
10/24/2017 1 www.sageducation.ca 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

Overview of Chronic 
Respiratory Disease & the 
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Asthma & COPD 

● Differentiating between asthma and COPD often becomes an issue when 

airway obstruction is assessed in the older adult. 

● The “Dutch Hypothesis” created in 1961 suggested that there is one common 

obstructive lung disease that includes both asthma and COPD. 

● This hypothesis suggests that there is a common genetic predisposition for 

obstructive lung disease that exists for COPD and asthma. 

● Current studies are still being evaluated. 

(Mathur, 2010; Postma, Weiss, van den Berge, Kerstjens & Koppelman, 2015) 
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Table of Comparison 

(Adapted from Mathur, 2010) 

Characteristic  Asthma COPD 

Episodic wheezing Common Less common 

Nocturnal dyspnea or 

cough 

Common Not common 

Allergic components Frequent Infrequent 

Smoking history Less common Almost always 

Chest X-ray Often normal Indicative of emphysema 

or chronic bronchitis 

Increase in eosinophils 

(eosinophilia) 

More common Less common 

Total serum IgE Usually elevated Elevation less common 

Use of β2 - AGONIST Increased FEV1 with 

symptom relief 

Slight change or no 

change in FEV1 and poor 

symptom relief 
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COPD: Management 

● Treatment in older adults with COPD must be carefully 

managed due to the other chronic conditions they may have. 
 

● Several factors that may impact effective treatment in the 

older adult may include having arthritis, weakness, poor 

manual dexterity, cognitive and visual impairments, and 

kyphosis, which decreases the respiratory function due the 

narrowing of the intervertebral disk spaces. 
 

● The main treatment for COPD in the older adult is inhaled 

bronchodilator therapy and SPIROMETRY scores are 

necessary to indicate the presence and severity of respiratory 

impairment in the older adult. 
 

● Furthermore, smoking cessation is highly encouraged. 

(Lowery et al., 2013; Vaz Fragoso & Gill, 2011) 
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COPD: Recommendations 

Some recommendations to keep in mind for older adults with 

COPD would be to: 
 

● avoid cold air, dust, smoke, and strong chemical smells  

● have good hand hygiene to reduce risk of infections 

● follow a respiratory rehabilitation program 

● maintain a smoke-free lifestyle and maintain a healthy diet 

● manage stress and anxiety 

● drink plenty of water to help thin out the mucus in airways 

● use a humidifier 

● not lie in bed or sit for long periods of time 

● get an annual Flu shot and pneumococcal vaccine 

(Health in Aging, 2012b; Low et al., 2015; Martin, 2016) 
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Asthma: Management 

● Older adults may have poor recognition of 
their asthma symptoms and without proper 
health promotion, this may lead to increased 
morbidity rates in the older population. 

 

● The main goal of asthma management is to 
reduce the frequency and severity of the 
condition. 

 

● By preventing the symptoms and 
exacerbations and ensuring that individuals 
can carry out ADLs, helps them achieve 
optimal lung function in management and 
therapy. 

 

● Education on properly using medical inhaler 
devices must be carried out in the older adult 
to have effective treatment. 

(Mathur, 2010) 
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Asthma: Recommendations 

(National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute [NHLBI], 2014) 

● Proper management of medications may be required in the 

older adult because polypharmacy can prevent asthma 

treatment from working well and may also worsen the 

symptoms of asthma, such as taking beta-blockers, NSAIDs 

and other pain relievers. 
 

● Although medication is highly recommended to manage the 

symptoms and exacerbations of asthma, it is also important to 

avoid triggers. 
 

● Inhaled corticosteroids in high doses, can weaken the bones. 

To ensure strong bones in the older adults, calcium, vitamin D 

pills may be prescribed. 

Copyright © CSAH  2017 

Overview Summary 

 COPD and asthma are the top two chronic respiratory 

diseases in Canada, especially in older adults over the 

age of 65. 

 Smoking (tobacco) is the main risk factor in contributing 

to respiratory diseases like COPD and smoking 

cessation is highly encouraged and to reduce the cases 

of respiratory diseases.  

 Breathlessness is not supposed to be a normal part of 

aging and the effects of the asthma can significantly 

threaten the quality of life of older adults. 

 Education on properly using medical inhaler devices 

must be enforced in the older adult to have effective 

treatment. 
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