
COPD

But over time, you may find it harder to do your usual 
activities without getting winded and short of breath.

Common symptoms of COPD:
• Breathlessness
• Cough that doesn’t go away or get better
• Bringing up more phlegm/mucus
• Feeling tired and run down
• Getting chest infections regularly, which take a long 

time to get better.

How do they diagnose COPD?

Your health care provider will diagnose COPD by
• Listening to your history – some questions they 

might ask are: 
• When did the symptoms start?
• What makes them worse or better?
• Do you have any other allergies?
• What do you do for work? 
• Do you smoke or live with people who smoke?

• Checking you over and listening to your lungs
• Doing a particular lung test called a spirometry

• You blow into a machine with a tube that 
measures how much air you can breathe out 
and how quickly you can breathe in.

What is COPD?

Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) is 
when the lungs’ airways (bronchi) become narrowed, 
making it difficult to breathe. COPD is the term used 
to describe the effects of a group of lung diseases, 
including:
• Emphysema – when air gets trapped in your lungs, 

and you can’t breathe it out. The trapped air makes 
it harder to breathe in again

• Chronic bronchitis – constant irritation and swelling 
of your airways

• Chronic asthma – tight airways filled with sticky 
mucus makes it difficult to breathe in and out 
normally.

How do I get COPD?

There are many different causes and things that can 
influence if you have COPD. Some of these things can 
be controlled, and some cannot.
 
Things you can control:
• Smoking – the most common cause of COPD

• Includes if you are currently smoking, have 
smoked in the past, or have been exposed to 
second-hand smoke

• Your surroundings – working or living in dusty areas 
or around chemical fumes, smoke or air pollution.

Things you cannot control:
• Genetic causes – some people can get severe 

emphysema from a protein disorder 
• Being an Indigenous Australian 

• Indigenous Australians are 2.5 times more likely 
to have COPD than non-Indigenous Australians

• COPD causes two-thirds of respiratory deaths 
in Indigenous Australians. 

How do I look / feel if I have COPD?

It can be difficult to tell if you have COPD because 
symptoms can appear slowly and can be mistaken as:
• Ageing
• Lack of fitness
• Asthma
• Symptoms of weather changes.
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If you get a flare-up follow  
your COPD action plan and  
in an emergency call 000.



• Some people may need more than one 
medication a day to help, so it’s important to 
yarn with your doctor about how and when to 
take them.

• Keep up to date with your vaccinations 
• Getting your regular flu and pneumonia 

vaccinations can reduce the risk of flare-ups. 
• At-home oxygen therapy

• Your doctor will prescribe you an oxygen tank 
to use at home to help your oxygen levels for 
severe COPD cases.

Watch out for a COPD flare-up

A flare-up is when your symptoms suddenly become 
worse (usually over a few days). They are commonly 
caused by lung infections, air pollution or cold air 
during the winter.

Signs you might be having a flare-up: 
• Coughing more
• Being more breathless
• Coughing up more phlegm, or it’s thicker than 

normal
• Feeling more tired than usual.

Signs that are emergencies and mean you should call 
000 or go to your nearest health care centre:
• Being unable to walk or talk due to breathlessness
• Feeling tired or confused
• Being unable to lay down flat because you feel like 

you can’t breathe 
• Lips, tips of fingers or your gums are turning blue/

grey.

How can I manage my COPD?

There are some things you can do to help your 
lung health and slow down the progression of your 
symptoms, including:

• Getting regular health checks at your clinic
• Understand your COPD action plan
• Quitting smoking – is the most important thing to 

do to help your lungs
• It will stop your lungs from getting further 

damaged
• Have a yarn with your health care provider 

about creating a quitting plan.
• Stay active and healthy

• Eating a healthy diet
• Staying active 

can help relieve 
some of your 
symptoms and 
make you feel 
much better

• Look after 
your mental 
wellbeing. 
Keeping up with 
hobbies, enjoying 
time together and 
yarning with your friends, family and Elders can 
help with feelings of stress and anxiety.

• Get some lung rehab
• Pulmonary rehab is an exercise and education 

program by trained health professionals
• It teaches you how to exercise safely and help 

with your breathlessness. 
• Take your medications as prescribed 

• Your health care provider may give you some 
inhaled medicines to open up your airways 
when they get narrow so that you can breathe 
easier 
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