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Chronic Inflammation: 
The Hidden Health Threat

Inflammation is a natural part of the body's defense system, helping to fight 
infection and heal injuries. However, when inflammation persists for months or 
even years, it can quietly contribute to serious health conditions such as heart 
disease, diabetes, arthritis, and cognitive decline. In this issue, we'll explore what 
chronic inflammation is, why it matters, and the lifestyle choices that can help 
reduce its impact. Understanding the role inflammation plays in your health is an 
important step toward protecting your long-term well-being.

Most people have heard the word inflammation, especially in television 
commercials or health articles. But many are surprised to learn that inflammation 
is not always a bad thing. In fact, it is one of the body’s most important defense 
mechanisms. The problem begins when inflammation lingers too long.


Understanding inflammation—and how it affects your health—may help you 
make better lifestyle choices and lower your risk of chronic disease.

Volume 7, Issue 1 Understanding 
Inflammation: 
Your Body’s 
Friend and Foe

What Exactly Is Inflammation?

Inflammation is your body’s natural response to injury, infection, or harmful 
substances. Think of it as your immune system’s emergency response team. 
When your body detects a threat, it sends white blood cells and other protective 
substances to the affected area to begin healing.


This type of inflammation is called acute inflammation, and it is usually helpful 
and temporary. For example, if you cut your finger or sprain an ankle, the 
redness and swelling are signs that your body is repairing itself. If you catch a 
cold, inflammation helps your immune system fight the virus. In these situations, 
inflammation is a healthy and necessary response.


When Inflammation Becomes a Problem

Trouble begins when inflammation does not shut off properly. This is known as 
chronic inflammation. Unlike acute inflammation, chronic inflammation can 
quietly continue inside the body for months or even years—often without 
noticeable symptoms. Over time, this ongoing immune activity may damage 
healthy tissues and organs.


Researchers now believe chronic inflammation plays a role in many serious 
health conditions, including heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, arthritis, 
certain cancers, and even Alzheimer’s disease. Because it can develop silently, 
chronic inflammation is sometimes called a “hidden” health threat.

What Causes Chronic Inflammation?

Many everyday habits and conditions may contribute to ongoing inflammation. A 
poor diet high in processed foods and sugar, lack of exercise, smoking, chronic 
stress, poor sleep, and excess body weight are all believed to play a role. 
Environmental factors, infections, and autoimmune disorders can contribute as 
well.


The good news is that many causes of chronic inflammation are linked to 
lifestyle choices—meaning there are steps you can take to reduce your risk.

Signs You Shouldn’t Ignore

Chronic inflammation does not always produce obvious symptoms, but some 
people experience persistent fatigue, joint or muscle pain, headaches, digestive 
problems, brain fog, or difficulty sleeping. These symptoms can have many 
causes, which is why it is important to discuss ongoing concerns with your 
healthcare provider.

How to Help Reduce Inflammation

Healthy lifestyle habits can help calm chronic inflammation and support overall 
well-being. Experts often recommend eating more fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, nuts, and healthy fats while limiting heavily processed foods and sugary 
drinks. Regular exercise, adequate sleep, stress management, and avoiding 
smoking may also help reduce inflammation levels over time.


Even small changes can make a meaningful difference.

Why You Should Care

Inflammation is not just a medical buzzword. It is a normal biological process that 
can either protect your health or quietly harm it, depending on how long it lasts.


The encouraging news is that many of the same habits that reduce inflammation 
also improve energy, heart health, brain function, and overall quality of life. 
Learning about inflammation is another step toward understanding how everyday 
choices can shape long-term health.

The Role of Exercise 
in Fighting Chronic 
Inflammation

When people think about exercise, they often focus on weight loss, stronger 
muscles, or improved cardiovascular health. While these are all important 
benefits, research has revealed another powerful reason to stay active: regular 
exercise helps fight chronic inflammation.


Given the growing evidence linking chronic inflammation to heart disease, 
diabetes, arthritis, certain cancers, and even cognitive decline, physical activity 
may be one of the most effective tools available for protecting long-term health.

Understanding the Inflammation Connection.

