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While there is no cure for COPD, 
there are steps to help manage the 
symptoms.1 Read below to learn tips 
for living with COPD.

Breathe easier 
with COPD
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How the lungs work
Your respiratory system is made up of tissues and  
organs that work together to help you to breathe.2

Your respiratory system has many roles, including being 
responsible for gas exchange:

•   When you inhale, you bring fresh oxygen into the body.

•   When you exhale, you help get rid of waste gas you 
don’t need.2

What is COPD?
COPD stands for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. 

In someone with COPD, less air flows in and out of the lungs due to one or more of  
these factors:

•   Airways and air sacs lose their elastic quality

•   Walls between air sacs are damaged

•   Walls of airways become thickened and inflamed

•   Airways make more mucus3

COPD is an umbrella term used to describe several progressive lung diseases including 
chronic bronchitis and emphysema.3

•   Chronic bronchitis occurs when the lining of the airways (bronchial tubes) is constantly 
inflamed and swollen. When the airways are irritated like this, the lining thickens and a 
lot of thick mucus forms, making it difficult to breathe.3

•   Emphysema occurs when the air sacs lose their elasticity, resulting in less air getting in 
and out of the lungs.3
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What causes COPD?
COPD is almost always caused by long-term exposure to lung irritants like cigarette smoking.4 

However, it may also be caused by:4,5

•   Secondhand smoke

•   Long-term exposure to other lung irritants 

•   A genetic disorder called alpha-1 antitrypsin deficiency 

•   A health condition like severe asthma

Living with COPD
COPD is a progressive condition. This means that it gets worse over time and you can’t undo 
the damage to your lungs. Read below to learn about steps you can take to help prevent 
more damage and feel your best.4

COPD medications 
Your healthcare provider may prescribe a medication to help control your COPD symptoms. 
Some medicines are called “controller” medicines; these are usually taken daily and are 
meant to work long term. Others are called “rescue” medicines; these are often taken as 
needed and provide relief right away.6

There are two common types of medicines:

•   Bronchodilators relax the muscles around the airways to help open them.

•   Inhaled steroids help prevent the airways from getting inflamed.

Note: Talk to your healthcare team to learn how to take your inhaler. 

Oxygen therapy
Oxygen therapy provides your body with additional oxygen to help you function normally.  
It may help reduce the strain on your heart, reduce shortness of breath, increase your ability 
to be active and alert, and improve sleep and mood.7

Your healthcare team will determine:
•   Which activities you need it for, and how much you need

•   How many hours per day you should be using it

•   What types of delivery system you should use

Pulmonary rehabilitation
Attending a pulmonary rehab program can help people breathe better and improve  
quality of life.8

Pulmonary rehabilitation may include:
•   Education to help you learn more about your condition

•   Supervised exercise sessions and nutritional counseling

•   Special breathing techniques

•   Emotional support to help you deal with depression and anxiety

Keep in mind: Many programs offer a maintenance option that allows patients to return for 
some of these things after the program is over. This can help you maintain progress that was 
achieved during your pulmonary rehab program.8
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Healthy habits
While following healthy lifestyle habits can’t reverse COPD, they may help improve symptoms and 
enhance your quality of life. 

Here’s what you need to know about practicing healthy habits with COPD:
•   The right mix of nutrients may help you breathe easier. Consider meeting with a registered 

dietitian to help you learn more.9 

•   Exercise can change the way you feel, breathe and function. It’s important to start slow and 
easy, gradually increasing time and effort over time. Don’t make changes to your diet or exercise 
routine without talking to your healthcare provider first.10

•   It’s important to manage stress and your mood. People with COPD have an increased risk for 
depression, stress, and anxiety – all of which may make COPD symptoms worse.11 

Avoid possible triggers
When you have COPD, it’s important to reduce your exposure to anything that could make your 
condition worse, or cause an exacerbation or flare-up.12

Possible triggers include:
•   Smoke

•   Industrial compounds (e.g. dust and fumes)

•   Pollution

Keep in mind: There are steps you can take to avoid triggers at home, too. This may include using 
an air conditioner or air filter, keeping your home free of dust and allergens, and avoiding cleaning 
products with chemical irritants.13 

Protect your health
Protecting your overall health helps safeguard your lungs, too. According to the American Lung 
Association, when you have COPD, a cold or other respiratory infection can become very serious.14

Follow these tips to protect yourself from respiratory viruses and infections:
•   Wash your hands often and use hand sanitizer.

•   Avoid crowds, especially during cold and flu season.

•   Ask friends and family to only visit when they are healthy.

•   Get vaccinated, as recommended by your healthcare provider.

Work with your healthcare team
Work with your healthcare providers to develop an action plan. Your healthcare team may include 
your primary care physician, a pulmonologist, a rehabilitation therapist, a dietitian, an exercise 
specialist and a therapist or counselor.

Your action plan can help you:
•   Know what to do when your symptoms worsen

•   Understand how to take your medicines correctly

•   Stay up-to-date with important tests

•   Know what to do in an emergency situation
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, 
diagnosis or treatment. Consult your healthcare provider if you have questions or concerns. Consult 
your doctor before beginning any new diet or exercise regimen.
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