
and removes it. This and other
endovascular procedures are
performed at Virtua Our Lady of
Lourdes Hospital.
• Carotid endarterectomy—Plaque
in the carotid artery is removed
through a surgical incision. Another
option is a carotid angioplasty,
which opens the clogged artery
using a special balloon and stent.
For a hemorrhagic stroke, treatments
include:
• Surgical clipping—A tiny clamp
at the base of the aneurysm stops
it from bursting or continuing to bleed.
• Endovascular embolization—
Coils delivered through a catheter to
the brain fill the aneurysm and stop
the bleeding.
• Stereotactic radiosurgery—Highly
focused radiation repairs blood
vessel malformations.
“Time is of the essence when treating
stroke,” said Dr. Modi. “So learn to
recognize the symptoms, and don’t
delay calling 911 if you think you or
a loved one is having a stroke.”

For a physician referral, call 856-246-4249.

EXERCISES YOU CAN DO AT ANY AGE
➜ NO NEED FOR A GYM!

1

2

OVERHEAD PRESS WITH WEIGHTS

Boost your
strength and
ﬂexibility with
these four
moves.

• Sit in a chair with your feet shoulder width apart.
• Hold a weight in each hand at shoulder height
with palms facing forward.
• Press both arms up. Hold for one count.
• Slowly lower your arms back to the
starting position.
SOUP

No weights? No problem.
Use cans of soup or bags of rice.

10-15 times

10-15 times

3

10-15 times

4

10-15 times

One more round per side

10-15 times

10-15 times

SHOULDER AND UPPER ARM STRETCH WITH TOWEL
•
•
•
•
•

Stand with your feet shoulder width apart.
Hold one end of a towel in your right hand.
Raise your right hand toward the ceiling and bend your elbow so the towel
extends down your back.
Hold the bottom of the towel behind your back with your left hand.
Gently pull the towel down with your left hand. Stop when you feel a stretch
in your right shoulder.
3-5 times

3-5 times

Cold, Flu or COVID-19?
Here’s How to Tell the Difference
PAULA
PRESTONDOUGHERTY,
APN
Nurse practitioner

Whether you’re sneezing, coughing or
feeling achy, sometimes it’s difficult to
know what’s causing your symptoms.
Is it just a pesky cold? Or could it be
something more serious?
“COVID-19, influenza and the
common cold are all contagious
respiratory viruses and produce
similar symptoms,” said Virtua
primary care nurse practitioner Paula
Preston-Dougherty, APN. “You may
need a test to confirm a diagnosis.”
Here’s what you need to know so
you can get the proper treatment
and back to feeling your best.

Catching a Cold
Compared with the flu and COVID-19,
the common cold usually doesn’t
cause a fever and has milder
symptoms:
• Onset: Symptoms tend to develop
slowly.
• Duration: About seven to 10 days.
• Symptoms: Runny nose, sneezing,
sore throat, coughing, slight body
aches, headaches.
• Care tips: Stay hydrated and get
plenty of rest. Taking over-thecounter (OTC) medicine can help
manage your symptoms, too.

• Onset: Symptoms develop
abruptly, typically one to four days
after infection.
• Duration: Less than two weeks.
• Symptoms: Coughing, sore throat,
runny or stuffy nose, headaches,
muscle or body aches, fatigue, fever
or chills, vomiting and diarrhea
(more common in children).
• Care tips: Stay at home, rest in
bed, drink plenty of fluids and
avoid interacting with other people.
If you are very sick or have a high
risk for flu complications, your
health care provider may prescribe
an antiviral medication to help
ease your symptoms.

Coping with Coronavirus
While the flu, COVID-19 and the
common cold share symptoms, one
thing that sets the coronavirus apart
is the loss of taste and smell it causes.
While many cases of COVID-19 are
mild and don’t require special
treatment, it can cause more serious
illness in people who are older or
have chronic conditions.
• Onset: Symptoms may appear
two to 14 days after exposure to
the virus.

• Duration: A few weeks, though for
some, symptoms may persist longer.
• Symptoms: Fever or chills,
coughing, shortness of breath or
difficulty breathing, fatigue, muscle
or body aches, headaches, new
loss of taste or smell, sore throat,
congestion or runny nose, nausea or
vomiting, diarrhea.
• Care tips: Contact your health care
provider right away if you think you
were exposed to the coronavirus and
to determine whether you should
be tested. For those with mild
symptoms, stay home in a room or
area away from other people. Rest
and drink a lot of fluids. See if OTC
medicines like acetaminophen help
you feel better. If you have trouble
breathing or have chest pain, seek
emergency care.
“The best way to prevent getting a
cold, flu or COVID-19 is to take
precautions—wear a mask, practice
social distancing, wash your hands
frequently and sanitize common
areas,” said Preston-Dougherty. “If you
feel like you are coming down with
something, note your symptoms and
contact your health care provider.”
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Fighting the Flu
With similar symptoms ranging from
mild to severe, it’s easy to mistake
the flu for COVID-19. One telltale
sign of the flu is that it tends to come
on more quickly than coronavirus.
Of course, the best way to avoid
coming down with the flu is by
getting vaccinated each year.
For a physician referral, call 856-246-4249.
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Put your heart in
the right place.
This is heart care to the highest power.
South Jersey’s most comprehensive heart program.
With one of the nation’s top 50 heart hospitals. The latest minimally invasive
surgical advances. And a focus on wellness that helps keep you young at heart.
For heart issues big or small, we’ve got you covered and are here for good.
To request an appointment within 48 hours, visit
virtua.org/heart or call 844-932-8444.

Our Lady of Lourdes
Medical Center
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