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Rationale: In an observational cohort study, women who self-
selected for frequent aspirin use developed less newly diagnosed
asthma than women who did not take aspirin.
Objective: To explore whether low-dose aspirin decreased the risk
of newly diagnosed asthma in a randomized, double-blind, placebo-
controlled trial.
Methods: The Physicians’ Health Study randomized 22,071 appar-
ently healthy male physicians, aged 40–84 yr at baseline and toler-
ant of aspirin, over an 18-wk run-in period, to 325 mg aspirin or
placebo on alternate days. The aspirin component was terminated
after 4.9 yr due principally to the emergence of a statistically ex-
treme 44% reduction in risk of first myocardial infarction among
those randomly assigned to aspirin.
Measurements: Physicians could self-report an asthma diagnosis on
questionnaires at baseline, 6 mo, and annually thereafter. Asthma
was not an a priori endpoint of the trial.
Results: Among 22,040 physicians without reported asthma at ran-
domization, there were 113 new asthma diagnoses in the aspirin
group and 145 in the placebo group. The hazard ratio was 0.78
(95% confidence interval, 0.61–1.00; p � 0.045). This apparent 22%
lower risk of newly diagnosed asthma among those assigned to
aspirin was not modified by baseline characteristics including smok-
ing, body mass index, or age.
Conclusions: Aspirin reduced the risk of newly diagnosed adult-onset
asthma in a large, randomized clinical trial of apparently healthy,
aspirin-tolerant men. This result requires replication in randomized
trials designed a priori to test this hypothesis; it does not imply
that aspirin improves symptoms in patients with asthma.

Keywords: asthma; aspirin; NSAIDs; analgesics; obstructive airways
disease

Asthma prevalence has increased in the United States since the
late 1970s, particularly among children (1), and now approaches
that of high-prevalence countries such as the United Kingdom
and Australia (2). The increase in the United States coincided
with a substantial decline in the use of aspirin as an antipyretic
and analgesic in the late 1970s and 1980s (3). The switch from
aspirin to other over-the-counter analgesics (e.g., acetamino-

(Received in original form March 22, 2006; accepted in final form October 20, 2006 )

Supported by a Robert Wood Johnson Generalist Physician Faculty Scholar Award
to R.G.B.; grants CA 34944 and CA 40360 from the National Cancer Institute,
Bethesda, Maryland; and grants HL 26490 and HL 34595 from the National Heart,
Lung, and Blood Institute, Bethesda, Maryland.

Correspondence and requests for reprints should be addressed to Tobias Kurth
M.D., Sc.D., Brigham and Women’s Hospital, Division of Aging, 1620 Tremont
Street, Boston, MA 02120-1613. E-mail: tkurth@rics.bwh.harvard.edu

Am J Respir Crit Care Med Vol 175. pp 120–125, 2007
Originally Published in Press as DOI: 10.1164/rccm.200603-411OC on October 26, 2006
Internet address: www.atsjournals.org

AT A GLANCE COMMENTARY

Scientific Knowledge on the Subject

Aspirin is known to worsen symptoms among a minority
of patients with asthma. Recent epidemiologic and bench
studies, however, suggest that frequent aspirin use might
reduce the risk of developing asthma among adults.

What This Study Adds to the Field

This secondary analysis of a large randomized, double-blind,
placebo-controlled trial of aspirin-tolerant men showed that
randomization to aspirin reduced the risk of adult-onset
asthma.

phen) was particularly pronounced among children due to re-
ports of a link between aspirin and Reyes syndrome in the early
1980s (4, 5). Because aspirin might promote Th1 and inhibit Th2
phenotypes (6, 7), Varner and colleagues hypothesized that the
reduction in pediatric aspirin use in the United States contrib-
uted, in part, to the increase in asthma prevalence (3).

