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Abstract: The clinical presentation of COVID-19 is extremely heterogeneous, ranging from asymp-
tomatic to severely ill patients. Thus, host genetic factors may be involved in determining disease
presentation and progression. Given that carriers of single cystic fibrosis (CF)-causing variants of
the CFTR gene—CF-carriers—are more susceptible to respiratory tract infections, our aim was to
determine their likelihood of undergoing severe COVID-19. We implemented a cohort study of
874 individuals diagnosed with COVID-19, during the first pandemic wave in Italy. Whole ex-
ome sequencing was performed and validated CF-causing variants were identified. Forty subjects
(16 females and 24 males) were found to be CF-carriers. Among mechanically ventilated patients,
CF-carriers were more represented (8.7%) and they were significantly (p < 0.05) younger (mean age
51 years) compared to noncarriers (mean age 61.42 years). Furthermore, in the whole cohort, the age
of male CF-carriers was lower, compared to noncarriers (p < 0.05). CF-carriers had a relative risk of
presenting an abnormal inflammatory response (CRP ≥ 20 mg/dL) of 1.69 (p < 0.05) and their hazard
ratio of death at day 14 was 3.10 (p < 0.05) in a multivariate regression model, adjusted for age, sex
and comorbidities. In conclusion, CF-carriers are more susceptible to the severe form of COVID-19,
showing also higher risk of 14-day death.
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1. Introduction

The severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) is one of the
members of the Coronaviridae family [1] that, since December 2019, has caused pandemic
outbreaks of human infections [2].

The clinical presentation of the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) is particularly hetero-
geneous ranging from asymptomatic [3] to critically ill patients [4]. Beside the majority of
subjects presenting with mild symptoms, the reported severe cases are characterized by
bilateral pneumonia associated with an extreme inflammatory response [5], hepatitis [6],
pancreatic involvement [7], cardiac injury, renal failure, neurologic and thromboembolic
complications [1,5,8,9].

While age and the presence of pre-existing conditions, like diabetes and cardiovascular
diseases, explain to some extent the worse prognosis of certain patients [4,10], it is con-
ceivable that host genetic factors may contribute to disease presentation and progression.
In this direction, it has been identified a genetic locus, corresponding to the ABO-blood
group, that is highly represented in COVID-19 patients with respiratory failure [11]. Fur-
thermore, deletion in the gene encoding for the NKG2C receptor (KLRC2) that mediates
the activation of natural killer cells, has been shown to be associated with the severe form
of COVID-19 [12] and monogenic defects of immunity to SARS-CoV-2, appeared in 3.5%
of patients with life-threatening COVID-19 pneumonia [13]. Additional studies aimed at
detangling the host genetic complexity in determining COVID-19 susceptibility and clinical
presentation are ongoing, including a global initiative [14] to which our GEN-COVID
consortium belongs [15–20].

GEN-COVID is a multicenter observational study, conducted in 28 hospitals, primary
care centers and public health units in Italy, performing extensive genetic and clinical
characterizations of patients affected by COVID-19 [15–20]. As part of this national effort,
we conducted the present study, under the hypothesis that a subset of individuals carrying
single pathogenic variants of the cystic fibrosis transmembrane conductance regulator
(CFTR) gene is more susceptible to the most critical form of COVID-19. CFTR is a chloride
and bicarbonate channel expressed on the apical membrane of epithelial cells, mainly in
lung, liver, pancreas and intestine [21], where also ACE2 (angiotensin-converting enzyme 2),
the entry receptor for SARS-CoV-2 [22], is localized [23]. When both copies of the CFTR gene
are mutated, patients are affected by cystic fibrosis (CF), a genetic disease characterized by
high viscosity of secreted fluids and by an abnormal inflammatory response, independent
but aggravated by infections [24], leading to respiratory failure and premature death [21].
Carriers of one CF-causing variant, have a reduction in CFTR expression and function,
depending on the type of the pathogenic variant, and have high risk of developing CF-
related conditions [25]. In particular, they are known to be significantly more susceptible
to airway and sinus infections, pneumonia, pancreatic injury and hepatitis [25,26]: all
conditions described in the severe form of COVID-19 [4,6,7].

Therefore, the objective here was to identify, among patients enrolled in the GEN-
COVID cohort [15–20], those that are carriers of single pathogenic variants of the CFTR gene
and evaluate their clinical course, in order to determine to what extent CFTR impairment
contributes to COVID-19 susceptibility and severity.

