
pirometry is a simple breathing test. It 
measures how much air flows in and out of 
your lungs. If you have symptoms that could 

be a sign of asthma—like shortness of breath—
you should have a spirometry test. Here’s why:

Asthma and other diseases can have the same 
symptoms.
When you have asthma, the lining of the airways 
in the lungs swells and the muscles around the 
airways get tight. Then the airways get narrow. 

When you breathe, you have trouble moving air out 
of your lungs. As a result, you may cough, wheeze, 
feel short of breath, or have tightness in your chest. 
Exercise or cold air may make the symptoms worse.

However, those same symptoms can also be a sign 
of other lung problems, such as a common cold, 
bronchitis, or pneumonia. They can even be 
symptoms of heart disease and other diseases.

It is important to know the cause of your symptoms 
to make sure you get the right treatment. The 
treatment for asthma is very different from the 
treatment for pneumonia or heart disease.

Spirometry for asthma 
When you need the test—and why
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Spirometry helps diagnose and manage asthma. 
A spirometry test can confirm whether you have 
asthma or another disease. And it helps your 
health-care provider decide on your treatment. 

A spirometry test can also show how well your 
treatment is working. If follow-up spirometry tests 
show that your asthma is well controlled, your 
treatment is working. If it shows that your asthma 
is not under control, your doctor may need to 
change your medicine or give you more medicine.  
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The following steps can help to control asthma: 
• Ask for a spirometry test if you have 
symptoms. Many health-care providers can do 
the test in their office. If not, your doctor can refer 
you to a specialist to have the test. Tell the person 
doing the test about any symptoms you have that 
only occur during exercise. 
• Take your medicine. 
People with asthma 
usually need to use an 
inhaled corticosteroid 
daily, such as beclo-
methasone or flutica-
sone, to help prevent 
an asthma attack. You 
may also need a short-
acting inhaled medicine, 
such as albuterol, to 
help relieve symptoms 
quickly. Be sure to use your inhalers as directed. 
If you need the short-acting medicine more than 
twice a week, call your doctor. 
• Avoid triggers. Allergies to pollen, mold, pets, 
cockroaches, or dust mites can trigger asthma 
symptoms. For hay fever, stay indoors when the 
pollen count is high. For indoor allergies, wash 
your bedding in hot water once a week, run an air 
conditioner or dehumidifier, and put an allergy-
proof cover over your mattress and pillows. 
• Stay active. If exercise makes your asthma 
worse, ask about taking a short-acting medicine 
before you exercise. 
• Protect yourself from colds and flu. They 
can trigger asthma symptoms. Wash your hands 
often, and get an annual flu shot. 
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Skipping the test has risks. 
Many people who need a spirometry test never 
have one. Some health-care providers only rely on 
symptoms to decide whether a patient has asthma 
or another disease. 

If your doctor assumes you have asthma without 
giving you a spirometry test, you could be taking 
asthma drugs when you don’t need them. And the 
real cause of your symptoms would not be treated. 

On the other hand, you and your doctor might 
assume the cause of your symptoms is a mild 
problem, when in fact it is asthma. If your asthma is 
not treated, you could have severe asthma attacks. 
About nine people die from asthma attacks every 
day in the U.S. Untreated or poorly managed 
asthma can also cause scarring in the lungs, which 
can lead to COPD. Once the lungs are scarred, 
asthma medicines won’t work as well. 

The test can save money.
A spirometry test generally costs less than $100. 
Not having the test can cost a lot more money. If the 
test shows that you do not have asthma, this can save 
you $200 to $300 a month for asthma medicines. 
If you do not have the test and you have asthma, an 
emergency room visit for an asthma attack can cost 
$3,500 or more. 
 
When should you have a spirometry test?  
Children age five or older, and adults of any age, 
who have asthma-like symptoms should have a 
spirometry test. Your health-care provider should 
also do a physical exam and a full medical history. 
If the test shows that you have asthma, your doctor 
should prescribe asthma medicine. Then you should 
be retested four to six weeks later. If your test results 
improve, your treatment is working. You may even 
be able to take less medicine. If your symptoms get 
worse, you should have another spirometry test. If 
your symptoms are controlled, you should have a 
test at least once every year or two. 


