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?Why is genetics important 
to my family and me?

genetics helps to explain:

 • what makes you unique

 • why family members have traits in common

  •  why some diseases like diabetes or cancer 

run in families

  •  how learning your family health history can help you 

stay healthy

  •  why you should bring your family health history to 

your healthcare provider

taking time to learn about health and 
diseases that run in your family is worth it! 
it will help you understand your own health 
and make healthy choices.

a guide for understanding genetics and health  1
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every person is unique in many ways. Part of what makes  

you unique is in your genes. genes are the 
instructions inside each of your cells. these 

instructions influence how you look and how your body works. 

since everyone has slightly different genes, everyone has a  

different set of instructions. genes are one reason 
why you are unique!

What makes 
me unique?

1. hand 2. cell

2 Does it Run in the Family?
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•   a person has two copies of each gene, one from the mother 

and one from the father.

•  genes carry instructions that tell your cells how to  

work and grow.

•  cells are the building blocks of the body. every part of your 

body is made up of billions of cells working together.

•  genes are arranged in structures called chromosomes. 

humans have 23 pairs of chromosomes. copies of the 

chromosomes are found in each cell.  

•  chromosomes are made up of dna. dna is the special code 

in which the instructions in your genes are written.

Tell me more about  
my genes

3. chromosomes 4. dna

a guiDe FoR unDeRstanDing genetics anD health   3
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Why do family members 
have things in common?

children inherit pairs of genes from their parents. a child  

gets one set of genes from the father and one set from 

the mother. these genes can match up in many 
ways to make different combinations. this is why many 

family members look a lot alike and others don’t look 

like each other at all. genes can determine similarities in 

appearance, but they may also lead to a risk in the family for 

developing certain health conditions.

families also share habits, diet, and 
environment. these experiences might influence how 

healthy we are later on in life.

4 Does it Run in the Family?
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you share a lot with your 

family  —including what can 

make you sick.
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Why do some diseases run 
in families?

some diseases are caused when there is a change in the 

instructions in a gene. this is called a mutation. every 
person has many mutations. sometimes these 

changes have no effect or are even slightly helpful. but 

sometimes they can cause disease.

most common diseases are  

caused by a combination of 

mutations, lifestyle choices, 

and your environment. even 
people with similar 
genes may or may not 
develop an illness if they 

make different choices or live in  

a different environment.

Common Disease: 
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.

visit page 10 to learn about some       diseases that run in families.

6 Does it Run in the Family?
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thousands of diseases are caused 

by a specific change in the dna 

of a single gene. many of 
these diseases are rare. 
these conditions usually develop 

when an individual is born with a 

mutated gene.

even if a rare disease runs in your family, don’t forget  

to learn about more common conditions that affect your 

family’s health.

Single Gene Disorder:  
Alpha-thalassemia

alpha-thalassemia is 

caused by a mutation 

in a single gene passed 

from each parent.

visit page 10 to learn about some       diseases that run in families.

a guiDe FoR unDeRstanDing genetics anD health  7
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How can knowing my  
family health history help 
me stay healthy?

family health history gives you an idea of which diseases  

run in your family. health problems that develop at a 

younger age than usual can be a clue that your family has 

higher risk. though you can’t change your genes, you can 

change your behavior.

Knowing your family health history will help you:

• identify risks due to shared genes.

•  understand better what lifestyle and environmental factors 

you share with your family.

•  understand how healthy lifestyle choices can reduce your 

risk of developing a disease.

•  talk to your family about your health.

•  summarize your health information to give to your 

healthcare provider.

1.  share your family health history with your healthcare provider.

2. ask if screening is available for a disease in your family.

