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Introduction 

The Center for Health Environment and Justice has developed this fact pack on Asthma in response to the 
numerous requests for information that we have had on this topic. This demand for information has occurred 
due to an increase in the asthma cases around the nation, and the severity of the issue.  We have included 
information from non‐profit organizations, government agencies, newspapers, scientists, experts, and journals 
in an effort to provide a thorough introduction to asthma. This fact pack includes the following information: 

1. An Asthma Overview 
2. Controlling and Preventing Asthma 
3. Asthma and Environmental Health Issues 
4. Asthma  in Children and in Schools 
5. Asthma in the Workplace 

This fact pack is intended to be used as a tool to educate yourself and others.  This fact pack can provide you 
with a basic level of understanding, and opportunity for in depth research and knowledge of the Asthma 
epidemic.  We hope that this helps to provide you with information to make you more familiar with the issues 
that surround asthma so that you will be able to continue to update yourself and others in the future.  Most of 
these sources are always available for further information, as are we. 

CHEJ is dedicated in protect communities from environmental health threats, these environmental health 
threats are of importance to the Asthma discussion. Our hope is that reading this fact pack will be the first step 
in the process of empowering your community to protect itself from environmental health threats. CHEJ can 
help with this process. Through experience, we have learned that there are four basic steps that should be 
taken in order to push your community towards success: 

1. Form a democratic organization and open it to anyone in the community facing the problem 
2. Define your organizational goals and objectives 
3. Indentify who can give you what you need to achieve your goals and objectives. Who has to the 

power to shut down the landfill? Demand the cleanup of a contaminated school site? Perform an 
in depth health study? Get more testing done? It may be the head of the state regulating agency, 
city council members, or other elected officials. 

4. Develop strategies that focus your activities on the decision makers, the people or person who has 
to the power to give you what you are asking for. 

CHEJ Can help with each of these steps. Our mission is to help communities join together to achieve their 
goals. We can provide guidance on forming a group, mobilizing a community, defining a strategic plan, and 
involving the media. We can refer you to other groups that are fighting the same problems. We can provide 
assistance to help you understand scientific and technical data and show you how you can use this information 
to help you obtain your goals.  

If you want to protect yourself, your family, and your community, you need information.  This information can 
only be used for your benefit if you organize your community and those around you who share these concerns.  

Thank you for contacting us. 
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Asthma in Adults Fact Sheet

Asthma in Adults Fact Sheet
November 2011

Asthma is a reversible obstructive lung disease, caused by increased reaction of the airways to various stimuli. It is a 
chronic inflammatory condition with acute exacerbations. Asthma can be a life-threatening disease if not properly 
managed.

●     In 2009, it was estimated that 24.6 million Americans currently have asthma. Of these, 12.8 million Americans 
(4.1 million children under 18) had an asthma attack.1 
 

●     Current asthma prevalence in adults ranged from 6.3% in Louisiana to 11.0% in Oregon.2 
 

●     Since 1999, mortality and hospitalizations due to asthma have decreased and asthma prevalence had 
stabilized, although it now appears to be increasing. In 2007, there were 3,447 deaths attributed to asthma – 
an age-adjusted rate of 1.1 per 100,000. Approximately 63% of these deaths occurred in women.3 
 

●     The number and rate of hospital discharges for asthma peaked in 1995. Since that time, the number of 
discharges has decreased by 13% and the discharge rate has declined 24%. During 2006, 444,000 discharges 
(14.9 per 10,000) were due to asthma.4 
 

●     Close to 1.7 million emergency room visits were attributed to asthma in 2006.5 
 

●     In 2008, asthma accounted for an estimated 14.2 million lost work days in adults.6 
 

●     The annual direct health care cost of asthma is approximately $50.1 billion; indirect costs (e.g. lost 
productivity) add another $5.9 billion, for a total of $56.0 billion dollars.7 
 

●     Asthma breathing problems usually happen in "episodes" or “attacks,” but the inflammation underlying asthma 
is continuous. An asthma episode is a series of events that result in narrowed airways. These include: swelling 
of the lining, tightening of the muscle, and increased secretion of mucus in the airway. The narrowed airway is 
responsible for the difficulty in breathing with the familiar "wheeze." 
 

●     Lung function declines faster than average in people with asthma, particularly in people who smoke and in 
those with excessive mucus production (an indicator of poor treatment control). 
 

●     Asthma medications help reduce underlying inflammation in the airways and relieve or prevent symptomatic 
airway narrowing. Control of inflammation should lead to reduction in airway sensitivity and help prevent 
airway obstruction. 
 

●     Two classes of medications have been used to treat asthma—anti-inflammatory or controller agents and 
bronchodilators or relievers. Anti-inflammatory drugs interrupt the development of bronchial inflammation and 
have a preventive action. They may also modify or terminate ongoing inflammatory reactions in the airways. 
These agents include corticosteroids, cromolyn sodium, and other anti-inflammatory compounds. A new class 
of anti-inflammatory medications known as leukotriene modifiers, which work in a different way by blocking 
the activity of chemicals called leukotrienes that are involved in airway inflammation have recently come on 
the market. 
 

●     Bronchodilators act principally to open the airways by relaxing bronchial muscle. They include beta-adrenergic 
agonists, methylxanthines, and anticholinergics. 
 

