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Why is genetics important 
to my family and me?

 



What makes 
me unique?



Tell me more about  
my genes

  



Why do family members 
have things in common?



  



Why do some diseases run 
in families?

Type 2 Diabetes

Changes in your genes

passed on by your parents

may make you more likely

to develop type 2 diabetes.

If you are active and eat a

healthy diet, you may be

able to lower your risk.

Common Disease:



  

sickle cell anemia

Sickle cell anemia is

caused by a mutation in a

single gene passed from

one or both parents.

Single Gene Disorder:



How can knowing my  
family health history help 
me stay healthy?



Why should I take my  
family health history to 
my healthcare provider?

  



Diseases that run in  
the family



  

Heart disease

• About 13 million Americans have CAD.

• Everyone has some risk for developing heart disease.

• For some people, a healthier diet and increased activity can
change cholesterol level and lower risk. Other people need
more help, such as medicine, to lower their risk of having a
heart attack.

Hints for health

• Eat healthy, nutritious meals.

• Get active and exercise regularly. Obesity increases your risk.

• Take your prescribed medications to control high cholesterol,
high blood pressure, and diabetes.

• If you smoke, talk with your healthcare provider about
quitting.

For more information, visit www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/dci and click

on 'Coronary Artery Disease' or call the American Heart

Association at 800-AHA-USA-1 (800-242-8721).



Heart disease continued

• Approximately one in three adults has high blood pressure.
Many do not even know it because there are no clear
symptoms.

• A family history of high blood pressure increases your risk for
developing it at a younger age.

• Greater risk comes with increasing age, being overweight, or
having a family history of hypertension.

Hints for health

• Decrease the amount of salt you eat.

• Maintain a healthy weight.

• Manage your stress.

• Get active and exercise regularly.

• Limit the alcohol you drink.

• Get screening regularly.

For more information, visit www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/dci and

click on "High Blood Pressure" or call the American Heart

Association at 800-AHA-USA-1 (800-242-8721).



  

Asthma

What is Asthma?

• Asthma is a lung disease that causes repeated episodes of
breathlessness, wheezing, coughing, and chest tightness.
The episodes can range from mild to life threatening.

• Asthma episodes are caused by many triggers, including
dust mites, animal dander, mold, pollen, cold air, exercise,
stress, viral colds, allergies, tobacco smoke, and air
pollutants.

• Genes control some of an individual's response to these
asthma triggers.

Who's at risk?

• Asthma affects approximately one in 10 children and one in
12 adults.

• Asthma affects many children and is the main reason
children end up in the emergency
room and miss days of school.

• If you have parents, siblings, or
children with asthma or allergies, you
are more likely to develop it.

Hints for health

• Avoid exposure to triggers.

• Use medication correctly.

For more information, visit www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/dci and

click on "Asthma" or call the American Lung Association at

800-548-8252.



Diabetes (sugar disease)



  

• Diabetes affects approximately one in 14 people in the United
States.

• Five to 10 percent of Americans who are diagnosed with
diabetes have type 1 diabetes.

• Children or siblings of individuals with diabetes are more
likely to develop it themselves.

• Obese people have a greater risk for type 2 diabetes.

• Women who had a baby that weighed more than 9 pounds
or who had gestational diabetes while pregnant are at risk.

Hints for health

• Eat more fruits and vegetables, less sugar and fat.

• Get active and exercise regularly.

• Lose weight if necessary.

For more information, visit www.ndep.nih.gov or call

800-860-8747.



Cancer

What is Breast Cancer?

• Breast cancer is a type of cancer that forms in the tissues of the breast,
usually the ducts.

• Breast cancer is one of the most common cancers among women.
Although it is rare, men can also get breast cancer.

• Most breast cancer is treatable if found early.

Who is at risk?

• One out of eight American women will develop breast cancer in their
lifetime.

• Among Hispanic/Latina women, breast cancer is the most common type
of cancer.

• Breast cancer risk is higher among women whose close blood relatives
have had this disease. Both your mother's and father's family history of
breast cancer is important.

Hints for health

• Women should do monthly breast self-exams.

• After age 40, women should get annual mammograms.

• Ask about genetic testing for high-risk families.

• Eat a healthy, balanced diet.

• Get active and exercise regularly.

• Limit the alcohol you drink.

For more information, visit www.cancer.gov/cancertopics and click on

"Breast Cancer" or call 800-4-CANCER (800-422-6237).



  

What is Lung Cancer?

• Lung cancer is the uncontrolled growth of abnormal cells in
one or both of the lungs.

