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THIS  ISSUE

Asthma Epidemic
Why is it happening? What’s to be done?

A
sthma, a chronic breathing disorder, is

rapidly increasing in the United States

and many other industrialized countries.

Asthma affects more than 17 million

Americans, including more than 5.3 million youngsters,

and the incidence rate has nearly doubled since 1982.

Experts disagree about the causes of the epidemic-like

increase, but many now believe the most important

factors are indoor air contaminants that trigger the

allergic reaction associated with asthma attacks.

Medications can relieve asthma symptoms and control

the inflammation of the airways that causes asthma, but

asthma advocates say some doctors are not aggressive

enough in prescribing treatments. Meanwhile,

researchers are looking for more effective treatments

and trying to determine the origins of the disease in

hope of finding a cure.
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BY KENNETH JOST

THE ISSUES

Asthma Epidemic

N adine Anderson’s son Aaron
was not yet 1 year old when
she heard the telltale cough.

“It was not like a regular cough,”
she recalls. It was “dry” and “dull”
— “like he was choking.”

Aaron’s doctor recognized his
wheezing and coughing as classic
symptoms of asthma and treated him
with albuterol — one of many
strangely named medicines that
Anderson now talks about with fa-
miliarity. The medicine, converted
into a fine mist by a device known
as a nebulizer and inhaled through a
mask, opened Aaron’s clogged air-
ways enough for him to go home and
breathe easily, at least until his next
asthma attack.

On that day four years ago, Aaron
joined the rapidly growing number
of children who have been diagnosed
with asthma, a chronic and debilitat-
ing breathing disorder that affects
more than 5.3 million youngsters un-
der age 18 in the United States and
17.3 million people overall.

While doctors and public health
officials have been making progress
against other chronic diseases, asthma
has been increasing in numbers and
in severity over the past two decades
— for reasons that are not completely
understood. 1

“We have an alarming increase in
the prevalence of asthma, which may
be considered of epidemic propor-
tions,” says Virginia Taggart, director of
the division of lung diseases at the Na-
tional Heart, Lung and Blood Institute,
part of the National Institutes of Health
(NIH) in Bethesda, Md. “The increase
has been large. It’s not clear why it has
happened. And it’s certainly had a pro-
found impact on our lives.”

Technically, the increased inci-
dence of asthma that is being noted

in the United States and other indus-
trialized countries does not qualify as
an epidemic, a term normally used
for infectious diseases spread by vi-
ruses or bacteria. Asthma, instead,
appears to be a disease born from
some genetic predisposition or early
disorder of the immune system.

The condition, misleadingly dor-
mant much of the time, can be trig-
gered by the body’s allergic response
to indoor air contaminants, outdoor
air pollution or, in some individuals,
to cold, exercise or stress. 1 An attack
leaves the asthma sufferer gasping
for breath. A severe attack can re-
quire hospitalization or — in a small
but disturbing number of extreme
cases — can be fatal.

Whether an epidemic or not, doc-
tors and public health officials are
seeing more and more asthma cases,
especially in inner-city neighborhoods
and especially among blacks. “It’s
going up at a very rapid rate in the
inner city and at a rapid rate else-
where,” says Lawrence Lichtenstein,
director of the Asthma and Allergy
Center at Johns Hopkins University
Medical Center in Baltimore. In the
South Bronx, researchers estimate that
9-14 percent of youngsters have
asthma. A study by the Children’s
Health Fund earlier this year found
that among children in New York City
shelters the rate was alarmingly high:
38 percent. 2

Treating homeless children with
asthma poses particularly difficult

problems, according to Shawn
Bowen, an asthma pediatrician
with the asthma initiative being
conducted jointly by the Children’s
Health Fund and Montefiore Medi-
cal Center.

“Children in the homeless shel-
ter don’t have a medical home,”
says Bowen, who is also an assis-
tant professor in the division of
community pediatrics at Montefiore
Medical Center/Albert Einstein

College of Medicine. “They get most
of their care in an emergency room
or clinic. As a result, there’s very little
continuity. And since asthma is a
chronic disease, the only way to treat
it is to have continuity of care.” 3

Aaron, who until recently lived in
a shelter with his mother, has im-
proved greatly, thanks in no small
part to her efforts to learn how to
deal with the disease. Anderson, a
single parent in her 30s who came to
the United States from Jamaica as a
teenager, knows how to listen to
Aaron’s chest to gauge his breathing.
“When he’s wheezing, it sounds like
the wind blowing through the trees,”
she says.

Initially, Aaron’s asthma was clas-
sified as persistent and severe, the
most serious of the four diagnostic
gradations. (The others: intermittent/
mild, persistent/mild and persistent/
moderate.) Aaron needed two types
of medications: bronchodilators — so-
called rescue medicines — that relieve
the immediate symptoms of an asthma
attack by relaxing the bronchial tubes
and allowing normal breathing to re-
sume; and corticosteroids — so-called
controller medicines — that reduce
the chronic inflammation of the air-
ways and thus help reduce the long-
term severity of the disease.

