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What Happens in the Lungs During Asthma, COPD, and Other 
Respiratory Ailments? 

Respiratory diseases like asthma, Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD), and other 
lung conditions can significantly impair a person's ability to breathe, reducing the amount of 
oxygen that reaches the bloodstream. Oxygen plays a crucial role in supporting the body, 
especially when the lungs are compromised. To better understand how oxygen supplementation 
can help, let's first explore what goes wrong in the lungs when a person experiences these 
respiratory issues. 

Section 1: Asthma – What Happens in the Lungs? 

What Happens in the Lungs During Asthma? 

Asthma is a chronic inflammatory disease of the airways that causes the bronchial tubes to 
narrow and swell, leading to difficulty in breathing. The airways become hypersensitive to various 
triggers, such as allergens, cold air, or smoke, which can cause an asthma attack. 

• Inflammation of the Airways: When an asthma attack occurs, the lining of the airways
becomes inflamed and swollen. This narrowing of the airways makes it difficult for air
to flow in and out of the lungs.

• Increased Mucus Production: The inflammation also leads to increased mucus
production, which further obstructs the airflow and makes breathing more difficult.

• Bronchospasm: The muscles surrounding the airways contract during an asthma attack
(bronchospasm), further tightening the airways and limiting airflow.

How Oxygen Helps in Asthma 

• Improving Oxygenation: During an asthma attack, the lungs are unable to absorb
enough oxygen because the airways are constricted. Oxygen supplementation helps
provide the necessary oxygen that the body is unable to receive due to restricted airflow.

• Easing Breathing: By increasing the oxygen levels in the blood, the body compensates
for the reduced airflow and ensures that organs, including the brain and heart, receive
the oxygen they need. This reduces the feeling of breathlessness and can help alleviate
symptoms during an asthma flare-up.

• Reducing Stress on the Heart and Lungs: Oxygen helps reduce the strain on the heart
and lungs by allowing them to function more efficiently. This can prevent further
complications, such as fatigue or respiratory distress, during an asthma attack.

Benefit: Oxygen supplementation can help improve oxygen levels, alleviate 
breathlessness, reduce strain on the heart, and support the body’s recovery during and 
after an asthma attack. 
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Section 2: Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) – What Happens in 
the Lungs? 

What Happens in the Lungs During COPD? 

COPD is a group of lung diseases, including emphysema and chronic bronchitis, that cause 
airflow blockage and breathing difficulties. It is often caused by long-term exposure to irritants 
like cigarette smoke or air pollution, leading to chronic inflammation and irreversible damage 
to the lungs. 

• Destruction of Air Sac Walls (Emphysema): In emphysema, the walls of the alveoli (air
sacs in the lungs) are destroyed, reducing the surface area available for gas exchange. This
makes it difficult for oxygen to enter the bloodstream and for carbon dioxide to be
expelled.

• Chronic Bronchitis: In chronic bronchitis, the bronchial tubes become inflamed and
produce excess mucus, further narrowing the airways and obstructing airflow.

• Decreased Oxygen Intake: As the lungs become damaged over time, the ability to absorb
oxygen and expel carbon dioxide decreases, leading to low oxygen levels in the blood.

How Oxygen Helps in COPD 

• Increased Oxygen Supply: Oxygen supplementation helps bypass the damaged lungs by
directly delivering oxygen to the bloodstream. This ensures that the body receives the
oxygen it needs to function properly.

• Reducing Shortness of Breath: People with COPD often experience shortness of breath,
especially during physical activity. By increasing the oxygen levels in the body, oxygen
therapy can reduce the sensation of breathlessness and improve exercise tolerance.

• Supporting Organ Function: Low oxygen levels in the blood (hypoxemia) can lead to
complications like heart failure. Oxygen supplementation helps maintain proper
oxygenation, supporting the function of vital organs like the heart and brain.

Benefit: Oxygen supplementation can help alleviate symptoms of COPD by increasing 
oxygen levels in the blood, improving lung function, reducing shortness of breath, and 
supporting overall health. 
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Section 3: Other Lung Diseases – What Happens in the Lungs? 

What Happens in the Lungs During Other Respiratory Conditions? 

