
Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) 
is a term used to describe chronic lung diseases 
including emphysema and chronic bronchitis. 
COPD is characterized by breathlessness. Some 
people with COPD also experience tiredness and 
chronic cough with or without mucus. Let’s break 
down this complicated name into smaller pieces:

What is COPD? This means this disease is not curable. The 
symptoms of COPD may take years to develop. 
Symptoms can vary from person to person 
and they may be more or less severe at times. 
It is important to remember that while COPD 
isn’t curable, it is treatable.

This means that the airflow through your 
lungs is blocked (obstructed). This can be 
caused by swelling and extra mucus in the 
tubes inside your lungs. These airways are 
called bronchial tubes. They look like the roots 
of a tree, with larger tubes leading to smaller 
ones. 

This means that the disease is in your lungs.

This means that your lungs have 
some damage. But with the right 
treatment, your symptoms can be 
managed and the progression of the 
disease can be slowed.
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Infections:
• Pneumonia
• Tuberculosis

Genetics (passed down in families):
• Alpha-1 antitrypsin deficiency
• Other genetic mutations

There is a common myth that COPD is “only a smoker’s disease,” but did you 
know that as many as 25% of people with COPD have never smoked?1

COPD can be related to: 

Anyone Can Get COPD

The symptoms of COPD are not always the same for each person. They can also 
be different from day to day, with some days being better than others. 

Some common symptoms include: 

Do not ignore your symptoms even if you think they are related to 
another health condition. When in doubt, have it checked out!

Common Symptoms of COPD 
More than 10 percent of the world’s adult 

population live with COPD.2

Cough with or 
without mucus

Wheezing Tight feeling in 
the chest

Shortness of 
breath

Many people do not get diagnosed until after age 40, but early signs of 

COPD can be found in adults as young as 20 years old.2,3

It is important to talk to your health care provider as soon as you notice 
symptoms of COPD or if you have a family history of genetic COPD so you 
can get tested. If COPD is found and treated early, damage to your lungs may 
be slowed.3

COPD can progress for years without noticeable symptoms like shortness of 
breath. 

Early-life events:
• Being born early
• Childhood asthma or
respiratory infections

Smoking:
• Tobacco smoke
• Vaping or e-cigarettes
• Cannabis (marijuana)
• Secondhand smoke

Environmental factors:
• Smoke, chemical fumes
• Mold and dust particles
• Indoor and outdoor air pollution2
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