Today, Aaron is only taking
albuterol, one of the most common
bronchodilators. He was once taking
controller medicines up to four times
a day but is no longer on daily



ASTHMA EPIDEMIC

1092 CQ Researcher

medication at all. Anderson, who now
has her own apartment and works as
a security guard at the shelter where
she once lived, is clearly pleased. But
she still keeps a close eye on Aaron.
“I don’t let him run too much,” she
says. “I don’t let him cry too much.”

Anderson’s crash course in asthma
parallels the experience of millions of
other parents around the country, in
well-to-do suburbs as well as inner
cities. “Every day, we pull down about
50 or 60 requests for information, and
the vast majority of those are from
parents of children under age 6,” says
Nancy Sander, president of the
Fairfax, Va.-based support network
known as Allergy and Asthma Net-
work/Mothers of Asthmatics.

“Many of the families are just newly
diagnosed, so they don’t know what
they don’t know,” says Sander, who has
asthma herself and has a daughter with
the disease. “They’re searching for help,
understanding, information.”

Oddly, many better-off families
resist the diagnosis. “Parents are of-
ten reluctant to have their kids labeled
as asthmatic,” says John Carl, a pedi-
atric pulmonologist at Rainbow Ba-
bies and Children’s Hospital in Cleve-
land. “The label is not a negative thing.
It may be a defining thing that may
help other health-care providers pro-
vide appropriate treatment.”

One reason for families’ reluctance
to acknowledge asthma in their chil-
dren may be the widespread misun-
derstanding about the disease. An-
cient Greek physicians recognized
asthma, but its exact causes remain
a mystery today. As recently as 50
years ago, many doctors believed —
mistakenly — that the disease was
largely psychosomatic. Still today,
asthma is widely thought of as a not
especially severe disease — even by
some people who have asthma.

The asthma “epidemic” is helping
to correct some of those mispercep-

tions, as more people deal with the
disease in their families or encounter
other people who have it. Meanwhile,
public health officials are working to
improve the care and treatment of
people with asthma, while research-
ers look for more effective medicines
to control the disease or — in the
longer-term future — prevent it.

As the efforts continue, here are
some of the questions being debated:

Are environmental factors
causing the increase in asthma?

When the 12th-century rabbi and
physician Maimonides treated an
Egyptian prince for asthma, he pre-
scribed, among other things, escape
from the urban pollution of the time.
With the advent of the Industrial
Revolution in the 19th century, out-
door air pollution again became a
leading suspect in either causing or
aggravating asthma — and remained
a major focus of asthma investigators
into the 1980s.

Since that time, however, doctors
and researchers have devoted greater
attention to other possible “triggers” for
asthma, especially allergens found in
the air inside homes and offices. Today,
tobacco smoke, cockroach infestation
and dust mites rank as the leading sus-
pects for aggravating the condition.

Indoor air problems are “a much
more likely explanation of why asthma
is increasing,” says Carlos Camargo, an
epidemiologist at Massachusetts Gen-
eral Hospital in Boston. “There’s all kind
of evidence that inhalation of things like
dust mites, [decaying] cockroaches and
other allergens worsen asthma. And
they’re also associated with a higher risk
of developing asthma.”

Researchers hypothesize that mod-
ern living conditions, including en-
closed homes and offices and re-
duced outdoor time in particular for
children, exacerbate the effect of in-
door air problems and thus the po-
tential for either causing or aggravat-
ing asthma. By contrast, outdoor air

Childhood Asthma on the Increase
The rate of asthma among children under age 18 almost doubled 
from 1982 to 1998, while the rate among all ages increased by 
almost two-thirds. An estimated 17.3 million Americans had asthma 
in 1998, including 5.3 million children under 18.

Source: National Center for Health Statistics, “National Health Interview Survey,”
1982-1995
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pollution has been reduced in the
United States in recent years as the
incidence of asthma was increasing.

“Twenty years ago, people did
suspect that outdoor pollution was
high on the list of either causing or
aggravating asthma, or both,” says
Taggart at NIH. “Today, it’s highly
unlikely that outdoor pollution is on
the list of causing asthma, though it
does aggravate the disease.”

One study often cited for discount-
ing the role of air pollution in causing
asthma compared the rates of the dis-
ease in east and west Germany after
unification. Surprisingly, east Ger-
many had a lower incidence of hay
fever, bronchial asthma and other res-
piratory diseases than west Germany
despite markedly worse outdoor air
pollution in the former communist
state. The researchers described the
results as “paradoxical,” though they
nonetheless concluded, “environmen-
tal factors . . . do influence the devel-
opment” of the disease. 4

Some researchers disagree with the
de-emphasis on the role of outdoor
air pollution in asthma research.
Patrick L. Kinney, an associate pro-
fessor and environmental health ex-
pert at the Joseph L. Mailman School
of Public Health at Columbia Univer-
sity in New York City, says some stud-
ies provide evidence of a relationship
between living near busy streets and
having respiratory problems. In addi-
tion, other studies also suggest that
diesel fuel particles — a contributor
to outdoor air pollution — can “en-
hance” people’s response to allergens.