In a large observational cohort study of analgesic use and
adult-onset asthma among women, participants who self-selected
to take aspirin frequently had a lower rate of newly diagnosed
asthma than those who never took aspirin, even after adjustment
for a large number of potential confounding variables (8). The
multivariate hazard ratio for newly diagnosed asthma was 0.60
(95% confidence interval [CI], 0.40–0.81) for those who took
aspirin 15 or more days a month compared with those who never
took aspirin. This finding, however, might have resulted from
confounding by unmeasured factors, given its modest magnitude
and the observational design of that study. For small to moderate
effects, randomized trials of sufficient size, dose, and duration
represent the most valid design. The Physicians’ Health Study
(PHS), a large-scale randomized, double-blind, placebo-
controlled 2 � 2 factorial trial of aspirin and �-carotene, provided
a unique opportunity to test whether low-dose aspirin decreases
the risk of newly diagnosed adult-onset asthma. Some results in
this article were presented in abstract form at the 2005 meeting
of the European Respiratory Society (9).

METHODS

The PHS tested the risk and benefits of low-dose aspirin (325 mg on
alternate days [Bufferin; Bristol-Myers Squibb, New Jersey]) and
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�-carotene (50 mg on alternate days [Lurotin; BASF, Ludwigshafen,
Germany]) in the primary prevention of cardiovascular disease and
cancer among 22,071 apparently healthy men aged 40–84 yr at entry
in 1982. The design, methods, and results of the PHS have been de-
scribed in detail (10). Participants were excluded if they had a previous
diagnosis of myocardial infarction, stroke, transient ischemic attack,
cancer (except nonmelanoma skin cancer), current renal or liver disease,
peptic ulcer or gout, or if they reported current use of aspirin, vitamin
A, or �-carotene supplements. A total of 33,223 willing and eligible
male physicians aged 40 to 84 yr at baseline in 1982 were enrolled in
a run-in phase during which all participants received active aspirin and
�-carotene placebo (Figure 1). After 18 wk, participants were sent
questionnaires asking about their health status, side effects, compliance,
and willingness to continue in the trial. A total of 11,152 who had
changed their minds, reported a reason for exclusion, or demonstrated

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the progress through the phases of the Physicians’ Health Study. ASA � aspirin.

inadequate compliance (defined as taking less than two-thirds of the
study pills) were excluded from the trial, resulting in 22,071 willing and
eligible male physicians who were then randomized to aspirin or �-
carotene according to a factorial design. The aspirin arm was terminated
early after an average follow-up of 4.9 yr on January 25, 1988, primarily
because of the emergence of a statistically extreme (p � 0.00001) 44%
reduction in risk of a first myocardial infarction in the aspirin group
(10). Morbidity and mortality follow-up was more than 99% complete
at the end of the randomized aspirin component. The �-carotene com-
ponent of the trial continued to its scheduled end on December 31,
1995 (11).

Ascertainment of Asthma

Baseline information was collected by mailed follow-up questionnaires
that asked about many anthropometric, demographic, clinical diagnosis,
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and lifestyle variables. Twice in the first year and yearly thereafter,
follow-up questionnaires were sent out asking about compliance with
study medication, development of side effects, newly developed cardio-
vascular disease, newly developed cancer, dates of diagnoses, and per-
sonal characteristics and habits.

Participating physicians were asked about newly diagnosed diseases
that required medical treatment, such as asthma, and their date of
diagnosis on the baseline and each of the follow-up questionnaires.
New diagnosis of asthma was not a prespecified endpoint of the PHS.

Statistical Analysis

We included all reports of asthma from enrollment until the unblinding
of the aspirin component on January 25, 1988. We excluded 31 partici-
pants (14 in the aspirin group and 17 in the placebo group) who indicated
an asthma diagnosis before randomization, leaving 22,040 participants
without a report of asthma at baseline.

We compared continuous measurements using Student’s t test and
categorical variables using the �2 test. The cumulative incidence of
asthma over the period of the trial was compared across treatment
arms, and analyzed according to the intention-to-treat principle. We
used Kaplan-Meier plots and Cox proportional hazards models (12) to
analyze the association between randomized aspirin assignment and
time from randomization to date of new physician diagnosis of asthma.
We also performed stratified analysis by smoking status (never, past,
current), body mass index (� 25, 25–29.9, � 30 kg/m2), and age (in
quartiles) and tested the significance of these interactions using model-
based multiplicative terms.