Remember

8 Does it Run in the Family?
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your healthcare provider (doctor, nurse, or physician’s 

assistant) may use your family health history and current 

health to figure out your risk for developing a disease. your 

provider can then help decide which screenings you get and 

which medicines you might take.

based on your family health history, a healthcare provider  

may order a genetic test or refer you to a genetic 

counselor or geneticist. a specific test can show whether you 

are affected by or at risk for a disease and which mutations 

you might pass along to your children. your healthcare 

provider can help you:

• understand the results of your tests.

• learn of any treatments for a disease found by the test.

all newborn babies born in the u.s. and many other countries 

are tested for certain genetic diseases that may make them 

sick if not treated. this is called newborn screening. 

if the screening test finds a problem, a healthcare provider or 

specialist will help you understand what can be done to help 

the baby.  

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

a guiDe FoR unDeRstanDing genetics anD health  9
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in the rest of this booklet, we provide you with examples 

of some common diseases that affect our communities and 

families. for each disease, we include information under the 

following headings:

• what is the disease?

• who is at risk?

• hints for health

Diseases that run in  
the family

10 Does it Run in the Family?
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heart diseases are the main cause of death in america in both 
men and women. two of the most common heart diseases 
are coronary artery disease (cad) and high blood pressure 
(hypertension).

WhAt iS CoRonARy ARteRy DiSeASe (CAD)?
•  in cad the arteries that supply blood to the heart muscle can 

get hard and narrow. the arteries narrow because of a buildup 
of plaque or cholesterol on the inner walls. 

•  cad gets worse over time. as the heart gets less blood, less 
oxygen is delivered to the heart muscle. when the heart gets 
very little oxygen, you can develop chest pain or a heart attack.

•  cad is the most common cause of heart attacks among 
americans, including hmong americans.

Who is at risk?
• about 13 million americans have cad.

• a significant percent of hmong people have cad.

• everyone has some risk for developing heart disease.

•  cad is caused by a combination of genetic background, lifestyle 
choices, and your environment.

•  for some people, a healthier diet and increased activity can 
change cholesterol level and lower their risk. 

•  some people can benefit from medication to lower their risk of 
having a heart attack.

hints for health
• eat low fat and low salt meals.

• get active and exercise regularly. maintain a healthy weight.  
   obesity increases your risk.

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

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

for hmong information, visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong.html and     
www.healthyroadsmedia.org/hmong 
also 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, Mob lub plawv

Book2WestSide_wbg.indd   13 10/28/08   8:00:09 AM



WhAt iS hiGh BlooD PReSSuRe - ntShAv SiAB / ntShAAv SAB? 
•  blood pressure is a measure of how hard your heart is working 

to push the blood through your arteries.

•  there are two numbers in a blood pressure reading. a normal 
reading is about 120/80 (read as “120 over 80”). the first 
number measures the force your heart uses to pump the blood. 
the second number measures the pressure between heartbeats.

•  high blood pressure means that your heart is working too hard. 
over time, high blood pressure can cause kidney failure, heart 
attacks, strokes, and other health problems.

Who is at risk?
•  approximately one in three adults has high blood pressure. many 

do not even know it because there are no clear symptoms.

•  a significant percent of hmong people have high blood pressure.

•  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 hmong information, visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong.html and  
www.healthyroadsmedia.org/hmong
also 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).

heart disease symptoms may not appear   
until the damage is already done. talk to 
your family about heart disease today.

Heart disease continued

12 Does it Run in the Family?
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WhAt iS ChRoniC KiDney DiSeASe?
chronic kidney diseases impair the kidney’s ability to make urine. 
hmong people have high rates of kidney disease from diseases 
that are inherited: gout, kidney stones, diabetes, high blood 
pressure, and iga nephropathy. gout causes kidney damage by 
impairing urine filtration, as well as by creating kidney stones 
that block urine excretion.