“We know that air pollution exac-
erbates asthma,” Kinney adds, “but
we don’t know that that’s the only
thing it does.”

In recent years, another suspect
has been added to the list of possible
causes of asthma: changes in human
immunology. Some researchers be-
lieve that public health improvements
— such as reduced incidence of res-
piratory infections among children,

increased use of antibiotics and im-
provements in diet — may be stunt-
ing the development of immunologi-
cal protections against allergens.

“By modifying the normal immune
mechanisms in people, we’ve allowed
for an increase in the incidence of
asthma,” says William Busse, presi-
dent-elect of the American Academy
of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology
and a professor of medicine at the
University of Wisconsin. “We’re get-
ting a changed immune response.”

The variety of hypotheses leaves
researchers and health-care profes-
sionals frustrated.

“We don’t know what causes
asthma,” Taggart says. “We are increas-
ingly convinced that it’s some interplay
between the environment, the genetic
predisposition to having allergies and
the developing immune systems and
lungs. Which thing is the most impor-
tant, or which comes first to start the

chain of events, we really don’t know.”

Are health services adequate
for people with asthma?

When he was struggling with
asthma as a youngster in the 1930s,
Lichtenstein of Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity was advised to spend every
winter in Florida to take advantage of
its warm, sunny climate. Today, as
one of the country’s leading asthma
researchers, Lichtenstein says his
doctor’s advice was flat wrong.

“For asthmatics, some of the most
common irritants are dust mites, mold
and other substances you’ll find in a
wet climate, like Florida,” Lichtenstein
writes. His doctor “didn’t know
enough about asthma to realize that
I would wheeze and cough as much
— if not more — during our winter
vacation at the beach.” 5

Health care for people with asthma
has improved dramatically since that

Deaths Among Blacks Increased the Most
Deaths from asthma among blacks increased by more than 150 
percent from 1979 to 1997, compared with a 91 percent rise 
among whites. Among all Americans, deaths increased by 92 
percent during the same period. Nearly 90 percent of the 5,434 
asthma deaths in 1997 were among adults age 35 and older.

Source: National Center for Health Statistics, “Monthly Vital Statistics Report, 
1979-1997”
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time. Doctors and other medical pro-
fessionals are better informed. Some
misconceptions — like the idea that
asthma was primarily psychosomatic
— have been dispelled. New medi-
cations and new devices have been
introduced to control and prevent
asthma attacks.

Still, the asthma epidemic has fo-
cused attention on shortcomings in
the care and treatment of asthmatics.
Public health experts say that young-
sters in medically underserved areas
— inner-city neighborhoods in par-
ticular — often go undiagnosed until
their asthma reaches an advanced
state and may get inadequate care
after that because they do not have
a regular primary-care provider. 6

Children in families that do have good
medical care also may not be prop-
erly diagnosed or treated because
some general practitioners fail to
recognize the symptoms or fail to
prescribe the right course of treat-
ment after making the diagnosis.

In addition, Lichtenstein and oth-
ers say that the present treatment
options are still short of a cure. “What
we’re doing is treating the symptoms
rather than the underlying disease,”
he says.

For many patients, however, even
symptomatic treatment is far from
ideal. In the inner cities — where
asthma is increasing most rapidly —
too many people see doctors only at
times of acute attacks. “They have epi-
sodic contact with the health-care sys-
tem, usually in the emergency room,
“says Irwin Redlener, president of the
Children’s Health Fund, a New York
City-based organization working to
improve health services for children
in medically underserved areas.

“The ER ends up being both the
receiving and monitoring point for
people whose asthma is out of con-
trol,” says Michael McDermott, an
emergency room physician at Cook
County Hospital in Chicago. “It’s
theoretically possible that asthmatics

should never come to an emergency
room once they’re properly trained.”

Redlener, who is also president of
the Children’s Hospital at Montefiore
Medical Center in the Bronx, says that
inadequately trained physicians are
also a problem. “Many kids go to doc-
tors that aren’t even close to up-to-
speed with respect to the latest treat-
ments that are available to children.”

Too many general practitioners
tend to be late in diagnosing asthma,
according to Bruce Bender, a doctor
at the National Jewish Medical and
Research Center in Denver, a leading
asthma research and treatment facil-
ity. “Treating asthma earlier can pre-
vent it from being worse later on,”
Bender explains.

Meanwhile, researchers are trying
to develop more effective medica-
tions. NIH’s Taggart calls the research
“very exciting and very promising.”
“We’ll get more therapies that will
target the earlier parts of the inflam-
matory process so that we can stop
this chain reaction earlier in the
cycle,” she says.

Some asthma experts, however, say
they want to see more attention paid
to improving existing services without
waiting for therapies that are years
away from being introduced. “We have
excellent tools right now to achieve
reasonable disease control, but the
system is providing for inadequate ap-
plication of those controls,” says Carl,
at Rainbow Babies and Children’s
Hospital. “We can do much better na-
tionally than we are doing.”

