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The Public Health Impact of Asthma
Introduction
Asthma is a long-term inflammatory condition that affects the airways and causes them to narrow, making it difficult to breathe. The condition varies in severity and can present with episodes known as asthma attacks or flare-ups. Typical signs and symptoms include wheezing, chest tightness, shortness of breath, and coughing, particularly at night or early in the morning (NHS, 2024). Asthma can affect individuals of all ages, although it commonly begins in childhood. For many people, asthma is a lifelong condition that requires continuous management to prevent flare-ups and maintain quality of life.
Worldwide, asthma is recognised as a major public health problem. The World Health Organization (2023) reports that around 262 million people are currently living with asthma, making it one of the most common chronic respiratory diseases. In the UK, approximately 5.4 million people receive treatment for asthma, including 1.1 million children (Asthma + Lung UK, 2023). These figures highlight the scale of the condition and its impact on individuals, families, and healthcare services. The high number of cases, combined with the unpredictability of asthma attacks, demonstrates the importance of effective prevention, treatment, and public health strategies.

Signs and Symptoms
Asthma symptoms can vary between individuals but commonly include wheezing, coughing, chest tightness, and breathlessness. Symptoms often worsen at night, during exercise, or when exposed to triggers such as cold air, pollen, or smoke (NHS, 2024). Some people experience symptoms every day, while others only have occasional flare-ups. Recognising early symptoms is important for preventing severe attacks and improving long-term asthma control. Understanding triggers also allows individuals to make lifestyle changes that help reduce the risk of an attack.

Consequences of Asthma for the Community and the NHS
Asthma affects communities and health services in several ways. For individuals, asthma can interfere with daily life, especially when symptoms are poorly controlled. People may experience difficulty exercising, disrupted sleep, or frequent absences from school or work. For some people, symptoms can affect their confidence in social or physical activities, limiting participation and reducing their overall quality of life. In severe cases, asthma attacks can be life-threatening and require urgent medical treatment. The emotional impact is also significant, as individuals may feel fear or anxiety about the possibility of an attack, especially if they have experienced one before.
Families and carers are often involved in supporting individuals with asthma, particularly children. Parents may need to monitor symptoms, manage inhaler use, and attend medical appointments. This can lead to increased stress and financial pressures if time off work is required. In households with multiple children or tight schedules, managing asthma can be especially challenging.
Asthma is more common and often more severe in communities facing deprivation. Poor housing conditions, dampness, mould, smoking within the home, and high pollution levels all contribute to worse asthma outcomes (Public Health England, 2021). These reflect the Dahlgren and Whitehead (1991) model, which explains how health is influenced by layers of social determinants. For example, people living in low-income areas may have limited access to green spaces, higher exposure to traffic pollution, and poorer-quality housing, all of which increase asthma risks. This highlights how asthma is not only a medical issue but also a social and environmental one.
Asthma places a significant strain on the NHS. Asthma + Lung UK (2023) report that asthma leads to around 60,000 hospital admissions each year, many of which are preventable through earlier intervention. More than £1 billion is spent annually on asthma-related care, including medications, emergency treatment, GP appointments, and hospital stays (NHS England, 2022). Seasonal pressures, such as cold weather or high pollen levels, also increase the demand for emergency services, creating additional pressure on hospitals.
Children with uncontrolled asthma may also miss substantial amounts of school. Asthma remains one of the leading causes of school absence due to chronic illness in the UK (Royal College of Paediatrics, 2022). Missed lessons can affect educational attainment, confidence, and participation in activities such as sports or outdoor learning.