Not all inflammation is harmful. Acute inflammation is a normal part of the body's 
healing process. If you twist an ankle or catch a cold, inflammation helps your 
body repair damage and fight infection. Chronic inflammation is different. It 
occurs when the body's inflammatory response remains activated for months or 
years, even when there is no injury or infection to address. Over time, this 
persistent inflammation can damage healthy tissues and contribute to many 
chronic diseases. Fortunately, exercise helps interrupt this process.

How Exercise Reduces Inflammation

Scientists have identified several ways regular physical activity helps lower 
inflammation.


First, exercise encourages the body to release anti-inflammatory substances that 
help regulate the immune system. These compounds can reduce the production 
of inflammatory chemicals circulating in the bloodstream.


Second, physical activity helps maintain a healthy body weight. Excess body fat
—particularly around the abdomen—is known to produce inflammatory 
substances. By reducing excess fat, exercise removes one of the body's major 
sources of chronic inflammation.


Exercise also improves blood sugar control, enhances circulation, lowers blood 
pressure, and supports healthier cholesterol levels—all of which can help reduce 
inflammatory stress on the body.

What Types of Exercise Help Most?

The good news is that you do not need to become a marathon runner to reap 
anti-inflammatory benefits. Research suggests that a variety of activities can 
help, including:

 Brisk walking

Cycling

Swimming

Gardening

 D ancing

Strength training 

Yoga and stretching exercises

Health experts generally recommend at least 150 minutes of moderate physical 
activity per week, along with muscle-strengthening activities on two or more days 
each week.

Small Steps Matter

If you are currently inactive, don't be discouraged. Even modest increases in 
activity can make a difference. Taking a daily walk, choosing stairs instead of 
elevators, or adding a few minutes of movement throughout the day can begin to 
improve your body's inflammatory profile. Consistency is more important than 
intensity. A sustainable exercise routine that you enjoy is far more beneficial than 
an occasional burst of strenuous activity.

The Bottom Line

Exercise is much more than a fitness tool—it's a powerful way to help control 
chronic inflammation. By moving your body regularly, you support your immune 
system, improve overall health, and reduce the risk of many age-related 
diseases.


When it comes to fighting chronic inflammation, one of the most effective 
prescriptions may be surprisingly simple: keep moving.

Eat to Beat 
Inflammation:

Foods That Help—
and Foods That Hurt

You've probably heard the phrase, "You are what you eat." When it comes to 
inflammation, there is more truth to that statement than many people realize.


While no single food can prevent disease or eliminate inflammation overnight, 
the foods we eat every day can either help calm chronic inflammation or 
contribute to it. Over time, these dietary choices can have a significant impact on 
our overall health.

The Link Between Diet and Inflammation 


Inflammation is the body's natural response to injury and infection. However, 
when inflammation becomes chronic, it can contribute to a wide range of health 
problems, including heart disease, type 2 diabetes, arthritis, certain cancers, and 
even cognitive decline.


Research has shown that diet plays an important role in regulating inflammation. 
Some foods contain nutrients that help the body control inflammatory processes, 
while others may promote them.

Foods That Help Fight Inflammation

A diet rich in whole, minimally processed foods provides many compounds that 
help protect the body. Some of the best anti-inflammatory foods include:

 Fruits and 
Vegetables: 


Berries, cherries, 
oranges, leafy greens, 
broccoli, tomatoes, and 
colorful vegetables are 
rich in antioxidants that 

help combat cellular 
damage.

Fatty 

Fish: 


Salmon, sardines, tuna, 
and mackerel provide 
omega-3 fatty acids, 

which have been 
shown to help reduce 

inflammation.

Nuts and 

Seeds: 


Almonds, walnuts, 
flaxseeds, and chia 

seeds contain healthy 
fats, fiber, and 
antioxidants.

Whole 

Grains: 


Oats, brown rice, 
quinoa, and whole 

wheat provide fiber and 
nutrients that support a 
healthy inflammatory 

response.

Healthy 

Oils: 


Olive oil, a cornerstone 
of the Mediterranean 

diet, contains 
compounds associated 

with lower 
inflammation.

