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Please note: ALL MED’s offering of general information about COPD is in no 
way intended to replace specific instructions from your physician.
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What is COPD?
COPD stands for Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease.

It is a disease of the lungs that is characterized by increased 
cough and shortness of breath.  There is no cure for COPD, 
but the disease can be managed to improve symptoms, slow 
the damage to the lungs, and improve overall quality of life.  
COPD encompasses many other respiratory diseases including 
emphysema and bronchitis.

In a normal lung, the airways resemble the branches of a tree, 
spreading throughout the lung.  At the end of these branches 
are small air sacs called alveoli that resemble balloons.  As you 
breathe the alveoli inflate and deflate quickly.

In a lung with COPD, the airways are smaller and the alveoli 
cannot empty efficiently.  This causes air to become trapped 
and your lungs to feel full.  The airways are smaller because 
of thickening and swelling in the airway wall.  Mucus that 
is produced causes coughing and blockage, and muscle 
constrictions squeeze the airways.

Most people with COPD are current or former smokers.  COPD 
is also caused by prolonged exposure to chemicals and fumes, 
dust and dirt, or environmental pollutants.

Early diagnosis and intervention is the key to effectively managing 
COPD and to improving overall quality of life.  Compliance with 
your physician’s orders is important to best manage your disease.  
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Slowing the Progression  
of COPD

Follow your physician’s orders.  Remain compliant with your 
medications and therapies.  Keep a list of your medications and 
discuss them with your doctor at each visit.  You should see your 
physician at least twice a year, even if you feel fine.

• If you currently smoke, stop.

• Seek medical attention right away if you experience “abnormal 
difficulty” breathing.  Some signs might include:

• Difficulty talking.

• Difficulty walking.

• Blue or gray lips or fingernails.

• Fast or irregular heartbeat or pulse.

• You are not feeling any, or only short periods of, relief from 
your medication.

• Avoid excess allergens such as pet dander, dust, smoke and 
fumes.

• Keep your body strong by eating healthy foods and 
maintaining a healthy weight.

• Get a flu shot if prescribed by your physician.
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Treatment for COPD
There are several treatment options your physician might 
prescribe for COPD, including medication, oxygen therapy and 
pulmonary rehabilitation.

MeDiCaTiOn

Your physician may 
prescribe certain 
medications to ease your 
breathing difficulty.  These 
medications can be taken 
on a regular basis to 
prevent shortness of breath, 
or as needed when symptoms occur.  Types of medications 
prescribed for people with COPD include:

• Bronchodilators – these medications work by relaxing the 
smooth muscle around the airways to keep them open. 

• Anti-inflammatories – these medications are corticosteroids 
that work by reducing inflammation and decreasing mucus 
production.

• Antibiotics – these medications are used when a bacterial or 
viral infection has caused the symptoms of COPD to worsen 
or exacerbate.  Always finish taking the entire prescription as 
ordered by your physician, even if you are feeling better before 
the entire prescription runs out.

Oxygen TheraPy

When we breathe, oxygen enters the 
lungs and is absorbed into the blood.  If 
the lungs cannot transfer enough oxygen 
into the blood, supplemental oxygen 
therapy may be ordered.  You may require 
oxygen at rest, during sleep, with activity 

and during acute illnesses requiring hospitalization.
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There are many benefits to ensuring the body receives the oxygen 
it needs to support your organs and systems.  In adults with 
chronic lung disease oxygen therapy has been shown to improve 
both the quality and length of life, as well as decreasing the num-
bers of hospitalizations.

If your doctor determines you can benefit from oxygen therapy, 
(s)he may write a prescription for home oxygen.  Oxygen is 
considered a medication and the prescription will tell you the 
liters per minute flow rate, and the hours per day of usage.  It 
is important to use your oxygen as prescribed to insure the 
maximum benefit to your body.  There are several delivery 
methods of oxygen therapy.  Consult your physician and ALL 
MED to determine which is best for you and your lifestyle.

PULMOnary rehaBiLiTaTiOn

Pulmonary rehabilitation works to improve quality of life by 
decreasing respiratory symptoms and complications,  improving  
physical conditioning and exercise performance, improving 
emotional well-being, reducing hospitalizations, and encouraging 
self-management.