●     Asthma is characterized by excessive sensitivity of the lungs to various stimuli. Triggers range from viral 
infections to allergies, to irritating gases and particles in the air. Each person reacts differently to the factors 
that may trigger asthma, including: 

 ❍     respiratory infections and colds
 ❍     cigarette smoke
 ❍     allergic reactions to such allergens as pollen, mold, animal dander, feather, dust, food, and cockroaches
 ❍     indoor and outdoor air pollutants, including ozone and particle pollution
 ❍     exposure to cold air or sudden temperature change
 ❍     excitement/stress
 ❍     exercise

●     Asthma may also be triggered by over the counter drugs. One study found that one adult asthmatic in five can 
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suffer an attack from taking aspirin.8 
 

●     A study by the American Lung Association Asthma Clinical Research Center (ACRC) found that the inactivated 
influenza vaccine is safe to administer to adults and children with asthma, including those with severe 
asthma.9 Influenza causes substantial illness in adults and children with asthma requiring emergency room 
visits and hospitalization, and vaccination can mostly prevent influenza and its complications. Currently, 46.4% 
of adults with asthma receive the influenza vaccine.10

 
For more information on asthma, please review the Asthma Morbidity and Mortality Trend Report in the Trend Reports 
section of our website at www.lung.org or call the American Lung Association at 1-800-LUNG-USA  (586-4872).

 
Sources: 
1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health 
Interview Survey Raw Data, 2009. Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and 
Program Services Division using SPSS and SUDAAN software.  
2 Center for Disease Control and Prevention: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey, 2009. 
Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and Program Services Division using SPSS and 
SUDAAN software.  
3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Center for Health Statistics. Final Vital 
Statistics Report. Deaths: Final Data for 2007. May 2010. Vol 58 No 19. 
4 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National 
Hospital Discharge Survey, 1980 2006. Unpublished 2006 data provided upon special request to the 
NCHS.  
5 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics. National 
Hospital Ambulatory Medical Care Survey: 2006 Emergency Department Summary. August 6, 2008; 
No 7.  
6 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health 
Interview Survey Raw Data, 2009. Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and 
Program Services Division using SPSS and SUDAAN software.  
7 Barnett SB, Nurmagambetov TA. Costs of Asthma in the Unites States: 2002-2007. Journal of 
Allergy and Clinical Immunology. 2011; 127:145-52. 
8 Jenkins C, Costello J, & Hodge L. Systematic Review of Prevalence of Aspirin Induced Asthma and 
Its Implications for Clinical Practice. British Medical Journal. February 2004; Vol. 328:434.  
9 American Lung Association Asthma Clinical Research Centers. The Safety of Inactivated Influenza 
Vaccine in Adults and Children with Asthma. New England Journal of Medicine. 2001; 345 
(21):1529-1536.  
10 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health 
Interview Survey Raw Data, 2009. Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and 
Program Services Division using SPSS and SUDAAN software. 
American Lung Association 
1301 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, Washington, DC 20004 
T: 202 555 1212 | F: 202 555 1234 | E: webmaster@lung.org 
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Types of Asthma: Be Aware!

June 19, 2012 

When the respiratory air passage is blocked or 

becomes narrow, it results in breathing problem. 

This further grows in to continuous coughing, 

panting for breath or other such problems. These 

signs should not be mixed with the regular ones as 

they have a pattern of their own.

For example, coughing at the extremities of day/night, wheezing, quickness of breath, tiredness, mood swings, and 

blocked nose all put together are signs of asthma.

Categories

●     Acid Reflux 

●     ACL Injuries 

●     Acne 

●     Acne Scar Treatment 

●     Acne Treatment 

●     ADHD 

●     Alcoholism 

●     Allergies 

●     Alternative 

●     Alzheimer 

●     Anemia 

●     Animal 

●     Anorexia Nervosa 

●     Anorexia Nervosa 

●     Anxiety/Panic 

●     Appendicitis 
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These problems can be categorized into three types of asthma namely extrinsic, intrinsic or mixed one. Extrinsic type 

of asthma usually occurs to younger ones due to inhalation of larger allergens like dust mites, pollens or other 

particles. They may show the signs of hay fever, eczema or skin rashes. Their immune system can be brought in 

control through the help of medicines.

Apart from allergies, anything that affect the breathing process, like stress, infection or other factors like cold air, 

exercises etc denotes intrinsic asthma. A mixed one is, as the name suggests, combination of intrinsic and extrinsic 

asthma. They can be caused due to some allergens or other factors. Often they can trigger mild attacks that may 

cause serious complications.

Apart from these types, there are other types of asthma that are named after their impacts. Childhood asthma, as the 

name suggests, occurs during childhood due to hormonal changes in the growing body. Their treatment is similar to an 

adult asthma. Adult asthma targets adults of age group of above 20, especially females. They can start at any stage or 

due to any factor like pollution, plastics, dust, especially at work places.

Bronchial asthma affects the breathing process, as muscles are wrapped around the air passage, especially during 

winter season. A small allergen may even cause wheezing problem. Seasonal asthma, as per their name, arrives and 

vanishes with an onset of a particular season. Silent asthma types attacks the patient silently, without any warning that 

may be severe, in extreme cases, life-threatening too.

Nocturnal asthma attacks the patients during the middle of the night by short breath, wheezing or presence of 

allergens at home. Their diagnosis usually takes a long time, since they are absent during day times, delaying their 

treatment. Occupational asthma types trigger at work place due to presence of pollutants. They are not harmful and 

have a very short life span. 

Allergy of asthma may result from running nose, burning sensation and itchy eyes or even through cough/sneeze. 

