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En vi ron men tal con trol as part 
of asthma man age ment

Richard Leigh MBChB MSc FCPSA and Staff
Firestone Regional Chest and Allergy Unit, St Joseph’s Hospital, Hamilton, Ontario

En vi ron men tal con trol should be an in te gral part of asthma man age ment. Learn ing about which fac tors (of ten re -
ferred to as al ler gens, trig gers and ir ri tants) in your daily sur round ings may make your asthma worse, and un der -
stand ing how to avoid those fac tors, is the ba sis of en vi ron mental con trol.

What are these environmental factors?
Al ler gens that can worsen your asthma in clude air borne pol lens, ani mal dan der (dead skin flakes), house dust

mites, cock roach drop pings and in door moulds. If your asthma is trig gered by any of these al ler gens, it is im por tant to 
do your best to avoid ex po sure to them.

Some sub stances do not trig ger asthma, but can none the less make it worse. These sub stances, called ir ri tants, in -
clude the fol low ing: air pol lut ants, such as to bacco smoke; fumes from cook ing and ex ter nal air pol lu tion; chemi cals; 
strong odours, such as per fumes; house hold clean ers, paints or var nishes; and chang ing weather con di tions, such as
changes in tem pera ture and hu mid ity, which act by in creas ing pol lu tion and al ler gen con cen tra tions. All of these ir ri -
tants can ag gra vate asthma and should be avoided, if pos si ble.

Why is it important to control environmental factors?
En vi ron men tal con trol should al ways be ini ti ated along with tak ing your pre scribed asthma medi ca tions. If ex -

po sure to al ler gens and ir ri tants is re duced or avoided, then less medi ca tion is usu ally re quired to con trol asthma
symp toms.

How are these triggers recognized?
It is not al ways easy to iden tify which al ler gens or ir ri tants are mak ing your asthma worse. You may of ten get

some idea by main tain ing an asthma di ary, in which you keep a daily rec ord of your symp toms. In this way, you can
de ter mine whether your symp toms are worse on cer tain days and whether you were ex posed to any par ticu lar fac tors
that day – for ex am ple, af ter eat ing cer tain foods or when vis it ing friends who have pets.

Your doc tor or nurse edu ca tor can also help you to de ter mine which fac tors you are al ler gic to by care fully re view -
ing your his tory, along with your asthma di ary, and by per form ing spe cific skin prick tests to see which al ler gens you
re act to. These tests are rela tively pain less, and can be done in most phy si cians’ rooms or asthma clin ics. Your doc -
tor or nurse edu ca tor will then be able to rec om mend con trol meas ures to help you avoid the al ler gens that you are
al ler gic to.

Some peo ple are ex posed to cer tain al ler gens, va pours, dust, gases or fumes in their work en vi ron ment. These can
of ten worsen symp toms in peo ple with pre- existing asthma, and can some times trigger asthma for the first time;
some times they may be rec og nized by daily wheez ing that im proves on week ends or dur ing va ca tions. It is im por tant
that you re view any po ten tial oc cu pa tional ex po sures to such fac tors with your doc tor. He or she will then be able to
de ter mine whether these are con trib ut ing to your asthma.
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How can environmental factors be controlled?
It is some times im pos si ble to elimi nate en tirely ex po sure to all, or even some, of the fac tors that you are al ler gic to. 

How ever, by fol low ing a care ful pro gram of en vi ron mental con trol, it is usu ally pos si ble to at least sub stan tially re -
duce ex po sure to most of them. The fol low ing ex am ples pro vide a guide to the sort of en vi ron mental con trol that can
be achieved by most pa tients with asthma.

Dust mites
One of the com mon al ler gies that patients with asthma have is to house hold dust mites, which are small para sites

that live off the dead skin that we shed. Dust mites ex ist in house dust, and in warm places such as mat tresses, com -
fort ers and pil lows. The fol low ing meas ures can be ef fec tive in de creas ing ex po sure to dust mites.

• The hu mid ity at home, in clud ing the bed room, should be kept be low 50% be cause house dust mites re quire
greater than 50% hu mid ity to sur vive.

• En close mat tress, box spring, pil low and com forter in mite- impermeable cov ers (avail able at most 
re tail stores).

• Laun der bed linen in hot (55°C) wa ter once a week.

• Re move thick car pet ing, where pos si ble.

Household pets
Pets (par ticu larly cats) are a com mon source of al ler gies that can worsen asthma symp toms in many peo ple.

Al though re moval of the pet from the home is the most ef fec tive ap proach to re duc ing ex po sure, most fami lies are
un will ing to do this, but the fol low ing sug ges tions may help pa tients to re duce ex po sure to the fam ily pet.

• Ex clude the pet from the bed room – cer tainly do not let the pet sleep on the bed.

• Use a high ef fi ciency par ticu late air room cleaner, which is ca pa ble of re mov ing over 90% of all pol len,
ani mal dan der, dust mites and smoke par ti cles that pass through the air cleaner.

• Wash ing your pet may tem po rar ily re duce the al ler gic fac tors re leased from their fur, but this should not
be done by the per son with asthma.

Pollens
It may be nec es sary to avoid out side ac tivi ties (in clud ing camp ing and gar den ing) dur ing times of high pol len

counts. Pol len counts are usu ally higher in the spring and sum mer, dur ing hot, dry and/or windy weather, and be -
tween 04:00 and 10:00. Elec tronic air fil ters can re duce in door pol len counts.

Cigarette smoke
Sev eral stud ies have re ported an in creased in ci dence of asthma in chil dren whose moth ers smoke. No smok ing

should be al lowed at any time in the home of some one with asthma.

Occupational exposures
Gen er ally, if your asthma is defi nitely trig gered by ex po sure to chemi cals, fumes or par ti cles at work, you should

move from the area, and meas ures should be taken to re duce your al ler gen ex po sure; if nec es sary, this may re quire
ac tion by a un ion health rep re sen ta tive or the lo cal Min is try of La bour of fi cial. The topic of oc cu pa tional asthma will
be fea tured in a fu ture “In for ma tion for Pa tients” page.

Conclusion
Proper en vi ron mental con trol meas ures will al low you to avoid or mini mize your ex po sure to fac tors that trig ger

your asthma symp toms or flare- ups. This will re sult in fewer asthma symp toms, a reduced need for asthma medi ca -
tion and a bet ter qual ity of life.
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Sources of information on asthma treatment
Sev eral Web sites pro vide in for ma tion on asthma treat ment, in clud ing the fol low ing:

• Ca na dian Lung As so cia tion – www.lung.ca/asthma

• Ameri can Acad emy of Al lergy, Asthma & Im mu nol ogy – www.aaaai.org

• Brit ish Lung Foun da tion – www.lun guk.org

• Ameri can Lung As so cia tion – www.lun gusa.org/asthma

This in for ma tion should not be used as a sub sti tute for the medi cal care and ad vice of your phy si cian. There may be
varia tions in treat ment that your phy si cian may rec om mend based on in di vid ual facts and cir cum stances. This in for ma -
tion may be re pro duced with out per mis sion and shared with pa tients and their fami lies.
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