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prophylaxis in these children. We excluded children with allergic
rhinitis in this study because the specific treatment is
immunotherapy.
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Anxiety and asthma in inner-city black
adolescents: What could be the
underestimated, possible connection?
To the Editor:
We read with interest the excellent article by Shams et al1

reporting that about one-third of inner-city black adolescents
with persistent asthma may have anxiety disorders associated
with poor asthma control. However, they did not provide
comments on the causal and temporal association between
anxiety and asthma outcomes. Therefore, we would like to
suggest some potential mechanisms to explain the correlation
between stress/anxiety and asthma in black adolescents.

In this journal we2 have previously shown that about 63% of
patients with asthma reported the usual appearance of at least 1
nonrespiratory symptom (n-RS) before an asthma attack. Anxiety,
and to a lesser extent depression, represented the most common
n-RSs in our study, suggesting that both anxiety and depression
may have a possible role in the development and trigger of an
asthma attack. Several studies have shown that psychological stress
may enhance bronchial hyperreactivity through several
mechanisms, while others established a significant relationship be-
tween psychosocial stress and stimulation of the cholinergic sys-
tem, which could be responsible for the increased airway
resistance.

It is likely that some symptoms induced by abnormal cholinergic
tone, such as those induced by psychological stress, could be
presented together with parasympathetic-associated respiratory
symptoms. Therefore, we suggest that attention should be focused
on the potential role of the parasympathetic system as a trigger of
bronchial obstruction in adolescents with asthma who report the
usual onset of cholinergic-related n-RSs (ie, stress and/or anxiety)
before an asthma attack. Indirectly, the results of our study confirmed
the assumption that cholinergic pathway is a determinant broncho-
constrictor, at least in a specific group of patients with asthma.3,4

The vagal hyperactivity induced by anxiety and stress in
patients with asthma also represents the basis of important
considerations by a therapeutic point of view, such as the use of
anticholinergic agents.

Considering this background, we suggest the need of an
adequate phenotyping of adolescents with asthma (either black
or white) who could exhibit an increased basal cholinergic tone.5

The effect of oxygen and methacholine inhalation, neck suction,
slow deep breathing assessed by multiple frequency forced
oscillation technique as well as measurement of resting heart
rate and pupillometry represent the most effective methods for
evaluating the level of vagal tone.

In conclusion, the currently available literature indicates that
anxiety and related psychological disorders should be considered
as mechanisms that might trigger the airway inflammation, the
onset of asthma attack, and the severity of respiratory symptoms.
Adequate educational programs should be planned for those
patients with asthma suffering from psychological disorders. This
approach requires a peculiar attention in adolescents to obtain a
better control of respiratory symptoms, a delay in asthma
progression, and a reduced airway remodeling in the future.
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