Keeping oneself away from the particular allergens and having an inhaler nearby may be of tremendous help. Steroid 

resistant asthma occurs due to inhaling of glucococrticoids during its steroid therapy.
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Apart from the all these, sports/exercise induce asthma signals, danger after some time performing exercise and 

cough variant asthma, as they are easily mixed with other conditions are hard to judge on time.
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Almost Half of Asthma Sufferers Not Using Needed Controller 
Medications 

Asthma is a serious disease, causing about 4,000 deaths each year 

ARLINGTON HEIGHTS, Ill. (February 25, 2012) – Forty-nine percent of children and 
adults with persistent asthma are not using controller medications according to results 
of a first of its kind survey of 1,000 asthma sufferers.   Results are published in the 
March 2012 issue of Annals of Allergy, Asthma & Immunology, the scientific journal of 
the American College of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology (ACAAI).     

“According to survey results, 79 percent of these patients had persistent asthma and 
should have been on controllers,” said lead author Gene Colice, MD, of George 
Washington University School of Medicine. “Of the 51 percent on controllers, 86 percent 
were inadequately treated as their asthma was not well or very poorly controlled.” 

The CHOICE (Comprehensive Survey of Healthcare Professionals and Asthma Patients 
Offering Insight on Current Treatment Gaps and Emerging Device Options) survey used 
standardized methods established in expert panel guidelines.  Results demonstrate the 
current extent of poor asthma control in the United States.  Asthma is a common illness, 
affecting 7 million, or 10 percent of children and 17.5 million or eight percent of adults. 
About 4,000 people die each year due to asthma.   

The poorer the asthma control, the poorer the patients’ quality of life and the higher the 
risk for emergency department visits and hospitalizations. Patients with severe 
persistent and uncontrolled asthma more frequently reported often feeling isolated, 
fearful, depressed and tired.  

“Uncontrolled asthma is severely affecting patients’ quality of life and increases the risk 
of emergency department visits and hospitalizations,” said co-author and ACAAI past 
president Michael Blaiss, MD.  “Asthma sufferers need to schedule regular office visits, 
talk with their allergists about preventative controller therapy and then use those 
medications regularly.”   

Research shows that asthma patients under the care of an allergist have better 
outcomes at less cost because of fewer emergency care visits, fewer hospitalizations, 
reduced lengths of hospital stays, fewer days missed from work or school, increased 
productivity in their work and personal lives, greater satisfaction with their care and an 
improved quality of life.   

Consumers can take a relief self-test to gauge their asthma symptoms, find free 
community allergy screenings, obtain a personalized plan on how to get relief and find 
an allergist at www.AllergyAndAsthmaRelief.org.   

About ACAAI 

The ACAAI is a professional medical organization headquartered in Arlington Heights, 
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Ill., that promotes excellence in the practice of the subspecialty of allergy and 
immunology. The College, comprising more than 5,000 allergists-immunologists and 
related health care professionals, fosters a culture of collaboration and congeniality in 
which its members work together and with others toward the common goals of patient 
care, education, advocacy and research.  

 

 

 

 

 

Asthma: Breathtaking Facts FP  15



Reduce Asthma Triggers

Reduce Asthma Triggers
An asthma trigger is a thing, activity or condition that makes asthma worse. When you come in contact with a trigger it 
can cause a sudden worsening of symptoms which is often called an asthma attack, episode or flare-up.

Common asthma triggers include respiratory infections, allergens, irritants, exercise, and emotions. Knowing what causes 
your asthma symptoms is an important step to controlling your asthma. Allergy testing may help you identify your 
triggers. Your health care provider can help you recognize what makes your asthma worse, and help find simple solutions 
to reduce and avoid asthma triggers.

The most common asthma triggers include:

Medical Conditions
Respiratory Infections, such as a 
cold, flu, or sinus infection, are the 
most common cause of asthma 
symptoms leading to an asthma flare-
up. Frequent hand washing and 
avoiding people who are sick will help 
to reduce your exposure to cold and 
flu. But, the best way to prevent 
influenza is to get a flu vaccine every 
year. To find a flu vaccine near you, 
visit the Flu Vaccine Finder. Medical 

conditions such as Acid Reflux can also worsen 
asthma symptoms.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Respiratory Infections (colds, flu, sinus infections)
•Pregnancy hormones
•Acid Reflux

 Food & Medicines
Asthma can be triggered by food 
allergies as well as medicines. Discuss 
any over-the-counter or prescription 
medicines you take such as aspirin, 
fever-reducers or anti-
inflammatories with your health 
care provider, along with any 
alternative therapies or herbal 
remedies that may have an impact 
on your asthma.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Common food allergies (peanuts and shellfish)
•Aspirin
•Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs

 
Smoke

All types of smoke can make it hard 
to breathe – including smoke from 
cigarettes, wood burning fireplaces, 
burning leaves. If you smoke, you 
should make a plan to quit. If you 
don’t smoke, but live with someone 
who does, discuss ways to avoid or 
limit your exposure to tobacco 
smoke. The American Lung 
Association offers many ways to help 
smokers quit. Contact the American 

Lung Association Lung HelpLine at 1-800-586-4872 to 
speak with a smoking cessation&bsp;counselor.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Cigarette, cigar or pipe smoke
•Fireplace, campfire or leaf burning smoke

 Weather, Pollen, & Air Pollution
Changes in the season can bring on 
an asthma episode due to increased 
pollen in the air. Limit your time 
outdoors during high pollen times of 
the year such as spring and fall. Also, 
extreme temperatures (hot and 
cold) can trigger symptoms of 
asthma. Be prepared for the weather 
before you leave your home by 
checking the pollen count and air 
quality index.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Cold, windy, stormy weather
•Sudden or extreme temperature changes
•High humidity
•Weeds, trees, grass
•Air pollution, smog, vehicle exhaust and fumes

 

http://www.lung.org/lung-disease/asthma/taking-control-of-asthma/reduce-asthma-triggers.html?print=t 
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Reduce Asthma Triggers