RESULTS

Table 1 summarizes the baseline characteristics of the 22,040
participants without reported asthma at baseline, according to
randomized aspirin assignment. As expected in this large sample,
the baseline characteristics were virtually identical in the aspirin
and placebo groups.

Over a mean follow-up of 4.9 yr (109,035 person-years), a
total of 258 physicians reported new diagnoses of asthma, which
corresponded to a cumulative incidence of adult-onset asthma
of 1.2%. There were 113 new diagnoses of asthma reported in the
aspirin group and 145 reported in the placebo group (Table 2).

TABLE 1. BASELINE CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPANTS
WITHOUT REPORT OF ASTHMA DIAGNOSIS AT
RANDOMIZATION (n � 22,040), ACCORDING TO
RANDOMIZED ASPIRIN ASSIGNMENT

Aspirin Placebo
Characteristics (n � 11,023) (n � 11,017) p Value

Age, yr (SD) 53.8 (9.5) 53.8 (9.6) 0.92
Body mass index, kg/m2 (%) 24.8 (2.8) 24.8 (2.8) 0.65
History of hypertension, % 23.8 23.8 1.0
History of diabetes, % 2.5 2.3 0.46
Smoking status, %

Never 49.3 49.8
Past 39.7 39.1 0.65
Current 11.0 11.1

Exercise, %
Rarely 27.5 28.0

0.62� 1 time/wk 18.4 18.5
2–4 times/wk 38.1 37.0
� 5 times/wk 16.1 16.5

Alcohol consumption, %
Rarely 14.7 15.1

0.391–3 times/mo 10.9 11.4
1–6 times/wk 49.6 48.6
� 1 time/d 24.8 24.9

�

�
�

The hazard ratio of 0.78 (95% CI, 0.61–1.00; p � 0.045) for
newly diagnosed asthma represented a 22% reduction due to
aspirin. The cumulative incidence of asthma in the aspirin and
placebo groups over follow-up is shown in Figure 2.

In stratified analyses, there were no statistically significant
differences in the observed benefit of aspirin on adult-onset
asthma by smoking status, body mass index, and age (Table 2).
The magnitude of the reduction appeared to be greater among
the subgroups who never smoked (p � 0.049) as well as among
younger men (p � 0.01).

DISCUSSION

In this large randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial
among apparently healthy men, 325 mg of aspirin on alternate
days statistically significantly reduced the incidence of newly
diagnosed, adult-onset asthma by 22%. In subgroup analyses,
there were no statistically significant modifications by smoking
status, body mass index, and age, although the magnitude of
the observed benefit appeared to be somewhat greater among
younger men.

These randomized data among male physicians are consistent
with prior findings from a large prospective cohort study of
female registered nurses examining analgesic use and asthma,
in which women who self-selected for frequent aspirin use had
a lower rate of new physician diagnosis of asthma than women
who did not take aspirin, even after adjustment for a large num-
ber of confounding variables (8). That study primarily examined
acetaminophen use and newly diagnosed asthma; the observed
inverse association of aspirin and newly diagnosed asthma, how-
ever, was independent of acetaminophen use and consistent
across categories of other analgesic use.

No other large prospective studies have been published exam-
ining aspirin and risk of newly diagnosed asthma, to the best
of our knowledge. A cross-sectional analysis of self-reported
physician diagnosis of asthma did not show an association with
aspirin use (13); however, that study was limited by its cross-
sectional design and lack of randomized assignment of aspirin.
An evaluation of asthma morbidity associated with another non-
steroidal antiinflammatory drug, ibuprofen, is available from a
subgroup analysis of one large trial. In that randomized, double-
blind trial, ibuprofen was compared with acetaminophen for
pediatric febrile illness among 27,065 children aged 2 yr or less
(14). Follow-up was too short to assess new-onset asthma but,
in the subgroup of 1,879 children with asthma, asthma-related
outpatient visits were significantly lower in the ibuprofen than
in the acetaminophen arm (15). Asthma hospitalizations were
also lower in the ibuprofen than the acetaminophen arm, al-
though that result did not attain statistical significance, due possi-
bly to the small number of children hospitalized. The trial did
not include placebo control, so it is unclear whether ibuprofen
decreased or acetaminophen increased asthma exacerbations.

