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Most people have little trouble climbing a flight of stairs or taking 
a brisk walk, but these simple activities can be tough for someone 
with asthma. Although there’s no cure, you can breathe easier by 
knowing how to keep the condition under control.

Asthma is a common, long-lasting disease that affects the 
lungs. It can begin in childhood or adulthood. More than 25 
million Americans have asthma, including 7 million children. 
Without proper care, asthma can become serious, even 
deadly. But most people with asthma learn to manage the 
disease so they have few symptoms or none at all. 

Symptoms & Triggers of Asthma
Major symptoms of asthma include wheezing (a whistling 
sound when breathing), shortness of breath, coughing that’s 
worse at night and early morning, and chest tightness. These 
symptoms arise from reactions that narrow the airways, 
the tubes that carry air into and out of your lungs. When 
symptoms flare up, it’s called an asthma attack.

The airways of people with asthma are prone to 
inflammation, which causes the airways to swell and narrow. 
They become extra sensitive to certain substances that are 
breathed in. These are called “triggers.” 

Asthma triggers can worsen inflammation and cause the 
muscles around the airways to tighten, further shrinking air 
passages and making it harder to breathe. Cells in the airways 
might also produce excess mucus (a sticky, thick liquid), 
making the airways even narrower. 
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Common asthma triggers include cigarette smoke, air pollution, 
mold, house dust mites, and furry animal dander. Other 
asthma triggers include weather changes, exercise, stress, and 
respiratory infections like common colds. 

Asthma is one of the most common causes of chronic (long-
term) illness in children—and some symptoms appear more 
often in children than in adults. “Children have smaller 
airways, so if they have asthma, they tend to wheeze more often, 
particularly during the night,” says Dr. Robert Lemanske, Jr., a 
pediatric asthma expert at the University of Wisconsin.

Some preschool age children frequently wheeze when they get 
colds but don’t go on to develop chronic asthma. “But some 
kids start wheezing at age 3, and the problem continues,” says 
Lemanske. “These kids also tend to be more allergic.”

Diagnosing Asthma
A doctor will test for asthma by doing a physical exam and 
asking about your medical history to learn when and how often 
your symptoms occur. Your doctor may also ask you to breathe 
in and blow out into the tube of a spirometer. This device 
measures how much air you can breathe out and how fast you 
can do it.

Managing Asthma
Whether you’re young or older, it’s important to know how 
to manage your asthma. Work with your doctor to develop a 
written asthma action plan. Your action plan should spell out 
the daily treatment plan to help control your asthma. This may 
include recommendations for medications and for avoiding 
exposure to your triggers. The action plan should also give specific 
instructions for what to do when asthma symptoms start and 
what actions to take if symptoms worsen, including when to seek 
medical attention, go to the hospital, or call an ambulance.

Quick-relief medicines—such as short-acting bronchodilator 
inhalers—are used to relax the muscles in the airways to make 
it easier to breathe within a few minutes. If exercise is an asthma 
trigger, doctors may recommend taking this medicine 5 to 15 
minutes before exercise or strenuous activity.

Long-term control medicines—such as inhaled 
corticosteroids—are used every day to help control symptoms 
and prevent asthma attacks. 

If young children have trouble taking inhaled medications, there 
are masks and other devices that can help. Some kids are given a 
nebulizer, a portable machine that releases medicine in a mist.

A small percentage of people with asthma have a hard time 
controlling their symptoms even when they take their medicines 
regularly. Their airways become extremely inflamed and 
particularly sensitive to asthma triggers. They wheeze more, wake 
more throughout the night, and are at greater risk for breathing 
failure and trips to urgent care. If your asthma is severe, see a 
specialist to identify the most appropriate, personalized treatment.
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Controlling Asthma

• Get regular checkups for your asthma.

• Make a written asthma action plan with your health care 
provider and follow it.

• Use asthma medicines exactly as prescribed.

• Identify which triggers make your asthma worse—such 
as dust mites, mold, air pollution, or secondhand tobacco 
smoke—and try to avoid them.

• Exercise can trigger asthma attacks in some people, but physical 
activity is important to your health; ask your doctor about 
medicines and other options that can help you stay active.
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