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Simple Strategies For Improving Your Cough
By John Bottrell, RRT · June 14, 2017

Some people with COPD tend to produce lots of mucus and have trouble coughing
it up. This mucus can obstruct airways, increase your risk for developing lung
infections, and may cause flare-ups.

How to improve your cough with COPD

Hydration

Most experts recommend drinking 8-10 cups of water throughout the course of
the day. If you aren’t drinking enough, mucus can become thick and hard to cough
up. Well hydrated airways produce mucus that is thin and easy to cough up. So,
drinking plenty of water, and staying hydrated, is a key element to any strategy for
improving your cough. However, just make sure you get permission from your
doctor before increasing your fluid intake.

Diaphragmatic breathing

This is also known as abdominal breathing. Make sure you are breathing properly
so that you can generate an effective cough. The most effective breathing strategy
involves inhaling slowly through your nose while your diaphragm moves down and
your stomach out. You should exhale slowly through pursed lips while your
diaphragm moves up and your stomach in.

Deep Cough

The best way to generate a cough is by sitting up in a chair. A chair is ideal to
sitting on the edge of a bed because your feet will be supported, thereby
enhancing your cough effort.  Make sure you are effectively doing diaphragmatic
breathing. When you are ready, take in as deep a breath as you can through your
nose (make sure your stomach goes out). Then, as forcibly exhale this air as your
stomach goes inward. This mimics a natural cough and can help move secretions
into your upper airway to be spit up.

https://copd.net/author/john-bottrell/
https://copd.net/author/john-bottrell/
https://copd.net/living/pneumonia-need-to-know/
https://copd.net/basics/acute-exacerbations/
https://copd.net/living-with-copd/pulmonary-rehab/breathing-strategies/
https://copd.net/guest-expert/pursed-lips-are-not-just-for-kissing/
https://copd.net/living/not-just-cough/
https://copd.net/symptoms/mucus/


11/16/2020 What Can I Do to Improve My Cough With COPD?

https://copd.net/living/strategies-improving-cough/ 2/4

Huff Cough

Again, sitting in a chair is helpful. Make sure you are diaphragmatically breathing.
When you are ready, take in a deep breath and hold it for a second to allow air to
get behind the mucus. Then, exhale making three rapid huffs. It should sound like,
“Ha, Ha, Ha.” Then you should continue to use diaphragmatic breathing. This
should be repeated three times, or until the mucus is brought up. Some people
with COPD find this method useful because it is less forceful and therefore less
likely to irritate airways and cause shortness of breath.

Flutter Valve Devices

Two common examples include Acapella and Aerobika, and they can be purchased
online. They are light, handheld devices that you exhale into. When you do this,
you will be exhaling against a pressure while feeling vibrations. The idea here is
that the pressure and vibrations help to open your lower airways, break up thick
mucus, knock it off airway walls, and force it up from to the back of your throat
where it can easily be cleared with a cough.

The best strategy for using one requires you to sit up in a chair with your feet
supported. You should begin by doing diaphragmatic breathing while holding the
device. When you are ready, take in as deep a breath as you can. Insert the device
into your mouth and create a seal using your lips. Exhale into the device. You will
feel some resistance and vibrations when you exhale. This should be repeated ten
times or until you feel you need to cough. Use one of the coughing strategies
described above if necessary.

The nice thing about all these strategies is they are all things you can easily do by
yourself. They help keep your airways clear of secretions so you can breathe easier
and live better with COPD.

This article represents the opinions, thoughts, and experiences of the author; none of this content has been paid
for by any advertiser. The COPD.net team does not recommend or endorse any products or treatments
discussed herein. Learn more about how we maintain editorial integrity here.
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Comments

BeverlyDeMarco 9 months ago

I AM GETTING ACAPELLA DEVISE TOMORROW SO WILL LET YOU KNOW HOW I DO WITH IT. DOES

ANYONE HAVE ANY ADVISE FOR ME OR SUCESS WITH USING THA ACAPELLA DEVISE?

Lyn Harper, RRT moderator  9 months ago

Hi Beverly – That’s great!! My advice is to use it exactly as your doctor tells you to. It’s a

relatively simple device to use. Initially your doctor will probably set the resistence or tell you

what to set it at. If not, set it at the lowest resistence and work your way up as you feel you can.

It’s usually tolerated very well. It can also be used with a nebulizer attached to it if you also take

medications through a neb. 

Make sure you keep a tight seal around your mouth as you blow out. If you can’t, some people

will hold their nose closed or use a nose clip. 

I can’t wait to hear what you think! Please let us know. 

Lyn (site moderator)

JoanneC 3 years ago

I have tried the flutter valve devices to help deal with the phlegm issue for chronic cough that is non-

productive and which can cause a spasm due to internal triggers. While they were extremely helpful,

I’ve found my best improvement was to add “Marshmallow Root” dietary supplement to my daily meds

intake, and the cough spasms have been reduced dramatically.

I’d love it if you could write about any supplements that you might find helpful for patients dealing

with COPD and trying to remain as well as possible, all challenges considered.
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MargaretC 3 years ago

I have found giving my husband pure pineapple juice both helpful in thinning the mucus thus allowing

it to be expelled and also suppresses a nagging cough.

Leon Lebowitz, BA, RRT moderator  3 years ago

Hi MargaretC and thanks for your post. We appreciate you sharing the tips that work for your

husband with our online community. If it works so well – just keep up the good work! 

All the best, 

Leon (site moderator)
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