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First steps to living with COPD

COPD stands for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. It’s a long-term condition. But you can do things 
to help yourself. You can find out how in this information. There is lots of support out there for you. Visit 
our website www.blf.org.uk/COPD for more help. You can call our helpline too. Call 03000 030 555 to 
talk to one of our nurses or advisers. 

Tip:
Plan your day so you get lots of chances to rest.

What is COPD?
C Chronic = it is long term and does not go away
O Obstructive = it makes it harder for you to breathe out
P Pulmonary = it affects your lungs
D Disease = it is a problem to be taken seriously
 
If you have COPD, you can feel short of breath. You can cough a lot and make lots of mucus. This is be-
cause your airways get damaged and scarred. This makes it harder for you to get air in and out. The air 
sacs in your lungs get damaged too.
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Care for COPD
You should get the right care for your COPD. 

Talk to your doctor or nurse to make sure you can tick each item below.

1. I had a lung function test called spirometry to make sure I had COPD.
2. I know what COPD is. I can get information, advice and support for how I feel.
3. I get support. I have a plan about how I can live better with my COPD.
4. I will ask my GP for a flu jab before November each year. I have had a one-off pneumonia jab.
5. If I smoke, I can get help to stop smoking every time I meet a doctor or nurse.
6. I know I must be active and eat well. I have had a chance to go to pulmonary rehabilitation or PR. I 

have got help to keep fit and eat well.
7. I know what all my medicines are for and when to take them.
8. My doctor or nurse looks at how I use my inhaler when I see them.
9. A flare-up is when my COPD gets worse. I can spot the signs and I know who to contact. I know the 

drugs I must take when I have a flare-up.
10. I see my nurse or doctor once a year or more to talk about how I feel, my care and this list.

Your COPD plan
It’s important you have a plan to help you manage your COPD. Agree a plan with your doctor or nurse. You 
can get one from www.blf.org.uk/self-help 

Your drugs
Make sure you know:

•	 What drugs you take
•	 How they might affect you
•	 How to take your drugs

Look at the list of your drugs with your doctor or nurse every year.

Rescue pack
Your doctor may give you a rescue pack to keep at home as part of your COPD plan. This has drugs for you 
to use quickly if you have a flare-up. Your doctor or nurse will tell you when and how to use them.

Your inhaler will only help if you use it in the right way. Ask your doctor or nurse to show you how.

What you can do to help your COPD

1. Stop smoking
If you smoke, the best way to help your COPD is to stop smoking.
It’s easier to stop with help. Call Smokefree on 0300 123 1044.
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2. Control your breathing
Learn ways to cope when you feel out of breath. 

•	 Choose a position that’s good for you:

•	 Relax your shoulders, arms and hands.
•	 Breathe in through your nose. Breathe out through your mouth.
•	 Try to relax and feel calm each time you breathe out.

Ask your doctor, nurse or physiotherapist about ways you can breathe to help yourself.

3. Exercise
Exercise helps you to feel better. You can get fitter and do more in your life.

•	  Ask your doctor or nurse about doing pulmonary rehabilitation or PR.  
These are classes for people with COPD.

•	 Do exercise you enjoy. Walking is a good start.
•	 Plan it into your day.
•	 Do as much as you can and slowly build up

Getting breathless when you exercise is good for you.
It’s recommended we all do 150 minutes each week.
Visit www.blf.org.uk/exercising to find out more.

4. Eat well and keep a healthy weight
Eat different types of food.

•	 Eat 5 lots of fruit and veg a day.
•	 Drink plenty of water.

Ask your doctor or nurse about a good weight for you.
If your weight is too low or too high it can affect your breathing.

To find out more call our helpline on 03000 030 555 or visit  
www.blf.org.uk/living-with-a-lung-condition 
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What do I do if I have a flare-up?
A flare-up is when your COPD gets worse. You might:

•	 Feel more out of breath
•	 Cough more, and cough up more mucus
•	 See your mucus change colour

You should agree a plan with your doctor or nurse so you know what to do in a flare-up. Use these pages 
to help. 

My symptoms My plan

MILD flare-up
I am more breathless than normal but I have no 
fever. I do not have more mucus and its colour is 
the same.

I will use my reliever drugs: my inhaler or my 
nebuliser.

MODERATE flare-up
I am more breathless than normal despite taking 
my reliever drugs. I am coughing up more mucus, 
or my mucus has changed colour.

I will use my usual drugs and I will also use my 
rescue pack drugs. 
I will tell my doctor or nurse within 2 days of 
starting my rescue pack.

SEVERE flare-up
My breathing is much worse than normal, despite 
my drugs. I have chest pain or high fever.

I will call my doctor as soon as my symptoms 
get this bad. 
If I cannot wait to see my doctor, I will call 999.
If I can’t call, I will ask someone to call for me.

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

•	 Getting more out of breath
•	 Increased mucus, change in colour: is it green, brown or yellow?
•	 Increased chesty cough

What can I do?

•	 Continue or increase my inhaler or nebuliser treatment
•	 Start my rescue pack drugs
•	 Keep calm and do my breathing exercises

I must remember...

•	 Contact my nurse or doctor or the community respiratory team
•	 If symptoms severe, call 999

Remember:
If you use your rescue pack drugs, you will need to get more from your doctor or nurse.
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Look after yourself
If you have COPD, you might feel down at times. If you feel low or worried, ask your doctor or nurse about 
things to help you.

Tip:
Don’t keep things to yourself. Find someone in your family or a friend you can talk to. You can talk 
to your doctor too. It can really help.

Questions for your doctor or nurse
Get the most out of your time with your doctor or nurse.
Here’s a list of things you can ask:

1. Do I use my inhaler correctly?
2. Do I have the best drugs for my COPD?
3. Do I need a rescue pack for my flare-ups?
4. Is my flare-up plan ok?
5. How can I exercise where I live?
6. Can I get pulmonary rehabilitation (PR)?
7. What can I do if I feel ill?
8. What can I do if I feel down?
9. What can be done if my COPD gets worse?
10. Do I have the right contact numbers in an emergency?

We’re here to help

Call our helpline
Our nurses and advisers can tell you more about your COPD. They are there to answer your questions. If 
your first language is not English, we can find someone to talk in your language.

Your call will never cost more than a local call. A call is usually free, even from a mobile, between 9am and 
5pm, Monday to Friday.

Find out more about COPD
Visit our website www.blf.org.uk/COPD to see:

•	 What having COPD means
•	 Its symptoms
•	 Its drugs
•	 COPD flare-ups
•	 How to control your breathing
•	 How to exercise
•	 How to eat well
•	 Help to stop smoking

You can also get information in print from our online shop at www.blf.org.uk/shop
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03000 030 555www.blf.org.ukhelpline@blf.org.uk

More ways to help you
There are over 230 local Breathe Easy support groups across the UK. We can help to find someone who 
also has COPD. They can get in touch with you. We also have a web community. Follow the BLF on Twitter 
and Facebook.

Ask our helpline or visit our website to find out more.


