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Wheezing in infants and its relation to asthma

FERNANDO D. MARTINEZ

The relation between wheezing lower respiratory illnesses (LRI) occurring
in early childhood and the subsequent development of asthma has been the
matter of considerable discussion during the last 40 years. In 1953, Boesen
{Boesen, 1953) reported the results of the earliest follow-up swdy of
children who had ‘asthmatic bronchitis’ in early life. He mailed question-
naires to the parents of children from Copenhagen hospitalized with this
diagnosis 6—11 vears earlter. He observed that only 3% of infants admitted
during the first 6 months of life had ‘regular attacks of asthma’ at follow-
up compared with 7% of those admitted between 6 and 11 months, 18% of
those admitted between |2 and 35 months and 42% of those admittad after
the age of 3. Boesen also reported that. among Copenhagen schoolchildren
aged 7—14 years. prevaience of asthma was 0.8% in 1949-1950. This study
thus suggested a connection berween acute respiratory illnesses requiring
hospitalization in early life and the subsequent development of asthma. It
also showed that prognosis was better for episodes occurring in the first
vear of life.

Many subsequent studies have confirmed that children who wheeze dur-
ing viral infections in early life are at increased risk of developing asthma
{reviewed by Samet et al. [983). but the factors responsible for this
connection are not vet entirelv understood. Two main approaches to this
problem have been proposed (Morgan. 1990). Many investigators consider
wheezing a manifestation of a condition, or conditions, that pre-exist the
viral infection which usually provokes the iliness. Others assume that viral
infections may prime the immune system. damage the lungs, and cause a
substantial alteration in airway function. all of which may predispose the
infant to persistent bronchial responsiveness and to the subsequent
development of asthma. Unformunately, most studies of the outcome of
wheezing in early life are based on small numbers of selected subjects or
on subjects who were enrolled in the early school vears and in whom the
history of wheezing during infancy was obtained retrospectively. Only
recently have the results of a few prospective studies initiated at birth
(Wright et al, 1989) or during infancy (Strope et al, 1991) become avail-
able. These studies have considerably changed our understanding of this
issue and will be the focus of this chapter.
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