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About this booklet
This booklet is for people with chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD), their families and carers. 
It is aimed at helping you to better manage your 
condition, with guidance and support from your  
health care professional when you need it.

Use it every day, weekly or monthly – whatever works 
best for you – to manage your symptoms and take 
control of your health. You can use it to:

•  understand what the key elements of
your care should be

• keep track of appointments and medication

• monitor how you are feeling

•  come up with questions to ask your health
care professional

• learn what steps to take during a flare-up

• set and follow goals

Self-management works best when supported by
others, especially your health care professional.
So share this plan with your GP, respiratory nurse
or other health care professional who is involved in
your care. Together you can discuss ways to tailor
this plan to your individual needs.

Looking after your health requires commitment and 
motivation, but the results can have a huge positive 
effect on your day-to-day living.

www.blf.org.uk 3
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Your COPD treatment
What is COPD?
COPD stands for chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. 
It is a term used to describe a number of conditions 
including chronic bronchitis and emphysema. Everyone 
with chronic bronchitis and emphysema has COPD, and 
many people will have a mixture of both.

COPD is a condition where your airways (called bronchi) 
become inflamed and scarred, and the air sacs in your lungs 
become damaged (see diagram). This causes your airways to 
become narrower, which makes it harder to get air in and out 
of your lungs. This is what causes you to feel breathless.

Bronchioles

Diaphragm

Lung

Windpipe
(trachea)

Airways
(bronchi)

Air sacs
(alveoli)
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Is COPD the same as asthma?
COPD and asthma often cause very similar symptoms, 
but they are different conditions. In both, inflammation 
causes your airways to narrow, but in asthma, this is not 
permanent and symptoms can come and go. In COPD,  
the narrowing of your airways and the damage to your 
lungs is permanent.

What are the symptoms of COPD?
The most common symptoms of COPD are coughing, phlegm 
and shortness of breath. However, everyone experiences their 
symptoms differently. You might find that your symptoms are 
worsened or ‘triggered’ by:

• aerosols, such as hair spray, deodorants and air freshener

• strong odours such as bleach and perfumes

• environmental pollution such as exhaust fumes and dust

• weather conditions such as very hot or cold temperatures,
humidity and high pollen count

It is important that you are aware of what triggers your 
symptoms or makes them worse, and take precautions where 
necessary to prevent this from happening. It may help to 
keep a diary of your symptoms in order to keep track of any 
changes that occur over time or in different environments. 

This could be useful even when you are symptom free, so that 
you learn more about changes to your condition. It is vital to 
recognise when you need to seek medical advice and when 
you need to go to hospital. Discuss this with your GP or health 
care professional in advance.

You could share your symptoms diary with your health care 
professional to help them understand how your condition 
affects you on a day-to-day basis.
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Top tips for managing your medication 
• It’s a good idea to make sure you know the names of

all your medications and what each one is for, and to
note down any changes in your medication too.

• Reading the label and instructions will help you
to understand more about your medication and
how to take it properly. Ask your pharmacist if
you’re unsure.

• Ask your pharmacist or health care professional for
a printout of all your medications and the dosage
for each one.

• If you have an inhaler, remember to bring it with you
so your health care professional can show you the
right way to use it.

• Discuss any side effects you’re experiencing with
your GP or health care professional, and what you
can do to minimise them.

• Get your repeat prescriptions in good time. Make
a note of when you are going to run out of your
medications. With inhalers, it's not always easy to
know how many puffs are left, so write down the
date when you will run out as soon as you
start a new batch.

• Do not stop taking any prescribed medication unless
you have been advised to do so by your GP or health
care professional.

18  www.blf.org.uk
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Part 1
 To be discussed and agreed with 
your health care professional

Name: 

Date of birth: 

GP: 

GP phone number: 

Other doctor/nurse: 

Next of kin: 

Relationship to you: 

Telephone: 

Flare-ups: 
your pull-out action plan

My symptoms Plan of action  

My symptoms are 
normal for me

I will continue to take my usual 
medication as prescribed.

Mild flare-up

I am more breathless 
than normal but  
I have no fever,  
and there is no 
change in the  
colour and volume  
of my phlegm.

I will use my reliever medication.

This is:

          

Moderate flare-up

I am more breathless 
than normal and 
coughing up more 
phlegm, or my 
phlegm has  
changed in colour.

I am much more 
breathless despite 
taking my reliever 
medication.

I will continue to use my medication  
as prescribed and I will also use my  
rescue pack.

Steroid:                        

Antibiotic:                      

                     

I will tell my GP or health care 
professional within two days of  
starting this treatment.