Animals
Dander and saliva from animals with 
fur or feathers can be an allergen for 
some and can cause asthma 
symptoms. Reduce your exposure to 
pet allergens by vacuuming and damp 
dusting weekly. Try to keep your pets 
out of the bedroom or other rooms 
where you spend a lot of time.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Birds
•Cats, dogs, ferrets, hamsters, Guinea pigs, bunnies 
or mice

 Pests
Pests in the home, workplace or 
school can impact your asthma. To 
reduce your exposure to these 
triggers, wash bedding regularly, fix 
leaks, store garbage outside, vacuum 
and dust weekly, as well as using 
allergen-proof pillow and 
mattress covers.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Dust mites
•Cockroaches
•Rodents such as mice and rats

 
Mold

Mold is an allergen that can trigger 
asthma symptoms. You can reduce 
your exposure to mold by cleaning 
visible mold, throwing away moldy 
items, running a dehumidifier and 
using the exhaust fan when taking a 
shower. Clean mold with mild soap, 
how water and a strong brush.

 Exercise
Staying active is very important to 
your overall health and wellbeing, 
especially for those with asthma. If 
you have exercise causes asthma 
symptoms, use your quick-relief 
medicine 15 – 30 minutes before 
physical activity if prescribed. 
Remember to monitor the air quality if 
you plan to exercise outside.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Walking, climbing stairs
•Intense exercise
•Sports
•Swimming

 
Emotions

Every day comes with its ups and 
down emotionally. It’s important to 
remember that strong emotions can 
increase rapid breathing and trigger 
asthma symptoms. Stress, both 
personal and work-related, can be a 
major trigger as well.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Laughing or crying too hard
•Feeling stressed or anxious
•Anger
•Fear
•Yelling

 Strong Odors
Scents from perfumes, deodorants 
and cleaning supplies can affect a 
person with asthma. When possible, 
choose cleaning and personal care 
products that are odor and fragrance-
free.

TRIGGER EXAMPLES
•Cleaning products
•Gas Stoves
•Scented candles and incense
•Hairspray
•Air fresheners
•Personal care products

American Lung Association 
1301 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, Washington, DC 20004 
T: 202 555 1212 | F: 202 555 1234 | E: webmaster@lung.org 

 
nonprofit software 

http://www.lung.org/lung-disease/asthma/taking-control-of-asthma/reduce-asthma-triggers.html?print=t 
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Outdoor Triggers | Prevent Asthma Attacks

http://www.noattacks.org/outdoor-triggers/ 
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Air pollution can trigger your child's asthma. Even healthy people can have trouble breathing 
on high air pollution days. The main air pollution triggers are small particles (also known as 
particulate pollution) and ozone. These come from smoke, road dust, and emissions from 
cars, factories and power plants. In general, ozone levels are highest in the summer, but 
levels of particle pollution can be high any time of year and are higher near busy roads and 
where people burn wood. 

Outdoor Triggers

 

Asthma attacks can occur the same day, but may also occur the day AFTER outdoor pollution 
levels are high. When the Air Quality Index (AQI) reports unhealthy levels, limit physical 
exertion outdoors. 

What you can do

●     Reschedule a high-energy outdoor activity to avoid the period when air pollution 
levels are high.

●     Reduce the intensity of the activity so you are not breathing too hard.
●     Spend less time engaged in high-energy activities.
●     Postpone sports activities to another time when air quality is better.

 Studies show that an estimated 70% of smoke from chimneys can actually reenter your home and your 
neighbor’s home. If you’re using a wood stove or fireplace and smell smoke in your home, it probably 
isn’t working as it should.  Contact a certified chimney sweep for help. www.epa.gov/
burnwise
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Asthma and Complementary  
Health Practices 

© Stockbyte/Thinkstock 

Asthma is a chronic lung disease that affects people of all ages. It 
causes episodes of wheezing, coughing, shortness of breath, and chest 
tightness. Although there is no cure, most people with asthma are able 
to manage the disease with medications and behavioral changes. 

Researchers also are studying various complementary health 
approaches for asthma relief. This fact sheet provides basic 
information about asthma, summarizes scientific research on the 
effectiveness and safety of complementary health practices for 
asthma, and suggests sources for additional information. 

Key Points 

• Conventional medical treatments are very effective for managing 
asthma symptoms. See your health care provider to discuss a 
comprehensive medical treatment plan for your asthma. 

• There is not enough evidence to support the use of any 
complementary health practices for the relief of asthma. 

About Asthma 

In asthma, the airways that carry air into and out of the lungs become 
irritated, inflamed, and narrowed. The muscles around the airways 
tighten and the cells in the airway produce more mucus than normal. 
This makes it difficult for air to flow into and out of the lungs and 
causes wheezing, shortness of breath, and other symptoms. 

More than 24 million people in the United States have been 
diagnosed with asthma, including approximately 7 million children. 
It is not known why some people develop asthma, but the tendency 
runs in families and the chance of having the disease appears to be 
increasing, especially among children. 

Conventional treatment for asthma focuses on preventing attacks and 
relieving symptoms once an attack is underway. Prevention may 
include avoiding “asthma triggers” (the things that can set off or 
worsen symptoms) or taking medicine every day to prevent symptoms. 
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Once an asthma attack is underway, quick-relief medications may be used to relax muscles 
around the airways and open up airways so air can flow through them. Prevention techniques 
are generally preferred over quick-relief medications. 

For more information about asthma, visit the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute Web 
site at www.nhlbi.nih.gov. 

