
Important Facts About 
Work-Related Asthma

Asthma is one of the most common and costly chronic health
conditions in the nation. It affects over 38 million Americans at
some point in life and associated costs are estimated to be over
$30 billion annually [1]. 

•In2010,anestimated15millionworking-age(18to64yearsold)adultsintheU.S.had
asthma[2].

•Overall9%ofever-employedadultsintheU.S.withasthmahavebeentoldbyahealth
professionalthattheirasthmaiswork-related.Floridahasthehighestproportionwith
14.1%[3].

•InFlorida,between2007and2010,theproportionofadultsthatbelievedtheircurrent
asthmawascausedormadeworsebyworkrangedfrom45%to59%[4].

•Work-relatedasthmacanoftenbeprevented.

WHAT IS WORK-RELATED ASTHMA?
Asthmaisalungdiseasethatiscausedbyswellingandtighteningofthelungairways
duetoinflammation.Anasthmaattackcanbetriggeredbyairwayinfections,allergens,
chemicalirritantsandpollutants.Asthmathatiscausedormadeworsebytriggersinthe
workenvironmentiscalledwork-relatedasthma.

Work-related asthma falls into two categories:
1.Work-aggravated/Work-exacerbatedasthma:Personswithapreexisting

historyofasthmathatissignificantlyworsenedbyworkplaceexposures.

2.New-onsetasthma
a.Reactiveairwaysdysfunctionsyndrome:Asthmathatoccurswithinafew
hoursofhigh-concentrationexposuretoanirritantatwork.

b.Occupationalasthma:Asthmaresultingfromexposuretosensitizersin
theworkplace.Cantakefromtwoweeksto20yearstodevelop.
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For more information, please contact the Florida Department of Health, Division of 
Disease Control & Health Protection, Bureau of Epidemiology, Occupational Health and 
Safety Program at 850-245-4401,   http://www.floridahealth.gov/healthy-environments/
occupational-health/index.html



WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS OF WORK-RELATED ASTHMA?
(In severe cases, these symptoms can be disabling.)

•Wheezing
•Chesttightness
•Shortnessofbreath

WHAT TRIGGERS WORK-RELATED ASTHMA?
Therearemorethan400substancesfoundinworkplacesthatcantriggeraperson's
asthma.Commonwork-relatedasthma-triggeringagentsincludethefollowing:

•Chemicalsinpaints,cleaningproducts,foams,andotherproducts
•Metalworkingfluids
•Animalsandinsects
•Wood,grain,flour,andlatexdust
•Molds

WORKERS IN MANY DIFFERENT OCCUPATIONS ARE AT RISK 
FOR DEVELOPING WORK-RELATED ASTHMA:

•Bakersandpastrymakers
•Detergentmanufacturers
•Drugmanufacturers
•Farmworkers/Animalhandlers
•Nurses
•Spraypainters
•Welders
•Chemicalworkers

HOW DO I KNOW IF I HAVE WORK-RELATED ASTHMA?
If you think your asthma may be related to work, ask yourself the following questions:

•Aretherethingsatworkthatmakemyasthmagetworseorstartanattack?
•DoesmyasthmastartorgetworsesoonafterIstartwork,orasaresultof
certainactivitiesatwork?

•DoesmyasthmagetworsewhenIgobacktoworkafterbeingawayfrom
workonweekendsorvacations?

HOW IS WORK-RELATED ASTHMA DIAGNOSED?
Anasthmadiagnosisneedstobeconfirmedbyteststhatmayincludealung
(pulmonary)functiontestoraspecificlungirritanttest.Itisimportantthatyouvisit
yourdoctortogetaproperasthmadiagnosis.

DiagnosisDiagnosis

Symptoms • Triggers • OccupationsSymptoms • Triggers • Occupations

•Foodprocessingworkers
•Grainelevatorworkers
•Laboratoryworkers
•Metalworkers
•Millers
•Plasticsworkers
•Woodworkers

 If you answered “yes” to any of these
questions, something at work may be

causing your breathing problems.
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•Coughing
•Eyeirritation
•Nasalcongestion/runnynose



What employers can do:
•Eliminateorreplacetheagentoragentsthatcantriggerasthmainthe
workplace.
•Substitutealesshazardousagentifeliminationisnotpossible.
•Reduceormonitorthelevelofworkexposuretoagentsthattriggerasthma.
•Applyadministrativecontrolssuchaspolicies,procedures,safework
practices,andjobrotation.
•Improvetheworkenvironmentandreassigntheaffectedpersontoa
low-exposurearea.
•Trainemployeesonsafeworkingandhousekeepingmethods.
•Providesafetydatasheet(SDS)thatlistshealthhazardsandsafehandling
andcontrolsteps.

What employees can do:
•Avoidareasofhighirritantexposure.
•Followworksafetypractices.
•Usepersonalprotectiveequipment(PPE).
•Reportanyproblemswithequipmentorventilationsystems.
•Participateinhealthandsafetyprogramsintheworkplace.
•Attendtrainingcourses.
•Participateinroutinemedicalscreeningfortheinitialsymptomsandsigns
ofasthma.

LINKS TO ADDITIONAL INFORMATION ON 
WORK-RELATED ASTHMA
• Asthma Management
Providesthelatestinformationonasthmatohealthprofessionalstohelpimprovetheir
qualityofcarebygathering,analyzing,andsharinginformationonasthma.TheNational
Heart,Lung,andBloodInstitutesetsstandardsforbest-practiceasthmamanagement.
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/guidelines/asthma/

• Work-Related Asthma Case Definitions Surveillance Information 
Thelinkdirectsyoutoanarticletitled,"SurveillanceofWork-relatedAsthmainSelectedU.S.StatesUsingSurveillance
GuidelinesforStateHealthDepartments.”http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/pdf/ss/ss4803.pdf

• Occupational Asthmagens from the Association of Occupational and Environmental Clinics
TheAssociationofOccupationalandEnvironmentalClinicsmaintainsalistofsubstancesthathavebeenreportedas
asthmagensbyexpertsinoccupationalasthma.http://www.aoec.org/tools.htm

• Table of Agents and Substances That Cause Occupational Asthma
400agentsandsubstancesthatcauseoccupationalasthma.Informationisprovidedonthediseasesymptoms,a
diagnosticmethodology,occupationsassociatedwiththesubstance,andlistofkeyreferencedpapers
withdirectlinkstothe"Medline"abstract,ifavailable.http://www.asmanet.com/asmapro/agents.htm

• American Lung Association 
Providesgeneralinformationonoccupationallungdiseases.http://www.lung.org/
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Prevention
CAN WORK-RELATED ASTHMA BE PREVENTED? Yes!

Prevention


