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Understanding Asthma             
 
May is Asthma & Allergy Month. About 3 million Canadians live with asthma and it’s the leading chronic condition 
for children. According to the Asthma Society of Canada, 6 out of 10 Canadians with asthma do not have it under 
control. Asthma can be managed at every age.  
 
Understanding risk factors 
Genetics form the strongest risk factor of developing asthma, but there haven't been any definitive studies 
demonstrating environmental causes. Now a British researcher has found that avoiding exposure to specific 
allergens in the first year of life reduces the development of asthma by half! The allergens included soy, fish, nuts, 
eggs and dairy as well as dust mites. While more study is required to confirm these findings, restricting allergens 
seems to help. 
 
Not just a childhood condition 
It is commonly thought that asthma is a childhood condition, but actually about 40% of asthmatics are diagnosed 
over the age of 40! At this age, it often masquerades as bronchitis, emphysema or sinusitis and can be triggered or 
exacerbated by medications such as ASA, beta-blockers or ACE inhibitors. The take-home message? If you are 
suffering from shortness of breath, wheezing or coughing, talk to your doctor about the possibility of asthma. 
 
Using inhalers effectively 
There are two main types of inhalers used to treat asthma:  "maintenance" inhalers to heal the airways and 
"rescue" inhalers for acute symptoms. Unfortunately, about half of people who need to use their rescue inhaler find 
it either empty or expired. Until the day that inhalers are manufactured with dose counters, the onus is on the 
patient to keep track of their rescue inhaler use. Tally marks on the label or a calendar are both good systems. 
 
A study is underway in the US testing the monitoring of inhaler use. Every time a patient uses his/her rescue 
inhaler, a sensor transmits and records the event and physicians remotely review the usage. Asthma control is 
closely linked to rescue inhaler use; if it is required more than twice weekly, it is an indication of poor control. 
Early study results are demonstrating that physician monitoring can reduce emergency room visits, hospital stays 
and save health care dollars. 
 
Many with asthma suffer unnecessarily, believing that their symptoms are just the way things are but, asthma can 
be managed with minimal impact on lifestyle. Talk to your pharmacist about how. 


