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Employment Scenario

Ben is now 23 years old and has applied for job at a local hospital as a janitor while he finishes school. Because he will be working in the health care field, he may come in contact with latex gloves, which can trigger allergic reactions including asthma. At the time he applied for the job, Ben had still not developed any symptoms of asthma, despite being genetically predisposed to the disease based on the results of his newborn screening panel (NBS). Remember though, he does have a family history of asthma (one parent, grandmother, and aunt).

Hospital administration is concerned with a growing number of workers’ compensation claims due to allergic reactions from latex gloves. The hospital is looking for ways to reduce costs incurred by the claims. As such they have required all new hires to complete paperwork that includes a personal health history to determine if they may have allergic reactions to latex gloves. The paperwork asks, “Have you ever been diagnosed with asthma?” It does not include any NBS or family history questions on asthma. Ben checks “No” to the question and is hired. 

Six months into his job, Ben has gotten a raise and received outstanding performance reviews. But he has also begun to experience periodic cough, shortness of breath, chest tightness, and occasional wheezing as he is working. His symptoms often begin within 10 minutes of starting work and worsen throughout the day. Ben’s doctor is concerned that with his family history and positive NBS, that he has developed occupational asthma from contact with latex gloves. 

Ben doesn’t want to make this a big deal but causally tells a co-worker that he thinks he has developed asthma from working around latex gloves. He also confides in his co-worker that he has a family history of asthma and a genetic predisposition based on his NBS. The co-worker knows how concerned hospital administration is with this issue and tells her boss about what Ben told her. Three weeks later, Ben is called into the Human Resource Department where he is told he is being fired. No explanation is given but Ben is certain they found out he was at high-risk for asthma and they don’t want to worry about paying for possible workers’ compensation claims.
