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Abstract

Purpose of Review In an era where prevention is paramount, understanding social factors for chronic rhinosinusitis (CRS) may
facilitate preventive interventions that mitigate risk factors associated with the initiation or progression of the disease.

Recent Findings Both passive and active smoking are clearly and unequivocally associated with both the incidence and the
severity of rhinosinusitis, while there an increasing body of evidence linking social deprivation and low socioeconomic status
with rhinosinusitis and its complications. However, overall, only a handful of studies were longitudinal, while the available
studies suffer from lack of standardized definitions of rhinosinusitis.

Summary In this systematic review, we assessed the available evidence linking CRS with social factors, such as socioeconomic
status and class, educational status, family status, living and working location and conditions, and use of toxins or recreational
drugs as well as exercise and diet. Thirty studies from 1995 onwards fulfilled our inclusion criteria and were used for this review.
Social deprivation and low socioeconomic level seem to be directly associated with rhinosinusitis, as there are pollutants in living
or working environment. A clear and direct association between smoking (both active and passive) and rhinosinusitis was also
shown. However, the link between rhinosinusitis and education level, and exercise and diet, if any, seems to be more complex.

Keywords Chronic rhinosinusitis - Social factors - Social deprivation - Education level - Smoking - Pollutants - Occupational
exposure - Exercise - Diet

Introduction

Chronic rhinosinusitis (CRS) is a common disease worldwide
affecting persons of all age groups. CRS is estimated to affect
about 13% of the population in the USA [1] and 10.9% of the
population in Europe with an incidence of 1.13 per 100
person-years [2]. According the European Position Paper on
Rhinosinusitis and Nasal Polyps (EPOS), CRS is defined by
using both subjective symptoms and objective evidence by
endoscopy or sinus CT scan [3].
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There are two subtypes in chronic rhinosinusitis, with
(CRSwNP) and without (CRSsNP) nasal polyps, and its
incidence and prevalence between countries differs [3].
This has been explained in terms of the different genetic
makeup and different phenotypes of CRS while less em-
phasis has been placed on the role played by social and
exposure factors [4]. However, in an era where prevention
is paramount, a social health problem should also be an-
alyzed in social health terms and we feel that not enough
light has been shone on the ways that CRS could be po-
tentially altered or prevented. Understanding social factors
for CRS may facilitate preventive interventions that miti-
gate risk factors associated with the initiation or progres-
sion of the disease.

In this systematic review, we try to describe and assess the
available evidence that links CRS with social factors, such as
socioeconomic status and class, educational status, family sta-
tus, living and working location and conditions, and use of
toxins or recreational drugs (smoke, alcohol, or recreational
drugs) as well as exercise and diet.
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Methods

We searched PubMed of the U.S. National Library of
Medicine using the following terms: socioeconomic status,
class, education, family status, living and working location
and conditions, use of toxins or recreational drugs (smoke,
alcohol, or recreational drugs), exercise, and diet, including
all possible combinations. We only analyzed studies from
1995 onwards.

We included articles if “sinusitis” or “rhinosinusitis” or
“nasal polyps” and either one of the previous terms were men-
tioned in the title or abstract. We excluded single-case reports
or small case series or publications that, following review of
the full article, were deemed to not explicitly fulfill our
criteria.

We abstracted information from the final set of articles
across CRS definition, results, and the country in which the
study took place. Then, we categorized the abstracts following
the factors assessed (socioeconomic status and class, educa-
tional status, family status, living and working location and
conditions, use of toxins or recreational drugs, exercise, and
diet).

There was very little between-study consistency so we
did not perform any meta-analysis of reported associa-
tions across studies. We also did not address publication
bias using funnel plot as there were not enough studies
with common methods to warrant the evaluation of pub-
lication bias.

Results

We found 30 studies of CRS prevalence/incidence which ful-
filled our inclusion criteria, most of which assessed more than
one factors. Eleven articles assessed socioeconomical, educa-
tion, and marital status; 12 living/working environment con-
ditions; 14 the use of toxins; 5 diet and exercise while only 1
assessed family/marital status.

The diagnosis of CRS was made by endoscopy in eight
studies, by CT scan in three studies (two using Lund-
Mackay scoring and one AFRS criteria), by Current
Procedural Terminology (CPT) or International
Classification of Diseases (ICD) codes in five studies, by
“a certified otolaryngologist” in three studies, by question-
naire based on EPOS criteria in six studies, by the 2004
American Academy of Otolaryngology, Head and Neck
Surgery guidelines in one study, by GA’LEN questionnaire
in two studies, by the administration of a standardized
questionnaire in one study, and by an affirmative answer
to the question “Do you have sinusitis diagnosed by a
health professional?” in one study. All the studies were
published between 2008 and 2016. Fifteen of them were
conducted in America, six in Europe, and nine in Asia.