Complementary Health Practices Used for Asthma 

Most people are able to control their asthma with conventional therapies and by avoiding the 
substances that can set off asthma attacks. Even so, some people turn to complementary 
health practices in their efforts to relieve symptoms. According to the 2002 National Health 
Interview Survey (NHIS), which included a comprehensive survey of the use of complementary 
health practices by Americans, asthma ranked 13th as a condition prompting use of 
complementary health approaches by adults; 1.1 percent of respondents (an estimated 788,000 
adults) said they had used a complementary therapy for asthma in the past year. In the 2007 
NHIS survey, which included adults and children, asthma ranked eighth among conditions 
prompting use of complementary health practices by children, but did not appear in a similar 
ranking for adults. 

What the Science Says About Complementary Health Practices  
and Asthma 

According to reviewers who have assessed the research, there is not enough evidence to 
support the use of any complementary health practices for the relief of asthma. 

• There have been several studies that have looked at acupuncture—stimulation of specific 
points on the body with thin metal needles—for asthma. Although a few studies showed 
some reduction in medication use and improvements in symptoms and quality of life, the 
majority showed no difference between active acupuncture and sham acupuncture on 
asthma symptoms. At this point, there is little evidence that acupuncture is an effective 
treatment for asthma. 

• There has been renewed patient interest in breathing exercises or retraining to reduce 
hyperventilation, regulate breathing, and achieve a better balance of carbon dioxide and oxygen 
in the blood. A review of seven randomized controlled trials found a trend toward improvement 
in symptoms with breathing techniques but not enough evidence for firm conclusions. 

• A 2011 study examined the placebo response in patients with chronic asthma and found that 
patients receiving placebo treatments (i.e., placebo inhaler and sham acupuncture) reported 
significant improvement in symptoms such as chest tightness and perception of difficulty 
breathing. However, lung function did not improve in these patients. This is an important 
distinction because although the patients felt better, their risk for potentially serious or life-
threatening consequences of untreated asthma was not lessened. 
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NCCAM-Funded Research 

NCCAM is currently funding studies to determine whether: 

• Mindfulness meditation practices might help manage symptoms or improve quality of life 
for people with asthma 

• Vitamin E might reduce lung inflammation in mice and humans with allergic asthma 
• Borage oil or Ginkgo biloba might reduce airway inflammation 
• Vitamin C and vitamin E might reduce asthmatic response to allergens 
• Under-the-tongue (sublingual) immunotherapy might build tolerance to substances that 

trigger allergic asthma. 

If You Are Considering Complementary Health Practices for Asthma 

• Conventional medical treatments are very effective for managing asthma symptoms. See 
your health care provider to discuss a comprehensive medical treatment plan for your 
asthma. Do not use any complementary health practices as a reason to postpone seeing 
your health care provider about asthma-like symptoms or any medical problem. Do not 
replace scientifically proven treatments for asthma with unproven treatments. 

• If you are considering dietary supplements, keep in mind that they can act in the same 
way as drugs. They can cause medical problems if not used correctly or if used in large 
amounts, and some may interact with medications you take. Your health care provider can 
advise you. If you are pregnant or nursing a child, or if you are considering giving a child a 
dietary supplement, it is especially important to consult your or your child’s health care 
provider. To learn more, see the NCCAM fact sheet Using Dietary Supplements Wisely at 
nccam.nih.gov/health/supplements/wiseuse.htm. 

• Tell all your health care providers about any complementary health practices you use or 
are considering. Give them a full picture of what you do to manage your health. This will 
help ensure coordinated and safe care. For tips about talking with your health care 
providers about complementary and alternative medicine, see NCCAM’s Time to Talk 
campaign at nccam.nih.gov/timetotalk. 

Selected References 

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. Health Effects of Omega-3 Fatty Acids on Asthma. Evidence Report/Technology 
Assessment no. 91. Rockville, MD: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality; 2004. AHRQ publication no. 04-E013-2. 

Arnold E, Clark CE, Lasserson TJ, et al. Herbal interventions for chronic asthma in adults and children. Cochrane Database of 
Systematic Reviews. 2008;(1):CD005989. Accessed at http://www.thecochranelibrary.com on March 14, 2012. 

Barnes PM, Bloom B, Nahin RL. Complementary and alternative medicine use among adults and children: United 
States, 2007. CDC National Health Statistics Report #12. 2008. 

Barnes PM, Powell-Griner E, McFann K, Nahin RL. Complementary and alternative medicine use among adults: United 
States, 2002. CDC Advance Data Report #343. 2004. 

Berdnikovs S, Abdala-Valencia H, McCary C, et al. Isoforms of vitamin E have opposing immunoregulatory functions 
during inflammation by regulating leukocyte recruitment. The Journal of Immunology. 2009;182(7):4395-4405. 

Asthma: Breathtaking Facts FP  25

http://nccam.nih.gov/health/supplements/wiseuse.htm
http://nccam.nih.gov/timetotalk
http://www.thecochranelibrary.com/


Hayes M, Buckley D, Judkins DZ, et al. Clinical inquiries. Are any alternative therapies effective in treating asthma? 
Journal of Family Practice. 2007;56(5):385-387. 

Holloway EA, Ram FSF. Breathing exercises for asthma. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 2004;(1):CD001277 
[edited 2009]. Accessed at http://www.thecochranelibrary.com on March 14, 2012. 

Huang YJ, Nelson CE, Brodie EL, et al. Airway microbiota and bronchial hyperresponsiveness in patients with 
suboptimally controlled asthma. Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology. 2011;127(2):372-381. 

Kaur B, Rowe BH, Arnold E. Vitamin C supplementation for asthma. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 
2009;(1):CD000993 [edited 2010]. Accessed at http://www.thecochranelibrary.com on March 14, 2012. 

