
Individual circadian preference
(chronotype) is associated with asthma
and allergic symptoms among
adolescents

To the Editor:

Circadian rhythm is an endogenously driven cyclical process that regulates most of our bodily functions,
such as sleep–wakefulness cycle, metabolism, and a wide range of cellular, molecular and behavioural
processes. Chronotype, or an individual’s preferred time of sleep and activity, is one of the major internal
cues that helps to harmonise one’s biological events according to its circadian timing [1]. Three major
variations of chronotype exist among humans, those who prefer to wake up early and sleep early at night
(known as morning types or “larks”), those who prefer late sleep at night and late waking up in the
morning (referred to as evening type or “owls”) and those who remain in between (intermediate type) [1].

An increasing body of evidence have shown that chronotype difference, for example, those with more
preference to night-time activities, is associated with higher risks of cardiac, metabolic and psychological
disorders [2–4]. In recent years, some studies have been published stating the association between
respiratory diseases and circadian rhythm [5–8]. However, little is known about the plausible association
between chronotype and asthma/allergic diseases. In this paper, we aimed to explore the relationship
between chronotype and allergy-related disorders among adolescents.

We analysed data on 1684 Indian adolescents (aged between 13 and 14 years) from the Prevalence and
Risk Factors of Asthma and Allergy-Related Diseases among Adolescents (PERFORMANCE) study [9].
The study was approved by the Clinical Research Ethics Committee of Allergy & Asthma Research Centre,
Kolkata (CREC-AARC-04/2016).

The details of the study design, methodologies and ethical concerns have been described elsewhere [9].
Briefly, we administered an English-back Bengali translated version of the International Study of Asthma
and Allergy in Childhood (ISAAC) Phase III questionnaire among students of the specified age group of
16 randomly selected schools of West Bengal to obtain information about respiratory symptoms (namely
wheeze, rhinitis, rhinoconjunctivitis and asthma). Each respiratory symptom was defined using both “ever”
for a positive response to the question “have you ever had that symptom?” (e.g. wheeze) and “current” if
the participant also reported having that symptom within the last 12 months. Additionally, demographic
and social characteristics of the participant and information about the neighbourhood environment were
also collected by questionnaire. Asthma was assessed from the questionnaire. Chronotypes of the
participants (categorised into morning, evening and intermediate types) were determined using a validated
Bengali version of the reduced Morningness–Eveningness Questionnaire (rMEQ) [10].

The associations between each respiratory symptom (wheeze, rhinitis, rhinoconjunctivitis and asthma) and
individual chronotype (morning type as the reference category) were assessed, overall and by sex, using
modified Poisson regression models [11], adjusting for sex, area of residence (rural, industrial suburban,
nonindustrial suburban and urban), parental atopy/asthma (yes/no), exposure to second-hand smoke
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(SHS) at home (yes/no), exposure to pets (yes/no) and number of siblings. As an exploratory analysis, we
checked for effect modification by stratifying by 1) parental atopy/asthma, 2) exposure to SHS at home, 3)
exposure to pet at home and 4) number of siblings.

42% of the participants were girls. 42% and 9% of the participants were identified as morning and evening
types, respectively, while the rest (49%) were intermediate types. 13% of the participants had ever wheeze,
while ever rhinitis and asthma were present among 21% and 11% participants, respectively. Current
wheeze, rhinitis and allergic rhinitis (rhinoconjunctivitis) were present among 7%, 17% and 9%
participants, respectively. Based on the residential domicile, 42% of participants lived in rural areas, 25%
in urban areas and 33% in suburbs (17% in industrial suburbs and 16% in nonindustrial suburbs).
Parental atopy/asthma was reported by 18% of participants. 38% reported to have an exposure to SHS at
home and 45% of the participants had an exposure to pet at home. 82% had one or more siblings.

Compared to the morning-type individuals, those that were evening type had higher risk of current (but
not ever) wheeze (6.4% versus 11.7%; relative risk (RR) 1.85, 95% CI 1.02–3.35) (table 1). A similar result
was observed for participants reporting ever or current rhinitis, but additionally, those that were
intermediate type also demonstrated significantly higher risks than the morning type. Rhinoconjunctivitis
was also higher in the intermediate-type (RR 1.51, 95% CI 1.02–2.23) and evening-type groups (RR 2.76,
95% CI 1.94–3.92) compared to those in the morning-type group. RR for asthma was three times higher
among the evening-type participants (23.6% versus 6.2%; RR 2.67, 95% CI 1.65–4.31) than the morning
types. No difference was observed for the association between chronotype and the symptoms after
stratification by sex. We did not find evidence for effect modification by parental atopy/asthma, exposure
to SHS at home, exposure to pet at home and number of siblings. In this study, we found that chronotype
was associated with respiratory symptoms among adolescents. Evening-type adolescents had consistently
more respiratory symptoms than the morning types. This effect was not restricted to the evening types but
was also observed, to a smaller degree, among the intermediate types. We also found that the association
was not modified by the presence of potential interpersonal, environmental or genetic factors.