2. Materials and Methods

Patient population. Patients affected by COVID-19 were recruited through the GEN-
COVID multicenter study (NCT04549831) in 28 hospitals, local healthcare units and de-
partments of preventive medicine in Italy from 8 April to 30 June 2020 [15–20]. All the
enrolled patients were adults (aged ≥18 years) with SARS-CoV-2 infection confirmed by
reverse transcriptase-polymerase chain reaction (PCR) assay on nasopharyngeal swab. The
clinical severity of COVID-19 was assessed using a modified version of the WHO COVID-
19 Outcome Scale [27], identifying the following six categories: 1, death; 2, hospitalized
receiving invasive mechanical ventilation; 3, hospitalized, receiving continuous positive
airway pressure (CPAP) or bilevel positive airway pressure (BiPAP) ventilation; 4, hospital-
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ized, receiving low-flow supplemental oxygen; 5, hospitalized, not receiving supplemental
oxygen; 6, not hospitalized. The GEN-COVID study was approved by the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) of the Siena University Hospital (Protocol n. 16917, 16 March 2020)
and by the local IRBs of all the recruiting hospitals involved. Patients or legally authorized
representatives provided informed consent for participating in the study.

Whole Exome sequencing analysis and identification of CFTR pathogenic variants.
Whole Exome sequencing with at least 97% coverage at 20× was performed using the
Illumina NovaSeq6000 System (Illumina, San Diego, CA, USA). Library preparation was
performed using the Illumina Exome Panel (Illumina) following manufacturer’s protocol.
Library enrichment was tested by qPCR, and the size distribution and concentration were
determined using Agilent Bioanalyzer 2100 (Agilent Technologies, Santa Clara, CA, USA).
The Novaseq6000 System (Illumina) was used for DNA sequencing through 150 bp paired-
end reads. Variants calling was performed according to the GATK4 best practice guidelines
for joint calling, using BWA for mapping. The results of the joint call were annotated by
ANNOVAR, and variants in the CFTR gene already reported as disease causing in the
“CFTR2 Database-Clinical and Functional Translation of CFTR” (https://cftr2.org/, last
accessed on 12 June 2021) and/or in ClinVar database (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
clinvar/, last accessed on 12 June 2021) were selected.

Statistical methods. Wilcoxon rank-sum test was applied to compare differences
between two groups for not-normally distributed values while an independent Student’s
t-test was used for normally distributed ones. The binary association between the presence
of CF-causing variant and the COVID-19 Outcome scale was assessed using the Cochran–
Armitage test for trend. The Fisher–Freeman–Halton test or Fisher exact test were used
when testing association between categorical variables [28] as indicated. Relative risk
(RR) of severe clinical outcome was estimated in carriers vs noncarriers, with and without
adjustment for patient age. To define severe outcome, the following parameters were set:
PaO2/FiO2 ≤ 250 indicating severe respiratory impairment; C Reactive Protein (CRP) ≥ 20 mg/dL;
ALT and AST ≥ 40 U/L; LDH ≥ 400 U/L. Overall survival (OS) curves were estimated with
the Kaplan-Meier method and compared with the log-rank test. OS time was calculated
from the date of patient admission to the day of death from any cause related to COVID-19
or the discharge day for alive patients. The nonhospitalized patients were included in
the analyses with an OS time equal to 1 day, as they were enrolled the same day of the
nasopharyngeal swab execution and limited follow-up was performed. The same strategy
was adopted for hospitalized patients lost to follow-up after the hospitalization. Cox
regression analysis was used for univariable and multivariable analyses of association
between OS and carrier status. Due to the low number of OS events, in multivariable
Cox analysis the adjustment for confounding variables (i.e., patients’ age and sex, chronic
conditions, such as hypertension, diabetes, asthma/ chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
(COPD), congestive heart failure (CHF) and coronary artery disease (CAD), malignancy,
hypothyroidism, obesity, and admission period less than or greater or equal to 15 April
2020) was operated by means of a score beforehand estimated as the linear predictor from
a Cox model including all the confounding variables. The admission period less than or
greater or equal to 15 April 2020 was chosen as a proxy for the different hospital admission
conditions in the very first pandemic period, that severely hit Italy, vs the most recent one.
Continuous variables were presented as mean ± SD or median (interquartile range, IQR)
as indicated.