Among individuals with asthma, aspirin is known to acutely
precipitate bronchospasm in the subset of patients with aspirin-
intolerant asthma (AIA). AIA affects a small minority of pa-
tients with asthma, approximately 4 to 11% in large population-
based studies (16–18). The proportion is higher in adult referral
populations and much lower—perhaps by three-quarters—
among children (19). In patients with AIA, cyclooxygenase
(COX)-1 inhibition is believed to increase the bronchoconstric-
tor cysteinyl leukotrienes (C4, D4, E4). Predisposition for AIA
is associated with gene variants in leukotriene C4 synthase (20),
cysteinyl leukotriene receptor 2 (21), thromboxane A2 (22), or
prostaglandin E2 genes (23).

Most patients with asthma tolerate aspirin without problems
and some patients with asthma improve when challenged with
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TABLE 2. RANDOMIZED ASPIRIN ASSIGNMENT AND REPORT OF NEWLY DIAGNOSED ASTHMA
IN THE PHYSICIANS’ HEALTH STUDY

Cases of Newly Diagnosed Asthma

Aspirin Group Placebo Group

(n � 11,023) (n � 11,017) Hazard
54,572 person-years 54,462 person-years Ratio 95% CI p Value

Overall, n 113 145 0.78 0.61–1.00 0.045

Stratified Analyses
Smoking status, n 0.83*

Never 48 70 0.69 0.48–1.00 0.049
Past 59 62 0.93 0.65–1.33 0.71
Current 6 13 0.47 0.18–1.23 0.12

Body mass index, kg/m2 0.89*
� 25, n 69 83 0.82 0.59–1.13 0.22

25–29.9, n 37 56 0.68 0.45–1.03 0.065
� 30, n 7 6 1.13 0.38–3.37 0.82

Age, yr 0.39*
� 45.9, n 19 38 0.49 0.28–0.85 0.01
45.9–52.5, n 31 25 1.25 0.74–2.12 0.40
52.5–60.1, n 23 36 0.65 0.38–1.09 0.10
	 60.1, n 40 46 0.86 0.57–1.32 0.50

Definition of abbreviation: CI � confidence interval.
* p Value for interaction term of difference on the effect of aspirin on newly diagnosed asthma across subgroups of smoking

status, body mass index, or age.

aspirin and other nonsteroidal antiinflammatory drugs (24–26).
In aspirin-tolerant patients, the increase in cysteinyl leuko-
trienes and reduction in prostaglandin E2 may be counterbal-
anced or overwhelmed by reductions in the bronchoconstrictors
prostaglandin D2, prostaglandin F2, and the thromboxanes (27)
triggered by COX-1 inhibition.

In individuals without asthma, aspirin might reduce the risk of
developing asthma via COX-dependent and COX-independent
pathways. COX-1 inhibition blocks prostaglandin E2, which in-
hibits Th1 lymphocytes from releasing IFN-
 (28, 29) and may
shift cytokine production from a Th2 phenotype toward a Th1

Figure 2. Asthma-free sur-
vival during the randomized
component of the
Physicians’ Health Study.

phenotype. Therapeutic doses of aspirin also inhibit IL-4– and
IL-13–induced activation of signal transducer and activator of
transcription 6 (STAT6) (6) and promote STAT1 activation in
IFN-
 signaling via non–COX-dependent pathways (7), thereby
potentially inhibiting Th2 immune responses while promoting
Th1 responses. Additional COX-independent mechanisms in-
clude the inhibition of activation of nuclear factor-�B (30) and
induction of lipoxin A4 and 15-epi-lipoxin A4, otherwise known
as aspirin-triggered lipoxin (31). These products of arachadonic
acid metabolism block airway hyperresponsiveness and pulmo-
nary inflammation in murine models (32) and in vivo (33) and
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are currently seen as novel targets for asthma therapies. It is
therefore mechanistically plausible that regular use of aspirin
might reduce the risk of the development of asthma.

