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Asthma common among children with
autism, developmental disabilities
BY ANGIE VOYLES ASKHAM
7 AUGUST 2020

In the United States, children with autism or other developmental disabilities are at least twice as
likely to have asthma as their typically developing peers are, according to a new study1. And across
all developmental disabilities, asthma is more prevalent among nonwhite children than white ones.
The results highlight the need for families, educators and caregivers to be able to recognize
potential signs of asthma in developmentally disabled children, especially those who have trouble
communicating, says lead researcher Sarah Messiah, professor of epidemiology at University of
Texas School of Public Health in Dallas.
“It’s important to think about their holistic health and not just the disability,” Messiah says.
Previous studies of asthma and autism in young children have shown mixed results. Some have
found an increased co-occurrence of the two conditions, as the new analysis does, but others show
no correlation between them2,3,4.
Some of this discrepancy may be explained by the fact that “both of those conditions are harder to
assess during this early childhood period from age 0 to 5,” says Olivia Lindly, assistant professor
of public health at Northern Arizona University in Flagstaff, who was not involved with the study.

Increased odds:
Messiah and her colleagues analyzed data from the 2016 and 2017 National Survey of
Children’s Health, which collects demographic information from U.S. families, including parent
education levels, income, race and ethnicity.
They focused on 71,811 families with children aged 17 or under that had reported on whether their
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child had been diagnosed with a developmental disability, such as autism, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, seizures, hearing loss or a learning disability, and whether their child has or
ever had asthma.
The researchers weighted the survey responses to be representative of the U.S. population and
adjusted the results to ensure that certain measures, such as birth weight or family income, were
not contributing to the differences in asthma prevalence.
Across all of the developmental disabilities evaluated, children with at least one disability were
more likely to have asthma than children without a disability. Compared with their typical peers,
children with hearing loss were three times as likely to have asthma, for example, and children with
autism were nearly twice as likely to have the condition.
“It’s pretty consistent,” across developmental disabilities, says Lisa Croen, senior research
scientist at the Kaiser Permanente Division of Research in Oakland, California, who was not
involved in the study.
The team also found racial and ethnic differences. Nearly 1 in 5 ethnic minority children with at
least one developmental disability were also diagnosed with asthma at some point in their lives,
compared with 1 in 8 non-Hispanic white children with at least one developmental disability.
The results were published in June in JAMA Network Open.

Autism associations:
The study did not examine how racial disparities break down for children from different ethnic
backgrounds. But the finding that children of color are more likely to have asthma than white
children is consistent with previous research5.
“There are huge economic disparities,” between white and nonwhite children in this county, Croen
says. “And those economic disparities across racial and ethnic groups can lead to huge health
disparities, asthma being one of them.”
Messiah and her colleagues also did not compare asthma prevalence across age groups in their
paper, but unpublished data they have collected suggest that the link between asthma and autism
is weakest in children under age 5. For children with autism, it seems that “the odds of having
current asthma increase with age,” Messiah told Spectrum in an email.
Another limitation of the study is that because it is cross-sectional, its findings are only
associations.
“Is asthma leading to higher rates of developmental disability or is developmental disability
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somehow leading to higher rates of asthma? We really can’t know from this kind of study,” Lindly
says.
The researchers are looking into potential causal pathways between these conditions for their next
steps.
One theory is that asthma and developmental disabilities have some common genetic
underpinning, Croen says. Looking at genetic similarities between these conditions may provide
clues as to how the conditions are connected.
Or it may be that asthma and developmental disabilities are influenced by a mother’s immune
system. Some studies have found that mothers with asthma or immune disorders are more
likely to have a child with autism, for instance.
For now, one of the most important takeaways is that parents of children with developmental
disabilities remain their child’s best advocate, Messiah says.
“Any symptoms of wheezing, difficulty breathing, then it’s time to look up the pediatrician and get a
screening.”
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