Statistical analyses were performed with SAS (SAS Institute, Cary, NC, USA), R- (R-
Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria) and STATA/IC 15.0 software on a
mac workstation. Statistical significance was set at 5% level.

3. Results
3.1. Cohort Patients

Eight-hundred and seventy-four patients (43.13% females, 56.75% males) were studied
(Table 1). The mean age was 59.9 years (SD, 15.64) and it was significantly higher in all
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the hospitalized categories compared to the nonhospitalized one (Table 1). In all the
hospitalized categories there was a significantly higher prevalence of males compared to
category 6, i.e., patients not requiring hospitalization; in particular, 74.29% of the subjects
that underwent invasive mechanical ventilation were males (p < 0.001) (Table 1). The most
frequent associated chronic conditions are listed in Table 1 and Supplementary Table S1.

Table 1. Demographic and clinical characteristics of the enrolled patients.

Whole Cohort
(n = 874)

Female
(n = 377, 43.13%)

Male
(n = 496, 56.75%)

Age, mean ± SD (year) 59.9 ± 15.64 59.78 ± 14.89 59.99 ± 16.6
Cat. 1 (Death) 75.73 ± 10.98 § 77.4 ± 12.50 74.33 ± 9.53
Cat. 2 (Invasive mechanical ventilation) 60.53 ± 12.19 § 60 ± 13.86 60.71 ± 11.69
Cat. 3 (CPAP/BiPAP) 63.62 ± 12.46 § 66.91 ± 13.53 62.24 ± 11.79 ◦

Cat. 4 (Hospitalized with low flow oxygen) 65.50 ± 14.4 § 68.08 ± 14.75 63.77 ± 13.93 ◦

Cat. 5 (Hospitalized without oxygen) 55.74 ± 15.89 § 54.9 ± 16.85 56.5 ± 15.06
Cat. 6 (Not hospitalized) 47.68 ± 12.01 48.38 ± 10.74 46.64 ± 13.66

COVID-19 Outcome Scale, No. (%)
Cat. 1 (Death) 55 (6.29) 25 (45.45) 30 (54.55) *
Cat. 2 (Invasive mechanical ventilation) 70 (8.01) 18 (25.71) 52 (74.29) **
Cat. 3 (CPAP/BiPAP) 146 (16.7) 43 (29.45) 103 (70.55) **
Cat. 4 (Hospitalized with low flow oxygen) 276 (31.58) 111 (40.22) 165 (59.64) **
Cat. 5 (Hospitalized without oxygen) 122 (13.96) 58 (47-54) 64 (52.46) *
Cat. 6 (Not hospitalized) 205 (23.45) 122 (59.51) 83 (40.49)

Chronic Conditions, No. (%)
Hypertension 243 (27.8) 93 (38.27) 150 (61.63)
Diabetes 105 (12.22) 44 (41.9) 61 (58.1)
Asthma and COPD 72 (8.64) 33 (45.83) 39 (54.17)
CHF and CAD 68 (8) 21 (31.34) 47 (69.11) ◦

Malignancy 65 (7.24) 35 (53.85) 30 (46.15)
Hypothyroidism 42 (4.8) 29 (69.05) ◦◦ 13 (30.95)
Obesity 29 (3.35) 13 (44.83) 16 (55.17)

§ p < 0.0001 vs. Cat. 6, t Test; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.001 vs Cat. 6, Fisher exact test; ◦ p = 0.05; ◦◦ p < 0.01 vs. other sex, t Test or Fisher exact;
CPAP: continuous positive airway pressure; BiPAP: bilevel positive airway pressure; CHF: congestive heart failure; CAD: coronary artery
disease; COPD: chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. Percentages in column 2 indicate the prevalence in the whole cohort while in
column 3 and 4 they refer to the prevalence of males and females in the group indicated in the corresponding line (i.e., COVID category or
chronic condition).

3.2. Identified CFTR Pathogenic Variants

Seventeen CF-causing variants were identified in 41 COVID-19 patients (Supplementary Table S2).
The majority of carriers (n = 13) had a genomic deletion of three base pairs resulting in the
loss of phenylalanine at amino acid position 508 of the CFTR protein (Supplementary Table S2).
Nobody was carrier of the TG12-5T polymorphism, nor the TG13-5T known to reduce
CFTR function [29].