Kazaks AG, Uriu-Adams JY, Albertson TE, et al. Effect of oral magnesium supplementation on measures of airway 
resistance and subjective assessment of asthma control and quality of life in men and women with mild to 
moderate asthma: a randomized placebo controlled trial. Journal of Asthma. 2010;47(1):83-92. 

Li X-M, Brown L. Efficacy and mechanisms of action of traditional Chinese medicines for treating asthma and allergy. 
Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology. 2009;123(2):297-306. 

McCarney RW, Linde K, Lasserson TJ. Homeopathy for chronic asthma. Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 
2004;(1):CD000353 [edited 2008]. Accessed at http://www.thecochranelibrary.com on March 14, 2012. 

Passalacqua G, Bousquet PJ, Carlsen KH, et al. ARIA update: I—Systematic review of complementary and alternative 
medicine for rhinitis and asthma. Journal of Allergy and Clinical Immunology. 2006;117(5):1054-1062. 

What Is Asthma? National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute Web site. Accessed at 
www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/dci/Diseases/Asthma/Asthma_WhatIs.html on March 19, 2012. 

Wiser J, Alexis NE, Jiang Q, et al. In vivo gamma-tocopherol supplementation decreases systemic oxidative stress and 
cytokine responses of human monocytes in normal and asthmatic subjects. Free Radical Biology & Medicine. 
2008;45(1):40-49. 

For More Information 

NCCAM Clearinghouse 

The NCCAM Clearinghouse provides information on NCCAM and complementary health 
practices, including publications and searches of Federal databases of scientific and medical 
literature. The Clearinghouse does not provide medical advice, treatment recommendations, 
or referrals to practitioners. 

Toll-free in the U.S.: 1-888-644-6226 
TTY (for deaf and hard-of-hearing callers): 1-866-464-3615 
Web site: nccam.nih.gov
E-mail: info@nccam.nih.gov

PubMed® 

A service of the National Library of Medicine (NLM), PubMed contains publication information 
and (in most cases) brief summaries of articles from scientific and medical journals. 

Web site: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/sites/entrez
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Asthma & Children Fact Sheet

Asthma & Children Fact Sheet
November 2011

Asthma is a chronic inflammation of the airways with reversible episodes of obstruction, caused by an increased 
reaction of the airways to various stimuli. Asthma breathing problems usually happen in "episodes" or attacks but the 
inflammation underlying asthma is continuous. 

●     Asthma is one of the most common chronic disorders in childhood, currently affecting an estimated 7.1 million 
children under 18 years; of which 4.1 million suffered from an asthma attack or episode in 2009.1  
 

●     An asthma episode is a series of events that results in narrowed airways. These include: swelling of the lining, 
tightening of the muscle, and increased secretion of mucus in the airway. The narrowed airway is responsible 
for the difficulty in breathing with the familiar "wheeze".  
 

●     Asthma is characterized by excessive sensitivity of the lungs to various stimuli. Triggers range from viral 
infections to allergies, to irritating gases and particles in the air. Each child reacts differently to the factors that 
may trigger asthma, including:  
 

 ❍     respiratory infections, colds 
 ❍     allergic reactions to allergens such as pollen, mold, animal dander, 
 ❍     feathers, dust, food, and cockroaches 
 ❍     exposure to cold air or sudden temperature change 
 ❍     cigarette smoke 
 ❍     excitement/stress 
 ❍     exercise

●     Secondhand smoke can cause serious harm to children. An estimated 400,000 to one million asthmatic 
children have their condition worsened by exposure to secondhand smoke.2  
 

●     Asthma can be a life-threatening disease if not properly managed. In 2007, 3,447 deaths were attributed to 
asthma. However, deaths due to asthma are rare among children. The number of deaths increases with age. 
In 2007, 152 children under 15 died from asthma compared to 659 adults over 85.3  
 

●     Asthma is the third leading cause of hospitalization among children under the age of 15. Approximately 32.7 
percent of all asthma hospital discharges in 2006 were in those under 15, however only 20.1% of the U.S. 
population was less than 15 years old.4 
 

●     In 2005, there were approximately 679,000 emergency room visits were due to asthma in those under 15.5  
 

●     Current asthma prevalence in children under 18 ranges from 4.6% in Idaho to 13.9% in the District of 
Columbia.6  
 

●     Since 1999, mortality and hospitalizations due to asthma have decreased and asthma prevalence had 
stabilized, although it now appears to be increasing.  
 

●     Asthma medications help reduce underlying inflammation in the airways and relieve or prevent airway 
narrowing. Control of inflammation should lead to reduction in airway sensitivity and help prevent airway 
obstruction.  
 

●     Two classes of medications have been used to treat asthma -- anti-inflammatory agents and bronchodilators. 
Anti-inflammatory drugs interrupt the development of bronchial inflammation and have a preventive action. 
They may also modify or terminate ongoing inflammatory reactions in the airways. These agents include 
inhaled corticosteroids, cromolyn sodium, and other anti-inflammatory compounds. A new class of anti-
inflammatory medications known as leukotriene modifiers, which work in a different way by blocking the 
activity of chemicals called leukotrienes that are involved in airway inflammation have recently come on the 
market.  
 

●     Bronchodilators act principally to dilate the airways by relaxing bronchial smooth muscle. They include beta-
adrenergic agonists, methylxanthines, and anticholinergics.  
 

