
 

Acetaminophen does not aggravate children's
asthma
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Children with asthma use inhalers to relieve some of their symptoms, which
include coughing, wheezing, chest tightness and shortness of breath. Credit:
Tradimus / Wikimedia commons / CC BY-SA 3.0

Contrary to earlier reports, giving acetaminophen (Tylenol, etc.) for pain
and fever does not worsen asthma in young children with the condition,
concludes a randomized trial in the August 18 New England Journal of
Medicine.
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The Acetaminophen Versus Ibuprofen in Children with Asthma
(AVICA) trial, led by researchers at Boston Children's Hospital for the
National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute's Asthma Network
(AsthmaNet), is the only blinded, randomized, controlled trial to date to
prospectively compare acetaminophen head-to-head with ibuprofen
(Motrin, etc.) in children with asthma.

The 18-site study should settle a debate that originated when several
retrospective studies seemed to indicate that children had exacerbations
of their asthma when receiving Tylenol for pain and/or fever.

"We found no matter how you slice it, there was absolutely no difference
between Tylenol and Motrin," says senior investigator and corresponding
author Wanda Phipatanakul, MD, MS, of Boston Children's Hospital's
Division of Allergy and Immunology. "Our findings should alleviate the
concerns for safety that were based on observational data."

The study enrolled 300 children 1 to 5 years old with mild persistent
asthma. Their families were randomized to use either acetaminophen or
ibuprofen as indicated for pain and fever over a 48-week period.

Both groups received the same asthma control therapies: daily inhaled
glucocorticoids, as needed inhaled glucocorticoids, and daily oral
leukotriene receptor antagonist. (The asthma therapies were given in
varying order as part of a concurrent randomized trial, making this, in
effect, a "trial within a trial.") Medication adherence was closely
monitored.

Of the original 300 children, 226 (75 percent) completed the study.
Children in the acetaminophen and ibuprofen groups used similar
amounts of these medications for pain and/or fever (median, 5.5 doses).

During the 48 weeks, there were no statistically significant differences
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between groups:

The number of asthma exacerbations per child averaged 0.81 in
the acetaminophen group versus 0.87 in the ibuprofen group.
At least one asthma exacerbation occurred in 49 percent of the
acetaminophen group, vs. 47 percent of the ibuprofen group. At
least two episodes occurred in 21 and 24 percent, respectively.
The percentage of days with full asthma control were virtually
the same for acetaminophen and ibuprofen: 85.8 and 86.8
percent, respectively.
Use of "rescue" medication (albuterol) was essentially the same:
2.8 vs. 3.0 puffs per week.
Unscheduled healthcare visits for asthma were equivalent,
averaging 0.75 vs. 0.76 episodes per child.

While the study was modest in size, it was powered to detect any
clinically significant differences, more so than past retrospective studies,
Phipatanakul notes. "There was no difference that would cause me to be
alarmed," she says.

The researchers note that earlier studies linking acetaminophen with
increased asthma symptoms did not use a randomized design. Those
studies therefore couldn't rule out the possibility that the asthma
exacerbations were caused by the respiratory infections themselves.

"The toddler age is a wheezy age when kids are developing asthma, but
they also get a lot of fevers and colds," says Phipatanakul. "Without a
randomized design, it's hard to tease out the effects of medications."

Since the study was limited to young children with mild persistent
asthma receiving asthma controller therapy, the authors also note that
their findings may not apply to other age groups or children with more
severe asthma. Further studies will be necessary to answer those
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questions.
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