Pain medications may ward off Parkinson's
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Taking over-the-counter pain medicines such as ibuprofen or aspirin may reduce the risk of developing Parkinson's disease, finds a new study published in Neurology. 

Ibuprofen and aspirin belong to a class of drugs called non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs). The study found that those who regularly took NSAIDs reduced their risk of Parkinson's by as much as 60 per cent. 

The study involved 579 men and women, half of whom had Parkinson's disease. The participants were asked if they had taken aspirin or a non-aspirin NSAIDs once a week or more at any point in their life for at least a month. 

Those who took two or more pills a week for at least a month were classified as regular users, while those who took fewer pills were non-regular users. 

Compared to non-users and non-regular users, regular users of non-aspirin NSAIDs reduced their risk of Parkinson's by as much as 60 per cent, the study found. 

Women who were regular users of aspirin reduced their risk of Parkinson's by 40 per cent, especially those who were regular users of aspirin for more than two years. 

The researchers aren't sure why they found an association between NSAIDs and lowered Parkinson's risk. They say it's possible the anti-inflammatory agent in NSAIDs may contribute, but the exact mechanism isn't clear. 

As to why aspirin seemed to only benefit women, co-author Angelika D. Wahner with the UCLA School of Public Health in Los Angeles speculates that it may be a question of dosage. She says men may be taking lower doses of aspirin to prevent heart problems, while women may be using higher doses to treat the pain of arthritis or headaches. 

"Given our results and the growing burden of Parkinson's disease as people age, there's a pressing need for further studies explaining why these drugs may play a protective role," she concludes.

