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Book excerpt: Etiology of pediatric respiratory conditions  
There are a number of etiologies leading to pediatric respiratory failure, 

just as there are with adult patients. To begin with, pediatric patients can 

come to an acquired extrathoracic airway from an infectious source (e.g., 

retropharyngeal abscesses, Ludwig’s angina, bacterial tracheitis, acute 

viral bronchiolitis, bacterial/fungal/viral pneumonia), trauma (such as 

postop extubation croup, thermal burns, foreign-body aspiration, or direct 

trauma), allergic reactions, and other causes such as hypertrophic tonsils 

and adenoids. 

Pediatric patients may also enter respiratory failure because of a number of 

congenital extrathoracic airway conditions. Some of the common 

conditions are:  

• Subglottic stenosis 

• Subglottic web or cyst 

• Laryngomalacia 

• Tracheomalacia 

• Vascular ring 

• Cystic hygroma 

• Craniofacial anomalies 

There are also a number of respiratory pump causes that can lead to respiratory failure such as diaphragm 

eventration, diaphragmatic hernias, agenesis of the diaphragm, flail chest, kyphoscoliosis, Duchenne muscular 

dystrophy, Guillain-Barré syndrome, infant botulism, myasthenia gravis, spinal cord trauma, and spinal 

muscular atrophy. While many of these conditions can be present in adult patients as well, they are particularly 

risky for pediatric patients due to their less developed airways, etc., as discussed above. 

Central control issues can also lead to respiratory failure. Some of these are central nervous system infections, 

sleep apnea, strokes, traumatic brain injuries, overuse of anti-epileptic drugs leading to apnea, and an 

underdeveloped brain due to prematurity. As a note, prematurity affects every aspect of the child’s 

developmental health and can be a significant contributing risk factor for respiratory failure. 

A number of intrathoracic airway and lung conditions can also lead to respiratory failure. Many of these 

conditions are acquired, and therefore they could affect the adult population as well. But, because pediatric 

patients are still developing, these conditions can be much more severe and lead to larger consequences down 

the line. These conditions include: 

• Asthma 



 

• Aspiration 

• Bronchiolitis 

• Bronchomalacia 

• Cardiac abnormalities 

• Pulmonary contusion  

• Near drowning 

• Pneumonia 

• Pulmonary edema and embolus 

• Sepsis 

• Pulmonary hypertension 

Editor’s note: This is an excerpt from the recently released book Pediatric CDI: Building Blocks for Success.  

http://hcmarketplace.com/pediatric-cdi-building-blocks-for-success?webSyncID=86c8e360-09dc-9636-ce16-e7cab1bbed9b&sessionGUID=a26de2c7-1a60-ed21-cbe8-058652b0415a

