Avoid your triggers
A trigger is anything — a condition, a substance, an activity — that causes
inflammation in your sensitive airways. A trigger makes your asthma worse
or keeps it from getting better.

Trigger

Tips for avoiding or
eliminating a trigger

R

Put a
next to the things
that make your asthma worse.

Triggers:
take them
personally
Different people have
different triggers.
Work with your asthma
care team to identify
your personal triggers
and learn how to
avoid them.

Q

resPIr AtorY
InFec tIons

Colds, influenza (the flu),
sinus infections, and other
illnesses can trigger an
asthma flare-up.
These illnesses
tend to last
longer if you
have asthma.

Q

eXercIse
se

Exercise is one of the most
common triggers of asthma
symptoms. In many people,
exercise brings on coughing,
wheezing, or shortness of
breath during or after exercise.
Still, exercise is the one trigger
you should NOT avoid. When
your symptoms are well
controlled, exercise is good
for your lungs.

R

Put a
next to the things
you’ll do to control your asthma.
Preventing illness is the key.

Take care of yourself:
Get plenty of rest, eat a
healthy diet, and exercise
regularly. If possible, avoid
being around people who
are sick.
Get a flu shot once a year in
the fall.
Wash your hands often to
prevent the spread
of germs.

You should be able to be
active without symptoms.

If exercise is one of your
triggers, talk to your doctor.
Your doctor may recommend
the following strategies:
Take medication 5 to 10
minutes before you begin
exercise.
Warm up for 10 minutes
before exercise to help your
body adjust to changes in
breathing and temperature.
Get some aerobic exercise
every day. Aerobic exercise
is anything that gets your
heart pumping a little faster.
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Q

IrrItAnts in the
AIr such as smoke,
pollution, odors,
fumes, and sprays

The air we breathe — both
indoors and out — contains
pollutants that can irritate lungs
and cause asthma symptoms.
Among the worst of the
airborne irritants is tobacco
smoke from cigarettes, pipes,
and cigars. Smoke from woodburning fireplaces, kerosene
heaters, and gas stoves can
also cause problems for people
with asthma. Other airborne
irritants include industrial and
exhaust fumes, aerosol sprays,
perfumes, and fumes from
paint, glues, and household
cleaning products.

Tips
the best strategy is to avoid
airborne irritants whenever
possible.

Get rid of your swamp
cooler — use central air
conditioning. If this isn’t
possible, at least use an air
conditioner in your bedroom.
Watch the news for pollution
alerts (high ozone days), and
be ready to step up your
treatment if necessary.
If you smoke, quit. Ask family
members to quit smoking, too.
Don’t allow smoking in
your home.

Ozone notes

Be sure no one smokes at
your child’s day care center.

Ozone is created when
the sun’s heat and light act
upon gases and pollution
in the air. It’s bad to
breathe — especially for
people with asthma, and
especially during May to
September, the “ozone
season” when ozone
levels are highest.

Don’t use wood burning
stoves, fireplaces, or kerosene
heaters to heat your home.
Avoid perfumes and
perfumed products such as
talcum powder, candles, and
hairspray.
Reduce strong cooking odors
by using an exhaust fan and
opening windows when
you cook.
Don’t stay in your home,
school, or work site if it’s
being painted.
If gas fumes irritate your
airways, have someone else
pump your gas for you.
If you can’t get rid of irritants
in the ways described above,
use an indoor air-cleaning
device. A HEPA (highefficiency particulate air)
purifier is a good one to try.

Protect your health by
following these tips:
•

From May to September,
get your outdoor physical
activity before noon or
after 6:00 PM.

•

If you are physically
active between noon
and 6:00 PM, stay indoors
or keep your physical
activity light to moderate
(walk instead of run).
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ALLerGens such as animal
dander, pollen, molds, dust mites,
cockroach droppings, and certain
foods and food additives
Allergens are things that cause you to
have an allergic reaction. In some people,
allergens can also trigger asthma symptoms.

