asthma

NEW ZEALAND

FACTS AND FALLACIES ABOUT INHALED CORTICOSTEROIDS

What Are Corticosteroids?

Corticosteroids, e.g. cortisone, are part of a family of substances which are produced by
the body to help it function normally. They are natural agents that prevent inflammation.
The corticosteroids used to treat asthma are similar to your own naturally occurring
cortisone.

Corticosteroids are not the same as the anabolic steroids that some athletes and body-
builders use to enhance their muscles and gain strength. Anabolic steroids can have
serious side effects.

Why Should I Use Corticosteroids?

The symptoms you may experience with asthma (such as difficulty in breathing,
wheezing, coughing and waking up at night) occur when the small tubes that carry air
into your lungs become over sensitive to a variety of “triggers” and react by becoming
narrower. This makes it harder for air to move in and out of your lungs, so that breathing
gets more difficult.

Your breathing tubes narrow because they become inflamed (swollen and red like the
effects you see with a joint sprain) and the muscles tighten around your tubes with excess
mucus being produced.

Corticosteroids (brown/orange inhalers) are preventers. They are the most effective
agents for treating the swelling and inflammation in your breathing tubes. In the long
term, this will help to reduce the number of problems you have with asthma, decrease the
amount of medication you need and help prevent your asthma from interfering with your
enjoyment of life. The important thing is to take your preventer regularly.

Relievers (blue inhalers) have only short-term benefits. They help to relieve your
symptoms by relaxing the muscles around your breathing tubes. Use them when you need
instant relief. Relievers do not affect the swelling and inflammation, which are the
underlying problems. If you don’t get rid of the inflammation, you will continue to have
the symptoms (like painting over rust without removing the rust first). You may even
make your asthma worse.



Fallacies

| have heard that corticosteroids may
cause unpleasant side effects like
stunting growth, making bones brittle
and causing a “moon face” look. Will
this happen to me?

Will inhaled corticosteroids give me big
ugly muscles?

Will | get addicted to my inhaled
corticosteroids?

I've just started using inhaled
corticosteroids and I don’t feel any
better, so does that mean they aren’t
working?

My inhaled corticosteroid medication
makes me cough when | use it. Is it
making my asthma worse?

When I don’t have any asthma symptoms
do I still need to take my inhaled
corticosteroids?

If you have any concerns always see
your doctor

Facts

These effects are related to the use of
oral forms of corticosteroids. Now the
majority of asthma patients use inhaled
asthma medications. Although high
doses of inhaled corticosteroids may
have side effects, they should not occur
with the doses normally used.

Inhaled corticosteroids are not the same
as the anabolic steroids used by body-
builders. They do not have this muscle
building effect.

No, the inhaled corticosteroids work by
replacing a defense mechanism which is
missing in your body. Therefore, when
you use the inhaled corticosteroids your
lungs work normally, much the same as
a diabetic patient lives normally when
taking insulin regularly.

Inhaled corticosteroids need to be taken
for a week or two before you will notice
a difference in your symptoms. They
don’t work immediately, the way
relievers do.

Not necessarily. Some people cough
because they react to the additives in
their inhaler. This may make it difficult
to get the medication into your airways
and you may not get the desired benefit.
Try an additive free inhaler.

Yes, you still do. Inhaled corticosteroids
are preventative medications and need to
be taken every day to stop asthma
attacks occurring. You might not feel ill
today, but if you don’t take your inhaled
corticosteroids you may feel ill
tomorrow.