@ Springer

Twelve studies were cross-sectional (including one strati-
fied multistage clustered probability study), eight case—con-
trol, and eight cohort studies. We included one survey research
and one comparative study.

Socioeconomic and Education Status

There is a significant association between lower income and/
or lower socioeconomical status and CRS confirmed in four
studies done in the USA, Canada, and South Korea including
a total of 4866 patients and 77,564 controls [See, 6-8]. The
association was strong and was confirmed by the increase in
disease severity with lower social and economic status [6, §].
In one prospective case—control study done in the UK, a sig-
nificant association between social class and CRS status was
also shown, although the difference was no longer statistically
significant (p = 0.0684) when it was adjusted for age and gen-
der [9]. However, in two smaller studies, one in South Korea
with 91 patients and one in the USA with 93 patients, the
relation between CRS and socioeconomic conditions was
not shown to be significant [10, 11]. In one cross-sectional
questionnaire survey performed in the USA, findings suggest
that children from socioeconomic minorities experience CRS
less often but this result is related to significant disparity to
access to appropriate diagnosis, subspecialty care, referral pat-
terns, or perception of disease burden [12]. The same study
showed increased prevalence of CRS in patients with less than
median household income although the results did not reach
statistical significance (Table 1).

Low educational level of the patients seems to be statisti-
cally significant factor for CRS in four studies [7, 8, 13, 17¢].
More specifically, in the study by Kilty et al. [8], it was asso-
ciated with increased symptom burden but not with higher CT
Lund-Mackay scores; in the study by Kim et al. [7], it resulted
in higher CRS prevalence (as diagnosed by the EPOS criteria
including endoscopy) while in the study by Shi et al. [13],
there seemed to be a U-shaped correlation, with increased
prevalence both in the lowest and highest educational levels.
However, this study was based exclusively on the self-
reported symptoms, which could introduce reporting bias,
similarly to another study where self-reported symptoms were
used for the diagnosis where it was noted that CR S-associated
impairment in general health increased with education level
[16]. There was one study where no significant link between
disease burden and highest educational qualification achieved
was found [9] (Table 1).

Living and Working Environment

We subsequently assessed the relationship between living and
working environment, location, conditions, and CRS. We
found in four studies direct association of CRS and poor hous-
ing quality, dampness at home, living in crowded
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Sample size Results

Data period

Assessment

Diagnosis

Cases and controls

Study design

Table 1 (continued)
First author, year

Country

@ Springer

have established that there is a

Control

CRS and at least one previous
CRS-related procedure

Control: patients with no identify patients with

Retrospective

significant familial risk associated
with CRS in pediatric patients.

n=4959

CRS with electronic

history of CRS were
randomly selected

observational

records available in the
Utah Population

Database.

cohort study

Parents of probands were also at

from the Utah
population.

increased risk, although it was much
more likely for one parent to be

affected than both, suggesting a

genetic component of the disease.

CRS chronic rhinosinusitis, CRSsNP chronic rhinosinusitis without nasal polyps, CRSWNP chronic rhinosinusitis with nasal polyps, SNAQ-11 Sino Nasal Assessment Questionnaire, AFRS allergic fungal

rhinosinusitis, EPOS European Position Paper on Rhinosinusitis and Nasal Polyps

environment, using air conditioning in the summer, or having
a pet at home [6, 10, 19+, 20]. Also, in one study, a direct
relationship was found between the prevalence of the disease
and the pollutant levels of the cities (carbon monoxide, nitrous
dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and particulate matter) [21e°]. Two
studies showed a substantial geographical variation of CRS.
The one that took place in the USA revealed the highest inci-
dence of allergic fungal rhinosinusitis (AFRS) along
Mississippi and the Southern United States (including both
the Southwest and Southeast) [22]. The other two which took
place in EU showed a substantial geographical variation of
CRS with consistently low prevalence in the Scandinavian
centers and Brandenburg, high prevalence in France and
Poland, and an isolated very high prevalence in Portugal
[23e¢], although two studies have revealed CRS did not
change substantially with living area [13, 24] (Table 2).