3.3. Demographics and Clinical Characteristics of CF Carriers

Forty patients (4.58% of the whole cohort), 26 males (65%) and 14 females (35%),
were identified as carriers of one CF-causing variant in the CFTR gene while one patient
(male, 52 years) was found to have two pathogenic variants (Supplementary Table S2). The
following analyses were performed including only carriers of single variants. Carriers’
prevalence increased with the worsening of COVID-19 Outcome scale, peaking to 8.7% in
patients undergoing invasive mechanical ventilation and being 2.54% in patients receiving
low oxygen flow (Table 2). This trend was significantly evident (p < 0.0001) for patients
younger than 50 years; among them, 25% of those receiving invasive mechanical ventilation
were carriers. Patients carrying CF-causing variants were prevalently males in all the
outcome categories except for category 1 and 3; in particular, 83.33% of carriers receiving
invasive mechanical ventilation were males (Supplementary Table S3).
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Table 2. Carriers of single CFTR pathogenic variants.

Total Cohort Age < 50 years
(n = 225)

Age ≥ 50 years
(n = 648)

Total Carriers, No. 40 16 24
Carriers by COVID-19 Outcome Scale, No. (%)
Cat. 1 (Death; n = 55) 4 (7.1) 0 4 (7.1)
Cat. 2 (Invasive mechanical ventilation; n = 70) 6 (8.7) * 3 (25) ** 3 (5.3)
Cat. 3 (CPAP/BiPAP; n = 146) 8 (5.5) 2 (10) 6 (4.8)
Cat. 4 (Hospitalized, with low flow oxygen; n = 275) 7 (2.5) 2 (5.9) 5 (2.1)
Cat. 5 (Hospitalized, without oxygen; n = 122) 5 (4.1) 2 (4.7) 3 (3.8)
Cat. 6 (Not hospitalized; n = 205) 10 (4.9) 7 (6) 3 (3.4)

* p < 0.05 vs category 4 by Fisher’s exact test; ** p < 0.0001 by Chi-square test for trend.

Overall, male carriers were significantly younger (mean age ± SD: 53.08 ± 18.8 years)
compared to noncarriers (mean age ± SEM: 60.37 ± 14.57 years) (p < 0.05) and they
underwent invasive mechanical ventilation at a mean age of 51 years while noncarri-
ers at 61.42 years (p < 0.05) (Table 3). The prevalence of comorbidities was not differ-
ent between the two groups except for hypertension that was higher in not carriers
(Supplementary Table S5).

Table 3. Demographics of carriers vs noncarriers.

Not Carriers (n = 833) Carriers (n = 40)

Age, mean ± SD
All 60.09 ± 15.51 55.85 ± 17.88
Female 59.73 ± 16.66 61 ± 15.32
Male 60.37 ± 14.57 53.08 ± 18.8 §
Cat. 1 (Death) 75.67 ± 11.13 76.5 ± 10.38
Cat. 2 (Invasive mechanical ventilation) 61.42 ± 10.99 51.00 ± 20.21 *
Cat. 3 (CPAP/BiPAP) 63.64 ± 12.08 63.25 ± 19
Cat. 4 (Hospitalized with low flow oxygen) 65.77 ± 14.28 57.28 ± 17.74
Cat. 5 (Hospitalized without supplemental oxygen) 55.75 ± 16.13 ◦ 55.40 ± 9.55 #
Cat. 6 (Not hospitalized) 47.88 ± 11.95 ◦◦ 43.80 ± 13.19 ##

* p < 0.05 vs Cat.2 noncarriers; # p < 0.05; ## p < 0.001 vs Cat.1 carriers; ◦ p < 0.05; ◦◦ p < 0.001 vs. Cat.1 noncarriers; § p < 0.05 vs noncarriers.

Patients were monitored during the whole course of the hospitalization and the worse
clinical and biochemical parameters were registered. The RR of undergoing respiratory im-
pairment (PaO2/FiO2 ≤ 250) for carriers was 1.54 (95% CI: 0.99–1.76; p = 0.053) suggesting
that they were prone to develop an acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) associated
with widespread inflammation. Indeed, their RR of having levels of CRP ≥ 20 mg/dL
(twice the upper limit) was 1.69 (95% CI: 1.06–2.29; p = 0.03) (Table 4). No significant higher
risk of increased liver enzymes, and LDH was registered for carriers. All the carriers for
whom the serum pancreatic profile was available (n = 3) showed a marked hyperlipasemia
(serum lipase ≥ 360 U/L).

Table 4. Outcome RR for carriers of CF-causing variants adjusted for age.