Most pulmonary rehabilitation programs include:

• Medical management • Exercise
• Breathing retraining • Education
• Emotional support • Nutritional  

  counseling

OTher TheraPieS

Incentive Spirometry – a breathing device 
which promotes full expansion of the lungs during respirations.

Inspiratory Muscle Trainers -  used with or without oxygen and 
works by forcing inspiration through a narrowed opening causing 
the inspiratory muscles to strengthen.

PEP Therapy and Flutter Valves  - devices used to promote the 
mobilization of secretions to keep the airways clear.
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Proper inhaler Technique
Using an inhaler:

1. Remove the cap and shake the inhaler.
2. Stand or sit up straight and breathe out slowly.
3. Put the inhaler in your mouth or just outside 

the mouth.
4. Begin to breathe in, depress the inhaler and 

continue to breathe in slowly.
5. Hold your breath for 10 seconds.
6. Breathe out.
7. Follow your doctor’s prescription for inhaler use.
A spacer for use with your inhaler may be 
prescribed if you have difficulty performing the 
techniques above.  A spacer is a device that attaches 
to your inhaler and helps deliver the medication to 
the airway, rather than the mouth.

Steps for using a spacer with an inhaler include:

1. Insert the inhaler into the spacer and shake.
2.  Breathe out.
3.  Put the spacer mouthpiece into your mouth.
4.  Press down on the inhaler once.
5.  Breathe in slowly for 3-5 seconds.
6.  Hold your breath for 10 seconds.
Some spacers will whistle letting you know that you are inhaling 
too fast.  Clean your spacer according to package directions to 
decrease the chance for infection.
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Breathing exercises
There are breathing exercises that can be done when you feel 
short of breath that will  both slow your breathing rate and 
release trapped air in the lungs.  These also promote relaxation, 
and lessen the anxiety that can also increase shortness of breath.  
Pursed lip breathing can be practiced anywhere when you feel 
short of breath.  Diaphragmatic breathing is best practiced at 
a location where you can lie down, such as your home.  Both 
methods are very effective.

PUrSeD LiP BreaThing

1. Breathe in slowly through your nose for 2 
counts.

2. Purse your lips as if to whistle or blow out a 
candle.

3. Breathe out gently through your pursed lips  
for a count of 4. Let the air escape naturally.  
Do not force the air out.

4. Repeat until you are no longer short of breath.
5. Use this breathing technique with all activities  

to control your breathing rate.

DiaPhragMaTiC BreaThing

1. Lie down in a comfortable position on a couch, 
recliner, or bed with your head slightly elevated.

2. Place your hands so one is covering the other in the middle of 
your belly, just above your stomach and below your rib cage. 

3. As you inhale, push in gently with your hands to help expand 
the lungs and take a deep breath.

4. As you exhale, let the diaphragm push your hands out to 
release trapped air in the lungs and exhale completely.

5. Repeat slowly to relax and focus your breathing rate.
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exercise
Exercise increases your energy level and 
boosts your mood.  Walking is the best form 
of exercise for patients with lung disease.  
If walking is not for you, any exercise that 
gradually increases your heart rate will work.  
Find an exercise that is fun for you, and stick 
with it.  Always check with your physician 
before beginning an exercise program.

Activities that should be avoided:

• Heavy lifting or pushing heavy objects.
• Push ups, sit ups, or isometric exercises.
• Exercising outdoors in extreme hot or cold, or when humidity 

levels are high.

nutrition
A patient with COPD uses a lot of energy just to breathe.  Good 
nutrition is very important to maintain the proper function of 
the lungs.  A well-nourished body is important to fight infection. 
Food is fuel, and you need fuel for activities, including breathing.

You could consider the following for your nutritional needs:

• Eat plenty of fruits and vegetables daily.
• Eat protein, including meat, fish, eggs and soy.
• Avoid trans fats whenever possible.
• Limit baked goods and sugar.
• Drink plenty of fluids, especially water, to keep mucus thin. 
• Limit caffeine.
• Limit salt; read labels since many prepared and fast foods 

contain large amounts of sodium.
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• Avoid foods that make you feel bloated or gaseous since added 
pressure will make it harder to breathe.

