
Medicines  
explained:  
COPD
Read below to learn how medicine may help 
you manage your health condition. 
 
Will I need to take medicine? 
Medicine is one treatment option to help manage  
chronic obstructive pulmonary disorder (COPD). 
Like other COPD treatments, the goals of medicine 
are to keep the airways open as much as possible, 
help clear mucus from the lungs and reduce 
inflammation.1 

People with COPD often use several kinds of medicine 
to help control symptoms. Some are tablets taken by 
mouth; others are given by inhalers or nebulizers that 
let you breathe the medicine in.1

It’s also important to note that the type and dose of medicine a person needs might change with the 
season, their location or different triggers. It may also take a long time to find a treatment plan that 
can successfully help control symptoms.1 

Notes 

Common prescriptions medications and how they work
There are several types of medicine that a doctor may prescribe to help manage COPD.

Bronchodilators relax the muscles around the airways to help open them up and make breathing 
easier. Most are delivered through an inhaler, and they can be short-acting or long-acting. Short-
acting bronchodilators, sometimes called “rescue” or “reliever” medications, work quickly, but they 
wear off in a few hours. Long-acting bronchodilators, sometimes called “maintenance” or “controller” 
medications, provide relief for many hours, but they may take longer to effect symptoms.2,3 

Short- and long-acting bronchodilators include beta-2 agonists and anticholinergics.
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•   Beta-2 agonists are very powerful when it comes to relaxing muscles around the airways. This helps 
open the airway and make breathing easier.1,2 

•  Short-acting beta-agonists include albuterol, levalbuterol, pirbuterol, salbutamol and terbutaline.3

•  Long-acting beta-agonists include salmeterol, formoterol, indacaterol and vilanterol.3

•   Anticholinergics work by preventing muscles around the airways from tightening. This helps keep 
the airways open and clears mucus from the lungs. Anticholinergics can also be both short-acting 
and long-acting.1,2 Examples include ipratropium, aclidinium, tiotropium and umeclidinium.3 

Anti-inflammatories work by decreasing inflammation, leading to less swelling and less mucus 
production. This helps make it easier to breathe. These medicines are known as corticosteroids or 
steroids.1,2 

Combination medicines may also help treat COPD. These usually combine different kinds of 
bronchodilator medications or pair a steroid with a bronchodilator. Combination medicines are 
generally available as an inhaler.1,2 

Notes 

Do these medicines have any side effects? 
Keep in mind: All medicine, regardless of safety or effectiveness, has the potential to produce side 
effects. However, not everyone who takes a medication will encounter side effects. Your likelihood 
of experiencing side effects depends on your age, weight, gender, health conditions, and the type of 
medicine you’re taking and the amount.4

Medicine name Common side effects

Beta-antogonists
Increased heart rate; tremors or shakiness; 
cramping of the hands, legs, and feet; trouble 
sleeping3

Anticholinergics Dry mouth; difficulty passing urine3

Steroids (inhaled)
A sore throat; hoarse voice; infections in 
the throat and mouth; an increased risk of 
pneumonia3

Steroids (pill)

Bruising of the skin; weight gain; weakening 
of the skin and bones; cataracts; high blood 
pressure; increased blood sugar, mood changes, 
muscle weakness; swelling of the ankles or feet3

Tips for remembering to take your medicine
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1.   Make it routine. Making a connection between taking your medicine and another normal, daily 
activity can help. Try to take your medicine before, during or after activities like eating lunch or 
brushing your teeth.

2.   Keep your medicine in an easy-to-see spot. (but away from children and pets). Consider putting 
them on your kitchen counter, your bedside table or another spot where you’re sure to see them at 
the correct times. 

3.   Use a reminder system. 

•   Pillboxes can easily help you keep track of whether you’ve taken your medicine. They come in a 
variety of shapes and sizes and have separate compartments for each day of the week; some 
may even be further divided by times of day. 

•   A daily alarm may also be useful for alerting you that it’s time to take your medicine. There are 
several apps that can be downloaded onto your smartphone or tablet for little to no cost. These 
apps have a variety of features including alarm reminders to remind you to take and/or refill your 
medications and a storage system for medication information. 

4.   Set up automatic refills at your pharmacy. This will allow your pharmacy to routinely fill your 
prescription each month without being prompted, and they’ll notify you when it’s ready to be  
picked up.

5.   Try to use the same pharmacy for your refills. This helps ensure that your records are in one place 
and allows your pharmacist to keep better track of your medicines to prevent drug interactions.

Resources for medication cost
•   The Medicare Extra Help program5 helps some people with limited resources and income pay for 

the costs related to a Medicare prescription drug plan. Call 800-772-1213, go to your local Social 
Security office, or visit www.SSA.gov/Medicare/PrescriptionHelp.

•   The State Pharmaceutical Assistance Program (SPAP)6 is offered in many states to help people pay 
for drug plan premiums and/or other drug costs. You can find out if your state has a SPAP by visiting 
www.Medicare.gov/Plan-Compare/#/Pharmaceutical-Assistance-Program.

•   The Pharmaceutical Assistance Program (PAP) is a program in which drug manufacturers may 
offer assistance programs for people enrolled in a Medicare drug plan. You can find out if the 
manufacturer of your drug offers a PAP by visiting the website listed above at medicare.gov.

 
My next step
What’s your plan of action? What can you do to ensure you take your medicine daily?

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________

What’s one small goal you can set today? (e.g., set up automatic refills at your pharmacy, buy a pillbox) 

___________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________
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Notes 

This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, diagnosis 
or treatment. Consult your doctor if you have questions or concerns. Consult your doctor before beginning 
any new diet or exercise regimen.
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