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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT TREATING PNEUMONIA
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The Normal Role of Your Lungs


The main role of your lungs is to bring fresh air with oxygen into your body and take stale air with carbon dioxide out.  As you breathe, air moves through two types of lung structures.  These are the passageways, such as the windpipe (trachea) and bronchioles and the thin membrane air sacs (alveoli).  The alveoli are where oxygen actually enters your blood stream and carbon dioxide leaves your blood stream.

What Is Pneumonia?

Pneumonia is an infection of your lungs.  It may be caused by different types of germs, such as bacteria, viruses and fungus. As with any infection, there may be swelling of the lung structures and production of mucous.  This may make the movement of air through the passageways and the movement of oxygen from the air sacs into your blood stream difficult.

How Do You Know If You Have Pneumonia?

You can recognize pneumonia by the symptoms of the infection and difficult air movement.  Frequently you feel short of breath.  Other common symptoms include a fever, chills, a cough and sputum which is green, yellow, or rusty colored.  


You may also experience a loss of appetite, unusual sleepiness, loss of energy, or decreased alertness.  If you are older or have a chronic disease, these may be the very first clues you have pneumonia.

What Should You Do If You Think You Have Pneumonia?

The most important thing to do is call your doctor right away.  Pneumonia is a serious disease.  Your doctor will need to examine you to decide if you have pneumonia.

Tests for Pneumonia 


There are several common tests which your doctor may order to find out just how serious your pneumonia is.  You doctor may order one or all of these tests.

Sputum gram stain - your sputum (mucous) sample is dyed and 
examined 
under a microscope.  This will help your doctor 
identify the general type of germ which may be causing your 
pneumonia.

Sputum culture - your sputum (mucous) is placed in a container 
with special material which allows the germ to grow.  This 
takes several days and helps your doctor to identify the specific 
germ which is causing your pneumonia and decide what 
treatment you will need.

Chest X-Ray - this picture of your lungs will show how much of 
your 
lung is infected.

Complete Blood Count (CBC) - a sample of your blood is examined 
under the microscope.  By looking at each type of blood cell 
your doctor can tell if your body is fighting the pneumonia.

Blood Culture - a sample of your blood is placed in a container with 
special material.  Germs which may have gotten into your 
blood will grow in the container.  This helps the doctor to 
decide what treatment is needed.

How Is Pneumonia Treated?

Based on your exam and tests the doctor will choose an antibiotic medication which will kill the bacteria causing your pneumonia.  Many people can take these antibiotics as a pill while they stay at home.  When you fill your antibiotic prescription, the pharmacist will probably give you information about the antibiotic.  If you have any questions, call your doctor.  Do not stop or change the way you take your antibiotics without first speaking with your doctor.  It is very important to take all the antibiotic pills exactly as your doctor ordered them.  Even when you feel better, you must finish the pills.

Your antibiotic is ________________________________________________


The doctor may advise you to take medications to control your fever and any aches or pains you may have.  These medications are

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________


You will need plenty of rest.  You will also need to do deep breathing and coughing exercises every 1 to 2 hours while you are awake.  This will help bring oxygen into your lungs and remove mucous.  These exercises are at the back of this pamphlet on page 7.


You will need to drink at least 8 to 10 glasses of water or juices each day.  This will make it easier to remove the mucous when you cough.  A regular, healthy diet will provide the nutrition your lungs will need to heal.  If it is difficult for you to eat 3 regular meals, try eating 4 to 6 smaller meals.

Why Would You Be Admitted To The Hospital?

If you have a chronic disease or a more serious case of pneumonia, the doctor may admit you to the hospital.  In addition to the basic treatment of pneumonia, the nurse will watch your blood pressure, heart rate, breathing, and temperature very closely, as often as every 2 to 4 hours to start.  As your pneumonia improves, the frequency will change to every 6 hours.


You must let your nurse know if your symptoms change, especially if they become worse.  Shortness of breath, stomach or chest discomfort should be reported immediately.  Shortness of breath is also called “dyspnea”.  Use the Dyspnea scale on page 8 of this pamphlet to tell your nurse exactly how short of breath you feel.


Oxygen may be ordered to decrease your shortness of breath.  Be sure to keep your oxygen device in place, especially if you are out of bed in the chair or walking.  You should sit up in a chair at least 3 times the first day.  You will be encouraged to walk as far as possible 3 times each day, starting on your second day in the hospital.


