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Medications for Asthma

Asthma is a disease of the airways that includes both inflammation
and narrowing of the airway caused by smooth muscle tightening.

These changes lead to the typical symptoms of asthma, which include
difficulty breathing, chest tightness, cough, and wheezing. Symp-
toms may vary from day to day and may be triggered by exposure toal-
lergens (such as pollen, mold, dust, and animal dander), cold air, irritants
(such as tobacco smoke), or certain medical conditions or medications
(such as upper respiratory tract infections, allergies, or B-blockers).

Medications Used to Treat Asthma

Medications are used to treat asthma to reduce the chance of symp-

toms worsening, which could lead to the need for additional medi-

cations or a visit to the hospital or emergency room. Two impor-
tant categories of medications are used for daily management of
asthma: rescue and controller therapies.

Rescue therapies are used on an as-needed basis to provide
symptom relief within minutes. Some people with asthma need only
arescueinhaler, such as people who have symptoms only when they
are physically active or people with intermittent asthma symp-
toms. However, using a rescue therapy too often (more than 2 days
aweek) may be a sign of uncontrolled asthma and should be brought
to the attention of a doctor. Short-acting bronchodilators are the
standard rescue therapy for patients of all ages. Albuterol is the short-
acting bronchodilator used for asthma and comes as an inhaler and
nebulizer solution.

Controller therapies are used daily to treat the underlying in-
flammation and airway narrowing in an effort to obtain overall asthma
control. Controller medications are not used to treat acute asthma at-
tacks. Not all patients with asthma need a controller medicine. If your
asthma symptoms happen more than 2 times per week, you wake up
more than 2 nights per month, you need a rescue inhaler more than
2 daysaweek, or your asthmainterferes with your daily activities, your
asthma is likely severe enough to need controller therapy.

« Inhaled corticosteroids are the standard controller therapy for
asthma regardless of patient age. These drugs help decrease in-
flammation in the lungs and should be taken on a daily basis. It is
important to rinse your mouth out after each use to prevent fun-
gal infections in your mouth.

« Long-acting bronchodilators help relax the smooth muscles in the
airway inolder children and adults but are never used alone as a con-
troller. They are always added to an inhaled corticosteroid when the
corticosteroid is not enough to control asthma symptoms. Many in-
halers contain both a corticosteroid and along-acting bronchodilator.
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Medications that relax airway smooth muscle
N Controller medications
Long-acting bronchodilators
 (examples: salmeterol, formoterol, tiotropium)
Reliever medications
Short-acting bronchodilators
(example: albuterol)
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\ Medications that treat airway inflammation
\\ ~—Inhaled corticosteroids

Smooth /\\é (examples: fluticasone, mometasone)
muscle == Leukotriene receptor modifiers

(example: montelukast)

« Leukotriene receptor modifiers are oral medications that help re-
duce chemicals released inside the body when it is exposed to an
allergen such as pollen, mold, dust, or animal dander that would
otherwise cause inflammation and tightening of the airways. In
some patients, these drugs may be added to inhaled corticoste-
roids to help obtain better asthma control.

« Other types of medications are available but not used as com-
monly. Biologic therapies are injectable drugs that are added to
other controller medications in specific types of asthma deter-
mined through blood testing.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

» American Academy of Asthma, Allergy & Immunology
https://www.aaaai.org/conditions-and-treatments/asthma

« Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
https://www.cdc.gov/asthma/fags.htm

« National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/asthma
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