BACKGROUND
Gasping for Breath

A ncient Greek physicians as early
as Hippocrates in the fifth cen-

tury B.C.E. used the word “asthma”
(meaning panting) to refer generally
to conditions of gasping or breathless-
ness. 7 Only in the 17th century did the
English physician Sir John Floyer and
others develop the modern view of
asthma as a condition distinct from
other breathing disorders.

Diagnosis of asthma advanced in
the 18th and 19th centuries with the
development of new medical tech-
niques and tools. The 18th-century
Viennese physic ian Leopold
Auenbrugger introduced the now
standard technique of chest exami-
nation in a 1761 treatise, “On Percus-
sion of the Chest,” that explained
how tapping on a fluid-filled chest
cavity produces a different sound
than tapping on a clear one. In the
early 19th century, the French phy-
sician Rene Laënnec invented the
stethoscope for listening to the heart
and lungs.

Treatment of asthma also im-
proved, but remained fairly primitive
through the 19th century. In the
United States, asthma was widely rec-
ognized as a common ailment, and
medical hucksters advanced a variety
of cures and treatments for the dis-
ease. Opium, cocaine and tobacco
were often prescribed: As stimulants,
they help open airways, but they also
have adverse side effects. A variety of
powders and inhalants were also ad-
vertised as cures.

By the turn of the century, some
experimenters were working on ways
to deliver medications into the lungs
with devices that used air or steam
instead of smoke — forerunners of
today’s inhalators.

Doctors remained divided about
the causes of asthma through the
19th century. As early as the 17th
century, the German physician
Konrad Schneider had identified dust
as an irritant of the disease. In the
mid-19th century, the English physi-
cian Henry Slater identified animal
dander as an asthma trigger. By then,
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Chronology
several researchers had concluded
that the underlying cause of bron-
chial asthma was a spasm of the
bronchial musculature. But the domi-
nant theory linked asthma to a ner-
vous disorder.

Early Breakthroughs

I n 1910, though, American scientist
Samuel Meltzer put forth the theory

— close to the modern understanding
— that asthma is caused by a spasm of
the bronchioles triggered by some
specific substance to which a person
with the disease is hypersensitive. 8

The great medical breakthrough in
treating asthma came with the intro-
duction of corticosteroids to control
asthma attacks in the 1950s. 9 Bio-
chemists had identified the impor-
tance of the natural hormones pro-
duced by the cortex of the adrenal
gland as early as the mid-19th cen-
tury. Extracts of the adrenal cortex
were purified during the 1930s, and
the individual steroids were identi-
fied, including the most important:
cortisone. After the U.S. physician
Philip Hench demonstrated that cor-
tisone could be used to treat acute
arthritis, doctors tried it on other
diseases, including asthma.

“It was very quickly evident,” the
English physician Donald Lane writes,
“that steroids would combat severe
life-threatening attacks of asthma.”
But “disappointing relapses” occurred
when the steroids were withdrawn.
So doctors turned to prescribing ste-
roids as long-term maintenance for
some asthmatics. The results were
generally positive, but a rash of side
effects produced a reaction against
the use of steroids in the 1960s. Con-
cerns about side effects were allevi-
ated, however, by the development
of manufactured corticosteroids —
more powerful than the natural sub-

Before 1900
Asthma is recognized, but
causes are not completely
understood and treatments
are primitive.

1600s
German physician identifies
dust as asthma trigger.

1820s
Invention of the stethoscope
helps doctors better diagnose
asthma.

Mid-1800s
English physician Henry Slater
systematically documents
asthma cases, identifies animal
dander as trigger.

Late 1800s
Opium, cocaine, tobacco and
other inhalants are widely
prescribed for treating asthma
in the United States.

•

1900s-1960s
Biochemists make progress in
understanding the body’s
response to allergens.

1920s
Adrenaline is used to relieve
asthma symptoms despite
potential side effects.

1940s
Cortisone — a hormone pro-
duced by the adrenal gland —
is isolated and used to treat
arthritis.

1950s-1960s
Manufactured corticosteroids
are introduced to treat asthma;
bronchodilators are developed
to relieve symptoms with fewer
side effects.

•

1980s Asthma rates
increase in United States and
other industrialized countries;
outdoor air pollution is
thought to be major factor in
causing disease.

•

1990s Public health
agencies and support groups
mount campaigns to increase
public awareness of asthma
“epidemic”; indoor air con-
taminants viewed as major
factor in causing or triggering
disease.

1991
National Heart, Lung and Blood
Institute prescribes guidelines
for diagnosing and treating
asthma; updated in 1997.

1997
Researchers suggest exposure
to tuberculosis virus may
reduce susceptibility to asthma.

1999
Clinical trials continue on anti-
IgE therapy; companies plan to
seek government approval for
use of the drug in 2000.

•

•

•
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stances — and by physicians’ greater
familiarity with their use.

