Healthy Habits to Start Now
A diagnosis of COPD can be the beginning

of a healthier lifestyle

Finding out you have chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) can be a wake-up
call. Learning the truth may help you adopt a
healthier lifestyle. It can alert you to the fact

that your lungs are not working as they

should. You may think it’s normal to feel short

of breath. But this is not just part of getting
old, or being out of shape. It’s a symptom of a
serious but treatable health problem.
Detecting COPD early is important. The
sooner you begin treatment, the more likely
you are to manage it properly. What’s more,
you can learn how to reduce your chances of

infection and COPD exacerbations.

I’s More Common

Than You Think

COPD is more common than most people
think. But it goes unrecognized in many cases.

About 24 million people in the United States

have impaired lung function. Yet only about 12

million have been diagnosed with the disease.
If you have been diagnosed, now is a good

time to take charge of your health.
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Many people who have COPD don’t know
what their symptoms mean. “People with mild
to moderate disease may not notice their
symptoms,” says E. Rand Sutherland, MD. “By

the time they do notice, some have lost a lot of

What Is COPD?

COPD stands for chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease. In short, it is a
disease of the lungs in which the airways
are partially blocked. It is not curable
but it is treatable. The term COPD
includes both emphysema and chronic
bronchitis.

Dr. E. Rand Sutherland, Pulmonologist
Assistant Professor of Medicine at the
National Jewish Medical and Research
Center of the University of Colorado

Health Sciences Center in Denver.



What Are the Signs of COPD?

If you have mild COPD, you may:

e Feel a little short of breath after you work hard or do high-energy activities (like
biking or climbing stairs)

¢ Cough often and sometimes cough up mucus (phlegm)

If you have mild COPD, you may not even know you have a health problem. You
may think it’s a normal part of getting older or being “out of shape.” Or you may think
that your symptoms are just from smoking and that they will go away when you quit.
Even if you've quit smoking, some of the lung damage is permanent. Your doctor may
tell you that you need medicine to breathe better.

If you have moderate COPD, you may:

¢ Feel short of breath when you walk up a hill

® Have trouble doing chores like walking the dog or taking out the garbage
¢ Cough frequently and sometimes cough up mucus (phlegm)

® Need a few weeks to get better from a lung infection like a bad cold

¢ Cut back on activities you enjoy

If you have severe or very severe COPD, you may:

® Get short of breath during low-energy activities like showering or getting dressed
® Not be able to work or take part in simple activities you enjoy

® Cough frequently and sometimes cough up mucus (phlegm)

® Need a few weeks to get better from a lung infection like a bad cold

e Have trouble breathing day and night

People with severe COPD may need oxygen therapy.

Talk to your doctor about your symptoms. This will help you get the treatment
that is right for you.

their lung function.” Instead, people tend to efforts are under way to inform the public
adjust by being less active, he explains. When about these signs. This could lead to earlier
this happens, they are less likely to notice their detection for many. “Current or former
breathing problems. smokers who are 40 or older are at risk for
It’s important to know the early signs of COPD. Anyone in this group should be

COPD (see box, “Signs of COPD”). Many tested,” Dr. Sutherland stresses.



To detect COPD, doctors rely on a number

of clues:

* Age over 40

* Smoking history

® Symptoms (shortness of breath, cough,
mucus); and, most importantly,

* Lung function testing

One type of lung function test is
spirometry. This simple test measures how
much air you can exhale. It’s an easy way for a
doctor to tell if there is an abnormal change in
how the lungs are working. Other tests
measure how much oxygen is in your blood
(blood gas).

Today, many things can be done to help the
person with COPD. Healthcare providers can
help you to manage your COPD by:

* Diagnosing early

® Educating you and your family about the

8 ¢ Breathe Well

©Phanie/Photo Researchers, Inc.

disease and what lifestyle changes may help
e Prescribing drugs that help open your
airways and allow you to breathe easier

¢ Reducing the risk of complications

A Wake-Up Call to a

Healthier Lifestyle

The diagnosis of COPD can be a wake-up call

for you to start taking better care of yourself.

There are many things you can do to continue

living your full and active life with COPD:

e [f you smoke, look into programs to help you
stop

® Work with you doctor to prevent or reduce
exacerbations (acute or rapid worsening of
your symptoms)

¢ Get vaccinated (flu annually and pneumonia
as directed by your doctor)

e Exercise (get a doctor’s okay first)



e Eat right
® Maintain a healthy weight
* Get the rest you need

Get Help to Stop Smoking

Giving up smoking is the single best thing you
can do for your overall health. It can help
prevent further harm to your lungs. “Quitting
smoking has been shown to slow the rate at
which lung function gets worse. This can
greatly help COPD patients,” adds Dr.
Sutherland.

Quitting can be very hard to do. But help
can be found in many forms. Ask your doctor
about programs and services that can help. [See
page 15, “Having Trouble Quitting?”] Also,
when you can, avoid other people’s smoke.
Second-hand smoke can irritate your lungs.
When you have COPD, your lungs become

more sensitive to this.
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Recognize the Signs
of an Exacerbation
If you have COPD, knowing when your
symptoms are getting worse is a key part of
managing the disease. Take notice of when
your symptoms change. Be sure to call your
doctor immediately. You may need treatment
right away.

“Increasing shortness of breath is the main
sign of an exacerbation,” explains Dr.

Sutherland. Other possible signs include:
® Chest tightness

® Low-grade fever

® Wheezing

® Worsening cough that produces a lot

of mucus
® Change in mucus color and/or thickness
(from thin and clear, to thick and yellow,

green, or bloody)



Take Your Medicine as Prescribed

In the early stages, you may just need a rescue
inhaler. These are used as needed to open your
airways and help you breathe better right
away.

“Other inhaled drugs are designed for
long-term, daily use,” explains Dr. Sutherland.
These are called maintenance drugs. Your
doctor may tell you that you need to use these
drugs every day. You will still need your rescue
drug for use as your doctor advises.

There are several types of drugs doctors
prescribe to treat COPD. Learning what each
type does can help you to better manage your
illness.

* Bronchodilators are the most important
drugs for people with COPD. They help
open, or dilate, airways in the lungs.

* Inhaled or oral steroids may be added to the
treatment regimen for those with advanced
COPD and repeated exacerbations.

 Antibiotics may be used to treat bacterial
infections.

People with COPD need to avoid infections
that could make them very ill. This is why the
flu vaccine and pneumococcal vaccine are
recommended. Avoiding people who have a
cold or the flu and washing your hands often

may also help you avoid getting sick.
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Start an Exercise Program

Exercise plays a key role in lung health. Daily
exercise helps in many ways. First, it improves
your strength and endurance. But it also helps
to build up the muscles used in breathing. This
helps your body to use oxygen better. Walking,
water workout classes, and riding an indoor
bike can be good choices. Be sure you talk to

your doctor before you begin.

Eat Right and Maintain
a Healthy Weight
“For people with COPD, a well-balanced diet
and a healthy weight are very important,” says
Dr. Sutherland. Being too heavy puts greater
stress on the heart and lungs. Talk to your
doctor about your weight concerns. You might
be able to see a nutritionist who can teach you
about the right food choices.

“People with this disease need to know that
it is treatable,” Dr. Sutherland says. “With the
right management, you can go on doing many

of the things you enjoy.”
TIP

Effective COPD treatment is available.
Ask your doctor which prescription drugs
and therapies are right for you.