The occupational risk factors were assessed in six studies.
Two of them described a significantly higher prevalence
among blue-collar workers compared to white ones, who were
exposed to gasses, fumes, dust, or smoke [20, 28¢]. In two
studies, there was a tendency towards increased CRS preva-
lence among individuals likely to be occupationally exposed
to low molecular weight agents such as highly reactive
chemicals and reactive cleaning disinfectants [26, 28+]. One
study revealed that CRS prevalence was generally elevated in
manual workers and was significantly elevated in plant or
machine operators and assemblers, elementary occupations,
and craft and related trades workers [25]. In another study,
there was no significant difference in the proportion of health
care-related jobs in subjects with and without CRS (p =0.509
and p = 0.559 respectively) [19+] (Table 2).

Exposure to Smoke

In the third category of our study, seven papers (14 total num-
ber included) revealed a strong association between CRS and
active smoking [See, 13, 19, 23¢¢ 29¢¢ 30, 31]. Furthermore,
in two studies, there was also higher prevalence of CRS and
secondhand tobacco exposure in a dose-response fashion, in-
dependently of environmental and occupational exposures
[13, 32]. Also, the findings from a case—control study in chil-
dren suggest that both childhood and current exposure to sec-
ondhand smoking (SHS) are risk factors for developing CRS
and that current SHS exposure is related to more severe
sinonasal symptoms in CRS patients [33]. Alcohol consump-
tion was not related with CRS in one study [7]. There were no
studies assessing the association between CRS and the use of
recreational drugs (Table 3).

Diet and Exercise

In the fourth category of our study, there was an increased
prevalence of obesity in the setting of CRS in four studies
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[17, 21, 35, 36]. In two studies, however, there was no such
association [7, 37] (Table 4).

Family Status

At the last category, we found, in two studies, an association
between marital status and CRS that was observed in a cross-
sectional study where divorced participants were approxi-
mately 1.75 times more likely to suffer from CRS compared
with their married counterparts (OR =2.75, 95% CI 1.81-
4.18) [13]. In the same study, the prevalence in unmarried
people was also significantly higher than that in married peo-
ple (OR=1.21, 95% CI 1.03-1.43), while the difference be-
tween widowed people and married people was not statistical-
ly significant (OR =1.20, 95% CI 0.85-1.68) (Table 1).

Only one retrospective observational cohort study revealed
a significant familial risk associated with CRS in pediatric
patients [18e]. Parents of probands were also at increased risk,
although it was much more likely for one parent to be affected
than both, suggesting a genetic component of the disease
(Table 1).

Discussion

There was significant heterogeneity in the studies studied,
including the definition and diagnosis of sinusitis, the mea-
sures used to quantify socioeconomic level, and the study
design itself. That precludes the performance of a statistical
meta-analysis. However, a few conclusions can be made, rel-
atively safely.

There seems to be a clear association between low so-
cioeconomic level and the prevalence and incidence of
rhinosinusitis. This is confirmed in a number of studies,
and more importantly, it is clear in studies with significant
numbers of participants (more powered) and when access
to health care is (relatively) factored in. It seems to be the
case that the more open and equitable and accessible the
health care system is, the more prominent such discrepan-
cies become. This is expected and follows the same pat-
tern of a number of other respiratory diseases, namely
COPD [38].

The same cannot be said regarding education level—al-
though there is a clear association between education level
and socioeconomic level, the link between education and
CRS seems to be more convoluted: Studies where self-
reported diagnosis of CRS was used showed that higher edu-
cation was linked to CRS, although this could be a result of
reporting bias and greater awareness of the condition.

The link between pollutants in the living or working envi-
ronment and rhinosinusitis is also well defined and confirmed
in our review: most studies confirmed poor, crowded housing
conditions; dampness; and older housing to be associated with

@ Springer

increased CRS prevalence and severity, while occupational
exposure to noxious factors was also linked to CRS.

Among recreational drugs, only smoking showed a consis-
tent link with CRS, including both active smoking and sec-
ondhand smoke. This was, rather disturbingly, also shown for
earlier-childhood exposure, suggesting a long-lasting effect.
Marital status and exercise on the other hand did not show
any clear link with the prevalence of CRS.

As we focus on the effects of genetic and medical factors
(including the role of superantigens, biofilms, allergy, and
cytokines) to the pathogenesis of CRS, we have perhaps
neglected the important role played by external, preventable
factors on CRS. Smoking is an activity where a lot of focus
has been done over the last years, and with good reason—its
cessation involves a lot of health benefits—however, a similar
focus is needed to deal with the noxious health effects of poor
housing, lack of access to health care, occupational or house
exposure to noxious substances, and, of course, social depri-
vation that is very often linked with all of the above.
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