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B r e a t h e  E a s y ®

TRIGGERS
Manage Your Environment



The Breathe Easy® Series was developed to provide Canadians with 
current and accurate information about asthma management. This 

booklet has been developed and reviewed by experts in the field of asthma 
care and Certified Asthma/Respiratory Educators. The authors and reviewers 
encourage you to discuss this information with your doctor, pharmacist, 
asthma educator, and other healthcare providers.

The information in this booklet is not intended to substitute for expert medical 
advice or treatment; it is designed to provide reliable information to help 
you manage your condition. Because each individual is unique, a physician 
must diagnose conditions and supervise treatments for each individual 
health problem.
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Questions? We have answers

Our vision at Asthma Canada is to empower every child and adult in Canada 
with asthma to live an active and symptom-free life. 

Asthma is a lung condition that can lead to emergency room visits, 
hospitalizations, and sometimes death, but death from well-controlled asthma is 
rare and preventable. Most people with asthma can have good asthma control. It 
is just a matter of paying attention to your asthma. Your healthcare practitioners 
can provide you with medications to help you control your asthma, but you can 
also do a lot of things on your own. Making changes to your lifestyle to reduce 
your exposure to things that trigger your asthma symptoms is a large part of 
taking control. 

This booklet is Step 2 in the Breathe Easy® Steps. It will help you identify things 
in your environment that might trigger your asthma and ways you can avoid them.

This booklet is designed for adults with asthma and parents/caregivers who have 
a child with asthma who are searching for answers to the following questions:

What is well-controlled asthma? ......................................................................... 4
How can I control my asthma? ........................................................................... 5
What is the relationship between allergies and asthma? ................................... 8
What are the different types of allergic reactions? ............................................. 9
Common questions and answers about allergies ............................................ 10
What are my allergic triggers? .......................................................................... 12
What are my non-allergic triggers? .................................................................. 14
What can I do to avoid my triggers? ................................................................. 18
Are air cleaners and humidifiers helpful? ......................................................... 21
How can I avoid triggers away from home? ..................................................... 23
How can I reduce the triggers in my home? ..................................................... 24
What is an asthma diary? How can it help me? ............................................... 28

Turn the page for the Breathe Easy® Steps

© 2016 Asthma Canada,
124 Merton Street, Suite 401, Toronto, Ontario M4S 2Z2.
All rights reserved.
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Breathe Easy® Steps

We developed the Breathe Easy® Steps to help you learn 
about optimal asthma control. Use these steps to guide your 
discussions with your doctor, pharmacist, asthma educator, 
and other healthcare providers.

Diagnosis
● Talk to your doctor about your breathing difficulty
● Your doctor conducts tests to confirm whether you 

have asthma 
● Find out about asthma, what it is, and how it can be 

controlled
● This step is discussed in the Diagnosis booklet

Triggers
● Find out what makes your 

asthma worse by keeping a 
diary and getting allergy tests

● Once you know what your 
allergic and non-allergic triggers 
are, learn how to avoid them

● This step is discussed in the 
Triggers booklet

● Additional information 
about allergies and their 
treatment are discussed in the 
Allergies booklet

Medications
● Your doctor may prescribe 

asthma controller medication
● Learn what your medication 

does and how to take 
it properly

● Learn how a written Asthma 
Action Plan can help you 
manage your asthma

● This step is discussed in the 
Medications booklet



http://www.asthma.ca
http://www.asthma.ca
mailto:info@asthma.ca
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What is Well-Controlled Asthma?

Good asthma control

Asthma Canada is committed to helping Canadians with asthma gain control 
of their disease. Your asthma is under control when you:

●  Do not have any breathing difficulties most days 

●  Do not use your blue puffer (reliever) medication four times or more in 
a week

●  Are able to exercise without coughing, wheezing, or chest tightness

●  Can sleep through the night without coughing, wheezing, or chest 
tightness

●  Do not miss work or school because of asthma

●  Have a normal spirometry test (determined by your healthcare 
provider)

Take the interactive quiz on asthma control at www.howmuchistoomuch.ca. It 
can help you figure out if your asthma is well controlled.

http://www.howmuchistoomuch.ca
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Control your asthma

If your asthma is not under control, it could be because:

●  You are exposed to something in your environment that is triggering 
your asthma

●  You are not using the right controller medication for you

●  You are not using your controller medication as prescribed

See the Medications booklet

●  You are not using the right inhaler technique

See the Medications booklet and visit www.asthma.ca

●  Something other than asthma is causing your symptoms

See the Diagnosis booklet and talk to your healthcare provider

In this booklet, you will learn how you can change your environment to reduce 
your exposure to things that make your asthma symptoms worse.

