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A Cautionary Tale from Our 
National Pastime  



What Should a Health Professional 
Do with This Patient?

33 ld hl i l i h• 33 year-old athletic male with one 
blood pressure reading of 140/92p g
A. Monitor blood pressure

i i kB. Initiate work-up 
C. Initiate anti-hypertension medsyp
D. Refer to cardiologist
E. Other



What Should a Health Professional 
Do with This Patient?

33 ld hl i l i h• 33 year-old athletic male with one 
blood pressure reading of 140/92p g
A. Monitor blood pressure

i i kB. Initiate a work-up 
C. Start anti-hypertension medsyp
D. Refer to cardiologist
E. Other – Obtain a family history!!



From Michael Rackover, P.A.



From Michael Rackover, P.A.



Family History

• Has long been with us…Has long been with us…



Matthew 1:2-16
Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat JudasAbraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat Judas 
and his brethren; and Judas begat Phares and Zara of Thamar; and 
Phares begat Esrom; and Esrom begat Aram; and Aram begat 
Aminadab; and Aminadab begat Naasson; and Naasson begat ; g ; g
Salmon; and Salmon begat Booz of Rachab; and Booz begat Obed of 
Ruth; and Obed begat Jesse; and Jesse begat David the king; and 
David the king begat Solomon of her that had been the wife of Urias; 
and Solomon begat Roboam; and Roboam begat Abia; and Abia begat 
Asa; and Asa begat Josaphat; and Josaphat begat Joram; and Joram 
begat Ozias; and Ozias begat Joatham; and Joatham begat Achaz; and 
A h b t E ki d E ki b t M d MAchaz begat Ezekias; and Ezekias begat Manasses; and Manasses 
begat Amon; and Amon begat Josias; and Josias begat Jechonias and 
his brethren, about the time they were carried away to Babylon. And 
after they were brought to Babylon Jechonias begat Salathiel; andafter they were brought to Babylon, Jechonias begat Salathiel; and 
Salathiel begat Zorobabel; and Zorobabel begat Abiud; and Abiud 
begat Eliakim; and Eliakim begat Azor; and Azor begat Sadoc; and 
Sadoc begat Achim; and Achim begat Eliud; and Eliud begat Eleazar;Sadoc begat Achim; and Achim begat Eliud; and Eliud begat Eleazar; 
and Eleazar begat Matthan; and Matthan begat Jacob; and Jacob begat 
Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called 
Christ.



Flash Forward a Couple of 
Millennia… Today’s Context 

for Family Historyfor Family History



The Human Genome Project

FINISHED over four years 
ago, on APRIL 14, 2003…



WELCOME TO THE GENOME ERA



In the “Genome Era,” Why 
S hi A i dSomething as Antiquated as 

Family History?Family History?



Genomic Medicine
1. Heart disease (654,000 deaths in 2004) 
2. Cancer (550,000)2. Cancer (550,000) 
3. Cerebrovascular diseases (150,000)
4 Ch i l i t di (124 000)4. Chronic lower respiratory dis. (124,000)
5. Injury? (109,000)
6. Diabetes (73,000) 
7. Alzheimer disease (66,000)7. Alzheimer disease (66,000)
8. Pneumonia/Influenza (61,000)
9 Kid di (43 000)9. Kidney disease (43,000)
10. Septicemia (33,000)



In the “Genome Era,” Why 
S hi A i dSomething as Antiquated as 

Family History?Family History?



In the “Genome Era,” Why 
S hi A i dSomething as Antiquated as 

Family History?Family History?

• Health and disease are due to• Health and disease are due to 
interactions of multiple genes 
and non-genetic 
(“environmental”) factors.( )



Indeed, ALL Diseases Have a 
Genetic Component

• In causation

• In how each individual responds 
to the diseaseto the disease

• In how individuals react to drugs• In how individuals react to drugs 
used to treat them



Indeed, ALL Diseases Have a 
Genetic Component

• And family history is the 
h t t ibl tcheapest, most accessible, most 

time-tested way to get a rough y g g
estimate of an individual’s 
genetic (and maybe even a bit ofgenetic (and maybe even a bit of 
shared environmental) health and 
disease susceptibilities.



