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Asthma and adults

Although asthma is more common in children, adults and older people can still develop asthma.
Careful diagnosis is important, because the symptoms can be confused with other illnesses such as
some types of heart disease and chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases.

Asthma in adults can be a recurrence of childhood asthma. In some cases, the asthma simply
persists into adulthood and in others, the childhood asthma clears up only to reappear later in life.
If you weren’t diagnosed with asthma in your childhood, perhaps your symptoms were
misdiagnosed as bronchitis or some other illness.

Symptoms of asthma in adults

The usual asthma symptoms are present, including:

Breathlessness

Wheezing

Cough, especially at night

A feeling of tightness in the chest
Production of mucus.

Triggers

People with adult onset asthma are sensitive to the same kinds of triggers that bring on symptoms
in younger people with asthma. Managing adult onset asthma means limiting the amount of
exposure to your particular triggers, which could include:

Allergens such as pollen or mould

Cigarette smoke

Dust mite allergen

Fumes and strong odours

Infections

Medications such as beta-blockers and non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
Exercise and physical activity.

Cigarette smoke

Cigarette smoke is a powerful trigger of asthma symptoms. Other lung illnesses are caused by
smoking, including emphysema and chronic bronchitis. It is often hard to tell whether someone has
adult onset asthma or some other kind of smoking-related illness because the symptoms can be
similar. Managing your symptoms means quitting cigarettes.

Regular medication is important

As people age, their lungs become less efficient. Developing asthma as an adult can speed up the
deterioration of lung functioning. Once lung functioning has deteriorated, it never recovers, so it is
important that adult onset asthma be properly managed. This might mean taking preventive
medication on a daily basis to protect their lung function at all times.

The use of a spacer
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It is recommended that all people with asthma, regardless of age, use a spacer when administering
medication via a puffer. Spacers help to improve the delivery of medication to the lungs and
minimise side effects from medications.

Where to get help

*  Your doctor
* Pharmacist
e Asthma Victoria

Things to remember

* Adult onset asthma could be a recurrence of your childhood asthma.
* The symptoms can be confused with other illnesses of middle age, such as heart disease.

* People with adult onset asthma often need to take preventive medication to protect their
lung function.

This page has been produced in consultation with, and approved by:

Asthma Foundation of Victoria

Content on this website is provided for education and information purposes only. Information
about a therapy, service, product or treatment does not imply endorsement and is not intended to
replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. Content has been
prepared for Victorian residents and wider Australian audiences, and was accurate at the time of
publication. Readers should note that, over time, currency and completeness of the information
may change. All users are urged to always seek advice from a registered health care professional
for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions.

For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
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