The second medical breakthrough
came with the development of
bronchodilators — chemicals that
open up the narrow airways by re-
laxing the bronchial muscle. 10 The
natural hormone adrenaline was first
used for treating asthma at the end
of the 19th century and introduced
into commercial use in the 1920s.
But, as Lane explains, adrenaline is
a general stimulant that causes higher
blood pressure and a number of other
adverse physical changes.

Biochemists worked to produce
more selective agents that would
operate only on the bronchial

muscles and by the 1960s had cre-
ated what Lane calls “a daunting
array” of bronchodilators with fewer
side effects. In addition, the develop-
ment of the metered-dose inhaler
made it easier for patients to admin-
ister bronchodilators themselves,
getting a small, measured dose di-
rectly into the clogged airways.

Unexplained Epidemic

D octors and asthma researchers
were encouraged by their

progress in treating the disease in

the 1960s and ’70s. They took further
encouragement from the gradual
decline in the number of asthma
deaths among young people reported
in the United States beginning in 1968
and continuing through the next
decade.

In the 1980s, however, asthma-
related deaths began a steady rise
that has continued up to the present.
By the beginning of the 1990s, two
experts writing in the Journal of the
American Medical Association la-
beled the trend “an alarming rever-
sal” in the progress against the dis-
ease. 11

Now, at the end of the decade,
experts still profess bafflement at the

A Guide to Asthma Medications

A sthma patients and their families can easily feel be-
wildered by the array of medications and devices
used to manage the disease and the instructions on

how to use them. Moreover, many specialists and asthma
advocates believe that doctors often fail to educate patients
adequately and tend to underprescribe the anti-
inflammatory medications that decrease swelling in the
airways and thus provide long-term protection against
severe attacks.

Many asthma patients, however, believe doctors are
insensitive to complaints about side effects of asthma
medications, such as jitteriness and rapid heartbeat and
growth reduction in youngsters who take anti-inflammatory
corticosteroids on a regular basis. But asthma specialists
believe the side effects are minimal — most youngsters
reach their anticipated height anyway, they say — and in
any event are outweighed by the benefits of the
medications.

People with “persistent” asthma — symptoms more than
twice a week — are typically given two types of
medications: anti-inflammatory (“control”) medicines and
so-called bronchodilators (“rescue” medicines) for
symptomatic relief. Here’s a brief guide:

Anti-inflammatory medicines — Corticosteroids, not
to be confused with the anabolic steroids used and abused
by athletes and body-builders, are most commonly
prescribed to reduce the asthmatic’s chronic inflammation
of the airways. Typically, they are inhaled so that more of
the medicine reaches the lungs instead of other parts of
the body — thus allowing lower doses and minimizing
side effects. Some brand names: Vanceril, Pulmicort, Flovent
and Azmacort.

Cromolyn and nedocromil are non-steroid, anti-
inflammatory drugs that block allergens from attaching to
and triggering certain inflammatory cells that line the
airways. Both are inhaled. Brand names: Intal and Tilade.
Anti-leukotrienes are another non-steroid drug that target
one type of inflammatory cells, leukotrienes. Two pills are
being aggressively marketed since winning approval two
years ago: Accolate and Singulair.

Bronchodilators — These drugs provide short-term
relief of coughing, wheezing and shortness of breath by
relaxing the constriction of the bronchial muscles that
causes breathing difficulties in an asthma attack. The most
widely used is albuterol, also sold as Ventolin and Proventil.
It comes in metered-dose inhalers or in a solution for use
in a nebulizer, a mist-creating machine used by infants or
other people who have difficulty operating an inhaler.
Another bronchodilator, salmetrol, acts for up to 12 hours
but takes longer to start working.

Alternative-medicine advocates list a variety of non-
pharmacological methods of treating asthma, including
reducing air pollutants, taking vitamins or dietary
supplements and decreasing stress. 1 Some of the
approaches are “quite mainstream,” says Virginia Taggart,
director of the division of lung diseases at the National
Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, part of the National
Institutes of Health. But she says the use of herbal teas,
acupuncture and meditation “have not been adequately
studied” to assess their effectiveness.

1 For background, see Richard L. Worsnop, “Alternative Medicine’s
Next Phase,” The CQ Researcher, Feb. 14, 1997, pp. 121-144, and
Charles S. Clark, “Alternative Medicine,” Jan. 31, 1992, pp. 73-96.
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increased incidence of asthma and
asthma-related deaths. “There are a
lot of thoughts,” says Thomas Casale,
an asthma researcher at the Nebraska
Medical Research Inst i tute in
Papillion. “I don’t think we have a
clear-cut answer.” Lichtenstein at
Johns Hopkins agrees: “Basically, we
don’t know the reason why, which is
a little discouraging.”

Focus on Education

T hrough the decade, asthma ad-
vocates worked to increase pub-

lic awareness of the disease. “There
remains a pervasive attitude, among
physicians as well as patients, that
asthma is not all that serious,” medi-
cal writer Robin Marantz Henig ob-
served in a 1993 article. 12 Educating
patients and physicians remains a ma-
jor concern today.

