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COPD
BREATHE EASY WITH 
MORE INFO

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) is a 
lung disease that also includes emphysema and chronic 
bronchitis. It is progressive, meaning it continues to 
get worse over time, and there is no cure. Most people 
diagnosed with COPD smoke or have smoked. COPD 
makes breathing difficult because air is not being passed 
as efficiently.

 » The airways and air sacs in our lungs lose elasticity.

 » The walls between the air sacs are destroyed, 
making one large air sac instead of two sacs as there 
should be. Because of this, there are fewer air sacs 
for oxygen transfer.

 » The walls of the airways become thick and 
inflamed.

 » The airways create more mucus and become 
clogged.

COPD is the 4th leading cause of death in the United 
States. Symptoms can become so severe it becomes 
difficult to participate in activities, walk, or even take 
care of yourself. The damage to the lungs is irreversible, 
but there are lifestyle changes and treatments that can 
help you become more comfortable. COPD is caused 
by long-term exposure to irritants, such as smoking, 
secondhand smoke, pollution, or chemical fumes. 
Asthma can also lead to COPD, as well as a very rare 
genetic condition. Cigarette smoke is the number one 
cause of COPD, accounting for 75% of the cases. The 
symptoms of COPD can be similar to other illnesses, 
especially in the beginning stages. If symptoms progress 
or won’t go away, especially if you do smoke, see your 
doctor to see what else might be going on. They can do 

lab work with blood draws, chest x-rays, and breathing 
tests (called pulmonary function tests) to determine if 
COPD is to blame.

Symptoms may be:

 » Shortness of breath, especially with increased 
activity.

 » Chest tightness.

 » A cough that produces a lot of mucus and won’t go 
away.

 » Wheezing or whistling while breathing.

As the disease progresses, more severe symptoms will 
become present:

 » Weight loss.

 » Lower muscle endurance.

 » Swelling in your legs, ankles, and feet.
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You need to head to the ER if you or a loved one notices:

 » You are lethargic/not alert.

 » You are short of breath at rest or while talking.

 » You are tachycardic (your heart is beating very fast).

 » Your mouth/lips and fingernails are blue or gray.

With some lifestyle changes and treatments, your 
symptoms can be relieved and the disease process can 
be slowed. The goal is to help you remain active and 
prevent complications.

 » Quit smoking. You can do it! There are many 
programs and support groups out there to help. You 
can call the National Cancer Institute’s Smoking 
Quitline for free information: 1-877-44U-QUIT 
(1-877-448-7848).

 » Medications are available to help with symptoms, 
such as inhalers and steroids. This should be 
discussed and prescribed by your doctor.

 » Make sure you’re up-to-date on vaccines. Other 
illnesses, such as influenza or pneumonia, can be 
much worse for people with COPD.

 » You may need to wear oxygen via a nasal cannula. 
Some people need it at all times, others may only 
need it during sleep or increased activity. Again, 
speak with your doctor.

 » Surgery is an option for those who suffer from severe 
COPD and other treatments do not help.

 » A pulmonary rehabilitation team is helpful for 
those with COPD. It’s comprised of nurses, doctors, 
therapists, etc. who can help you with management 
of the disease. They are experts in helping people 
with exercise programs, nutrition counseling, and 
psychological counseling. 

It can be really helpful to remain independent and 
perform your daily activities. Living with COPD can be 
very stressful and scary at times when you feel like you 
can’t breathe. 

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.

Make sure you have a good support system and also 
be prepared for emergencies. Have phone numbers 
readily available. Keep in close contact with your doctor 
and healthcare team, especially if symptoms seem to 
be escalating. Do activities slowly and eliminate lung 
irritants whenever possible. With some modifications, 
you can still live a full life with the things you love!

DID YOU KNOW

 » Emphysema: In healthy lungs, there are many 
small air sacs. With emphysema, the walls 
between the air sacs become damaged, losing 
their shape, resulting in fewer, larger sacs and 
less gas exchange.

 » Chronic bronchitis: The lining of the airways are 
inflamed and irritated, producing a lot of thick 
mucus.

 » Most people experience both of these at 
different times and in varying degrees —that is 
why we include them together and use the term 
COPD.


