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Panel Releases Conference Findings and Statement on the Collection and Use of Family Health History Information 

Although most Americans are familiar with completing a questionnaire about their family health history when visiting health care providers, there is still much to learn about how this process relates to improving health. An independent panel was convened by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) in August 2009 to clarify the place of family history in health and healthcare. The NIH State-of-the-Science Conference: Family History and Improving Health panel released its findings in a statement that is now available in hard copy and can also be found at consensus.nih.gov.
  
Reporting a positive history of a family disease or condition to a healthcare provider could prompt several next steps, from lifestyle changes—including diet and exercise—to referral to genetic services or other specialists. 

The NIH panel’s statement contains important insights for researchers and practitioners including several research recommendations, presented in three categories: the family health information to be collected, the optimal way to collect and use it, and the outcomes from the use of this tool in diagnosis and engagement with individuals and family members. Substantial additional research will be needed if a systematically collected family history for common diseases is to become an evidence-based tool in primary care clinical settings. 

The panel’s findings and recommendations are intended to inform the research agenda, rather than to influence current clinical practice. The statement is an independent report and does not represent the policy of NIH or the Federal Government, provided for free by the NIH’s Office of Medical Applications of Research and the National Human Genome Research Institute, along with other NIH and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services components. 

The final panel statement can be ordered online at consensus.nih.gov, by calling 1-888-NIH-CONSENSUS (1-888-644-2667), or by emailing consensus@mail.nih.gov. Additional materials are available at consensus.nih.gov/2009/familyhistory.htm. 
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