Who is at risk?
•  older people

•  People with gout, kidney stones, diabetes, high blood pressure, 
or heart disease

• People with a family history of chronic kidney diseases, kidney  
   stones, or gout

hints for health
• eat a diet low in fat and protein, particularly beef and seafood.
• limit alcohol 
• drink plenty of water every day and avoid dehydration.
• maintain a healthy weight. avoid obesity.
• control blood pressure.
• avoid medications that increase uric acid levels.
• visit your doctor to have a urine test for protein and red blood  
   cells.

for hmong information: visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong and       
www.hmonghealth.org 
for general information on chronic kidney disease,                
visit www.kidney.org
 
the national Kidney foundation provides a free, community-
based health program called the Kidney early evaluation Program 
(KeeP). this includes tests for the early detection of chronic 
kidney disease.

Chronic kidney disease,  
Mob lub raum

Book2WestSide_wbg.indd   15 10/28/08   8:00:09 AM



14 Does it Run in the Family?

diabetes is a serious, chronic disease in which blood sugar levels 
are above normal. unfortunately, many people learn about their 
diabetes after complications develop. according to the american 
diabetes association, one-third of those affected by type 2 
diabetes are unaware that they have the disease.

symptoms occur when the body fails to change sugar, starches, 
and other food into energy. this happens when the body cannot 
produce or properly use a hormone called insulin. serious 
complications from diabetes can include blindness, kidney failure, 
and death. diabetes can be detected early and treatment can 
prevent or delay these serious health problems. a combination  
of genetics and environmental factors such as diet and exercise 
plays an important role in developing the disease.

WhAt iS tyPe 1 DiABeteS?
•  type 1 diabetes usually develops in young children or  

young adults.

• People with type 1 diabetes stop producing their own insulin.

WhAt iS tyPe 2 DiABeteS?
•  type 2 diabetes usually develops in people over 30 years of 

age; though in recent years, more young people are developing 
it due to poor diet.

•  scientists are learning more about the specific genes involved 
in this type of diabetes.

Diabetes (sugar disease)               
Ntshav qab zib / Ntshaav qaab zib

Book2WestSide_wbg.indd   16 10/28/08   8:00:09 AM



a guiDe FoR unDeRstanDing genetics anD health  15

Who is at risk?
•  diabetes affects approximately one in 14 people in the  

united states.

•  between 14 percent and 30 percent of hmong adults are 
developing diabetes. 

•  five to 10 percent of americans who are diagnosed with 
diabetes have type 1 diabetes.

•  type 2 diabetes usually develops in adults, but overweight 
teenagers can also develop it.

•  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 rice, sugar and fat.
•  get active and exercise regularly.
•  lose weight if necessary. 

for hmong information: 
spiral.tufts.edu/hmong.html
www.hmonghealth.org 
www.ndep.nih.gov/diabetes/pubs/hmongtipsheet.pdf 
www.ndep.nih.gov/diabetes/pubs/tch_asam_flyer_hmo.pdf 

for more information, visit www.ndep.nih.gov or call 800-860-8747.
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there are many types of cancer. cancer is caused by the growth 
and spread of abnormal cells. though your risk of getting cancer 
increases as you get older, genetic and environmental factors also 
cause people to be at a higher risk for certain types of cancer. 

WhAt iS BReASt CAnCeR - CAnCeR luB MiS?
•  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. 

•  hmong women have died of breast 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 hmong information, visit www.cancer.org and search for 
“hmong”. 
also visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong and www.hmonghealth.org  
for more information, visit www.cancer.gov/cancertopics and click 
on “breast cancer” or call 800-4-cancer (800-422-6237).

Cancer

16 Does it Run in the Family?
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WhAt iS lunG CAnCeR - CAnCeR luB ntSWS?
•  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 in the united states died 
of lung cancer in 2005, including hmong people.

