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TRANSFORMATION NATION          Action Plan: Family History

Let’s face it. When you’re a kid, you get 

stuck with a lot of things in life you may 

not like—where you live, what you eat, the 

weekly chore of cleaning the toilets. You 

may also get stuck with a whole host of 

other things that also come directly from 

your parents—freckles, thigh shape, a 

snort-through-the-nose laugh.

 That’s how a lot of us approach all kinds of genetic issue: 

Thanks, mom. Thanks, dad. Thanks for giving me the [eye color, 

hair color, high cholesterol]. Nothing we can do to change how those chromosomes danced 

together to form little ol’ you. Because of that, we also assume that whatever health problems 

our parents (and their parents) have, we’ll inherit them, too.

 More and more research is showing that genetics—at least in this context—may be 

given more credit than it should be. In fact, what we should be doing is investigating our 

family history so we can know how to decrease the odds that we’ll get the same diseases and 

conditions. Yep, that’s right—we can influence our genetics through the choices we make. But 

the key is to get out in front on these decisions to know what you’re at most risk of getting.

 In this Transformation Nation guide, we’ll show you what you need to know about your 

family, so you can appreciate all the wonderful things that your parents passed along to you, 

but have some say in things you may not especially want. 
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Family history is 
important—for passing 
along nana’s meatball 
recipe and for knowing 
your biggest health risk 
factors.

But family history isn’t 
everything. The truth about 
aging is that you—right now—
have the ability to live 35 
percent longer than expected 
with a greater quality of life. 
That means it’s reasonable 
to say that you can get to live 
to 100 or beyond and enjoy 
a good quality of life along 
the way. While relying on 
the talents and skills of the 
medical profession may get 
you out of many a medical 
jam, the key is to try to 
avoid them in the first place. 
Lifestyle factors—nutrition, 
activity, sleep, stress, and 
so on—control about 70 
percent of how well you age, 
meaning that family history 
and genetics only play a much 
smaller role in the aging 
process. That said, you can 
even use those lifestyle factors 
to influence the threats you 
may have because of your 
family history.

The Big 
Picture 

Biology 101
Many of us buy into the 
theory that we’re born 
with our ten fingers, ten 
toes, a jet-loud cry—and 
our health destiny. 

That is, our genes—the 
chromosomal soup that 
includes ingredients from our 
parents, their parents, etc…--
are primarily responsible for 
determining whether we’ll 
get heart disease, cancer, 
Alzheimer’s or any of the other 
diseases or conditions that 
can turn a grade-A quality 
of life into spoiled ground 
chuck.  But that’s simply not 
the way it works. Your genes 
are important, no doubt, but 
your genetic destiny is not 
inevitable. It’s not about what 
genes you have, but how you 
express them. Genes work 
by manufacturing proteins, 
but whether or not a specific 
gene is turned on or off is 
largely under your control. For 

example, exercise isn’t just 
good because it helps burn fat 
and assists with bathing-suit 
satisfaction, but it can also 
alter the expression of your 
genetic codes to decrease your 
risk of getting cancer.

So how do you change the 
function of your genes? 
One way is through the 
rebuilding of chromosomes. 
Your chromosomes, the little 
rascals, have small substances 
at the ends called telomeres. 
Think of them being like the 
little plastic tips of shoelaces. 
Every time a cell reproduces, 
that telomere gets a little 
shorter, just as shoelace tip 
wears off with time. Once 
the protective covering on 
the tip is gone, your DNA 
and shoelace begin to fray 
and are much harder to use. 
That’s what causes cells to 
stop growing and replenishing 
your body. The cell realizes 
that and kills itself. And 
that’s what causes age-related 
problems. But your body 
also has a protein called 
telomerase that replenishes 
and rebuilds those ends of 
the cells to keep the cells and 
you happy and healthy. But 
we are now seeing more and 
more evidence of lifestyle 
behaviors that can influence 
that process to keep those 
telomeres from aging.
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Self-Test

Think of a relative  
who is suffering or  
who has suffered from  
a disease or condition 
that has a genetic link 
(such as heart trouble, 
cancer, etc…). 

Answer these yes-or-no 
questions about that  
relative to see how likely 
you are to inherit a certain 
relative’s condition. 

●  Is this an immediate, full-
blood relative?

●  Did this relative get the 
disease with a suspected 
genetic link before age sixty-
five?

●  Did this relative die from 
the disease before age sixty-
five?

●  Was this disease likely 
caused by a genetic link, and 
not caused by environmental 
or lifestyle factors?

●  Is there at least one other 
blood relative who also had 

or had any of these same 
diseases?

●  Do you look like this 
relative, either inside or out? 
(Meaning do you have the 
same cholesterol problem, bad 
temper, etc…?)

