
 

Asthma might be over diagnosed in children
born with HIV
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Obstruction of the lumen of a bronchiole by mucoid exudate, goblet cell
metaplasia, and epithelial basement membrane thickening in a person with
asthma. Credit: Yale Rosen/Wikipedia/CC BY-SA 2.0

A team of researchers has reassessed the clinical diagnosis of asthma in
children born with HIV and found that asthma seems to be
overdiagnosed in these patients. Instead, the diagnosis appears to be a
new early chronic obstructive lung disease that might increase the risk
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for lung complications later in life. The study appears in the Journal of
Allergy and Clinical Immunology.

"Recent studies have shown that the diagnosis of asthma appears to be
increasing in children who were infected with HIV at birth," said first
author Dr. William Shearer, distinguished service professor of pediatrics
– allergy and immunology at Baylor College of Medicine.

Most asthma diagnoses are clinical, meaning that physicians reach a
diagnosis according to the results of the patient's physical examination
and records of asthma medications taken over time.

"We consider that this method of diagnosis is quite subjective," Shearer
said. "We decided to reassess those asthma diagnoses with an objective
method that consisted of conducting pulmonary function tests that show
how well the lungs work."

To perform a pulmonary function test, a patient breathes into a tube
connected to a machine called a spirometer, which measures how air
flows in to and out of the lungs. Using the spirometer, the researchers
compared the lung function before and after patients were treated with a
type of inhaler called a bronchodilator. Asthma is reversible in the short
term with bronchodilators, which are medications that relax the lungs so
they can work properly. The results of the pulmonary function tests in
HIV-infected children were compared with those of a control group of
HIV-exposed uninfected children. These children were born to mothers
with HIV and were exposed to HIV and HIV medications at birth.

"In our study, when we used clinical criteria, we found a higher
occurrence of asthma in the HIV-infected group than in the HIV-
exposed uninfected group. However, the HIV-infected patients were less
likely than the control group to show reversal of their lung condition
with bronchodilators," Shearer said. "This indicates that the diagnosis of

2/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/asthma/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/asthma+medications/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pulmonary+function/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pulmonary+function+test/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/patients/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/control+group/


 

asthma in HIV-infected pediatric patients is questionable; we have to
look for an answer for what is causing this lung trouble, which is called
asthma-chronic obstructive pulmonary disease syndrome."

According to the researchers, this new condition is an overlap syndrome
in which there are two illnesses in the same patient. Some aspects of the
patients' pulmonary function resemble asthma and some resemble
chronic pulmonary obstruction, and the condition is not reversible with
bronchodilators.

"We also looked at the possible role the immune system might play in
this condition," Shearer said. "Our tests showed that in children living
with HIV, the immune system, which normally fights disease, actually
contributes to the inflammation by shifting the protective response to an
allergic response."

"It's important to study this new syndrome because we need to learn how
to treat both conditions; we have to treat HIV and also have to take care
of this lung disease in young patients," Shearer said. "In addition, we
propose to follow the development of this disease as patients become
adults to try to anticipate long-term lung complications."

  More information: William T. Shearer et al. Long-term pulmonary
complications in perinatally HIV-infected youth, Journal of Allergy and
Clinical Immunology (2017). DOI: 10.1016/j.jaci.2017.01.031
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