Family History Can Change the
Di ti P f MDiagnostic Process for Many 

Diseases

• It can be the key to presymptomaticIt can be the key to presymptomatic 
diagnosis

• If the individual is symptomatic, it can 
inform the differential diagnosis g

• If the individual is symptomatic, it can 
l id i f h di ialso guide testing for the diagnosis



Family History Can Change 
Population Screening GuidelinesPopulation Screening Guidelines
• Visual Impairment • Breast Cancer
• Hearing 

Impairment
• Colon Cancer
• Prostate Cancer

• Thyroid Disease
• Thromboembolism

• Liver Cancer
• Hip Dysplasia

• Hypertension
• Diabetes

• Hip Dysplasia
• Iron Def Anemia

• Diabetes
• Coronary Artery 

i

• Osteoporosis
• Cardiomyopathy

Disease
• Dyslipidemia

y p y



Family History Can Change 
M t f C DiManagement of Common Disease

• Coronary Heart Th b b li• Coronary Heart 
Disease
H i

• Thromboembolism
• Thyroid Cancer

• Hypertension
• Heart Failure

• Breast Cancer
• Colon Cancer

• Emphysema & 
COPD

Colon Cancer
• Urticaria

D l t l
• Syncope
• Pancreatitis

• Developmental 
Delay

• Pancreatitis
• Diabetes

• Pancreatitis



But Do People Care About 
Family History?Family History?

• In the Parade/Research!AmericaIn the Parade/Research!America 
2004  survey of 1,000 individuals:
–65% have found health information 

on the Internet to be very or y
somewhat helpful



But Do People Care About 
Family History?Family History?

• In the Parade/Research!AmericaIn the Parade/Research!America 
2004  survey of 1,000 individuals:
–65% have found health information 

on the Internet to be very or y
somewhat helpful
But 96% thought in thinking of–But, 96% thought, in thinking of 
their own health, that knowledge of 
f il h lth hi tfamily health history was very or 
somewhat important



But Do People Care About 
Family History?Family History?

I CDC b d f• In a CDC-based survey of over 
4,000 individuals:
–97% thought that knowledge of 

f il h lth hi t i t tfamily health history was important



But Do People Care About 
Family History?Family History?

I CDC b d f• In a CDC-based survey of over 
4,000 individuals:
–97% thought that knowledge of 

f il h lth hi t i t tfamily health history was important

–But, only 30% had actually everBut, only 30% had actually ever 
collected health information from 
relatives to develop a family healthrelatives to develop a family health 
history. 



If Family History Is So Useful, Do 
Health Professionals Use It Well?Health Professionals Use It Well?

• Murff et al. compared family cancer history 
collected via self-completed survey with that 
in medical charts for 310 patients

• 57% (24/42) of those at increased risk for 
breast or colorectal cancer based on FH did 
not have this risk documented in their charts.

• Age of cancer diagnosis was recorded for g g
40% (50/124) of affected relatives identified 
by chart review, compared with 81% 
(203/252) identified through the survey

Murff et al. Community Genet 2007;10:174-80



If Family History Is So Useful, Why 
Don’t Health Professionals Use ItDon t Health Professionals Use It 

More Consistently and Effectively?