“We think a lot of people have ad-
justed to a lower quality of life than
they need to,” the NIH’s Taggart says.
“It’s a matter of changing ways that
people look at the disease. It’s a chronic
disease that needs daily therapy for most
people who have asthma.”

Among physicians, asthma special-
ists have long complained that pri-
mary-care providers are not aggres-
sive enough in treating asthma. Gen-
eral practitioners rely too much on
bronchodilators for symptomatic re-
lief rather than turning to steroids to
relieve the chronic inflammation of
the airways, specialists say.

“Half of the people with asthma
are being undertreated,” Busse says.
He blames the cost of medication in
part but places primary responsibility
on what he calls “lack of aggressive-
ness on the part of the physician.”

With asthma rates continuing to
climb in the United States, research-
ers continued to look for explana-
tions for the increase. A new hypoth-

esis emerged toward the end of the
decade that, paradoxically, suggested
improved childhood health might be
partly responsible for the increased
incidence of asthma. In January 1997,
a team of English and Japanese phy-
sicians reported that they found a
higher rate of asthma among children
in a Japanese village who had been
exposed to the tuberculosis virus than
those who had not. 13 In effect, the
researchers hypothesized, the im-
mune system’s response to exposure
to the tuberculosis virus served to
inhibit the development of asthma.

Other researchers have broadened
the idea into a so-called “hygiene
hypothesis” that suggests children’s
immune systems get stronger by fight-
ing off viruses and allergens but have
less opportunity to develop fully to-
day because of improved sanitation,
greater use of antibiotics and more
widespread immunizations.

“Some people think that immuni-
zations have been so effective that
kids’ immune systems are shifted in
a way that they might be more prone
to having allergies,” Casale explains.
He stresses that the hypothesis is
“not proven.”

By the end of the decade, public
awareness of the asthma “epidemic”
was increasing with greater media
coverage of the issue. The National
Heart, Lung and Blood Institute is-
sued updated guidelines for doctors,
stressing early diagnosis and aggres-
sive treatment. Asthma organizations
were putting out concrete checklists
for patients on how to manage the
disease and reduce exposure to
asthma “triggers.” Still, researchers
had no agreed-upon explanation for
the cause of the epidemic.

“Ten allergists will give you 10
different answers — maybe 15 or
20,” James Wedner of the Washing-
ton University School of Medicine in
St. Louis said in a Newsweek cover
story in May 1997. “No one really
knows.” 14

CURRENT
SITUATION

Helping the Poor

T he key to improving health care
for people with asthma is better

education for both patients and doc-
tors, according to asthma specialists
and advocacy groups. But people in
inner-city neighborhoods where the
asthma epidemic is most severe face
a variety of obstacles in coping with
the disease. And asthma specialists
say that the rise of managed care ham-
pers the ability of primary-care pro-
viders to educate patients and families
regardless of their economic status. 15

For the asthma patient without a
regular primary-care provider, medical
care is too often hit and miss. Families
are “whisked in and out of the emer-
gency room,” says Bowen of the New
York City asthma initiative. “A patient’s
history has to be taken over a month
really to be treated adequately. The
people in the ER don’t get that because
too much is going on “

Families in homeless shelters or
public housing may also have diffi-
culty controlling the environmental
factors that can trigger asthma attacks.
“If you live in public housing, you
may not have good control over such
things as cockroach infestation, or it
may not be as easy to go outdoors
and smoke,” says Floyd Malveaux an
asthma expert and acting dean of the
Howard University medical school. “It
also may not be as easy to get good
ventilation or to control individual
heating and cooling.”

In addition, poor families may be
less able — either because of limited
education or preoccupation with
other day-to-day problems — to make
sure children are taking asthma medi-
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cations regularly. “Non-compliance is
a bigger problem with inner-city
kids,” says Bender at National Jewish
Hospital. “Even if they have inhaled
corticosteroids, they’re taking them
very erratically.”

Families that do have a regular,
primary-care physician and health in-
surance coverage may still not re-
ceive the kind of education and treat-
ment needed to manage asthma ef-
fectively. One problem, specialists
say, is that many primary-care pro-
viders do not understand the impor-
tance of daily medication for most
people with asthma. “Too many
people — more poor than rich, but
both poor and rich — are being
undertreated,” says Lichtenstein at
Johns Hopkins Medical Center.

“Everybody but the ‘intermittent’
[sufferer] should be treated with an
anti-inflammatory on a daily basis,”
says Carl, the Cleveland physician.
“Our goal is to enable someone to
have a fully active life without the
intrusion of acute symptoms.”

Carl also says primary-care physi-
cians and health-plan administrators
do not refer as many patients to
specialists as they should. “We don’t
need to see three-quarters of the pa-
tients with asthma,” Carl says. “But
for the sickest quarter, specialty care
needs to be viewed not as the enemy
but as a partner with the primary-
care community.”

Seeing specialists is “not happen-
ing across the country,” agrees Sander
of the asthma-support network. “That
has less to do with the individual
doctor than with the way managed
care and HMOs are set up.”

