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Asthma Risk by up to 38 Percent in ChildrenAsthma Risk by up to 38 Percent in Children
PEDSnet Provides “Big Data” Infrastructure to Advance Pediatric Research

ORLANDO (November 26, 2018) –  Ten percent of pediatric asthma cases could be avoided if childhood
obesity were eliminated, according to research led by Nemours Children’s Health System.  The research,
published today in Pediatrics, the journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics, reported on the analysis of
medical records of more than 500,000 children. The study is among the first to use the resources of PEDSnet,
a multi-specialty network that conducts observational research and clinical trials across eight of the nation’s
largest children's health systems. PEDSnet is funded by the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute
(PCORI), a government-supported nonprofit entity.
 
“Pediatric asthma is among the most prevalent childhood conditions and comes at a high cost to patients,
families and the greater health system. There are few preventable risk factors to reduce the incidence of
asthma, but our data show that reducing the onset of childhood obesity could significantly lower the public
health burden of asthma,” said Terri Finkel, MD, PhD, Chief Scientific Officer at Nemours Children’s Hospital in
Orlando and one of three Nemours researchers participating in the study. “Addressing childhood obesity
should be a priority to help improve the quality of life of children and help reduce pediatric asthma.”
 
In this retrospective cohort study design, researchers reviewed de-identified data of patients ages two to 17
without a history of asthma, receiving care from six pediatric academic medical centers between 2009 and
2015. Overweight or obese patients were matched with normal weight patients of the same age, gender, race,
ethnicity, insurance type, and location of care. The study included data from 507,496 children and 19,581,972
encounters.
 
In their analysis, the researchers found that the incidence of an asthma diagnosis among children with obesity
was significantly higher than in children in a normal weight range and that 23 to 27 percent of new asthma
cases in children with obesity are directly attributable to obesity. Additionally, obesity among children with
asthma appears to increase disease severity. Being overweight was identified as a modest risk factor for
asthma, and the association was diminished when the most stringent definition of asthma was used.  Other
significant risk factors of an asthma diagnosis included male sex, age of under 5 years old, African-American
race, public insurance.
 
With 6 to 8 million cases of pediatric asthma previously reported in the United States, the study’s data
suggest that 1 million cases of asthma in children might be directly attributable to overweight and obesity and
that at least 10 percent of all U.S. cases of pediatric asthma might be avoided in the absence of childhood
overweight and obesity.
 
“This is the first study of its kind, looking at obesity and the risk of developing asthma entirely in a pediatric
population, and is made possible through the PEDSnet data collaboration,” said Finkel. “The PEDSnet
collaboration brings the power of Big Data to pediatric research and medicine—as well as the expertise to
structure the data and understand how to extract the most meaningful points.”
 
Several limitations of the study are noted, including the retrospective design using electronic health data,
which prevent the researchers from drawing absolute conclusions regarding the causal nature of the
association between obesity and asthma. Additionally, while the study includes data from a large,
geographically diverse population of children, rural children may be underrepresented in the study results.
 
The research team hopes in the future to use PEDSnet’s capabilities to continue to gain new epidemiologic
insights into the relationship between pediatric obesity and asthma, including measures of lung function,
comorbidity, and medication data.
 



Each PEDSnet member institution is able to map its own data onto the common data model, creating an
enormous resource across the network with the power to produce findings relatively quickly.
 

###
 
 
 
About PEDSnet    
PEDSnet is a large, national community of hospitals and healthcare organizations, researchers and clinicians,
and patients and families. PEDSnet has formed a multi-specialty network that conducts observational
research and clinical trials across eight of the nation’s largest children’s hospital health systems. Across its
eight founding institutions, PEDSnet created a longitudinal data resource that dates back to 2009, cuts across
all pediatric diseases, and includes all pediatric specialties.
 
About Nemours Children’s Health System
Nemours is an internationally recognized children's health system that owns and operates the two free-
standing children’s hospitals: the Nemours/Alfred I. duPont Hospital for Children in Wilmington, Del., and
Nemours Children's Hospital in Orlando, Fla., along with outpatient facilities in five states, delivering pediatric
primary, specialty and urgent care. Nemours also powers the world’s most-visited website for information on
the health of children and teens, KidsHealth.org, and offers on-demand, online video patient visits through
Nemours CareConnect. Nemours ReadingBrightstart.org is a program dedicated to preventing reading failure
in young children, grounded in Nemours’ understanding that child health and learning are inextricably linked,
and that reading level is a strong predictor of adult health.
 
Established as The Nemours Foundation through the legacy and philanthropy of Alfred I. duPont, Nemours
provides pediatric clinical care, research, education, advocacy and prevention programs to families in the
communities it serves.
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