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The development of childhood asthma: risk factors and family history

Hasnain, Syed Mohammed?; Al-Frayh, Abdulrahman R.2; Shakoor, Zahid3: Gad-El-Rab, Mohammed Osman*
1King Faisal Specialist Hospital and Research Centre, Allergy and Medical Aerobiology, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia;
2(:ollvs.-ge of Medicine, King Saud University, Department of Paediatrics, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia;

3College of Medicine, King Khalid University Hospital, Department of Pathology, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia;
4Col|ege of Medicine, King Khalid University Hospital, Department of Paediatrics, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia

Background: It is generally believed that genetic predisposition is important in asthma, whereas environmental
factors are assumed to trigger and modify the expression of the disease. Children of atopic parents are known to be
at greater risk for atopy and asthma than children of non-atopic parents. However, the mode of inheritance of
asthma and allergic diseases has not been fully elucidated.

Method: A cross-sectional, population based study using a questionnaire with 35 questions distributed to school
children aged 6 to 16 years in 3 major cities of Saudi Arabia. The questionnaires were designed by a group of
International panel before ISAAC was introduced and have been used to study prevalence of asthma and allergic
rhinitis in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as well as in Pakistan.

Result: The study was conducted on approximately 3000 school children to analyse the risk conferred by family
history of asthma, allergic rhinitis and eczema for the development of childhood asthma. The study revealed that the
history of asthma in the immediate family (parents and siblings) conferred a 4.2-fold increased risk for development
of childhood asthma. The risk in relatives (aunts, uncles and cousins) was found to be 3.3-fold (P < 0.0001). The risk
for the development of childhood asthma was increased > 3 times with a history of rhinitis or eczema in the
immediate family (P < 0.0001). The risk for the development of rhinitis in the relatives was also found to be closely
associated (P < 0.0001). Exposure to cigarette smoke generated by the members of the family also conferred a 2-
fold increased risk (P < 0.0001). However, the study did not reveal any significant association either exposure to
pets or history of eczema in relatives for the development of childhood asthma.

Conclusion: Inheritance patterns for asthma and other atopic diseases may differ but the presence of asthma and
atopy in the immediate family and relatives are significant risk factor for the development of childhood asthma. The
findings also suggest that strong familial aggregation along with environmental influences may be contributing to
increased risk for childhood asthma in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere.
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