If you answered yes to one or 
two of the questions, you may 
be at risk for inheriting this 
condition, so monitor it with 
your doctor. If you answered 
yes to three or more questions, 
you’re at a very high risk of 
inheriting the disease, so keep 
a watchful eye on it, and make 
a doctor appointment.

What You’re 
Looking For
While you’re examining 
a relative’s health 
history, it’s not about 
spying into the files 
and invading his or her 
privacy.

It’s about giving you clues to 
help you decide what, if any, 
precautions, you should take. 
You’re essentially looking for 
two factors: Serious illness 

or death before age 65, and 
potentially fatal conditions. 
Either can be more important 
than how close you are in the 
bloodline. For example, your 
uncle’s pancreatic cancer at 
age 53 would likely be more 
alarming to us than your 
mother’s heart fibrillations at 
age 70. At a bare minimum, 
you need to know why your 
parents and grandparents 
died (if they have). And 
your bottom-line question 
to your doctor is always the 
same: If there’s a genetic link 
associated with this condition, 
how can I prevent it?
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Think  
About It
Now, here’s a thought 
that might seem more 
morbid that a midnight 
horror flick.

If your parents will consent to 
it, consider having an autopsy 
performed on them when they 
die. Few autopsies are done 
today compared with decades 
ago, as it’s rarely thought 

necessary when a cause of 
death is clear, such as a heart 
attack. But there’s much value 
in knowing if your 82-year-
old father had undiagnosed 
prostate cancer that had been 
advancing since his 50s, or 
heart disease, even though 
it was a stroke that did him 
in. This is especially useful if 
death was due to an accident, 
of course. Reassure your living 
parent that this doesn’t mean 
foul play was suspected, or 
that the body will be shipped 
to a CSI soundstage, or there 
can’t be an open casket.



Now that you’ve completed your Family History 
worksheet for Transformation Nation, you’ve 
probably learned you could be at risk for certain 
diseases. While you can’t control what genes you’ve 
inherited, you can take steps to lower your risk. Some 
of them are really simple (and delicious!).  Try these 
tips to beat the odds and improve your health today. 

ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE: PLAY PING-PONG.  It’s not just for little kids and frat parties. The skills the 

game requires – rapid eye movement, quick decisions and the ability to predict where the ball will go – engage 

your brain and strengthen your motor skills. 

BREAST CANCER: TAKE A WALK.  It’s one of the best things you can do for your body to prevent any kind 

of disease, but just 1.25 to 2.5 hours of brisk walking a week can cut your risk of breast cancer by 18 percent. 

DEPRESSION: EAT MORE FISH.  Try eating three or more servings each week of salmon, tuna or herring 

(make sure it’s mercury- and toxin-free). Fish is high in a fatty acid called DHA, which can help fight depression.

DIABETES: WATCH YOUR WAIST.  People who carry their weight around their middle have the highest 

risk for diabetes. A healthy waist circumference should be less than 40 inches if you’re a man and less than 35 

inches if you’re a woman. (Men, measure at the belly button, not where you wear your pants, especially if it’s 

under your Budweiser belly.)

HEART DISEASE: FLOSS YOUR TEETH.  The evidence isn’t in yet, but much research suggests a strong 

link between gum disease – a leading cause of inflammation – and the risk of heart disease and stroke. In fact, 

some studies have shown that patients with advanced gum disease have up to 10 times the risk or having a heart 

attack compared to those with healthy gums.

HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE: EAT A LITTLE DARK CHOCOLATE.  It’s high in powerful antioxidants that 

can help lower blood pressure. Try a small amount a couple times a week or even once a day. Caution: Three-

mile-high mud with chocolate syrup does not equal dark chocolate. Or small.

HIGH CHOLESTEROL: EAT YOUR OATMEAL.  It contains soluble fiber, which fights bad cholesterol. 

Your best bet: Cook steel-cut oatmeal and top with other cholesterol-fighting foods, such as chopped nuts or 

apples.

MIGRAINES: GO GREEN.  Dark leafy greens such as spinach, kale and Swiss chard are high in magnesium, 

which may help fight migraines. Other good sources: pumpkin seeds, soybeans and salmon. 

OSTEOPOROSIS: CUT BACK ON COCKTAIL HOUR.  Two or more alcoholic drinks a day can up your risk 

for osteoporosis. That’s because alcohol seems to prevent your body from absorbing enough calcium, which is 

needed for healthy bones.    

SKIN CANCER: USE YOUR CELL PHONE.  You should use your phone for more than just texting, playing 

Word with Friends or figuring out where to eat on your next trip to Anchorage. Take pictures with your cell 

phone camera to record trouble spots on your skin, suggests Dr. Oz. Put a dime next to any growths that you 

photograph to show size. Your doctor can use the pictures to compare changes from year to year. 


