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Occupational Asthma 

 

Asthma is a lung disease that is most often found in children, however, adults 

diagnosed with asthma is becoming more common.  When adults develop asthma 

as a result of contact with certain irritants or dusts found at work, it is called 

occupational asthma.  Asthma inflames and narrows the airways (the tubes that 

carry air to your lungs) making it harder to get air in and out of the lungs.    It 

causes periods of wheezing, chest tightness, shortness of breath and coughing.   

 

Asthma is typically diagnosed after discussing your symptoms with your doctor.  

Factors will include whether you cough a lot and when, whether your breathing 

issues get worse after physical activity or during a particular time of year, whether 

you have chest tightness or wheezing.  Another way to diagnose asthma is by 

giving you a lung function test called spirometry.  This test measures how much air 

is being moved through your lungs.   

 

People with asthma will occasionally experience what is called an asthma attack.  

During an attack the airways become very small, allowing less air to move through 

the lungs.  This causes a worsening of the person’s symptoms like wheezing and 

shortness of breath. 

 

Anyone with asthma knows that there are usually specific things that trigger an 

attack like stress, tobacco smoke, wood smoke, air pollution or gas fumes.  To 

minimize your chances of having an asthma attack, it’s important to stay away 

from your triggers.  For those that suffer from occupational asthma, this may be 

easier said than done.   

 

Triggers that cause an attack may be part of your job; physical activity, weather 

conditions like thunderstorms, high humidity and breathing cold, dry air.  Other 

common work-related asthma triggers include: 
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• Caulks, sealants and coatings 

• Adhesives 

• Paints, varnishes and or stains 

• Wall coverings 

• Carpeting 

• Vinyl flooring 

• Vehicle exhaust 

 

Since at least some of these triggers are at every worksite, it is important that if 

you have asthma of any kind, you let those you work with know this.  It’s also a 

good idea to explain what to look for to determine if an asthma attack progresses 

to where emergency help should be called.  Some symptoms to look for include: 

 

• Wheezing that occurs when breathing in AND out 

• Coughing that has become continuous 

• Difficult breathing rapid breathing 

• Difficulty talking in complete sentences 

• Becoming pale 

• Becoming anxious 

• Lips or fingernails becoming blue 

 

If these symptoms arise, immediately inform your supervisor, call 911 or your local 

emergency services and try to keep the individual still and calm.  Although you may 

not have asthma, this information may help to save the life of a coworker.  

 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

How is occupational asthma different than childhood asthma? 

 

What should you do if a coworker suffers a severe asthma attack? 
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