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Health Matters: The Importance of Knowing Your 
Family Health History 

 

Our family history goes beyond the names and dates we find in our tree. It’s 
about what makes us who we are. It’s about people with whom we can form 
deep connections. It’s about people who lived and breathed and suffered and 
triumphed. It’s about roots and branches and leaves and entire forests. It’s 
about all of us. 

A family health history is a record of health information about a person and his 
or her close relatives. A complete record includes information from three 
generations of relatives, including children, brothers and sisters, parents, aunts 
and uncles, nieces and nephews, grandparents, and cousins. 

Families have similar genetic backgrounds, and often similar environments and 
lifestyles. Together, these factors can give clues to conditions that may run in a 
family. By noticing patterns of disorders among relatives, healthcare 
professionals can determine whether an individual, family members, or future 
generations may be at an increased risk of developing a particular condition. 
 
A family health history can identify people with a higher-than-usual chance of 
having common disorders, such as heart disease, high blood pressure, stroke, 
certain cancers, and type 2 diabetes. These complex disorders are influenced 
by a combination of genetic factors, environmental conditions, and lifestyle 
choices. A family history also can provide information about the risk of rarer 
conditions caused by variants (mutations) in a single gene, such as cystic 
fibrosis and sickle cell disease. 
 
Knowing one’s family health history allows a person to take steps to reduce his 
or her risk. For people at an increased risk of certain cancers, healthcare 
professionals may recommend more frequent screening (such as 
mammography or colonoscopy) starting at an earlier age. Healthcare providers 
may also encourage regular checkups or testing for people with a condition 
that runs in their family. Additionally, lifestyle changes such as adopting a 
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healthier diet, getting regular exercise, and quitting smoking help many people 
lower their chances of developing heart disease and other common illnesses. 

The easiest way to get information about family health history is to talk to 
relatives about their health. Have they had any health problems, and when did 
they occur? A family gathering could be a good time to discuss these issues. 
Additionally, obtaining medical records and other documents (such as 
obituaries and death certificates) can help complete a family health history. It is 
important to keep this information up-to-date and to share it with a healthcare 
professional regularly. 
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