Severe flare-up

My breathing is much 
worse than normal, 
despite treatment. 

I have chest pain or 
high fevers.

I will call my GP the same day, as  
soon as my symptoms become this 
bad. If I can’t call myself, I will ask 
someone to call for me.

If I cannot wait to see my doctor,  
I will call 999 straight away. If I am 
too breathless, I will ask someone  
to call for me.

Increased 
breathlessness

Increased sputum, change in 
colour: green/brown/yellow

Increased 
chesty cough

Start antibiotics
and steroids

Keep calm and 
do your breathing and

relaxation exercises

Contact your practice 
nurse/GP or the community 

respiratory team

If symptoms are severe, 
in an emergency call 999

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

W
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Continue or increase 
your inhaler or 

nebuliser treatment 

Increased 
breathlessness

Increased sputum, change in 
colour: green/brown/yellow

Increased 
chesty cough

Start antibiotics
and steroids

Keep calm and 
do your breathing and

relaxation exercises

Contact your practice 
nurse/GP or the community 

respiratory team

If symptoms are severe, 
in an emergency call 999

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

W
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t c
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do

?
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Continue or increase 
your inhaler or 

nebuliser treatment 

Increased 
breathlessness

Increased sputum, change in 
colour: green/brown/yellow

Increased 
chesty cough

Start antibiotics
and steroids

Keep calm and 
do your breathing and

relaxation exercises

Contact your practice 
nurse/GP or the community 

respiratory team

If symptoms are severe, 
in an emergency call 999

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

W
ha

t c
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 I 
do

?
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em
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.

Continue or increase 
your inhaler or 

nebuliser treatment 

Increased 
 breathlessness

Increased phlegm, 
change in  colour:  

green/brown/yellow

Increased 
 chesty cough

Continue or 
increase your 

inhaler or  nebuliser 
treatment  

Start antibiotics   
and steroids  

(your rescue pack)

Keep calm and  
 do your breathing 

and  relaxation 
exercises

Contact your practice  nurse 
or GP or the community 

 respiratory team

If symptoms are 
severe, call 999 in 

an emergency

Increased 
breathlessness

Increased sputum, change in 
colour: green/brown/yellow

Increased 
chesty cough

Start antibiotics
and steroids

Keep calm and 
do your breathing and

relaxation exercises

Contact your practice 
nurse/GP or the community 

respiratory team

If symptoms are severe, 
in an emergency call 999

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

W
ha

t c
an

 I 
do

?
I m

us
t r

em
em

be
r..

.

Continue or increase 
your inhaler or 

nebuliser treatment 

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

What can I do?

I must remember...

Remember: 
If you need to use your rescue pack medication, you will 
need to order some more from your GP or health care 
professional to keep it topped up.

Increased 
breathlessness

Increased sputum, change in 
colour: green/brown/yellow

Increased 
chesty cough

Start antibiotics
and steroids

Keep calm and 
do your breathing and

relaxation exercises

Contact your practice 
nurse/GP or the community 

respiratory team

If symptoms are severe, 
in an emergency call 999

Do I feel worse than usual? Symptoms may include:

W
ha

t c
an

 I 
do

?
I m

us
t r

em
em

be
r..

.

Continue or increase 
your inhaler or 

nebuliser treatment 
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Top tips for managing breathlessness

• Find simple ways to cook, clean and do other chores.
You could use a small table or cart with wheels to
move things around your home, and a pole or
tongs with long handles to reach things.

• Put items that you use frequently in
easy-to-reach places.

• Keep your clothes loose, and wear clothes and
shoes that are easy to put on and take off.

• Use a wheeled walking frame to help improve
your breathlessness.

• Use a towelling
robe after
showering or
bathing, as
you’ll use less
energy than
drying off with
a towel.

• Hold a hand-
held battery
fan near
your face if
it helps you
to feel less
breathless.

• Plan your day
in advance
to make sure
you have
plenty of
opportunities
to rest.

www.blf.org.uk 37
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I’m already breathless enough as it is –  
won’t exercise make this worse? 

You may find it surprising, but getting breathless when 
you exercise is good for you. Exercising will help you 
to increase your fitness and strengthen your muscles, 
helping you feel less breathless during everyday tasks. 

Exercising regularly will make your muscles stronger, 
including your breathing muscles, so they need less 
oxygen to do the same amount of work. Weaker  
muscles require more oxygen to work. If you avoid 
physical activity that makes you breathless, your  
muscles will become weaker, and you will become  
even more breathless. 

Regular exercise will help you to manage your 
breathlessness and break the vicious cycle of inactivity.

