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Patient Education

Bronchiectasis in Adults

The Basics

Written by the doctors and editors at UpToDate

What is bronchiectasis? - Bronchiectasis is a lung condition that causes a
cough (often with mucus), shortness of breath, and other symptoms. In people
with this condition, the airways (the branching tubes that carry air within the
lungs) are wider than normal (figure 1). This leads to an increase in mucus, which
can be hard to cough up. When mucus stays in the lungs, it makes people with
bronchiectasis more likely to get lung infections or bronchitis.

Bronchiectasis has many different causes. These include certain infections or
problems with the body's infection-fighting system (called the "immune system").

Other diseases that can cause bronchiectasis include cystic fibrosis and
pneumonia.

What are the symptoms of bronchiectasis in adults? - Symptoms of
bronchiectasis can include:

® A long-lasting cough - The cough usually brings up thick, sticky mucus. It
can last weeks or even months.

® Shortness of breath or breathing that sounds like whistling (wheezing).

® Frequent bronchitis or other lung infections.

® A cough that brings up blood - This sometimes happens with bronchiectasis.

@ Sharp chest pain - The pain tends to get worse when you take a breath.
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Some patients with bronchiectasis also have chronic sinusitis. This condition can
cause a stuffy nose, pain in the cheeks or forehead, and yellow or green mucus
from the nose.

Should I see a doctor or nurse? - Yes. Call your doctor or nurse if:
® You are coughing more than usual or your cough bothers you during sleep or
other activities
® You have shortness of breath or noisy breathing (wheezing)
® You have new chest pain
® You cough up dark yellow or green mucus, or thick, sticky mucus every day

® You cough up blood

® You have a fever

Will I need tests? - Your doctor or nurse will learn about your symptoms and do
an exam. You might have some or all of these tests:

® Blood tests - These can help find the cause of the bronchiectasis, if it is not
already known.
® Tests on a sample of mucus you cough up (called a "sputum culture")

® Chest X-ray

® CT scan of your chest - A CT scan is an imaging test that creates pictures of
the inside of the body. It can show a detailed picture of your lungs and
airways. A CT scan is usually needed to know if you have bronchiectasis, and
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to see which parts of the lungs are involved.

® Tests to learn how well your lungs are working ("pulmonary function tests")

® A test called a "bronchoscopy" - You might have this test if you are coughing
up blood. During this procedure, a doctor uses a thin tube (called a
"bronchoscope") to look at the airways inside the lungs.

How is bronchiectasis in adults treated? - Doctors can give several different
treatments to help with symptoms and prevent further problems. These can
include:

® Medicines to treat and prevent lung infections, reduce airway inflammation,
and help thin out mucus in the lungs.

® Airway clearance therapy - This involves loosening the mucus in the lungs so
you can cough it up more easily. It is sometimes called "chest
physiotherapy." There is more than 1 way to do this. A doctor, nurse, or
therapist can show you the different ways.

® Pulmonary rehabilitation - This is called "pulmonary rehab" for short. In
pulmonary rehab, you can learn about other ways to improve your
symptoms. This includes getting information about your lung disease,
learning ways to save your energy, and exercising with a therapist.

Less often, people with more severe disease might need other treatments. These
might include:

® Treatment to stop bleeding in the airways - Coughing up a lot of blood can
be life threatening. Doctors can do a procedure called "bronchial artery
embolization" to help stop the bleeding. During this procedure, the doctor
puts a thin tube into an artery in the leg and moves it up to the lungs. Then
they use tiny tools to block the artery in the bleeding area.
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® Surgery - If part of a lung is damaged or keeps getting infected, doctors
might do surgery to remove the most involved areas. But this is rare.

® Lung transplant - This is done at a transplantation center. A surgeon replaces
a person's diseased lungs with healthy lungs. A lung transplant is done only
in people who have severe disease and meet certain conditions.

If the bronchiectasis is caused by another medical condition, doctors will treat
that condition. This could help the bronchiectasis.

Is there anything I can do on my own for bronchiectasis? - If you smoke,
the most important thing you can do is to stop smoking. It does not matter how
long you have smoked or how much you smoke. Quitting can slow your disease
and help you feel better.

Get the flu shot every year (usually in the fall) and the pneumonia vaccine at
least once. Infections like the flu and pneumonia can be very hard on your lungs.

All topics are updated as new evidence becomes available and our peer review
process is complete.
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figure 1: Normal lungs
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The lungs sit in the chest, inside the ribcage. They are covered with a thin
membrane called the "pleura." The windpipe, or trachea, branches into two
smaller airways called the left and right "bronchi." The space between the lungs is
called the "mediastinum.” Lymph nodes are located within and around the lungs
and mediastinum.
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Consumer Information Use and Disclaimer

This information is not specific medical advice and does not replace information
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you receive from your health care provider. This is only a brief summary of
general information. It does NOT include all information about conditions,
illnesses, injuries, tests, procedures, treatments, therapies, discharge instructions
or life-style choices that may apply to you. You must talk with your health care
provider for complete information about your health and treatment options. This
information should not be used to decide whether or not to accept your health
care provider's advice, instructions or recommendations. Only your health care
provider has the knowledge and training to provide advice that is right for you.
The use of this information is governed by the Lexicomp End User License
Agreement, available at
https://www.wolterskluwer.com/en/solutions/lexicomp/about/eula.The use of
UpToDate content is governed by the UpToDate Terms of Use. ©2021 UpToDate,
Inc. All rights reserved.
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