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What should you do if your child is
wheezing?
Wheeze is common, especially in children. It can also very scary, both for
the parent/s and for the child. Despite many parental concerns, wheezing
often isn't due to asthma, although it's more likely to be the cause if your
child has been diagnosed with asthma.

Asthma can be a medical emergency - so if your child is wheezing, it's
important to know the warning signs to look out for and what to do.

What causes wheeze in children?
At least 2 in 5 children have at least one episode of wheezing before they
are 6 years old. When my patients think of wheeze in their children, they
almost always assume it's due to asthma. In fact, there are many other
causes of wheezing - and sometimes, as we'll see later, what sounds like
wheeze in a young child may not be wheezing at all.

Wheezing is a sound that comes from air being breathed out (or less often
in) through narrowed airways. Because children's airways are smaller than
adults, they become narrowed enough to cause wheezing more easily. In
asthma, the airways themselves are narrowed because the muscle lining
the airways contracts. However, mucus or other secretions partially
blocking the airway can also cause wheezing. So too can inflammation of
the lining of the airways. Less commonly, an object you've inhaled can get
stuck in the airways.

Viral infections
The most common reason for wheezing in children is infection with viruses
such as the ones that cause the common cold. This is called 'viral wheeze'.
Many children with viral wheeze aren't short of breath or distressed and
recover quickly with no ill effects.
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Croup is a viral infection most common in children aged between 6 months
and 3 years old. Classically, it gives rise to a barking cough, caused by
inflammation of the vocal cords in the larynx. It can also cause shortness of
breath and it may sound as if your child is wheezing.

Bronchiolitis is also caused by a virus - in this case usually the bronchiolitis
means inflammation of the bronchioles. It is usually caused by a virus
called the respiratory syncytial virus (RSV). It's most common in babies
aged 3-6 months and is much less common in toddlers and older children.
Along with cold symptoms, babies often develop wheezing, rapid breathing
and sometimes difficulty breathing.

Signs to look out for
Regardless of the cause of breathing problems, there are certain signs to
look out for if your child is wheezing or coughing.

They include:

Breathing very fast.
Flaring their nostrils.
Grunting with the effort of trying to breathe.
Seeing the ribs stand out when they breathe in.
Sucking in of the V at the top of the tummy when they breathe
in.
Very pale or blue skin, or blue tongue or inside their lips.
Drowsiness or being hard to rouse.
Seizures (if they've never had a seizure before).

If your child develops these symptoms, seek urgent medical advice.

Does age matter where wheeze is concerned?
There is some good news for parents of wheezy babies and toddlers.
Perhaps counterintuitively, as a rule, the earlier the child gets wheezy for the
first time, the more likely they are to grow out of it quickly. There appears to
be something of a cut-off at around 2 years old: most children who first see
a doctor for wheeze before this age stop having symptoms by mid-
childhood
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Could my child have asthma?
In adults, there are various reliable tests for diagnosing asthma. These
include:

Spirometry - a simple breathing test that measures the amount and
speed of air flowing in and out of your lungs.

Reversibility testing - whether/how much your breathing capacity
increases after you've inhaled medication to open up your airways.

Fractional exhaled nitric oxide (FeNO) testing - a measure of the
amount of nitrous oxide in your breath.

Peak flow monitoring - measurement of how hard you can blow out
using a portable monitor you can use at home. This isn't as reliable
as the other measures above but can be useful to monitor your
asthma.

Unfortunately, it's almost impossible to get reliable readings from children
aged under 5, which means your doctor will have to rely on their symptoms
and examination to make a diagnosis. For instance, while almost all
children get intermittent cough, wheeziness and/or symptoms brought on
by exercise, 3 in 4 of these children don't have asthma.

Teasing out asthma clues in children
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Certain factors make it more likely that your child has asthma. These
include:

A history of asthma, eczema or hay fever in the family.
A child who also has eczema or hay fever.
Acute attacks of wheezing, shortness of breath, chest tightness
and cough triggered by viral infections or being exposed to
possible allergens (pollen, animals they might be allergic to,
pollution etc).
Similar symptoms made worse by exercise, cold air, strong
emotions or laughing.
Symptoms which are worse at night or early in the morning.
Evidence of wheeze when your doctor examines your child's
chest.

If you're concerned your child has asthma, speak with your GP. If their
assessment suggests a high probability that your child has asthma, they'll
prescribe inhaled medication and review them to see how they responded.

When should I worry about my asthmatic
child's wheezing?
There's no doubt that having a child with asthma is a concern, and that
children can become unwell rapidly. Children younger than 5 years old with
asthma are more likely to require urgent healthcare than any other age
group with asthma.

Part of the problem is that younger children in particular can't explain their
symptoms in the way adults can. If your child has asthma, it's natural to be
on the lookout for symptoms - especially since you should have been given
advice on what treatment to offer if your child is wheezy.

During an asthma attack, the lining of the bronchioles (small airways)
becomes inflamed and the muscles surrounding the bronchioles tighten.
This causes shortness of breath and wheezing.
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Hopefully, if your child has asthma, you'll have been given an asthma
action plan, explaining what to do if your child is wheezing or breathless.
But knowing if your child is wheezing is not as straightforward as it sounds.
In younger children in particular a whistling sound often comes from the
upper airways, including the nose, rather than from the lungs. In practice,
parents and their doctor or nurse disagree about whether wheeze is
present in over half of consultations.

If you're not sure how to identify if your young child is wheezing, a validated
device such as the Omron Wheezescan uses an algorithm based on over
600 children with asthma symptoms, to tease out the difference between
the sound of wheezing and other lung sounds.

Wheeze, of course, is only one of the signs to look out for. Your doctor or
nurse will work with you to identify triggers that mean you should give your
child their 'reliever' medication. If your child has any of the 'signs to look out
for' above, you should always seek urgent medical help.

Disclaimer: Dr Sarah Jarvis has acted as a medical advisor for
Wheezescan.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss What should you do if your child is wheezing? and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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