Beans and 

Legumes: 


Lentils, black beans, 
chickpeas, and other 

legumes provide plant-
based protein and fiber 

that support overall 
health.

Foods That May Promote Inflammation

Certain dietary patterns have been linked to increased inflammation, especially 
when consumed regularly and in large amounts. Examples include:

Highly Processed Foods: 

Packaged snacks, fast food, and 
many convenience foods often 
contain refined carbohydrates, 

unhealthy fats, and excess sodium.

Sugary Foods and Beverages: 
Sodas, candy, pastries, and other 
high-sugar foods can contribute to 

inflammation and weight gain.
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Excessive Alcohol: 

Moderate consumption may be 
acceptable for some adults, but 
excessive drinking can promote 

inflammation and damage tissues 
throughout the body.

Processed Meats: 

Bacon, sausage, hot dogs, and deli 
meats have been associated with 

increased health risks and 
inflammatory markers.

A Simple Starting Point

If you're looking to reduce inflammation through diet, start with one simple rule: 
fill more of your plate with foods that come from nature rather than a factory. 
Choose fruits instead of sugary snacks, vegetables instead of chips, and water 
instead of sugary drinks. Small changes, practiced consistently, can add up to 
meaningful health benefits over time.


Combined with regular exercise, adequate sleep, and stress management, 
healthy eating can play an important role in reducing chronic inflammation and 
promoting long-term health.

Sleep, Stress, and 
Inflammation: The 
Hidden Connections

When people think about reducing inflammation, they often focus on diet and 
exercise. While both are important, two other factors play a surprisingly powerful 
role in the body's inflammatory response: sleep and stress.


In today's fast-paced world, many people accept poor sleep and chronic stress 
as unavoidable parts of life. However, growing research suggests that these 
everyday challenges may contribute significantly to chronic inflammation—and, 
in turn, increase the risk of numerous health problems.

Why Sleep Matters. Sleep is much more than a time for rest. While we sleep, 
the body performs critical maintenance functions, including tissue repair, 
hormone regulation, memory consolidation, and immune system support.


When sleep is disrupted or insufficient, these processes can be affected. Studies 
have found that people who regularly get too little sleep often have higher levels 
of inflammatory markers in their blood. Over time, this chronic inflammatory state 
may contribute to conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and 
cognitive decline.


Poor sleep can also create a vicious cycle. Inflammation may interfere with sleep 
quality, while inadequate sleep can further increase inflammation, making it 
difficult to break the pattern.


How Much Sleep Is Enough? Most adults need between seven and nine hours 
of sleep each night. While individual needs vary, consistently sleeping less than 
seven hours may increase the risk of health problems. Good sleep habits can 
make a significant difference. Experts recommend maintaining a regular sleep 
schedule, limiting screen time before bed, avoiding excessive caffeine late in the 
day, and creating a quiet, comfortable sleep environment.


The Stress Connection. Stress is a natural part of life. In short bursts, it can 
actually be beneficial, helping us respond to challenges and stay alert. The 
problem occurs when stress becomes chronic. When we experience ongoing 
stress, the body continually releases hormones such as cortisol and adrenaline. 
While these hormones are useful in emergencies, prolonged exposure can 
disrupt normal immune function and contribute to inflammation.


Research has linked chronic stress to higher levels of inflammatory activity 
throughout the body. This may help explain why long-term stress is associated 
with an increased risk of cardiovascular disease, depression, digestive disorders, 
and other chronic health conditions.


Managing Stress to Reduce Inflammation. The goal is not to eliminate stress 
entirely—that would be impossible. Instead, the objective is to develop healthy 
ways to manage it. Effective stress-reduction strategies include:


 Regular physical activity

Meditation or mindfulness practices

Deep breathing exercises

Spending time outdoors

Engaging in hobbies and enjoyable activities

Maintaining strong social connections

Setting aside time for relaxation and self-care


Even a few minutes of stress-management activities each day can have 
meaningful benefits over time.


Small Changes, Big Benefits. Many people focus exclusively on what they eat 
or how much they exercise when trying to improve their health. Yet sleep and 
stress management may be equally important pieces of the puzzle. Think of 
inflammation as a fire within the body. Healthy eating and exercise help keep 
that fire under control, but poor sleep and chronic stress can continuously add 
fuel to the flames.