You can control your asthma

http://www.asthma.ca
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Control your asthma

You can control your asthma in two ways:

1.  Avoid your triggers

2. Take asthma controller medication. This is 
discussed in the Medications booklet

Triggers are things in your environment that cause 
worsening of asthma symptoms or asthma attacks. 
Triggers are everywhere. Avoiding triggers that are 
under your control will help you be better prepared 
to deal with the triggers that are more difficult to 
avoid, like pollen, smog, and viruses.

There are two types of triggers:

1. Allergic triggers set off an allergic reaction. Common allergens include 
pollen, pets, and dust mites. Identification of allergic triggers is best 
confirmed by an allergist’s assessment.

2.  Non-allergic triggers are usually irritants. Common non-allergic 
triggers include cigarette smoke, cold air, and certain air pollutants. 

It is important to find out both your allergic and non-allergic triggers so you 
can take steps to reduce your exposure to the things that make your asthma 
worse. Take the time to find out what your triggers are.

Finding out what your non-allergic triggers are may take some effort and time. 
Keeping an asthma diary can help you figure out what non-allergic things you 
are sensitive to. There is a sample diary on page 28. 

Determine your allergic and non-allergic 
triggers so you can take steps to avoid them
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More Triggers = More Medication

Less Triggers = Less Medication
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What is the relationship between 
allergies and asthma?

Asthma and allergies are related, but they are not the same thing. An 
allergy is a reaction to a substance that is usually harmless. These 

substances (“allergens”) can be inhaled, injected, swallowed, or touched. 
Being exposed to an allergen may cause irritation and swelling in specific 
areas of the body, such as the nose, eyes, lungs, and skin. Allergens like 
pollen, animal dander, dust mites, and mould can make asthma symptoms 
worse by increasing the inflammation in the airways, making them more 
sensitive and causing them to narrow. The best way to find out if you are 
allergic to something is to have an allergy assessment done by an allergist. 
Discuss this with your healthcare provider.

Allergens can make 
asthma symptoms worse



9

What are the different types of allergic 
reactions?

Anaphylaxis

Anaphylaxis is a severe, sometimes life-threatening event that requires 
immediate medical attention. Symptoms of anaphylaxis occur suddenly and 

can include a combination of the following: difficulty breathing, hives, tightness 
or swelling of the throat, hoarse voice, nausea and/or vomiting, abdominal pain, 
diarrhea, dizziness, fainting, low blood pressure, “feeling of doom,” and cardiac 
arrest. For more on anaphylaxis, please see the Allergies booklet.

Atopic dermatitis (eczema related to allergic reaction)

Atopic dermatitis, which appears as dry, 
itchy, red patches of the skin, is often 

the first atopic (allergy-related) disease to 
appear in infancy. Many young children with 
atopic dermatitis will develop asthma months 
or years later.

A typical case of atopic dermatitisRhinitis

Rhinitis is inflammation (swelling) of the lining in the nose. It could be caused 
by exposure to allergens such as trees, grass or ragweed pollen, animal 

dander, dust mites, or mould spores. Common symptoms of allergic rhinitis are 
itchy nose and throat, runny or stuffy nose, sneezing, and ear blockage. “Allergic 
conjunctivitis” is the term for watery, itchy, and red eyes due to allergen exposure 
in the environment. Allergies can be seasonal or may occur throughout the year.

Asthma

Breathing an allergen into the lungs leads to swelling of the lining of the 
airways. This causes coughing, wheezing, and shortness of breath. 