How Asthma Is Controlled
Asthma management involves prevention, medical treatment, lifestyle changes, and environmental controls. Public health strategies aim to reduce exposure to triggers, raise awareness, and improve air quality. Air pollution is a major cause of asthma symptoms and flare-ups. Government approaches such as Clean Air Zones help reduce pollution in high-traffic urban areas (UK Government, 2023). Smoke-free campaigns and policies also play a key role, as exposure to tobacco smoke significantly increases asthma symptoms.
Clinically, asthma is controlled through the use of inhalers. Reliever inhalers provide quick relief from symptoms, while preventer inhalers reduce inflammation in the airways and help prevent future attacks. NICE (2022) recommends annual asthma reviews to assess symptoms, inhaler technique, and treatment effectiveness. Individuals with ongoing symptoms may require additional therapies such as combination inhalers or biologics. These regular reviews help ensure asthma remains controlled and reduce the risk of emergency hospital admissions.
Asthma action plans are an important part of management. Personalised plans help individuals recognise early warning signs, adjust medication safely, and know when to seek medical help. Asthma + Lung UK (2023) state that having an asthma action plan can reduce the risk of hospitalisation by up to 40%.
Lifestyle management also plays an important role. Regular physical activity, maintaining a healthy weight, and avoiding triggers such as dust mites or cold air can reduce symptoms. Inhaler technique checks provided by pharmacists are also crucial, as incorrect inhaler use is a common cause of poor asthma control.
Schools and community organisations also have a role. Schools often support children by providing access to inhalers, training staff to recognise symptoms, and monitoring children during sports activities. Local public health teams may run campaigns on allergy awareness, smoking cessation, and early recognition of asthma symptoms, helping to improve community-wide understanding and management.

International Comparison: Canada
Canada has implemented the Canadian Asthma Strategy, which focuses on national education programmes, free inhaler-technique support, and community asthma clinics. These services have contributed to fewer emergency visits and improved symptom control (Canadian Thoracic Society, 2023). Their model shows how community education and accessible asthma services can reduce pressure on healthcare systems. The UK could benefit from adopting similar approaches, particularly in expanding community asthma support and increasing public awareness.

Factors Influencing the Health and Wellbeing of People with Asthma
Asthma is influenced by biological, environmental, psychological, and social factors. Biologically, some individuals are genetically predisposed to asthma. Children with a family history of asthma or allergies are more likely to develop the condition. Allergic conditions such as eczema or hay fever often occur alongside asthma (NHS, 2024), which can make symptoms more severe.
Environmental factors play a major role. Air pollution, poor ventilation, damp housing, mould, and exposure to chemicals or cigarette smoke can worsen symptoms (Public Health England, 2021). Social determinants such as low income, overcrowded housing, and limited access to healthcare services contribute to inequalities in asthma outcomes. People in deprived communities often face multiple overlapping risk factors, which makes asthma more difficult to control.
Psychological wellbeing can also influence asthma symptoms. Stress and anxiety may trigger symptoms or lead to increased use of reliever inhalers. Adults may find that asthma affects their ability to maintain employment, particularly if their work environment includes triggers such as dust or chemicals.
Access to healthcare is another important factor. Individuals who are unable to attend regular asthma reviews due to transport barriers, language barriers, or lack of awareness are at greater risk of poor asthma control. Improving accessibility helps reduce emergency admissions and supports healthier long-term outcomes.

Strategies to Support Individuals and Communities Affected by Asthma
Supporting individuals and communities is essential for improving asthma outcomes.
In schools, children can be supported by ensuring staff are trained to respond to asthma symptoms, providing access to inhalers, creating individual health plans, and reducing triggers such as dust and mould (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). Schools can also educate pupils on recognising symptoms and encourage safe participation in physical activities.
In the workplace, adults with asthma may benefit from adjustments such as reduced exposure to chemicals or dust, flexible working arrangements during flare-ups, or access to occupational health services (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). Employers can also provide training on how to support staff with chronic conditions.
Within communities, public health teams can reduce asthma inequalities by offering smoking cessation services, running asthma awareness campaigns, improving housing standards to address damp and mould, and providing community lung-health screening events. Pharmacies can offer inhaler-technique checks and education, which help individuals manage their condition more confidently.
Together, these strategies support the health and wellbeing of individuals, reduce emergency admissions, and help create healthier communities.

Conclusion
Asthma is a widespread chronic condition that affects individuals, families, communities, and the NHS. Although it is often manageable, asthma continues to contribute to significant healthcare use, school absences, and avoidable hospital admissions. Effective asthma management requires clinical treatment, regular reviews, lifestyle changes, and public health measures. Social determinants such as housing, environmental quality, and income strongly influence asthma outcomes, demonstrating the need for a holistic approach. Combining medical care with strong public health strategies can reduce asthma-related inequalities and improve overall wellbeing.
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