The strengths of this trial included a randomized, double-
blind, placebo-controlled design, high follow-up and compliance,
and physician participants who were likely to accurately report
new diagnoses of asthma. This large trial had adequate size to
detect a small to moderate benefit of aspirin on newly diagnosed
adult-onset asthma but was not designed specifically to test this
hypothesis.

The occurrence of newly diagnosed asthma was based on
self-reports by physicians, who are unlikely to misreport their
own medical diagnoses. Although there was likely underre-
porting of new asthma diagnoses to the general questionnaire
item on new diagnoses, the randomized, double-blind, placebo-
controlled design made it extremely unlikely that the underre-
ports of asthma diagnoses depended on the assignment to the
aspirin or placebo groups. Because any potential underreporting
of the diagnosis was therefore likely random, such misclassifica-
tion would reduce the observed estimate compared with a true
benefit of aspirin on asthma and would bias our results toward
the null.

The main analysis relied on reports of newly diagnosed
asthma to general questionnaire items. We therefore performed
a secondary analysis based on specific questionnaire items on
physician-diagnosed asthma and date of diagnosis of physician-
diagnosed asthma that were administered in 1997. This second-
ary analysis also yielded a statistically significant lower rate of
newly diagnosed asthma in the aspirin group compared with the
placebo group during the randomized phase of the trial, and the
effect estimate was virtually identical (data not shown).

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease can be misdiagnosed
as adult-onset asthma, even in health professionals (34). In sub-
group analyses, however, the observed benefit of aspirin on
asthma was statistically significant among never-smokers and in
the youngest age category. Furthermore, there were 11 more
cases of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease in the aspirin
group than in the placebo group, making it unlikely that the
true benefit was really for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.
It was also very unlikely that the observed effect resulted from
a reduction in “cardiac asthma” because only one physician
experienced a myocardial infarction before reporting a new diag-
nosis of asthma.

Results of statistical tests for the main analysis yielded statisti-
cally significant results at standard thresholds of statistical sig-
nificance, but not by large margins. It is therefore possible that
our result is false-positive one. We doubt this, however, because
the hypothesis was previously and independently formulated (3),
the results from this randomized trial among men were consistent
with those from a large observational prospective cohort study
among women (8), and the mechanisms underlying the observed
effect are biologically plausible.

Finally, although all participants were encouraged to use non-
aspirin, non–nonsteroidal antiinflammatory drug pain medica-
tion, it is conceivable, although unlikely, that random assignment
to low-dose aspirin decreased use of acetaminophen, which in
turn might have contributed to fewer new diagnoses of asthma
(8). We have no reason to believe that 325 mg of aspirin on
alternate days did affect acetaminophen use, although data on
acetaminophen use were not collected during the randomized
phase of the PHS. Furthermore, data collected after the random-
ized phase of the PHS suggested that cumulative intake of acet-
aminophen did not increase asthma diagnoses in this cohort (35).

Our results were observed in apparently healthy men free
from asthma at baseline. PHS participants were aged 40 to 84 yr
at entry and thus belonged to a generation who were likely to

have been exposed to aspirin in childhood. They all tolerated
an 18-wk run-in period on aspirin before randomization (during
which none, to our knowledge, reported aspirin-induced asthma),
and none had an aspirin allergy before enrollment. These results
may not generalize to children or aspirin-naive individuals and
do not apply to patients with asthma.

In summary, aspirin reduced the risk of newly diagnosed,
adult-onset asthma in this large randomized trial of apparently
healthy male physicians. These results suggest that aspirin may
reduce the risk of the development of asthma in adults. They
do not imply that aspirin improves symptoms in patients with
asthma; indeed, aspirin can cause severe bronchospasm in some
patients with asthma. Because asthma was not the primary end-
point of the PHS, additional randomized trials would be helpful
to confirm the apparent reduction in asthma incidence caused
by aspirin.
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