Although allergens are common asthma triggers, many people get asthma 
symptoms from non-allergic triggers such as smoke, cold air, viral 
infection, and exercise.
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Common questions and answers about 
allergies

Who gets allergies?

No one is born with an allergy, but you can have a genetic tendency to 
become allergic. If both your parents have allergies, you have a 75% 

chance of also developing them, but not necessarily to the same allergens. 
People with no family history can also develop allergies.

What are the common symptoms of an allergy?

Many people confuse their allergies with having a cold. Colds generally 
last 7 to 10 days and can be passed on to others. Allergies are reactions 

to things that are generally harmless and not contagious. Frequent ear or sinus 
infections, dark circles under the eyes, constant runny nose, sneezing, and itchy, 
watery eyes may be signs of an underlying allergy.

How can I tell if I have allergies?

Testing for allergies can help identify what you are allergic to. Ask your 
healthcare provider about being tested for allergies.

How does one get tested for allergy?

The skin test is the most common test for diagnosing allergy. Skin tests 
are used to identify common allergens like dust mites, pet dander, pollen, 

moulds, and foods. It is a simple test where the doctor or nurse places a small 
amount of allergen on, or just under, your skin. If you are allergic to a particular 
allergen, this small area of skin will get become raised, red, and itchy. Other 
types of allergy tests look at the levels of immune system proteins, called 
“IgE antibodies” in your blood. For more on allergy testing, please see the 
Allergies booklet.
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Should I try allergy desensitization to help my asthma?

Allergy desensitization, or immunotherapy, may be an option for some 
people, but it is not for those with severe or poorly controlled asthma. 

Your allergist will weigh the risks and benefits of allergy desensitization on a 
case-by-case basis. Allergy desensitization is most effective for allergic rhinitis 
that is triggered by seasonal allergens, such as trees, grass, ragweed, and 
Alternaria mould, and some non-seasonal allergens such as dust mites. The 
best way to reduce your risk of allergy-related asthma symptoms is to avoid 
your particular allergic triggers. However, your allergist may also recommend 
allergy desensitization treatments to treat your allergies, especially if a particular 
allergen is unavoidable. If this treatment is recommended for you, it can be 
administered subcutaneously (with a needle under the skin) or sublingually (with 
a droplet or a tablet under the tongue). For more on allergy desensitization and 
other methods for treating allergic rhinitis, please see the Allergies booklet.

Can allergy medications help my asthma?

Allergy medications are not generally used to treat asthma, but they may help 
some people with asthma who have seasonal allergies. If allergens either 

cause or trigger asthma, treatment of allergy with medications may be helpful.

Skin prick test

Allergy tests will 
identify your particular 

allergies. Follow 
your healthcare 

practitioners’ advice 
on how to manage 

your allergies.



http://www.weather.ca
http://www.asthma.ca
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Dust mites

Mould

Pollen

Positive test result:

Positive test result:

Positive test result:

Food Positive test result:

Important Information: A food allergy may cause skin problems 
like itching, rashes, or hives, or intestinal troubles like abdominal 
pain, diarrhea, or vomiting. Food allergies can also cause anaphylaxis, the 
dangerous swelling of the airways that can cause shortness of breath or 
fainting. See page 9 for more information on anaphylaxis. Get tested for 
food allergies and ask your healthcare provider how to avoid foods you are 
allergic to.

Animal dander (pets)
Positive test result:

Important Information: Patients with pet allergy are 
mainly allergic to the animal’s dander (flakes of shed skin), 
saliva, and urine. These pet allergens are very small particles and are in 
the air even if the animal is not present. Even after you get rid of a pet, the 
allergen can remain for months on furniture and in carpets. Animals can also 
carry pollen and mould into the house from outside on their fur. 

If you have asthma and a pet allergy, reducing your exposure to pet allergens 
is the most effective way to help your asthma symptoms. If you don’t already 
have a pet, don’t get one if you have asthma and a known pet allergy. If you 
have a pet and a pet allergy, consider finding a new home for your pet. If you 
decide to keep the pet even though you are allergic, you will be increasing 
the severity of your asthma over time. There is no such thing as an allergy-
free dog or cat. All furred animals shed dander.
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