●     The annual direct health care cost of asthma is approximately $50.1 billion; indirect costs (e.g. lost 
productivity) add another $5.9 billion, for a total of $56.0 billion dollars.7 

http://www.lung.org/lung-disease/asthma/resources/...nd-figures/asthma-children-fact-sheet.html?print=t 
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●     Asthma is one of the leading causes of school absenteeism;8 in 2008, asthma accounted for an estimated 14.4 

million lost school days in children with an asthma attack in the previous year.9 
 

For more information on asthma, please review the Asthma Morbidity and Mortality Trend Report in the Data and 
Statistics section of our website at www.lung.org or call the American Lung Association at 1-800-LUNG-USA  

(1-800-586-4872 ).

Sources: 
1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health 
Interview Survey Raw Data, 2009. Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and 
Program Services Division using SPSS and SUDAAN software.  
2 California Environmental Protection Agency: Respiratory Health Effect of Passive Smoking, June 
2005.  
3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Center for Health Statistics. Final Vital 
Statistics Report. Deaths: Final Data for 2007. May 2010. Vol 58 No 19.  
4 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National 
Hospital Discharge Survey, 2006. Unpublished data provided upon special request to the NCHS.  
5 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National 
Hospital Ambulatory Medical Care Survey, 2005. Unpublished data provided upon special request to 
the NCHS.  
6 Center for Disease Control and Prevention: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance Survey, 2009. 
Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and Program Services Division using SPSS and 
SUDAAN software.  
7 Barnett SB, Nurmagambetov TA. Costs of Asthma in the Unites States: 2002-2007. Journal of 
Allergy and Clinical Immunology. 2011; 127:145-52.  
8 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and 
Health Promotion. Healthy Youth! Health Topics: Asthma. August 14, 2009. Accessed on February 
9, 2010.  
9 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health 
Interview Survey Raw Data, 2009. Analysis by the American Lung Association Research and 
Program Services Division using SPSS and SUDAAN software.

Related links on the Web

These sites are not part of The American Lung Association web site, and we have no control over their content or 
availability. 

●     Web MD 
●     National Institutes of Health 
●     AAAAI - Childhood Allergies 
●     AAAAI - Find an Allergist/Immunologist 
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For Parents of Children with Asthma

For Parents of Children with Asthma

Most of the information about asthma in these pages applies to both children and adults, so be sure to visit the rest of 
the site. But there are some differences and some special concerns about asthma in children.

Diagnosing Asthma in Young Children

Most children who have asthma develop their first symptoms before 5 years of age. However, asthma in young children 
can be hard to diagnose. Sometimes it can be difficult to tell whether a child has asthma or another childhood condition 
because the symptoms of both conditions can be similar.

Young children who have wheezing episodes when they get colds or respiratory infections don’t all go on to develop 
asthma. The wheezing may be caused when a child’s already small airways get inflamed by an illness. The airways 
grow as a child grows older, so wheezing no longer occurs when the child gets a cold.

A young child who has frequent wheezing with colds or respiratory infections is more likely to have asthma if:

●     a parent has asthma
●     the child has signs of allergies, including the allergic skin condition eczema
●     the child wheezes even when he or she doesn’t have a cold or other infection

To help your pediatrician make a correct diagnosis, be prepared to provide information about family history of asthma 
or allergies, the child’s overall behavior, breathing patterns and responses to foods or possible allergy triggers. Lung 
function tests—often used to make a definitive asthma diagnosis—are very hard to do with young children. The doctor 
may use a 4 to 6 week trial of asthma medicines to see if they make a difference in your child’s symptoms.

Children and Asthma Medicines

As with any medicine, do not leave asthma medication within reach of young children. A responsible adult should 
supervise your child while taking medicine until you, your child and the pediatrician agree that he or she is responsible 
enough to handle it alone.

Children as young as three can use an inhaler with a spacer if get proper instruction and some practice. Children who 
have trouble using inhalers may find a nebulizer helpful. This is a small machine that converts the asthma medicine into 
a mist that the child can breathe in through a mask.

If your child must take asthma medicine during the school day, contact the school health services staff to work out a 
plan. Be sure to share a copy of your child’s Asthma Action Plan. 

Click here for tips on communicating with the school about your child’s asthma.

Be aware that sometimes a child who is having an asthma flare may not be able to effectively use an inhaler because 
they can not breathe in enough air to get the medicine to their lungs. If you suspect this may be happening, get 
emergency help right away.

Avoiding Asthma Triggers

What are your child’s asthma triggers? Talk to your pediatrician and your child about asthma triggers, and some ways 
to avoid them. Some important things to keep in mind:

●     Secondhand smoke is harmful to everyone, especially children with asthma. Keep your home and car smoke-
free, and try to avoid smoky public places. If you smoke now is the time to quit for your child. The American 
Lung Association can help.
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For Parents of Children with Asthma

●     Pets with fur and feathers can be an asthma trigger for many people. Think carefully, and discuss with your 
pediatrician, before adding a dog, cat or bird to your household. If you already have a pet like this you may 
need to make some changes. The child’s bedroom at least should be a pet-free zone.

●     Another common trigger for children is exercise. If your child has trouble with sports or other physical activity, 
talk to your doctor about the possibility of prescribing medicine for use before exercising. Also, keep an eye on 
the pollen and air quality forecast in your area, and limit the amount of time your child plays outdoors on bad 
air days.

●     Remember that children can not always control their own environment, and may need you to advocate 
for them.

Learning Self-Management Skills

Children benefit from being empowered to manage their own asthma and make healthy choices as soon as they are 
developmentally ready. Talk to your pediatrician and your child about setting specific management goals and follow up 
on these each visit, since they should change as you child grows.

The American Lung Association’s Open Airways For Schools program is designed to teach children ages 8 to 11 to 
manage their asthma and lead healthier, active lives.

