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Fact sheet one: Breathlessness information &
commonly asked questions

The information given below is designed to help you manage your stable long
term breathlessness. If your breathing is getting worse or you are experiencing
breathlessness as a new feeling, it is important to seek medical advice from your
GP.

Is being breathless harming me?

Breathlessness is not harmful, but it is very unpleasant and frightening. It is
important for you to remain as active as your illness allows you to be. This
information sheet will help you to manage your breathlessness.

Is there anything I can do to stop myself feeling
frightened?

It is very common for people who are breathless to feel frightened and anxious.
These feelings can make your breathing worse. It is important to remind yourself
that breathlessness is not in itself dangerous. There are techniques which you can
use to help reduce anxiety and control it. These include relaxation, positioning
and breathing exercises. You can find out more about these techniques from the
BSS physiotherapist, and a summary of these techniques are provided on Fact
sheet two of this series, entitled Managing Breathlessness.



‘Breathlessness Support Service’ version 1 05-08-2010 (REC ref: 10/H0808/17)

King's College Hospital NHS

NHS Foundation Trust
Patient Information

What else can I do to help with my breathlessness?

Cool air - Cooling your face with cold air or water reduces the feeling of
breathlessness. You can use a small hand held or standing fan, or simply a cool
draught from an open window. You may prefer to use a cold flannel.

Plan - A very important part of controlling breathlessness is to plan your
activities. Decide your priorities and try not to do too much at once or in any one
day. Some activities may fill you with dread as you know they are particularly
difficult for you. In these cases try to ask for help. This may be frustrating for
you, but will allow you to conserve your energy for the things that are important
to you and help your confidence.

Pace - Allow plenty of time and take breaks when you need them. Activity may
increase your feeling of breathlessness but this is normal. With any activity that
you find difficult, such as going upstairs, it is important that you feel in control of
your breathing before you start.

Pace yourself so that you do not become too breathless. Try to arrange furniture
in convenient places to rest, such as an extra chair in the bathroom or hallway.
Tasks involving carrying or bending are often very difficult and ask for
help/advice with these. You may also find it helpful to arrange your house so that
items that you use frequently are kept within easy reach.

If you are going out know where you can rest and if possible take someone with
you to carry the bags! There are many good booklets available with more
information - please ask for details. Remember, it is important to be as active
as you can.
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Are there any drugs that may help my breathlessness?
There are three main families of drugs used to help breathlessness. The most
commonly used drugs from these groups are:

(a) Prednisolone or Dexamethasone (which are steroids): You may have
already taken steroids for another condition as they are commonly used in
medicine. Your doctor can advise you on how to take them.

(b) Morphine: We usually think of morphine as a drug to treat pain, but it can
also be very helpful for breathlessness. You will need a much smaller dose and
sometimes you will take it less frequently than when used for pain relief.

(c) Diazepam: Diazepam, also called Valium, is usually used to treat anxiety, but
it can also help breathlessness. It is usually prescribed at night as it can make
you sleepy. The doctor will often start with a low dose, building up to a higher
dose depending on how it suits you.

Will oxygen help me?

Oxygen may help breathlessness in some people, but it does not help everyone.
While you are here, we will try to find out if you respond well to oxygen. If you
do, we will talk to your family doctor and see if you can have it at home. If you
do not find it useful, it will not be prescribed.

If you find oxygen helpful you can use it at anytime. Some people use it when
they know they are going to be busy such as just before they prepare to walk
upstairs, or just before walking up the road. Other people like to use it now and
again when they have become breathless.