• Avoid foods that have little or no nutritional value.
If you are short of breath when you eat, slow down or rest.  Talk 
less when you eat.  If you feel full easily, eat smaller meals more 
often.  Eat your main meal early so you will have plenty of energy 
to carry you throughout the day.  Choose foods that are easy to 
prepare to save energy.  Eat in a relaxed atmosphere.

avoiding infection
Avoiding infection is very important.  If you have COPD, 
respiratory infections such as the common cold and the flu can 
harm your lungs and cause your breathing to become more 
difficult and your coughing to become much worse.  Respiratory 
infections can also make you susceptible to pneumonia, which 
can be life-threatening.

Exercise and nutrition play key roles in avoiding infection.  Taking 
your medications as prescribed also helps to deter infections.  
Other things that lessen your risk of infection include:

• Wash your hands.  
This is the most 
important step you 
can take to decrease 
your risk of infection.  
Wash your hands 
thoroughly and 
often.  Use liquid 
soap and dry with 
disposable towels 
whenever possible.  
Use the towel to turn 
off faucets and to open doors.

In the time it takes you to  
sing “Row, Row, Row Your 
Boat” you can be assured of 
proper hand hygiene – the 
most effective way to prevent 
the spread of infection.
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• Avoid people who you know have infections.  Ask people not 
to visit you until they are well again.  Utilize a face mask if you 
must be around people who have an infection.

• Keep your airways clear.  ALL MED’s respiratory therapists 
can teach you maneuvers to make your cough more effective 
and keep your airways free of mucus.

• Keep your environment clean.  Follow the guidelines that were 
given to you on your ALL MED patient educations sheets.  
Make sure all equipment is cleaned, disinfected, or replaced 
as necessary.  This includes accessories such as nasal cannulas, 
flutter valves, and nebulizer circuits.

• Get your vaccines.  Consult your physician about the flu and  
pneumonia vaccines.

• Stay away from large crowds whenever possible, especially 
during the cold and flu season.

• Drink plenty of water.  This keeps secretions thin and allows 
you to cough up mucus more easily.

Managing Daily Life
When you have COPD it takes a lot of energy just to breathe.  
Save your energy for the more enjoyable things in life. Here are 
some things you can do to make life with COPD easier:

• Do things slowly and sitting down whenever possible.
• Wear loose clothes to allow for better breathing, and shoes 

that are easy to get on and off.
• Plan outings for the time of day when you feel your best.
• Keep phone numbers for the doctor and people who can help 

you in your wallet or purse.
• Refill your inhalers before they are empty, and always cap them 

so the mouthpiece is not exposed to dust or small objects that 
may get trapped inside.

• If you cannot afford your medications, please ask your 
physician for alternatives.
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glossary
alveoli: Tiny air sacs within the lungs where the exchange of 
oxygen and carbon dioxide takes place.
aBg - arterial Blood gas: A sampling of blood measuring the 
amount of oxygen and carbon dioxide in the arteries.
anti-inflammatories:  A class of drugs that decreases swelling 
in the airways.
Bronchitis: Inflammation and swelling of the large airways in 
the lungs.
Bronchodilators: A class of drugs designed to open the airways.
COPD - Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease: Any 
disorder persistently blocking airflow of the lungs; primarily 
involving emphysema and bronchitis.
Cyanosis: A bluish color of the skin and the mucous membranes 
due to insufficient oxygen in the blood.
Dyspnea: Shortness of breath, difficult or labored breathing.
emphysema: An abnormal accumulation of air in the lung’s tiny 
air sacs that become enlarged and break over time causing scar 
tissue.
exacerbation: An increase in the severity of a disease, or of its’ 
symptoms.
inflammation: Redness, warmth, swelling, and/or pain.
Mucus: A thick slippery fluid produced by the lining of some 
tissues and organs.
Oxygen: A colorless, tasteless, odorless gas;  about 20% of the air 
we breathe.
Pulmonary Function Test: A test measuring how well the lungs 
are working.
Spirometry: A test of the air capacity of the lung utilizing a 
machine called a spirometer to measure the amount of air the 
lungs breathe in and out.
Wheezing: A whistling noise in the chest caused when the 
airways are narrowed or compressed.