A Special Word about Teens

The rebelliousness and need for independence that comes with adolescence can be especially difficult for teens with 
asthma and their families. Children who have been responsibly managing their asthma for years may start to have 
more problems with symptoms. This could be because of hormonal changes, or it could be because of changes in their 
attitude and behavior.

Here are a few things that might be causing problems for your teen:

●     Needing to be “normal”: Teens are super sensitive about anything that they think makes them different 
from their friends. They may feel “uncool” taking medicine. They may be nervous about having an asthma 
episode in public. Or they may be encountering asthma triggers at a friend’s house that they are 
uncomfortable dealing with. You may be able to help by encouraging your teen to talk about these feelings. 
And it is important to keep the lines of communication open between you, the doctor and your teen.

●     Smoking: Smoking and secondhand smoke can cause sudden and severe asthma flares. If your child has 
started to smoke, or is spending time with smokers, they are going to have a lot of trouble keeping their 
asthma under control. The American Lung Association Not On Tobacco program can help 14 to 19 year old 
smokers end their addiction to nicotine. Teen smokers can also get free telephone counseling through the 
Lung Helpline.

●     Playing sports: Like everyone who has asthma, teens should be able to live healthy active lives, including 
playing sports if they want to. Check in with the pediatrician to make sure your child’s Asthma Action Plan is 
up to date, and make sure the coach knows your child has asthma, and has a copy of the Plan.

Staying Positive

You can have a big impact on how well your child deals with asthma by how well you deal with your child’s asthma. 
Listen to your child. Support him or her. Say how proud you are of how well he or she is managing asthma.

Lungtropolis™: Where Kids with Asthma Learn to Play

The American Lung Association and ORCAS are pleased to announce Lungtropolis™: Where Kids with Asthma Learn to 
Play, a new interactive website designed for children with asthma between the ages of 5 to 10 and their parents. 
» More 
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New resources to help kids with asthma stay healthy, in school, and ready to learn

New resources to help kids with asthma stay healthy, in school, and ready to 
learn
(May 16, 2012)
— 

As we spotlight the severity of asthma throughout the month of May, creating asthma-friendlier 
schools becomes an important topic. Asthma is a life-long lung disease that affects millions of 
children in the U.S. and is the leading cause of lost school days from a chronic disease. Poorly 

controlled asthma has a direct impact on a child’s classroom attendance and can affect their academic success. By 
supporting and engaging in asthma management programs, schools and parents can work together to reduce the 
number of asthma-related absences, reduce the number of asthma emergencies, and help safeguard all students, 
faculty and staff.

Where should you begin? The American Lung Association has a number of resources and online tools to support the 
asthma safety efforts of school personnel, community volunteers, parents and caretakers. Here are some steps you can 
take to help make a difference:

For school personnel & volunteers: Create a healthy, asthma-friendly learning environment

●     Become an asthma expert. The school health office is the first line of defense during an asthma emergency. 
If you are a school nurse or school-based healthcare provider, learn how to provide guideline-based care. Take 
the National Asthma Educator Certification Board’s exam to become a Certified Asthma Educator (AE-C) by 
participating in an Asthma Educator Institute®. The American Lung Association’s In Your Community tool can 
help you locate a course near you.

●     Educate students on asthma self-management. When children feel confident in their ability to manage 
asthma in school, they are better able to concentrate on learning. The Open Airways For Schools (OAS) 
program empowers elementary school children in a fun, interactive group setting. Learn how to become an 
OAS Certified Facilitator today!

●     Implement a multi-faceted approach to asthma management in schools. The most effective way to 
address asthma management in schools is through combined efforts that include: maximizing school health 
services, providing asthma education, ensuring a healthy school environment, and supporting participation in 
physical activity when a student with asthma is able. Find out how your school can incorporate these elements 
to create a long-term asthma management plan through the Asthma-Friendly Schools Initiative (ASFI). The 
AFSI Toolkit’s guidance can help your school create a plan that is unique to your specific community’s needs 
and available resources.

For parents & caregivers: Provide a supportive, asthma-friendly home

●     Learn more about asthma. The more you know about your child’s asthma, the better prepared you are to 
help them manage their disease, handle an emergency and reduce environmental triggers. Do you like 
learning online? Contact onlinelearning@lung.org to sign up for the American Lung Association Asthma Basics 
online learning module. Also, check out our YouTube asthma channel for demonstration videos on 
asthma medicines.

●     Use fun and imagination to help strengthen your child’s asthma self-management skills. What would 
you do if you were attacked by the Mucus Mob? Learning to manage your asthma can be fun with 
Lungtropolis®, an online learning game for children with asthma ages 5-10 and their parents.

●     Create a support community. Even parents and caregivers need a little help at times. The My Fighting For 
Air Community is a free, online tool for people with lung disease and their families to help coordinate support 
among family, friends, and neighbors during difficult times.

Additional resources for community advocates and policy makers working to establish asthma-friendlier environments 
are available in the Guide to Asthma Policy for Housing and Schools.

For more information on lung health, call the American Lung Association HelpLine at 1-800-586-4872.
American Lung Association 

1301 Pennsylvania Ave. NW, Washington, DC 20004 
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“CHEJ is the strongest environmental organization 
today – the one that is making the greatest impact  
on changing the way our society does business.”
                   Ralph Nader

“CHEJ has been a pioneer nationally in alerting  
parents to the environmental hazards that can  
affect the health of their children.”
                New York, New York

“Again, thank you for all that you do for us out here.  
I would have given up a long time ago if I had not  
connected with CHEJ!”
             Claremont, New Hampshire

Center for Health, Environment & Justice
P.O. Box 6806, Falls Church, VA 22040-6806 
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