In Summary. Reducing chronic inflammation requires a whole-body approach. 
Along with eating a nutritious diet and staying physically active, prioritizing 
quality sleep and managing stress can help support a healthier immune system 
and reduce the burden of inflammation.


The good news is that small improvements in sleep habits and stress 
management can yield meaningful health benefits. Sometimes the most powerful 
medicine isn't found in a bottle, it's found in a good night's sleep and a calmer 
mind.

Fact or Fiction? 
What You Really 
Need to Know About 
Inflammation

Inflammation has become one of the most talked-about topics in health and 
wellness. From anti-inflammatory diets to supplements promising to "fight 
inflammation," it's easy to become confused by all the information. 
Understanding the facts can help you make better decisions about your health. 
Let's separate fact from fiction.

Fiction: All inflammation is bad.


Fact: Inflammation is an essential 
part of the body's defense system.


When you cut your finger, sprain an 
ankle, or develop an infection, 
inflammation helps your body heal. 
Redness, swelling, warmth, and pain 
are signs that your immune system is 
doing its job. Without this response, 
wounds would heal slowly and 
infections could become life-
threatening. The real concern is 
chronic inflammation—a low-level 
inflammatory response that persists 
for months or years and can damage 
healthy tissues.

Fiction: You can always feel 
inflammation in your body.


Fact: Chronic inflammation is often 
silent.


Unlike the inflammation associated 
with an injury, chronic inflammation 
may produce no obvious symptoms. 
Many people with ongoing 
inflammation feel generally healthy. 
Yet over time, chronic inflammation 
can contribute to conditions such as 
heart disease, diabetes, arthritis, and 
certain cancers. This is one reason 
regular medical checkups and healthy 
lifestyle habits are so important.

Fiction: Taking supplements is the 
best way to reduce inflammation.


Fact: Lifestyle choices have a much 
greater impact.


Many supplements are marketed as 
anti-inflammatory, but research shows 
that everyday habits often provide the 
greatest benefit. A balanced diet rich 
in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
healthy fats, and lean proteins can 
help reduce inflammation. Regular 
exercise, adequate sleep, stress 
management, and maintaining a 
healthy weight are equally important.


Supplements may have a role in 
certain situations, but they are not a 
substitute for healthy living.

Fiction: Inflammation only affects 
older adults.


Fact: People of all ages can 
experience chronic inflammation.


Although inflammation tends to 
increase with age, younger adults 
and even children can develop 
inflammatory conditions. Obesity, 
smoking, poor diet, lack of exercise, 
chronic stress, inadequate sleep, and 
certain autoimmune diseases can all 
contribute to inflammation regardless 
of age.

Fiction: If you exercise when 
you're sore, you're increasing 
harmful inflammation.


Fact: Moderate exercise generally 
helps reduce chronic inflammation.


Physical activity may cause 
temporary muscle soreness, but 
regular exercise has been shown to 
lower levels of chronic inflammation 
throughout the body. In fact, inactivity 
is often a greater contributor to long-
term inflammation than exercise itself.

Fiction: Certain foods can instantly 
"cure" inflammation.


Fact: There is no miracle food.


Foods such as berries, leafy greens, 
fatty fish, nuts, and olive oil contain 
nutrients that may help reduce 
inflammation. However, no single 
food can eliminate inflammation 
overnight. The overall pattern of your 
diet matters far more than any one 
ingredient.

The Takeaway. 
Inflammation is neither friend nor foe – it can be both. Acute inflammation helps 
protect and heal the body, while chronic inflammation can contribute to disease 
and accelerate aging. Understanding the difference is key. Rather than searching 
for quick fixes or miracle cures, focus on proven strategies: eat well, stay active, 
manage stress, get enough sleep, and work with your healthcare provider to 
address any underlying health concerns.

Thank you for subscribing to MedWatch’s Healthy Living 
newsletter! We hope you enjoyed the content and found it 

to be a valuable resource. 

For more information and additional 
resources, reach out to your 
Pathways Concierge team at the 
number on your Health Plan ID card.