Asthma and allergic diseases are known to worsen at night; however, the pathophysiology of asthma and
allergic diseases is diverse, and may potentially be linked to an individual’s preference to rest and activity.

TABLE 1 Association between chronotype and respiratory symptoms

Unadjusted RR (95% CI) Adjusted RR (95% CI)

Ever wheeze
Morning type 1 1
Intermediate type 0.98 (0.75–1.28) 0.97 (0.72–1.31)
Evening type 1.50 (1.02–2.21) 1.44 (0.93–2.25)

Current wheeze
Morning type 1 1
Intermediate type 1.03 (0.70–1.51) 1.02 (0.67–1.56)
Evening type 1.83 (1.08–3.11) 1.85 (1.02–3.35)

Ever rhinitis
Morning type 1 1
Intermediate type 1.69 (1.36–2.11) 1.66 (1.30–2.11)
Evening type 2.47 (1.86–3.28) 2.51 (1.84–3.42)

Current rhinitis
Morning type 1 1
Intermediate type 1.87 (1.45–2.43) 1.73 (1.31–2.29)
Evening type 2.97 (2.14–4.11) 2.76 (1.94–3.92)

Current rhinoconjunctivitis
Morning type 1 1
Intermediate type 1.59 (1.10–2.29) 1.51 (1.02–2.23)
Evening type 2.65 (1.65–4.28) 2.43 (1.47–4.03)

Ever asthma
Morning type 1 1
Intermediate type 2.15 (1.53–3.03) 1.82 (1.25–2.65)
Evening type 3.79 (2.49–5.75) 2.67 (1.65–4.31)

Each respiratory symptom was tested in a single model. In adjusted models, sex, area of residence,
parental atopy/asthma, exposure to second-hand smoke at home, having a pet at home and number of
siblings were included as confounders. RR: relative risk. Bold type indicates p<0.05.
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Two recent reports examined the circadian rhythmicity of airway eosinophils, fractional exhaled nitric
oxide and volatile organic compounds in the exhaled breath of the patients with asthma [7, 8], although
the underlying mechanism is still not well understood. It has been proposed that a long evening hour may
impair sleep and melatonin homeostasis, while others proposed a longer circadian period and greater sleep
debt among the evening-type individuals [12]. It is already known that evening-types are easily more
prone to circadian misalignments that could eventually lead to circadian clock dysfunction which triggers
several down-stream mechanisms including altered immune systems in the lungs [13].

It can also be assumed that evening-type individuals are more exposed to artificial light at night, an
environmental hazard [2] and known suppressor of melatonin. Melatonin, the sleep hormone, has recently
been studied for its immunomodulatory role, and has turned out to be a potential player in asthma and
allergic diseases, especially when the biological clock is dysregulated or disrupted [13].

Nowadays, lifestyle and behavioural factors are known to be potentially linked with asthma morbidity [14].
Our findings of the role of individual preference to sleep and activity on the risk of allergy and asthma
describe the importance of assessing circadian typology as a plausible factor for the disease, thus would
help clinicians and researchers to pay attention to this lesser-known pathway of asthma and allergic
diseases.

This is the first study to report on the possible association between chronotype and respiratory symptoms
among adolescents. Our results are concordant with the findings in adults of the only available published
report on this topic [15]. However, our findings have some limitations. Chronotype assessment was based
on the questionnaire response and we could not measure the duration of night-time activity, rest and
activity cycle, and sleep duration which could have better reflected the degree of circadian
desynchronisation. Secondly, a very small proportion of our study population (only 9%) was evening type.
Similar studies in other populations with relatively higher proportions of evening types might be useful to
substantiate the robustness of our results. Thirdly, any clinical measurement such as lung function testing,
blood cell count or allergen-sensitivity test was beyond the scope of this observational study. Finally, this is
a cross-sectional study; therefore, we cannot draw any causal inference between chronotype and respiratory
symptoms.

In conclusion, we demonstrate an association between chronotype and respiratory health; this new finding
underscores the importance of understanding this exigent interpersonal attribute as an important clinical
correlate of respiratory health, thus warranting more research in the field of respiratory chronomedicine to
comprehend the mechanisms behind those associations.
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