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How can I tell when my asthma is getting
out of control?
You should see your doctor if any of the following are happening to you:

• You're waking up at night more than usual with asthma symptoms. These symptoms may
include coughing

• The inhaler you use to treat your symptoms quickly (your reliever) doesn't help your
breathing for very long or doesn't help at all, or you are using it more often

• You can't breathe out as much air as you normally would, as indicated by a PEFR meter
(PEFR is short for peak expiratory flow rate). Doctors sometimes recommend people use
these meters at home to regularly check their breathing.

You should seek emergency treatment if:

• It's hard to talk because of your asthma
• Your nose opens wide when you breathe
• Your skin is pulled in around your ribs and neck when you breathe
• Your heartbeat or pulse is very fast
• You're finding it hard to walk
• Your lips or fingernails turn grey or blue.

At least once a year, your doctor, or a nurse with special training in asthma, should check that
your asthma is well controlled. They may ask you questions about your symptoms, such as:

• Have you had difficulty sleeping because of your asthma symptoms (including cough)?
• Have you had your usual symptoms during the day (cough, wheeze, chest tightness, or

breathlessness)?
• Has your asthma stopped you doing anything (such as your job or housework)?

Depending on your answers, they may suggest that you change your treatment. They may
also do tests to measure your lung function.
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How can I tell when my asthma is getting out of control?

If your lung function is poor, or if your symptoms are getting worse, you may need to increase
your dose of medicine, or to add more medicines to your treatment. This is called stepping
up.

But if your asthma is under control, you may be able to reduce your medicines. This is
called stepping down.

The patient information from BMJ Best Practice is regularly updated. The most recent version of Best Practice can be found
at bestpractice.bmj.com . This information is intended for use by health professionals. It is not a substitute for medical
advice. It is strongly recommended that you independently verify any interpretation of this material and, if you have a medical
problem, see your doctor.
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What did you think about this patient information guide?
   
Complete the  online survey or scan the QR code to help us to ensure our
content is of the highest quality and relevant for patients. The survey is
anonymous and will take around 5 minutes to complete.
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