Tips
everyone with persistent asthma should have
allergy testing to determine if allergies are a
factor in their asthma.
once you know your allergens, the best strategy
is to avoid or reduce your exposure to them
whenever possible.

For allergens you can’t avoid or reduce, ask your
healthcare provider for a referral to an allergist
who can provide a series of allergy shots (called
immunotherapy). Allergy shots have been shown
to help asthma that is triggered by allergies.
Get rid of your swamp cooler. Use central air
conditioning. If this isn’t possible, at least use an air
conditioner in your bedroom. This can help protect
you from a variety of airborne allergens.
If possible, use a central vacuuming system.
This will pull allergens out of the house.
Or, use a vacuum cleaner with a HEPA filter.

Animal dander. Contrary to what many
people think, it’s not the animal’s fur that
people are allergic to. The culprit is actually
a protein found in pet’s dander (flakes of
skin) and saliva. Even if you have a shorthaired animal or an animal that doesn’t
shed — and even when you keep animal
hair cleaned up — a lot of the dander will
remain behind.

If possible, remove the animal from your home,
and avoid visiting family or friends with pets.
At a minimum, keep pets off of the bed and
out of the bedroom.
Block heating vents, or place filters over them.
When possible, remove cloth-covered furniture
from your home.
Replace carpets with solid surface flooring.
If you have a pet, consider a HEPA filter to clean
the air in your home. (HEPA filters help pick up
the small, fine dander that cats produce, though
they may be less effective in picking up dander
from dogs.)
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Pollen. Pollens are powder-like substances

Keep windows in your house and car closed.

produced by blooming trees, grasses, and
weeds. Pollens usually cause seasonal
allergies, sometimes called “hay fever.“
If you tend to have symptoms like sneezing
or an itchy nose or eyes at certain times of
the year, you might be allergic to pollen.
Another sign that pollen may be a trigger
for you is if your asthma worsens at
particular times of the year.

During allergy seasons, limit outdoor activities on
windy days and when pollen counts are high.
Keep lawns short (no more than 2 inches high) to
minimize flowering. Make sure your yard is free of
weeds such as pigweed and ragweed.
Use central air conditioning — or at least a room
air conditioner — to stay cool indoors. If you can’t
get rid of your swamp cooler, a HEPA filter may
help reduce pollen.

Trigger
Molds. Molds that grow in warm, damp,
and poorly lit places — like your bathroom,
closets, basement, and even behind
wallpaper — may cause asthma symptoms.
In dry areas of the West, mold is mostly a
problem in homes with swamp coolers or
humidifiers, or homes that have been
water-damaged.

Tips
Use central air conditioning (not a swamp
cooler!) during the summer months. Don’t use
a humidifier.
Increase ventilation in damp areas (kitchen,
bathrooms, etc.) by installing exhaust fans.
Regularly clean mold-prone areas with a cleaner
that has bleach in it.
Limit the number of house plants you keep in
your home.
Shake excess water off of shower curtains. Don’t
let water collect in dish drainers, plant trays, or
refrigerator drip pans.
If your home has persistent mold growth from
water damage, you’ll need to replace the
damaged area. For example, you may need to
replace damaged wallboard inside a wall.

Dust mites. Dust mites are tiny
insects — too small to be seen with the
naked eye — that feed on human skin.
Even if your home is clean, there’s still
enough dust to support millions of
dust mites.
Dust mites thrive in warm, humid
environments. They’re usually not a
problem in dry areas of the West
(but might be if you have a swamp
cooler). Dust mites especially love
places like mattresses, pillows,
carpets, curtains, stuffed animals,
and furniture upholstery.

