
Understanding Asthma
Asth m a  is  a  long- term  (chron i c )  lung  condi t io n .  It  involves  the  airways  
(bron c h i a l  tube s ) .  It  happ e n s  when  a  trigg er  caus e s  your  airways  to  swel l  
and  beco m e  narrow.  The  mus c l e s  aroun d  your  airways  start  to  tight e n .  
When  your  airways  start  to  narrow,  air  can't  move  in  and  out  of  your  lun g s  
very  well .  Mucu s  also  builds  up  alon g  the  airways .  This  mak e s  it  even  
harder  to  move  air  in  and  out  of  your  lun g s .

Expert s  are  not  exact ly  sure  what  caus e s  asth m a .  It  may  be  caus e d  by  a  mix  
of  inheri t e d  and  environ m e n t a l  factor s .  Peopl e  with  asth m a  may  have  
no  sympt o m s  unti l  they  are  expos e d  to  an  allerg e n  or  trigg er .

Healthy lungs

Insid e  your  lung s  there  are  branc hi n g  airways  made  of  stre t c hy  tiss u e .  Each
airway  is  wrapp e d  with  band s  of  mus c l e .  The  airways  get  smal l er  as  they  go  
deep er  into  the  lung s .  The  smal l e s t  airways  end  in  clus t er s  of  tiny  balloo n -
like  air  sacs  (alveo l i ) .  Thes e  clus t er s  are  surrou n d e d  by  blood  vess e l s .  When
you  breath e  in  (inhal e ) ,  air  enter s  the  lun g s .  It  travel s  down  throu g h  the  
airways  unti l  it  reach e s  the  air  sacs .  When  you  breath e  out  (exhal e ) ,  air  
travel s  up  throu g h  the  airways  and  out  of  the  lun g s .  The  airways  mak e  
mucu s  that  traps  partic l e s  you  breath e  in.  Normal ly,  the  muc u s  is  then  
swept  out  of  the  lun g s  by  tiny  hairs  (cil ia)  that  line  the  airways .  The  muc u s  
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is  swallow e d  or  cou g h e d  up  durin g  your  day.

What the lungs do
The  air  you  inhal e  conta i n s  oxyge n .  When  oxyge n  reach e s  the  air  sacs ,  it  
pass e s  into  the  blood  vess e l s  aroun d  the  sacs .  Your  blood  then  send s  oxyge n
to  all  of  your  cel l s .  As  you  exhal e ,  carbon  dioxid e  is  remove d  in  a  similar  
way  from  the  blood  aroun d  the  air  sacs ,  and  then  from  your  body.

When you have asthma

Peopl e  with  asth m a  have  very  sen s i t iv e  airways .  This  mea n s  the  airways  
react  to  certain  thin g s  called  trigg er s .  Trigg er s  can  includ e  polle n ,  dust ,  or  
smok e .  Trigg e r s  cau s e  infla m m a t i o n .  This  make s  the  airways  swel l  and  
beco m e  narrow.  This  is  a  long- last in g  (chroni c )  proble m .  Your  airways  may  
not  always  be  narrow  enou g h  so  that  you  notic e  breath i n g  proble m s .

Sympt o m s  of  chronic  inflam m a t i o n  includ e:  

 Cough i n g  (chroni c )
 A feel in g  of  tight n e s s  in  your  ches t
 Feelin g  short  of  breath
 Wheez i n g  (a  whis t l i n g  nois e ,  esp e c i a l ly  when  breath i n g  out)
 Low  ener gy  or  fee l in g  tired

In  som e  peopl e ,  over  time  chroni c  mild  infla m m a t i o n  can  lead  to  last in g  
(per m a n e n t )  scarrin g  of  airways  and  loss  of  lung  funct io n .

Asthma flare-ups

When  sens i t ive  airways  are  irritat e d  by  a  trigg er ,  the  mus c l e s  arou n d  the  
airways  tighte n .  The  linin g  of  the  airways  swel l s .  Thick,  sticky  muc u s  
increa s e s  and  partly  clog s  the  airways .  All  of  this  make s  it  harder  to  
breath e .

Sympt o m s  of  flare- ups  may  includ e:

 Cough i n g ,  espe c i a l ly  at  night .  You  may  not  be  able  to  slee p  beca u s e  of  
cou g h i n g .
 Gettin g  tired  or  out  of  breath  easi ly
 Wheez i n g
 Chest  tight n e s s
 Faster  breath i n g  when  at  rest

Flare- ups  can  be  mild  or  life- threat e n i n g .  In  a  sever e  flare- up,  the  mus c l e  
tight e n i n g ,  swel l in g ,  and  muc u s  are  wors e .  It’s  very  hard  to  breath e .  Your  
body  can't  get  enou g h  oxyge n  and  can't  remove  carbon  dioxid e .  Waste  gas  
is  trapp e d  in  the  alveo l i .  Gas  excha n g e  can’t  occur.  The  body  is  not  get t in g  
enou g h  oxyge n .  Witho u t  oxyge n ,  body  tissu e s ,  esp e c i a l ly  brain  tiss u e ,  begin
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to  get  dama g e d .  If  this  goe s  on  for  long,  it  can  lead  to  severe  brain  dama g e  
or  death .

Call  911  (or  have  som e o n e  call  for  you)  if  you  have  any  of  thes e  sympt o m s  
and  they  are  not  relieve d  right  away  by  takin g  your  quick- relief  medic i n e  as
pres cr ib e d:

 Troubl e  breath i n g
 Feelin g  too  short  of  breath  to  talk  or  walk
 Lips  or  fing er s  turnin g  blue
 Feelin g  lighth e a d e d  or  dizzy,  as  thou g h  you  are  about  to  pass  out
 Peak  flow  les s  than  50%  of  your  perso n a l  best ,  if  you  use  a  peak  flow  
met er

Managing your asthma

Asth m a  is  a  long- term  condi t io n .  So  it’s  importa n t  to  work  with  your  
health c ar e  provider  to  man a g e  it.  If  you  have  asth m a ,  you  can  preve n t  flare-
ups.  Develop  an  Asth m a  Action  Plan  with  your  health c ar e  provider .  It  can  
help  control  your  asth m a  and  man a g e  your  sympt o m s .  An  Asth m a  Action  
Plan  also  tells  you  and  your  family  or  friend s  what  to  do  if  your  asth m a  
flares  up  or  get s  wors e .  Wear  a  medic a l  alert  brace l e t  or  neckla c e  with  
inform a t i o n  about  your  asth m a ,  esp e c i a l ly  when  travel in g .

Take  your  medic i n e  as  pres cr ib e d .  Also  learn  about  your  asth m a  trigg er s .  
Knowin g  what  caus e s  your  asth m a  to  flare  up  in  the  first  plac e  can  help  you
preve n t  future  breath i n g  proble m s .

If  you  smok e ,  get  help  to  quit .  Don't  use  e- cigare t t e s  or  vapin g  device s  
beca u s e  they  have  been  link ed  to  lung  injury.
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