
What is COPD?
COPD (Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease) is a serious lung disease that makes it hard to breathe. A 
person with COPD may have chronic bronchitis, emphysema, or both. 

What happens when you have COPD?

When a person inhales, air is carried from the windpipe (trachea) into the lungs through airways  
called bronchi.

n  Like the branches of a tree, bronchi divide into smaller airways called bronchioles. 

n  The bronchioles lead to grape-like clusters of millions of microscopic “air sacs” called alveoli.

Chronic bronchitis

With chronic bronchitis, the lining of the airways becomes swollen and irritated. This causes more mucus (phlegm) 
to be produced. Because of the swelling and increase in mucus, the bronchi and bronchioles are narrower than 
normal, so less air can flow to and from the lungs. Your healthcare provider may tell you that you have chronic 
bronchitis if you cough up mucus most days for 3 months, 2 years in a row—with no other lung disease. 

Emphysema

Emphysema damages the air sacs. The walls of the air sacs stretch out and break down. Air becomes trapped 
inside the air sacs, and your lungs feel full.
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Talk to your healthcare provider if you have any questions about COPD.

What are the symptoms of COPD?
Check the box by any of the symptoms you have:

o	 	Constant cough (sometimes called “smoker’s cough”)

o	 Large amounts of mucus (phlegm)

o	 Wheezing in your lungs

o	 Shortness of breath doing activities you used to do more easily

o	 Chest tightness

o	 Feel as if you cannot breathe

o	 Cannot take a deep breath

COPD develops slowly. Over time it can get worse. It is important to tell your provider if you have any of 
these symptoms, even if they seem mild to you. 

What causes COPD?
n  Cigarette smoking is the leading cause of COPD. Most people who have COPD smoke or used to  

smoke cigarettes.  

n  Pipe tobacco, cigars, and other types of tobacco smoke can also cause COPD, especially if the smoke  
is inhaled.   

n  Breathing in secondhand smoke, air pollution, or chemical fumes or dust from the environment or 
workplace. (Secondhand smoke is smoke you breathe in from air where people are smoking.) 

n Although uncommon, some people who have asthma may also develop COPD. 

There are other causes of COPD that your provider may discuss with you. 

How do you know if you have COPD?     
A simple breathing test called spirometry can help determine if you have COPD. Your provider will also decide 
if you have COPD, based on your symptoms. If you do have COPD, there are ways to help manage it. 

Write down any questions you would like to ask your provider about COPD.
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