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Occupational Lung Diseases 

 

The World Health Organization states that 2.4 million people die each year from 

various types of lung conditions that can be attributed to air pollution; specific to 

the US, that’s more than 500,000 deaths each year.  Most of these deaths came 

about from simply breathing air, the chance of developing a lung condition 

increases as the quality of the air you breathe decreases.   

 

The American Lung Association describes these lung diseases as “a group of 

illnesses that are caused by either repeated, extended exposure or a single, severe 

exposure to irritating or toxic substances that lead to acute or chronic respiratory 

ailments”.   In 2008, 14,800 cases were reported by private industry employers 

with an additional 7,800 cases coming from state and local governments. 

 

There are two main types of occupational lung diseases: 

 

 Diseases that aren’t specific to your occupation but that are aggravated at 

work, like occupational asthma 

 

 Diseases that are related to a specific occupation, like asbestosis or silicosis. 

 

Some of the common occupational lung diseases include Mesothelioma, asbestosis, 

black lung, brown lung and sick building syndrome.  Other workplace diseases 

include occupational asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (or COPD) and 

silicosis. 

 

Obviously the quality of the air you breathe while at work plays a role in the 

chances of your developing one of these diseases.  The air at some workplaces is 

often very dusty.  The dust alone can cause lung irritation but if the dust contains 

silica or asbestosis fibers, there is a greater likelihood of developing a more serious 

condition. 
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It’s also important to acknowledge the effects that smoking adds to this risk.  Some 

studies show that construction workers who also smoke greatly increase their 

likelihood of developing a very serious lung disease.   

 

While occupational lung diseases are most times incurable, you must also realize 

that they are preventable.  Improved worksite ventilation, using the proper PPE 

(something as simple as a face mask can decrease the amount of dust that’s 

inhaled) and quitting smoking are key factors for prevention.  There may be 

different work procedures that can help decrease the amount of dust that is 

generated during normal tasks- check with your supervisor about these and other 

ways to help decrease you chanced of developing an occupational lung disease. 

 

 

.    

 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

How are occupational lung diseases preventable? 

 

Why does smoking increase your risk of developing an occupational lung disease? 
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