Even specialists may fail to do a
good job in patient education, how-
ever. Cook County Hospital ’s
McDermot says a recent survey found
that only about one-tenth of the
asthma specialists in Chicago had any
educational program for patients
other than informal consultation in
the office. “It is unlikely that ad-

equate education could be done
under those circumstances,” he says.

New Treatments

E ver since Maimonides prescribed
chicken soup as part of an anti-

asthma regimen, doctors have been
looking for medications to cure, or at
least control, the disease. Today, re-
searchers are optimistic about a new
drug that might rid the body of the
chemical that touches off an allergic
asthma attack. Some doctors are skep-
tical, however, saying the search for
new treatments diverts attention from
making better use of the anti-asthma
drugs already available.

The new drug — known as anti-IgE
— is aimed at blocking the anti-body
Immunoglobulin E that is released in
the body when someone susceptible to
allergic asthma or hay fever comes into
contact with an allergen. 16 The IgE
binds to cells in the bronchial or nasal
passages — known as mast cells —
which then release the substances —
histamines and leukotrines — that cause
runny noses and sneezing among hay-
fever sufferers and gasping and wheez-
ing among asthmatics.

Once scientists discovered exactly
how IgE binds to the mast cells, they
set about trying to manufacture an an-
tibody that would block the process
and interrupt the so-called allergic
cascade. Scientists at the California-
based biotech company Genentech
genetically engineered anti-IgE from
mouse cells. 17 Genentech is now
partnering with the Swiss-based phar-
maceutical company Novartis in con-
ducting clinical trials of the drug in
the United States and Europe.

Casale, the Nebraska asthma spe-
cialist and one of the people super-
vising the trials, says the results are
encouraging. “This anti-IgE has been
shown to improve the quality of life

of people with asthma, to decrease
the need for their rescue inhaler, to
decrease their symptom scores and
to enable patients to reduce the dose
of oral or inhaled steroids they are
using to treat their asthma,” he says.

The drug appears to have caused
few side effects, Casale adds, aside
from the discomfort of regular injec-
tions every two to four weeks.
Genentech says it hopes to seek Food
and Drug Administration approval for
the anti-IgE therapy in May.

One new type of drug already on
the market treats asthma in a differ-
ent way from bronchodilators and
inhaled steroids by inhibiting the
release of leukotrines, one of the
inflammatory agents produced in an
allergic attack. Two so-called
leukotrine modifiers are being mar-
keted in the United States under the
brand names Accolate and Singulair.
These drugs are taken once a day but
are useful only in mild cases.

McDermott, the Chicago physi-
cian, is strongly skeptical of the
new drugs. The leukotrine modifi-
ers, he says, are “not very good”
and are “very expensive.” As for
the anti-IgE therapy, he feels it is
being oversold. “Rather than use
inhaled steroids, we’re going to
introduce a new product which is
not nearly as good and claim that
it is salvation,” he says.

OUTLOOK
Research vs. Prevention

R esearchers at National Jewish Hos-
` pital in Denver are halfway
through a five-year research project
aimed at finding out whether inten-
sive assistance to at-risk families can
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At Issue:
What changes are needed to improve the treatment of asthma?

Educate Patients

NANCY SANDER
President, Allergy and Asthma Network/Mothers of
Asthmatics, Fairfax, Va.

m ost people view asthma as little more than a
nuisance, but each day it drowns 15 people in
their own mucus and fluids escaping from

inflammatory cells that line their airways. Talk to the
families of loved ones that have died. They’ll tell you they
didn’t know asthma could kill. They’ll ask why their doctors
didn’t tell them. It’s what they didn’t know that hurts.

 If you don’t have the facts about asthma, you’ll believe
the myths and suffer the consequences. Education is
important whether you are the patient, the family, the
physician or a legislator. What you know affects how you
breathe. It’s that simple.

 Education, learning and applied knowledge begin in a
skilled physician’s office and should continue for the patient
and family over a lifetime. It’s asthma’s nature to play hide
and seek with symptoms. Those unaware will suffer more
than those in the know. That’s why our organization — the
Allergy and Asthma Network/Mothers of Asthmatics —
dedicates every dollar to patient education and outreach.

Across-the-Board Improvements

IRWIN REDLENER, M.D.
President, Children’s Health Fund

m odern medicines for asthma can keep patients
essentially symptom-free, with no missed school
days and no limitation of activity — not even the

dreaded chronic nighttime cough. Yet countless hospitaliza-
tions, emergency room visits and missed school days are the
reality for too many asthma sufferers. The costs are stagger-
ing — and almost totally avoidable.

 What’s needed are “medical homes” where children get
competent care from concerned, informed providers; great
follow-up; education for themselves and their parents; and
proper medications.

 But with more than 11 million uninsured children in the
United States, and millions more facing other barriers to
appropriate and timely care, true control of the asthma
epidemic is not possible. Furthermore, many children who
are getting some care do not receive state-of-the-art informa-
tion from their doctors.

