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INTRO: Hello, I'm Erica Sprey. Welcome to our ongoing podcast series "Voices of VA Research." I am speaking with Dr. Karen Saban who is a research scientist at the Edward Hines, Jr. VA Hospital and associate dean for research at Loyola University in Chicago. Her area of research is focused on neuroscience, with a special interest in stroke, cardiovascular disease, and traumatic brain injury. Dr. Saban is currently investigating the ways that stress can cause inflammation in the body, which can potentially lead to inflammatory-related conditions like heart disease. 

I met with Dr. Saban to talk about her work to reduce the effects of inflammatory diseases using mindfulness-based stress reduction techniques.

Sprey: Dr. Saban, can you tell us why Veterans who have experienced combat are at greater risk for cardiovascular disease, like stroke? 

Saban: One of the reasons is that chronic stress over time can change the way that our immune system responds to stress. Those changes in our immune system can increase the risk for developing inflammatory-related disease. A lot of chronic medical problems are related to inflammation, such as heart disease and [hardening of the arteries]. Obesity is believed to be an inflammatory-related disease as well. There's also been quite a bit of work looking at the role of inflammation in diabetes. The belief is, and there have been quite a few studies to support this, that chronic stress can at least contribute to inflammatory-related diseases. 

There has been some literature that shows that women Veterans may have greater chronic stress in their lives than men. Certainly there's been studies that have shown mostly male Veterans with combat experience do have greater incidence of coronary artery disease. But there's less known about women Veterans. But we can certainly take that information and assume or extrapolate that women Veterans are also at greater risk. 

Sprey: Can you tell us about the mindfulness-based stress reduction technique that you are using in your study?

Saban: It was developed in 1979 by Jon Kabat-Zinn. He was at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. He developed this program which is a combination of gentle yoga, meditation, and bringing your attention to your breath. And he developed this program primarily to use with patients who had chronic pain. He developed it over several years, and found that it really worked, that people were able to deal with chronic pain and cope better by practicing mindfulness-based stress reduction. 

It's an eight-week program; it's pretty standardized. The trainers are trained and certified in the technique. They go through different modules or different components of mindfulness-based stress reduction over that period. It's a two-and-a-half-hour class every week, for eight weeks. Participants complete the class usually in small groups (15, maybe 20 people), and they are trained in these different techniques: breathing, relaxation, focusing your attention to your breath, and then going through some gentle yoga poses, which are very adaptable for people who have disabilities or physical problems. They learn those techniques and then are asked to practice them for 45 minutes to an hour each day. The whole point is to help them really focus on one thing, to bring their attention to one thing, and to be able deal with stressors that will inevitably come up in their lives throughout the day. 

Sprey: What are your goals for this study? 

Saban: Well, I would like to see if the mindfulness-based stress reduction training could reduce cardiovascular risk. We are measuring things like cholesterol levels, hemoglobin A1C, blood pressure, and other variables related to risk. Our hope would be that women Veterans who participate in the mindfulness class will have reduced risk for heart disease. We are randomizing women to a control group as well. The other group takes part in health education classes that have nothing to do with reducing cardiovascular risk, of course. The whole point is to tease out that it is not the attention that is [reducing risk and] making the changes. 

Sprey: Mindfulness has been in the news quite a bit lately — for instance, using it to treat chronic pain. What are the benefits of practicing mindfulness over the long term?

Saban: I think we would expect people to cope better with those inevitable stressors, that they would feel calmer, have a greater sense of well-being, and improved quality of life. And this certainly is in the literature. There have been studies that have shown that it can improve relationships. It teaches you to stop and observe, and not do that kind of quick reaction. 

OUT: I want to thank Dr. Saban for joining me on "Voices of VA Research." I hope you have found it informative. I'm Erica Sprey, please tune in again. To learn more about the latest in VA research, go to Research.va.gov. 