Outcome Level RR 95% CI

PaO2/FIO2 ratio ≤250 1.54 * 0.99–1.76
Invasive mechanical
ventilation/CPAP/BiPAP yes vs no 1.50 0.97–2.07

C-reactive protein level (mg/dL) ≥20 1.69 ** 1.06–2.29

* p = 0.05; ** p = 0.03.
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3.4. Mortality in Carriers of CF-Causing Variants

Among the 874 patients included in the study, 55 patients (6.29%) underwent exitus.
Their mean age was 75.73 years (SD, 10.98) and 54.55% of them were males (Table 1).
Fatal cases (category 1) showed a higher prevalence of hypertension (25.45%), cardiovas-
cular diseases (14.55%), asthma and COPD (9.09%), malignancy (7.27%) compared to the
nonhospitalized category (Supplementary Table S1).

In an univariable Cox analysis of independent risk factors related to fatal outcome at day
14 after hospital admission, CF-carrier status showed HR of 2.86 (95% CI: 1.01–8.15; p = 0.04);
after adjustment for confounding variables (age, sex, comorbidities) in a multivariate
Cox analysis the HR for CF carriers raised to 3.10 (95% CI: 1.09–8.85; p = 0.03) (Figure 1;
Supplementary Table S5). The Kaplan–Meier estimates of 14-day survival were 85.42%
(95% CI, 65.51 to 94.30) for the carriers and 93.63 % (95% CI, 90.70 to 95.66) for the noncarri-
ers (p = 0.03 Log rank test) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Survival Study: Kaplan–Meier 14-day survival study comparing carriers of single CF-
causing variants (red) and noncarriers (black). Log-rank test p = 0.0392; Univariable Cox analysis
(UA) HR = 2.86; 95% CI 1.01–8.15; p = 0.0485. Multivariable Cox analysis (MA) with adjustment for
confounding variables HR = 3.10; 95% CI, 1.09–8.85; p = 0.0346.

When considering only hospitalized patients, the 14-day survival was 85.15% (95% CI,
72.66–99.79) for carriers and 94.04 % (95% CI, 91.93 to 96.19) for the noncarriers (p = 0.0447
Log rank test). The HR of 14-day death for carriers was 3.06 (95% CI, 1.07–8.73; p = 0.0365)
after adjustment for confounding variables.

Other independent factors for early mortality (14 days after admission) were: age ≥ 75 years
(HR: 4.53; 95% CI, 2.27–9.04; p < 0.0001); LDH ≥ 400 (HR: 3.64; 95% CI, 1.30–10.22; p = 0.0141)
(Supplementary Table S5). Univariable Cox analysis of independent risk factors related to
fatal outcome at day 28 and 60 after hospitalization, showed a HR for CF carriers equal
to 1.97 (95% CI: 0.70–5.5; p = 0.1978) and 1.70 (95% CI: 0.61–4.73; p = 0.3087) respectively
(Supplementary Table S5).

4. Discussion

In the present study we described the peculiarity of the CF-carriers in-hospital clinical
course, characterized by high inflammatory response, severe respiratory impairment and
higher risk of 14-day in-hospital mortality.
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Carriers of CF-causing variants are known to have a reduction in CFTR function of
about 50% the physiological level [30,31]. Although these individuals do not have CF,
they are more susceptible to numerous CF-related diseases like pancreatitis, hepatitis and
respiratory tract infections [25,26,32]. In our cohort, hospitalized CF carriers develop indeed
a form of COVID-19 more likely characterized by acute respiratory distress syndrome
(PaO2/FiO2 ratio ≤ 250 mmHg), high inflammatory response (CRP ≥ 20 mg/dL), and,
for some of them hyperlipasemia. Moreover, carriers undergoing invasive mechanical
ventilation have a mean age of 51 years, being significantly younger than noncarriers in
the same clinical category. Thus, those evidences suggest that CF carriers may be prone
also to develop a severe manifestation of COVID-19, and even at a younger age compared
to noncarriers.

In our cohort the majority (83.33%) of CF carriers mechanically ventilated were males
and in all the hospitalized categories there was a higher prevalence of male individuals.
Such a result confirms a world trend that identifies the male sex as a relevant risk factor
for severe COVID-19 [33,34]. While our GEN-COVID consortium has shown that male
individuals carrying longer androgen receptor polyQ alleles are more critically ill [19], the
high expression of ACE2, the entry receptor of SARS-CoV-2 [22], in testes could also be
considered a putative factor determining gender susceptibility to the severe form of the
disease [35].

