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Taking care of ourselves can take a lot of support.     We’re here to help!    
Ask a nurse or provider if you’d like to talk.    218 -387-2330 

Y ou may already know that you 

inherited your father’s chin, your 

mother’s sweet tooth, your uncle’s love   

of puzzles, or your cousin’s goofy sense    

of humor.   

 

A Family Health History can help you to 

understand if you share health risks too.  

This history can alert you to dangers that 

may be coming up behind you,  so you can 

plan ways to reduce, or even eliminate, 

them. 

 

While it’s routine to share family stories at gatherings, it’s not 

always common for those stories to be about illnesses that people 

have experienced or ways that people have died, but those stories 

hold important clues about the future health of family members.  

If you have access to death certificates and medical records, it’s 

even better.  That way you won’t miss information because of 

memory lapses or gaps in data. 

 

While biological families share genes, both biological and adoptive 

families share behaviors that can impact health, such as levels of 

physical activity and the kinds of foods they eat.  Families often 

live in the same area, and so are exposed to the same things in the 

environment, like levels of air or water pollution.  A Family Health 

History takes these factors into account because they can all affect 

your health. 

 

Most families have a history of at least one chronic disease, such 

as cancer, diabetes, or heart disease.  If you are closely related to 

a person with one of these types of conditions, you could be at 

greater risk for developing that disease yourself.   Gather as much 

information as you can about as many of your close family 

members as possible:  parents, sisters, brothers, half-sisters, half-

brothers, children, grandparents, aunts, uncles, nieces, and 

nephews.   Even if your history isn’t 100% complete, some 

information is better than none. 

Important data to include: 

✓ major medical conditions,  

✓ causes of death,  

✓ age at disease diagnosis,  

✓ age at death, and  

✓ Race/ethnic background.   

 

Keep this information up-to-date and share 

it with your family and primary care 

provider. 

 

People can’t change the genetic hand that they’re dealt, but they 

can play their cards well.  When people:  

• choose a nutritious diet,  

• keep physically active,  

• avoid dangerous behaviors such as smoking or drinking,   

• get appropriate screenings (mammograms, blood sugar and 

blood pressure tests, colorectal cancer screenings, etc.) 

they can greatly improve the odds of living a long and healthy life. 

 

In some families, there may be taboos around discussing health 

struggles, or perhaps extended family members just don’t see 

each other often enough to be comfortable talking about sensitive 

topics.  These discussions aren’t always easy, and it may be more 

comfortable to have them one-on-one instead of as a group.  If 

approached gently and with compassion, your relatives might be 

happy to share information.  Consider including children in these 

discussions.  It shows them that their health matters, and that 

their family is a source of knowledge and support.  

 

Mental health history is just as important as physical health 

history, because some mental health issues can have a genetic 

component.  Bringing up a recent news report, or even sharing 

your own experience, may be the ice-breaker that gets the 

conversation started.  Give family members different options for 

how they’d like to share information:  email, video chat, or in 

person.  Keep questions short, and most importantly—be a good 

listener:  non-judgmental and without interrupting. 

Family Health History 

What’s Coming Up 

Behind You? 

https://www.cdc.gov/genomics/famhistory/famhist_basics.htm
https://www.metroparent.com/sponsored-content/familys-mental-health-history-matters/
https://www.ahealthiermichigan.org/2020/11/24/talking-about-your-familys-mental-health-history/


Sample Family Health History Questions 
 
Questions about childhood  

• Where were you born?  

• Where did you grow up? 

• Did you experience any health problems as a child?  

• Do you have any brothers or sisters?  If so, are they living?  

How old are they?  

 
Questions about adulthood  

• What jobs have you had?  Can you tell me about a typical day?  

• What was your work environment like?  

• Do you have children?  If so, what are their names and when 

were they born?  Do/did they have any health problems?  

• What habits (e.g., sun exposure, physical activity, smoking) 

have you had that could have affected your health?  

• Did you have any health problems or illnesses as an adult?  If 

so, at what age?  Did any of these problems require medical 

treatment or surgery?  

 
Questions about parents and grandparents  

• When and where were your parents born?  What do you know 

about them (e.g., their jobs and hobbies)?  

• When and where were your grandparents born?  What do you 

remember about them?  

• Did your parents or grandparents have any health problems?  

• Do you know if your parents or grandparents took medicine on 

a regular basis? If so, for what? Did they use home remedies? 

What kinds and for what?  

 
Questions about family life  

• Has your family lived anywhere that caused them health 

problems (e.g., disaster areas, waste sites)?  

• What foods does your family usually eat?  Describe a typical 

family breakfast or dinner.  Do you eat special foods for special 

occasions?  

• Does anyone smoke, use drugs, or drink a lot of alcohol?  

• Is anyone overweight or obese?  

• Has anyone had problems in pregnancy or childbirth?  What 

kinds of problems?  

• Can you describe any behaviors that might suggest mental 

health issues? For example, someone who suffered from “the 

blues” may have had depression.  

• Was anyone screened or had genetic testing for a serious 

disease like cancer?  What was the result?  

• Where did your ancestors come from and what was their 

religious background?  

• Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your life 

or health concerns in our family?  

 
For a clear, helpful, and detailed guide to creating your family’s 

health history, visit: https://bit.ly/310lMNw 

                                          At-Home Genetic Testing? 
 

                             The promise is that vial of  saliva or a quick swab  

                             of the cheek will provide the answers to all your  

                          questions about your ancestry,  health, and even  

                        your ideal diet.   The reality of the situation is that    

         at-home tests can be inaccurate and potentially even risky. 

     

Manufacturers claim a variety of benefits, and about 1 in 5 

Americans have taken one of these tests.  They have the potential 

to offer genealogical or medical insights, but they can also be 

misinterpreted or applied incorrectly.  Additionally, they can leave 

people grappling with information that they may rather not know. 

 

Identifying Ancestry 

This is the most common reason that people take direct-to-

consumer genetic tests.  They compare your DNA to the DNA of 

other people they’ve tested.  The accuracy is limited by both the 

size of their “reference database,” and the fact that people have 

moved around a lot over time.  Just because you have matches in 

an area today, doesn’t mean that’s where your ancestors were a 

couple of hundred years ago. 

 

Identifying Relatives 

These test are quite accurate when matching close relatives, such 

as parents or siblings.  The more distantly people are related, 

however, the wider the range of possible relationships there are.  

For instance, a person could be a cousin or maybe a niece or 

nephew.  These tests can turn up relatives that people didn’t 

know existed.  That can be delightful or distressing, if it reveals 

painful family secrets. 

 

Identifying Ideal Diets 

Some at-home tests claim to be able to make nutrition 

recommendations based on your DNA.  The thinking is that 

people with specific genetic variations will respond best to certain 

diets or exercise programs.  This application of genetic analysis is 

very new and still incomplete.  Accurate interpretations of results 

and useful guidance may one day be possible, but not yet. 

 

Identifying Disease 

At-home tests provide an outline of your disease risk that may be 

less complete than results that you would get as part of medical 

care.  They may not include testing for important gene variants, 

and thus, could provide a false sense of security.  On the other 

hand, clinical tests are chosen by you and your provider working 

closely together to determine which tests would best serve you, 

based on your, and your family’s, health history.   

 

While the results of at-home genetic tests may seem tantalizing, if 

you’re considering taking one, before you spit or swab, keep in 

mind their limitations and downsides.  

https://bit.ly/310lMNw
https://www.consumerreports.org/genetic-testing/genetic-testing-kit-read-this-before-you-buy-a7760054746/
https://www.inquirer.com/health/home-dna-tests-trauma-mental-health-resources-20211028.html

