
7/28/2020 Covid-19 Poses More Risk to Patients With Chronic Illnesses—and That’s Bad for the U.S. - WSJ

https://www.wsj.com/articles/covid-19-poses-more-risk-to-patients-with-chronic-illnessesand-thats-bad-for-the-u-s-11595595601 1/8

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. To order presentation-ready copies for distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers visit
https://www.djreprints.com.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/covid-19-poses-more-risk-to-patients-with-chronic-illnessesand-thats-bad-for-the-u-s-11595595601

WORLD

Covid-19 Poses More Risk to Patients With
Chronic Illnesses—and That’s Bad for the
U.S.
Scientists now have a better idea of how much extra risk faced by people with other conditions such as

diabetes

Poor underlying health might be contributing to the severity of the coronavirus pandemic in the U.S.
Medical workers helping a Covid-19 patient in Houston last month.
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Scientists are developing a clearer picture of the extra risk of dying from Covid-19 borne
by those with underlying health conditions, an aspect of the disease that researchers say

https://www.wsj.com/news/world?mod=breadcrumb
https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-deadly-is-covid-19-researchers-are-getting-closer-to-an-answer-11595323801


7/28/2020 Covid-19 Poses More Risk to Patients With Chronic Illnesses—and That’s Bad for the U.S. - WSJ

https://www.wsj.com/articles/covid-19-poses-more-risk-to-patients-with-chronic-illnessesand-thats-bad-for-the-u-s-11595595601 2/8

might help explain why some countries suffer worse outbreaks than others.

The bad news for the U.S.: Some of the conditions associated with the highest risk, such as
obesity, heart disease and diabetes, are more prevalent in the U.S. than other comparable
countries.

“If we had better health outcomes, if we had less diabetes, less hypertension, less
cardiovascular disease, then we would probably not see the morbidity and mortality that
we see today from Covid-19,” said Monique J. Brown, an assistant professor of public
health at the University of South Carolina.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-latest-news-07-23-2020-11595493659
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Some 15 million people world-wide have been infected with the new coronavirus,
according to data compiled by Johns Hopkins University. More than 624,000 deaths
globally have been attributed to Covid-19, the disease it causes, with 143,000 of those in
the U.S. Case numbers are rising in large parts of the U.S. after restrictions on daily life
were eased.

Poor underlying health might be contributing to the severity of the pandemic in the U.S.
and other hard-hit countries, researchers say, though they caution that public policy,
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demographics, geography and other factors also play a role. The U.S. has reported 432
deaths per million people, a rate higher than most countries but lower than in rich-
country peers including the U.K., France, Italy and Sweden, according to University of
Oxford researchers.

Doctors noticed early on in the pandemic’s spread that people with pre-existing medical
conditions figured among the worst affected, with analyses of patients in Wuhan and
elsewhere in China showing many of the sickest patients suffered from high blood
pressure, diabetes and other common chronic ailments.

The pattern was repeated as the coronavirus spread world-wide. Italian data show fewer
than one in 20 of around 3,000 patients who died from Covid-19 had no chronic health
issues before contracting the infection. Almost two-thirds had three or more
comorbidities, or chronic diseases. Doctors in the U.K. and France reported similar
observations.

A recent Centers for Disease Control and Prevention report found that 76.4% of people in
the U.S. who died of Covid-19 had at least one underlying medical condition. As of mid-
July, Massachusetts reported 4,071 deaths of patients with such conditions—and only 73
without.

The ballooning amount of data on Covid-19 patients is allowing researchers to estimate
just how the risk of getting severely ill or dying varies depending on existing conditions.

In a paper published in the journal Nature this month, researchers at the University of
Oxford and the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine examined the medical
records of 17 million English residents to see which factors are linked to a higher risk of
death from Covid-19.
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Age was far and away the most significant factor, the authors reported, with patients in
their 80s more than 20 times more likely to die of Covid-19 than someone in their 50s,
after accounting for all other factors. But those suffering from chronic illnesses were at
higher risk of death than those without those conditions, the analysis showed. Diabetics
with high blood-sugar levels were found to be almost twice as likely to die as
nondiabetics. Disease of the heart, kidney and liver were also associated with a higher
mortality risk.

Peculiarly, the researchers found people with asthma don’t seem to be at greater risk of
death from Covid-19 than those without it. That is a puzzling discovery given that
asthmatics are usually more severely affected by other respiratory viruses, said Ben
Goldacre, director of the Evidence-Based Medicine DataLab at the University of Oxford,
and one of the principal authors. “It’s a real head scratcher,” he said.
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Another recent study, published in the journal Diabetes, Obesity and Metabolism, pooled
the results of 18 studies world-wide covering more than 14,000 Covid-19 patients and
found that the risk of severe illness or death from the coronavirus was at least one-and-a-
half times higher for people with conditions including diabetes, chronic kidney, heart or
lung disease and cancer compared with healthy adults. More than a fifth of hospitalized
patients covered by the studies had high blood pressure. More than one in 10 had
diabetes.

The connection between underlying health conditions and more severe Covid-19
outcomes is problematic for the U.S., where many of these complicating factors are more
prevalent.

The Commonwealth Fund, an independent health-research firm, reported that 28% of
adults in the U.S. had several chronic conditions such as diabetes and heart disease,
compared with 14% of Dutch residents, 17% of Germans and 18% of the French.

Among the Group of Seven advanced economies, people in the U.S. are at the highest risk
of dying between the age of 30 and 70 of heart disease, cancer, diabetes or chronic lung
disease, according to the World Health Organization. Adjusted for age, the mortality rate

Underlying Burdens
Hospitalized patients with Covid-19 in the U.S.
have high rates of certain chronic medical
conditions.
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for those four major nontransmittable diseases in the U.S. in 2016 was also the highest in
the G-7 and almost twice that of Japan, which had the lowest rate.

“I think it is a profound statement that many of us, myself included, could and should be
doing a better job in maintaining our health for times when our health is under stress like
when you have the flu or you have Covid,” said Andrew Badley, an infectious-disease
doctor who is the chair of the Mayo Clinic’s Covid-19 research task force.

Precisely why such chronic conditions are so problematic for Covid-19 sufferers isn’t
entirely clear, highlighting how little is known about the disease since it first appeared in
December.

“A lot of the pathogenesis is not fully understood,” said Trish Perl, chief of the division of
infectious diseases at University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center in Dallas.

Kamlesh Khunti, professor of primary-care diabetes and vascular medicine at the
University of Leicester, U.K., said he suspects the widespread inflammatory immune
response often triggered by Covid-19 might be interacting with chronic inflammation in
some of these conditions to worsen symptoms.

Some doctors say the likeliest explanation is that poor health diminishes a person’s
capacity to cope with viral infection.

“Each comorbidity you have decreases your physiological reserve,” said Amesh Adalja, a
senior scholar at Johns Hopkins University.

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS

Do you think data on coronavirus will help lead to better health outcomes eventually? Join the
conversation below.

STAY INFORMED

Get a coronavirus brie�ing six days a week, and a weekly Health newsletter once the crisis abates:
Sign up here.
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