Although numerous studies are now ongoing to clearly understand the complex
pathogenesis of severe COVID-19, the respiratory impairment seems to be triggered by
both a direct cytotoxic action of SARS-CoV-2 on airway cells and by an abnormal self-
perpetuating inflammatory response [5,36]. ACE2 is known to exert anti-inflammatory
effects by counterbalancing the proinflammatory action of the angiotensin-converting
enzyme (ACE). After the binding virus-receptor, ACE2 expression in the lung is reduced,
because of its internalization, leading to a proinflammatory cascade of cytokines through
the NF-kB signaling and to a consequent lung injury [36,37]. Such pathogenic mechanism
of action may occur also in other organs, expressing ACE2 receptors, that are affected
by COVID-19, like the gastro-intestinal tract and the pancreas [4]. Indeed, 12 to 17% of
patients with COVID-19 develop an elevation of pancreatic enzymes [7,38], as some CF
carriers in our cohort showing elevated levels of lipase.

The predisposition of CF-carriers to severe COVID-19, also hypothesized by oth-
ers [39], is probably related to multiple factors: i. the acidification of the airway surface
liquid that impairs immune response [40]; ii. a reduced CFTR function [30,31] that upregu-
lates the proinflammatory signaling, and that is associated with a deficiency in pro-solving
mediators, known to promote the resolution of the inflammation [24] and iii. an accumu-
lation of misfolded CFTR that may trigger NF-kB signaling [39]. Interestingly CFTR and
ACE2 are known to colocalize in numerous epithelial cells, especially in the respiratory
tract [23]. Thus, it is conceivable that in CF carriers the concomitant downregulation of
CFTR and ACE2—having both events a proinflammatory effect—may lead to a more severe
COVID-19 clinical presentation. While the hypothesized mechanisms are present, even
to a larger extent, in carriers of two CF-causing variants, it’s interesting to notice that CF
patients undergo, instead, a mild form of COVID-19 [41–43]. The explanation may lay the
fact that CF patients, while costumed to always wear protective masks, are often treated
with modulators that re-establish CFTR function or with other drugs, like azithromycin,
that may protect against infections [41,42]. Detangling the role of CFTR in COVID-19
pathogenesis would for sure help to better understand such deadly disease, considering
also that a previous GWAS study has described an intronic variant in the CFTR gene to be
highly represented in patients with pneumonia [44].

One year after the first report on a novel coronavirus disease, the registered deaths
have been more than 1.8 million worldwide [2]. Here we propose a novel survival study
encompassing, not only demographics and clinical parameters of the patients but also
their genetic profile related to CFTR. In our model, while we confirmed [45] age ≥ 75 and
AST ≥ 40 U/L to be relevant risk factors for mortality at all the studied time points and at
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28/60-days respectively, we identified the status of CF carrier, LDH ≥ 400, age ≥ 75—to
be determinants of mortality at day 14. In particular, being a carrier of known CF-causing
variants appears to be a relevant factor (HR, 3.10, CI, 1.09–8.85) determining early mortality
after adjustments for age, sex and comorbidities. Importantly, at the later time-points
(day-28 and day-60) CF carrier status does not appear to be anymore a risk factor for death.
Such a finding reveals that COVID-19 mortality is determined by time-dependent factors
and that CFTR-related early events like cytokine storm may be responsible for early death.

The current study is limited to the Caucasian race, predominant in the Italian popula-
tion. However, in our opinion those findings may be transferable to the other ethnicities,
considering that in-hospital mortality does not appear to differ between white and black
patients [46]. A further limitation of our study sits in the number of carriers studied
(n = 40) that although resulting from a cohort of 874 patients, doesn’t allow more complex
epidemiological analysis. Finally, as indicated in the methods section, the follow-up of not
hospitalized patients is restricted to the initial stage of the disease.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, while more studies should be performed to understand the role of CFTR
in COVID-19 pathogenesis, in our opinion, the presented results may have relevant and
immediate clinical implications. Indeed, CF is one of the most frequent genetic diseases
in Caucasians with an estimated prevalence of one per 25/30 individuals [21] and the
numerous people are CF carriers, considering also the effective CF-screening programs
ongoing globally [47]. Thus, the status of CF carrier, given its high prevalence, should be
investigated in COVID-19 hospitalized patients in order to identify subjects that, being at
risk of severe disease, would benefit of intensive surveillance and personalized therapy.
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