If you test positive for dust mite allergy:
Wash bed linens and stuffed toys at least once
a week in HOT water to kill dust mites. The
temperature of the water must be hotter than
130° to kill the mites. (Everything on the bed
should be washable with hot water — sheets,
pillowcases, any stuffed animals — or have a
special allergy cover.)
Put airtight covers around mattresses, box springs,
pillows, and comforters.
If possible, replace wall-to-wall carpeting with
solid surface flooring and washable throw rugs.
Regularly wipe furniture with a damp cloth each
month during the winter season. Place filters over
heater vents.
When possible, replace upholstered furniture
with wood, leather, and vinyl furniture that can
be easily wiped clean.
Keep indoor humidity to less than 50%. In dry
areas of the West, this is usually easy to do
(unless you have a swamp cooler or humidifier).
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Tips

Cockroach droppings. Droppings and

Keep food covered and out of the bedroom.

remains from cockroaches may cause an
allergic reaction and asthma symptoms in
some people. Cockroaches aren’t common
in the Intermountain West — although
reports suggest that their numbers are
increasing.

Remove garbage from your house daily.

Certain foods and food additives.

Avoid the food that’s causing your allergic
symptoms.

Foods that most frequently trigger allergic
reactions in children include eggs, milk,
wheat, soy, fish, corn, and peanuts. In
adults, fish, shellfish, and nuts are common
allergens. Asthma can also be triggered
by sulfites, an additive found in processed
foods and drinks (such as dried fruits, fruit
juices, vegetables, and wines).

Q WeAtHer
A sudden blast of cold air, excess heat and
humidity, and dry climates can all trigger
asthma symptoms.

Keep counter tops and oven tops clean.
Set bait traps or use professional pest control
services. Spray insecticides, but only when the
person with asthma is out of the house.

Read ingredient labels.
Ask questions at restaurants.
Ask your healthcare providers what to do
in case you are accidentally exposed to food
allergens. (You may need to carry special
medication in case of an exposure.)

Protect your body from extremes in
temperature and humidity.
In cold weather:

Dress appropriately. Wear a scarf over your nose
and mouth to keep your breath warm and moist.
You can also wear one of the special masks made
for people with asthma.
Breathe in through your nose rather than your
mouth to help warm the air before it reaches
your lungs.
In hot, humid environments:

Use air conditioning in your home and in
your car.
Drink plenty of fluids.
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Having trouble with your triggers? Keep a record.
If you’re not sure which triggers affect you, make a note each time
an asthma flare-up occurs. Keep track of the following:
•

Where you were (at work, school, in your home, outside)

•

What you were doing (running, vacuuming, petting the cat)

•

When it happened (at night, after eating, during or after exercise, when stressed or excited)

As you build your record, you should start to notice patterns that may help you identify your triggers.

Trigger
Q eMotIonAL stress
Emotions don’t cause asthma. But strong
emotional reactions like laughing, crying,
and sighing may trigger symptoms, especially
if your asthma isn’t under control. Family and
job-related stresses can bring on asthma
symptoms in adults. In children, asthma
symptoms may be triggered by a divorce,
a death in the family, or even the start of a
new school year.

Q sLeeP
For many people, asthma symptoms occur at
night. This is called nocturnal asthma. Nocturnal
asthma can be brought on by a number of
factors — allergens in the bedroom, a drop
in body temperature, and
heartburn (or GERD,
gastroesophageal
reflux disease).

Q MedIc AtIons
Some medications, especially those
that contain aspirin, may cause
asthma symptoms. Medications
called beta blockers, which are used
to treat a variety of conditions, can
also make asthma worse.

Tips
try to remain calm.

Take deep breaths.
Consciously slow your breathing by counting
while you breathe in and out.
Do any activity
that distracts
and relaxes you.

try to find out why your asthma is worse at
night, and then eliminate those causes.

Keep your bedroom clear of allergens and
follow your Asthma Action Plan.
Treat gastroesophageal reflux disease.
If you often have asthma symptoms at
night, your asthma is not controlled.
Contact your doctor for an adjustment to
your treatment plan.

Consult with your healthcare provider or
pharmacist before you take medications other
than the ones that have been prescribed for
your asthma.
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