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Questions 
for Dr Thapelo Motshudi 

What is emphysema?

Emphysema is a disease in which there is permanent destruction of parts of, or the entire 
lung. This then leads to a reduction in the amount of air one can take in while breathing. 
Emphysema is commonly referred to as COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease), but 
in fact, emphysema and chronic bronchitis are two types of COPD. In the past asthma was 
the 3rd disease state in this grouping, but it is no longer considered as such.

What are the risk factors?

Cigarette smoking is the most common cause of emphysema, and it is projected that about 
20% of those who smoke a pack a day will develop the disease. Cigars and pipe smoking are 
next, as well as second hand smoke. In addition, there are some occupational and 
environmental pollutants that increase one’s risk of acquiring emphysema. For example, 
women in developing countries who spend years cooking with fires lit from wood, animal 
dung and coal are also at risk. There are some genetic diseases that also predispose one to 
emphysema, whether one smokes or not.

What are the symptoms?

Emphysema is slowly progressive, and usually by the time one feels sick enough to consult 
a doctor the disease would have progressed significantly. Most patients start being 
symptomatic in their 50’s, after a lifetime of smoking, and they present with a chronic 
productive cough that is usually worse in the mornings. It is commonly called a “smoker’s 
cough”, and the sputum is mainly clear or white, unless there’s an underlying acute lung 
infection. This then progresses to chronic difficulty in breathing, called dyspnea, which is 
initially noticed when doing physical activity, but then goes on to be there all the time. 
Some people start wheezing as well. 

Patients with the disease have a significantly poor quality of life. Activities that everyone 
else takes for granted, like walking, sleeping, swimming and air travel, create significant 
distress at best, or are impossible to perform at worst. There are other conditions that can 
look like emphysema, including heart failure and chronic asthma, however there are tests 
that can be done to differentiate these. 

How is it diagnosed?

The most important aspect of diagnosing emphysema is the type and duration of one’s 
symptoms, especially if there is a long history of smoking. There are blood tests that your 
doctor might choose to perform to help narrow down the list of diagnostic possibilities. 
Chest x-rays and/or scans will then be performed, and these tend to show characteristic 
features of the disease. Then your doctor will either perform, or refer you, for tests that 
evaluate the functioning of the lungs, assessing how much air you can take in during one 
breath, and how much you can breathe out. 

What is the treatment?

Since emphysema is irreversible, the main aims of treatment are mainly to relieve 
immediate symptoms, to stop the disease from progressing, and to treat complications. It 
stands to reason that the most effective step is to stop smoking, which leads to a 
considerable improvement in most patients’ condition. There is medication that is also 
prescribed to help the lungs take in more oxygen when breathing, and some drugs 
decrease the amount of inflammation in the airways. Quick treatment of acute infections 
is also important. If these do not work then the patients are put on constant oxygen 
therapy, which they have to carry around with them all the time in a cylinder. In some 
instances surgery is performed to remove parts of the damaged lung. And lastly, one can go 
on to have a lung transplant, although this does not help to prolong life that much, but 
certainly improves the quality of life.
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