Who is at risk?

• Lung cancer is the leading cause of cancer death for both
men and women.

• More than 150,000 people died in the United States from
lung cancer in 2005.

• Nearly 87 percent of lung cancer cases in the United States
are smoking-related.

Hints for health

• Do not smoke.

• Avoid secondhand smoke.

• Find out about testing for radon and asbestos in your home
and at work.

For more information, visit www.cancer.gov/cancertopics and

click on "Lung Cancer" or call 800-4-CANCER (800-422-6237).



Cancer continued

What is Prostate Cancer?

• Prostate cancer is a disease in which cancer develops in the
male reproductive system, specifically in a small gland near
the bladder called the prostate.

• Scientists do not yet know what causes prostate cancer, but
doctors can use certain tests to determine whether a man
might have prostate cancer.

Who is at risk?

• Men of all ages can develop prostate cancer. However, more
than eight out of 10 cases occur in men over the age of 65.

• Prostate cancer is the most common type of cancer
diagnosed in Hispanic/Latino and African American men.

• Having a father or brother with prostate cancer more than
doubles a man's risk of developing this disease. The risk
increases with the number of relatives who have it, especially
if the relatives were young (less than 50 years old) when
they got it.

Hints for health

• Get regular screenings.

• Follow a healthy diet.

• Exercise regularly.

• After age 50, have your prostate checked.

For more information, visit www.cancer.gov/cancertopics and

click on "Prostate Cancer" or call 800-4-CANCER

(800-422-6237).



  

Single gene disorders

What are Single Gene Disorders?

• Earlier in this booklet, you read a little bit about conditions
caused by mutations in a single gene. These conditions are
called single gene disorders.

• The symptoms of single gene disorders vary widely, but
many of them run in families.

• Collecting your family health history for these conditions is
important for diagnosing and managing the condition and
making reproductive choices.

Who is at risk?

• Every person is born with mutations. Most of these
mutations won't cause disease on their own, but it is
important to identify any that do.

• Depending on which gene is affected, single gene disorders
can be passed down even when neither parent displays any
symptoms.

• Some single gene disorders are identified during a pregnancy
or soon after a child is born. Others will not be diagnosed
until adulthood.

• The most harmful mutations may lead to a miscarriage or
stillbirth. If you have a family history of miscarriages, this
may be related to a genetic mutation.



The “Does It Run In the Family?” toolkit includes two pieces  

that can help you summarize your health information for  

your provider—the family health portrait and healthcare 

provider card. You may also hear your healthcare provider  

call a Family Health Portrait a “pedigree.”

Each family and individual is unique and may have genetic 

diseases other than the major diseases listed here.  

For more information visit:

Disease InfoSearch
www.geneticalliance.org 

National Library of Medicine
www.nlm.nih.gov/services/genetics_resources.html 

Resources
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continued
Single gene disorders

Hints for health:

• If you have a family history of a single gene disorder, discuss it
with your healthcare provider. Your provider may refer you to a
specialist.

• Be aware of which newborn screening tests are performed in
your state.

• For thousands of conditions, advocacy organizations provide
support services, information, and ways to get involved in the
discovery of treatment options.

Visit Disease InfoSearch at www.geneticalliance.org to find out

more.

For more information on single gene disorders, contact the

Genetic and Rare Diseases (GARD) Information Center at

gardinfo@nih.gov or 888-205-2311.



Family Health Portrait

Resources

  



4301 Connecticut Ave. NW, Suite 404
Washington, D.C. 20008-2369

Phone: 202-966-5557  Fax: 202-966-8553 
info@geneticalliance.org

WWW.GENETICALLIANCE.ORG

Information included herein is not professional advice and is not intended to replace the judgment of a practitioner with respect to 
particular patients, procedures, or practices.  To the extent permissible under applicable laws, Genetic Alliance makes no claims to the cor-
rectness or validity of the information in this document and disclaims responsibility for any injury and/or damage to persons property as a 
result of any actual or alleged libelous statements, infringements of intellectual property or other proprietary or privacy rights, or from use 

or operation of any ideas, instructions, procedures, products or methods contained in the material therein.  

The Abortion Care Network
www.abortioncarenetwork.org

facebook.com/abortioncarenetwork
Twitter:  @abortioncare

202 419-1444
202 587-5601

Info@abortioncarenetwork.org

The Abortion Care Network is committed to

creating a community, with independent

providers at its core, that supports the right

of all people to experience respectful,

dignified abortion care.