You feel 
breathless

You become fearful of 
activity that makes 

you breathless

You avoid those 
activities that make 

you breathless

You do less 
activity

Your muscles 
become weaker

Weak muscles use 
more oxygen and 

are less e�cient

The vicious cycle 
of inactivity

www.blf.org.uk 45
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Top tips for boosting your mood

• Physical activity has been proven to help combat
depression and anxiety. It might be the last thing
you feel like doing, but getting a bit of exercise –
even just getting some fresh air and going for a
walk – can lift your mood.

• Don’t bottle things up. Talking to a friend or
relative, or your GP or health care professional,
can really help.

• Think about things you want to achieve. Setting
yourself realistic goals and working towards
achieving them can make you feel good about
yourself. See page 67.

• Eating a healthy diet and limiting your intake of
alcohol can help you to feel better.

• If you’re worried about anything, or just want to
talk to someone impartial, you can speak to one
of our advisers on the BLF Helpline for confidential
advice and support.

• Find information about our web community and
support groups near you at www.blf.org.uk/
support-for-you

Helpline: 03000 030 555

www.blf.org.uk
enquiries@blf.org.uk

60  www.blf.org.uk
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Setting your  
self-management goals
It’s important to think about what you want to accomplish 
in terms of your own self-management. We sometimes feel 
pressure from others to make changes that we don’t really 
relate to or that we’re not ready to make. It’s generally 
more difficult to succeed at such goals. So:

• set yourself goals based on what you want to
achieve in your day-to-day life; and

• set one goal at a time: you’re more likely to succeed,
as too many goals at once can feel overwhelming.

SMART goals are most likely to bring long-term success.  
SMART goals are:

Specific: make sure you focus on a specific objective,
rather than a general one.

For example:    I want to pick my grandchildren up from  
school by myself. 

Measurable: something you can tick off to record
your progress – breaking it down into steps is useful.

For example: The school is half a mile away. I need to be able 
to walk at least one mile (to the school and back) without 
needing to stop and without having someone else with me  
to lean on.

First step walking around the block twice a day

Next step walking half a mile with a companion

Step three walking half a mile on my own

Step four  taking the children to school with a companion

and so on
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Things to ask:
1.  Is my inhaler technique effective? (Your health care

professional should check your technique at every visit.)

2.  Am I on the best medication for my condition?
(Remember the names and dosages of all the
medications you take.)

3. Do I need a rescue pack?

4. Is my action plan for flare-ups appropriate?

5.  How can I access exercise in my area? Can I be put
forward for PR or exercise referral?

6. What should I do if I’m feeling unwell?

7. What should I do if I’m feeling low, stressed or anxious?

8.   Are there any trials currently under way in my area
that I could get involved with?

9.  What options are available to me if my condition
gets worse?

10.  Do I have the right contact numbers in case
of an emergency?

Add your own questions:

Appointment date: 

Appointment with: 

www.blf.org.uk 75
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We’re here to help
Call our helpline
The specialist nurses and advisers 
on our helpline are dedicated to 
answering your questions. Whether 
it’s about finding equipment, your 
rights, coping with symptoms or if you  
just need a chat, they are here for you. 

Ringing the helpline never costs more than a local  
call and is usually free, even from a mobile. Lines are 
open from 9am to 5pm, Monday to Friday. 

Find out all about lung disease
We provide clear, trustworthy information about  
many types of lung disease, as well as advice on 
managing and living with a lung condition.  
You can find a range of information in print  
and online. To order, call the helpline or visit  
www.blf.org.uk/support-and-information

Get support when you need it most
Join one of our local Breathe Easy support groups, 
find a penpal to share your experiences with, or take 
a look at our web community. To find out about all of 
these options and more, call the helpline or visit our 
website at www.blf.org.uk, where you can also sign 
up to our newsletter.

Helpline: 03000 030 555www.blf.org.uk
enquiries@blf.org.uk
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One person in five in the UK is affected by lung disease. 
Millions more are at risk.

We are the UK’s lung charity and we are here for every  
one of them, whatever their condition.

Lung disease can be frightening and debilitating.  
We offer hope and support at every step so that no  
one has to face it alone. 

We promote greater understanding of lung disease and we 
campaign for positive change in the nation’s lung health.

We fund vital research, so that new treatments and  
cures can help save lives. 

We are the British Lung Foundation.  
Leading the fight against lung disease. 

Registered charity in England and Wales (326730), Scotland (038415) and the Isle of Man (1177). © British Lung Foundation 2015

Get in touch with the British Lung

Foundation to find support near you.

73–75 Goswell Road  
London EC1V 7ER 

Helpline: 03000 030 555 
www.blf.org.uk 
enquiries@blf.org.uk
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