•  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 hmong information, visit www.cancer.org and search 
for “hmong”.  also visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong.html and           
www.hmonghealth.org and search for “lung cancer”.

for more information, visit www.cancer.gov/cancertopics and click 
on “lung cancer” or call 800-4-cancer (800-422-6237). 

also visit nih medlineplus turorial:                                    
www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/tutorials/lungcancer/htm/index.htm

a guiDe FoR unDeRstanDing genetics anD health  17
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WhAt iS liveR CAnCeR - CAnCeR DAiM nPlooJ SiAB /        
DAiM nPlooJ SAB?
liver cancer occurs most commonly in people with chronic 
hepatitis b infections. children get the hepatitis b virus at birth 
from their mothers, while adolescents and adults can get the 
hepatitis b virus from exposure to blood and sex with people 
who have the virus. 

over many decades, about 10 percent of people with chronic 
infections will get very sick. the virus slowly causes liver damage, 
including liver failure, and liver cancer.

Who is at risk?
•   16 percent of hmong have chronic hepatitis b infections upon 

arrival in the us.

•  all infants born to infected mothers are at risk, so they receive 
an extra vaccine at birth.

•  adults who have sex without a condom.

hints for health
• ask your doctor if you have hepatitis b or if you are immune to    
  hepatitis b.

• if you are not immune, get the vaccine.

• if you are a carrier, get a yearly checkup of blood work and an  
  ultrasound. 

• if you have a liver tumor, get a biopsy to make sure it is not  
  cancer.

for hmong information, visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong.html 
visit www.hmonghealth.org and search for “liver cancer”. 
hmong information about vaccination: visit www.immunize.org 
click on “Print materials” and find hmong language. 

Cancer continued

18 Does it Run in the Family?
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WhAt iS thAlASSeMiA?

People with alpha-thalassemia or beta-thalassemia have impaired 
hemoglobin (which is the molecule in red blood cells that carries 
oxygen). thalassemia disorders are inherited from parents who 
have altered or mutated genes, with wide variation. 

• some people are not affected, but their children may be. 

• some people have small red blood cells and low hemoglobin,  
   but they are not sick.

• some people are weak and sick with hemolytic anemia.

• rarely, unborn babies and newborn babies are seriously ill and  
  may not live.

Who is at risk?

•  thalassemias occur around the world.

•  a high percent of southeast asians have alpha- or beta-
thalassemia.

•  a significant percent of hmong people have thalassemia.

hints for health:

•  ask your doctor if you have thalassemia.

•  do not take iron tablets except for iron deficiency anemia.

•  get genetic counseling to understand the risk of transmitting 
thalassemia to your children. 

for more information: 

visit www.nchmd.org and search for “alpha thalassemia”

visit www5.doh.wa.gov and search for “alpha thalassemia”

Single gene mutation

a guiDe FoR unDeRstanDing genetics anD health  19
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WhAt iS DRuG MetABoliSM?

genes control the creation of enzymes that metabolize 
medicines. gene mutations can influence drug metabolism. 
unfortunately, doctors don’t know if people have mutations or 
not. so, the initial medication dose may be too strong or too 
weak. 

research studies on genes called pharmacogenomics can now 
be conducted to determine if populations of people have 
mutations that could influence their metabolism of medicines. 
the results of these studies can help doctors prescribe 
medicines at appropriate doses.

Single gene mutation continued

20 Does it Run in the Family?

for hmong information, visit spiral.tufts.edu/hmong. click on “Patient 
information by topic”, and then select the drop down box for 
“medicines”.

for further information:                                                      
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/about/primer/pharm.html 
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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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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

laclinica, 153 cesar chavez st, st Paul mn 55107

east side family clinic, 860 arcade st, st. Paul mn 55106

mcdonough homes clinic, 1544 timberlake st, st. Paul mn 55117

www.westsidechs.org

wschs’ mission is caring for the health of 
diverse communities.  our overall goal is to 

improve the health of disadvantaged 
populations.  we meet that goal by building 
responsive programs, enhancing our capacity, 

nurturing community relationships, and serving 
as a voice for our communities. 

funded in part by a grant (u33 mc06836) from the maternal and child health bureau,  

health resources and services administration.
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