There are various other lung diseases that can impair lung function, such as pneumonia, 
pulmonary fibrosis, pulmonary hypertension, and sleep apnea. Each of these conditions affects 
the lungs in different ways, but they all reduce the body’s ability to take in sufficient oxygen. 

• Pneumonia: In pneumonia, the lungs become inflamed due to infection, and fluid
accumulates in the alveoli, reducing the ability to exchange gases efficiently.

• Pulmonary Fibrosis: In pulmonary fibrosis, the lung tissue becomes scarred and stiff,
making it harder for the lungs to expand and contract, limiting airflow and oxygen
intake.

• Pulmonary Hypertension: Pulmonary hypertension occurs when the blood pressure in
the lungs' arteries rises, causing strain on the heart and reducing the amount of oxygen
delivered to the tissues.

• Sleep Apnea: In sleep apnea, the airways collapse or become blocked during sleep,
leading to brief periods of oxygen deprivation.

How Oxygen Helps in Other Lung Diseases 

• Improved Gas Exchange: In conditions like pneumonia or pulmonary fibrosis, oxygen
supplementation helps facilitate the exchange of gases in the lungs. Even if the alveoli
are damaged or filled with fluid, extra oxygen can support the blood’s oxygenation.

• Supporting Breathing During Sleep: In sleep apnea, oxygen can be delivered to the
patient through devices like CPAP machines, which help maintain oxygen levels
throughout the night and prevent oxygen deprivation.

• Reducing Strain on the Heart: In pulmonary hypertension, oxygen helps reduce the
workload on the heart by ensuring that the blood is adequately oxygenated. This reduces
the strain on the right side of the heart, preventing heart failure.

Benefit: Oxygen supplementation provides essential support for lung diseases by 
improving oxygen levels in the blood, easing breathing, reducing the strain on vital organs, 
and promoting overall health. 

Section 4: The Role of Oxygen in Respiratory Health 

What Happens When Oxygen Levels Are Low in the Body? 

The body requires a consistent supply of oxygen for all its cells to function properly. The lungs 
are responsible for absorbing oxygen from the air and transferring it to the bloodstream, where 
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it is carried to organs and tissues. When the lungs are compromised, oxygen levels in the blood 
can drop, leading to a variety of symptoms and complications: 

• Fatigue and Weakness: When the body doesn’t receive enough oxygen, it can lead to
feelings of fatigue, weakness, and low energy.

• Cognitive Decline: The brain relies heavily on oxygen, and insufficient oxygen levels
can impair cognitive function, causing confusion, difficulty concentrating, and memory
problems.

• Organ Dysfunction: Low oxygen levels put a strain on organs like the heart and kidneys,
leading to further complications and possibly organ failure.

How Oxygen Benefits the Body During Respiratory Issues 

• Improved Oxygen Delivery: Oxygen supplementation ensures that the body receives the
oxygen it needs to function, even when the lungs are unable to deliver it efficiently.

• Reducing Symptoms: Oxygen helps reduce symptoms like shortness of breath, fatigue,
and dizziness, improving the quality of life for individuals with respiratory conditions.

• Supporting Overall Health: By improving oxygenation, oxygen therapy helps support
the heart, brain, and other vital organs, reducing the risk of further complications and
supporting long-term health.

Benefit: Oxygen supplementation plays a vital role in alleviating symptoms, supporting 
organ function, and improving the overall health of individuals with respiratory 
conditions. 

Conclusion 

Oxygen plays a crucial role in maintaining respiratory health, especially for individuals with 
conditions like asthma, COPD, and other lung diseases. When the lungs are compromised, 
oxygen supplementation can provide essential support by improving oxygenation, easing 
breathing, and reducing strain on vital organs. It can help alleviate symptoms such as shortness 
of breath, fatigue, and cognitive decline, ensuring that individuals can live healthier, more active 
lives despite their lung conditions. 

For those suffering from respiratory ailments, oxygen therapy offers a significant benefit by 
ensuring that the body receives the oxygen it needs to function properly. Always consult with a 
healthcare provider before beginning any form of oxygen supplementation to ensure it is the 
right approach for your condition. 
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