My prescription: (1) More money for research on the
underlying causes of asthma; (2) universal access to health
insurance and comprehensive health services; (3) community
education and awareness programs; (4) improving awareness
of providers, parents and patients; and (5) unencumbered
availability of needed medications.

Better Physician Training

MICHAEL MCDERMOTT, M.D.
Department of Emergency Medicine, Cook County Hospital,
Chicago

a lmost 10 years have passed since the first edition of
the National Institute of Health’s asthma guidelines.
Nonetheless, a recent survey in one large city shows

that only 50 percent of one class of specialists gave out
peakflow meters to patients to measure asthma problems at
home, and only 60 percent of asthmatics received written
plans for how to deal with attacks. These are basic steps
agreed upon for all serious asthmatics.

Many physicians have neither the training, skills nor
interest to work with the crucial educational and behavioral
parts of asthma. Even if the correct medications are pre-
scribed, the feedback and questioning to develop proper
medication habits are not done. The predictable result is
more attacks, and blaming the patient as non-compliant.

There’s no crying need for a new asthma magic bullet.
There is a crying need for physicians who can work with
patients to help them take meds regularly, to watch their
asthma closely, to change their meds early in an attack. And
our health-care system needs to help doctors get the training
and take the time to do the job right.

Find New Treatments

WILLIAM BUSSE, M.D.
President-elect, American Academy of Allergy, Asthma and
Immunology

e ach year, we are learning more and more about the
mechanisms of asthma, and this information is giving
us insight into how we might best treat this disease.

 The experimental anti-IgE therapy — which controls the
antibody that causes all allergic reactions — has been shown
to be safe and potentially effective in treating allergic
asthma. Anti-IgE may make it possible to remove one of the
most important keys to allergic reactions and thus lessen the
severity of asthma.

 Genetics may play an important role in our attempts to
control asthma. Once the genes responsible for asthma are
discovered, it will be possible to establish their functions
and the products they regulate and to develop medications
to block these products. In addition, it should be possible to
more accurately diagnose the disease early in its course.

 With further advances in knowledge, it may be possible
in the next decade to use compounds that have greater
specificity to treat asthma or even prevent it. That is the
hope — and there is promise for its fulfillment.
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reduce the incidence of asthma
among infants. After identifying 180
low-income families in Denver with
infants who had visited doctors at
least three times for wheezing prob-
lems, the project sent nurses to visit
the homes more than a dozen times
a year. The nurses tried to help the
families reduce indoor allergens,
improve communication with physi-
cians and deal with other problems.

The results so far? “We know that
we’ve reduced allergens in some of
the homes, and we’ve reduced ciga-
rette smoke in some of the homes,”
says Mary Klinnert, who is supervis-
ing the study. “We can say that we
have had some positive effects in the
process part of it. But nobody knows
whether that will translate into less
asthma or less severe asthma.”

The $1.8-million, NIH-funded
project epitomizes one approach —
prevention — to trying to stem the
asthma epidemic. Research into new
treatments represents a second. The
two approaches need not conflict, but
they do compete for the time and at-
tention of health-care policy-makers
and for financial support from gov-
ernment and health-care institutions.

Public health advocates are eager
to see more time and money invested
in prevention. “If we can make re-
sources available, especially in our
impoverished communities and in our
underserved population, we can dra-
matically improve the statistics,” says
Howard University’s Malveaux. “If
you put resources into prevention
and wellness, you will reduce the
numbers of hospitalization use, of
emergency room visits.”

Other experts voice greater enthu-
siasm about the potential payoff of
research into new therapies. “The
new treatments may be helpful, and
they may also tell us something more
about the disease,” says the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin’s Busse. “”We still
don’t know the basic mechanisms of

the disease. These treatments become
very informative for investigators.”

“Five years down the road, we’re
going to be able to recognize some
of the genes that are characteristic of
asthma,” Busse adds. “By understand-
ing the disease better, we’re going to
get a very different therapeutic ap-
proach, not five years from now but
10 years.”

For the moment, though, experts
expect the incidence of asthma to
continue rising in the United States.
“It’s going to get worse in the sense
that more people will have it,” says
Camargo at Massachusetts General
Hospital. But he sees doctors making
progress in managing the disease.

Others are less optimistic. Carl says
he is “frustrated at the way the system is
structuring care, the way that specialists
are [not used enough] in the current
system.” At National Jewish Hospital,
Bender worries about the quality of pa-
tient education. “That’s where we’re
getting stuck,” Bender says.

For her part, Sander of the asthma-
support network hopes that preven-
tion efforts and research will com-
bine to help give people with asthma
the power to cope with the disease
without letting it dominate their lives.
“The more we know as consumers
about ourselves and what medical
research has to offer us,” she says,
“the more likely we are to put asthma
in its place and get on with our lives.”

“I don’t want my son or daughter
to wake up every morning and say,
‘I have asthma,’ and identify them-
selves with this disease,” Sander adds.
“Taking care of my airways is just as
important as taking care of the rest
of my life, and that is the place I want
to help other people to reach. Taking
care of asthma is just part of what
they do.”
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