You may have intravenous (I.V.) fluids to replace fluid you are losing from your fever.  You will still be encouraged to eat and drink.  The I.V. may also be used to give antibiotics directly into your blood stream.  Once your pneumonia is under control the I.V. will be removed and the antibiotics can be given as a pill.  This usually happens 2 to 4 days after you are in the hospital.

Recovery and Going Home

When you are ready to go home a nurse may visit you in your home.  The nurse will be remind you to follow all the instructions in this pamphlet, answer any questions you may have and check to be sure you continue to recover.


You may continue to tire easily once you go home.  Schedule your day to allow for rest periods.  You may also continue to have symptoms such as a cough, shortness of breath and sputum production.  These should gradually go away as you recover.  If they do not go away in a few weeks or get worse, be sure to let your doctor know.


Avoid people with cold and flu symptoms.   Avoid crowds during outbreaks of colds and flu.  Cover your nose and mouth on cold days. Use tissues only once.  Be sure to discard tissues into the trash and wash your hands.  Wash your hands frequently, especially before you eat or touch your face.  This will help prevent germs, (bacteria and viruses) from entering your body

How To Prevent Pneumonia

It is also important for you to know how to decrease your chances of getting pneumonia again.


The next time you see your doctor, ask about receiving a pneumonia vaccine.  This is especially important for older adults or if you have a chronic disease condition.


Ask your doctor about receiving a flu vaccine each fall.  The flu vaccine not only reduces your chances of getting the flu, but it also may prevent pneumonia, which can be a complication of the flu.


If you currently smoke, ask for help to stop smoking.  Smoking will slow your recovery and increase your risk for pneumonia in the future.  Your doctor and nurses have information about ways to stop smoking.



Eat a balanced diet.  If you are unsure of what is considered a balanced diet, a dietician can review this with you.  Routine exercise, as simple as walking 20 to 30 minutes three times a week is important for control of any chronic health problems.  If you have a chronic lung condition, the nurses and respiratory therapists will be reviewing breathing exercises and your medications with you.


In summary, these suggestions will not only help you prevent another episode of pneumonia but will also promote your overall well being and health.

Breathing Exercises
Diaphragmatic Breathing (Belly Breathing) - you should take deep breaths every 1 to 2 hours while you are awake.

1.
Place one hand over your stomach.

2.
Place the other hand over you mid chest.

3.
Take a slow, deep breath through your nose.  The hand over 
your stomach should rise.  Avoid excessive movement of hand 
on mid-chest.

4.
Breath out slowly and passively.  You may use diaphragmatic 
breathing with the pursed lip breathing technique described 
below.

Pursed Lip Breathing - you may use pursed lip breathing whenever you experience shortness of breath.

1.
Take a slow, deep breath in through your nose (inhale to 


the count of 5).

2.
Hold your deepest breath to a count of 5.

3.
Gently pucker your lips as if whistling or blowing out a 
candle.

4.
Exhale, slowly and passively, don’t force air out (exhale to 

the count of 10).  Take twice as long to breathe out as to 


breathe in.

Controlled Cough - you should cough whenever you need to remove mucous.  This will help prevent uncontrolled coughing spells.  Use disposable tissues to remove mucous.

1.
Sit up with your shoulders relaxed and your feet firmly on 

the floor.

2.
Lean slightly forward.  Fold your arms across your abdomen.  
You may use a pillow if it is more comfortable for you.

3.
Take a deep breath through your nose, hold to a count of 
5.

4.
Quickly press your arms inward against your abdomen as you 
count two times.


5.
Relax, breath gently through your nose! 

6.
Rest

7.
Repeat as necessary.

8.
Dispose of tissues in the trash.

9.
Wash your hands.



 

Dyspnea Scale


0
No shortness of breath (SOB)



0.5
Slight SOB or breathing



1



2
Mild SOB or breathing



3
Moderate SOB



4




5
Strong or hard breathing



6




7
Severe breathing or SOB



8



9



10
SOB so severe you need to stop and rest

Please note level of activity at time shortness of breath is evaluated.  Please indicate the level of your shortness of breath by the above scale ( 0 = no shortness of breath; through 10 the most severe).
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