1) Underestimation of the utility of the 
family historyfamily history

• Public (and health professional) 
awareness campaign neededawareness campaign needed

2) Not enough time to obtain, organize, 
and analyze family historyand analyze family history  

• Requires creative approaches to the 
f il hi t th t d d lfamily history that demand less 
practitioner time



U.S. Surgeon General’s 
Family History InitiativeFamily History Initiative



Goals of U.S. Surgeon General’s 
F il Hi t I iti tiFamily History Initiative

• Increase the American public’s awareness of the importance 
of family history in health;

• Give the American public tools to gather, understand, 
evaluate and use family history to improve their health;evaluate, and use family history to improve their health;

• Increase the awareness of health professionals about the 
importance of family history; 

• Give health professionals tools to gather, evaluate, and use 
family history information; and to communicate with their 
patients about family history;patients about family history; 

• Increase genomics and health literacy;
• Prepare both the American public and their healthPrepare both the American public and their health 

professionals for the coming era in which genomics will be 
an integral part of regular health care.



Web-Based Family History 
Tool Available in English and 

in Spanishin Spanish

URL f il hi t hhURL: familyhistory.hhs.gov





Now New and Improved!p

















THANKSGIVING IS THE 
ANNUAL NATIONAL FAMILYANNUAL NATIONAL FAMILY 

HISTORY DAY

• By proclamation of the U S SurgeonBy proclamation of the U.S. Surgeon 
General, for each of the past four 
years Thanksgiving has been declaredyears, Thanksgiving has been declared 
the annual National Family History 
DDay



Let’s Make Thanksgiving Day 
Annual National Family History Day

Now that we’ve finished the family history, let’s eat!



The Future???



The Future of the Surgeon 
G l’ I iti tiGeneral’s Initiative

• Continued improvement of the web-Continued improvement of the web
based tool

• Wider awareness/dissemination for 
both web-based and paper versionsboth web based and paper versions

• Analysis algorithms

• Incorporation into Electronic Health 
R dRecords



The Future?
• Genetic testing will assay genetic status 

directly, so we will no longer need to usedirectly, so we will no longer need to use 
family history as a surrogate for genetic 
statusstatus.

• However, for many years, we will not 
know exactly how the specific geneticknow exactly how the specific genetic 
status interacts with environment to 
create health and diseasecreate health and disease.

• So, we will use family history to help 
id l i d f iguide analysis and use of genetic tests.

– e.g., interpretation of BRCA1 mutation



Questions about Family History 
I l dInclude…

• How to collect organize displayHow to collect, organize, display, 
analyze, store, and transmit family 
history information most efficientlyhistory information most efficiently 
and effectively 

• How to use family history to change 
health attitudes and behaviors

• How to intercalate family history with 
genetic testing informationgenetic testing information



Matthew 1:2-16
Abraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat JudasAbraham begat Isaac; and Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat Judas 
and his brethren; and Judas begat Phares and Zara of Thamar; and 
Phares begat Esrom; and Esrom begat Aram; and Aram begat 
Aminadab; and Aminadab begat Naasson; and Naasson begat ; g ; g
Salmon; and Salmon begat Booz of Rachab; and Booz begat Obed of 
Ruth; and Obed begat Jesse; and Jesse begat David the king; and 
David the king begat Solomon of her that had been the wife of Urias; 
and Solomon begat Roboam; and Roboam begat Abia; and Abia begat 
Asa; and Asa begat Josaphat; and Josaphat begat Joram; and Joram 
begat Ozias; and Ozias begat Joatham; and Joatham begat Achaz; and 
A h b t E ki d E ki b t M d MAchaz begat Ezekias; and Ezekias begat Manasses; and Manasses 
begat Amon; and Amon begat Josias; and Josias begat Jechonias and 
his brethren, about the time they were carried away to Babylon. And 
after they were brought to Babylon Jechonias begat Salathiel; andafter they were brought to Babylon, Jechonias begat Salathiel; and 
Salathiel begat Zorobabel; and Zorobabel begat Abiud; and Abiud 
begat Eliakim; and Eliakim begat Azor; and Azor begat Sadoc; and 
Sadoc begat Achim; and Achim begat Eliud; and Eliud begat Eleazar;Sadoc begat Achim; and Achim begat Eliud; and Eliud begat Eleazar; 
and Eleazar begat Matthan; and Matthan begat Jacob; and Jacob begat 
Joseph the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called 
Christ.


