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DESCRIPTION
Acute bronchitis is a common respiratory condition that often 
arises following viral infections, though it can also be caused by 
bacterial infections, environmental factors, or irritants like smoke 
and pollution. Characterized by inflammation of the bronchial 
tubes, acute bronchitis leads to coughing, mucus production, and 
wheezing. While it is typically a self-limiting illness, acute 
bronchitis can have significant effects on respiratory health and 
pulmonary function, particularly in vulnerable populations such 
as the elderly, young children, and those with pre-existing 
respiratory conditions like asthma or Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease (COPD).

Impact on respiratory health

Acute bronchitis primarily affects the lower respiratory tract, 
causing inflammation in the bronchial tubes, which are 
responsible for transporting air to the lungs. This inflammation 
disrupts normal airflow and leads to the production of excessive 
mucus, which in turn can trigger coughing as the body attempts 
to clear the airway. The most immediate effect on respiratory 
health is airway obstruction, which results in shortness of breath 
and wheezing. These symptoms often exacerbate existing 
conditions like asthma, where bronchial inflammation already 
compromises airflow. One key aspect of acute bronchitis is its 
potential to progress to secondary infections. The inflammation 
and mucus buildup in the airways create a favorable environment 
for bacterial overgrowth, leading to pneumonia or other lower 
respiratory tract infections in some cases. This risk is particularly 
heightened in individuals with weakened immune systems or 
those with pre-existing lung conditions. Moreover, acute 
bronchitis can lead to decreased lung compliance, which means 
the lungs become less elastic and more difficult to inflate.

Effects on pulmonary function 

Pulmonary function is a key determinant of respiratory health, and 
acute bronchitis can temporarily alter various aspects of lung 
function. Airway Resistance: During an acute bronchitis episode, 
airway resistance increases due to bronchial constriction and 
inflammation. This is primarily a result of bron-chospasm 
(narrowing of the airways), which causes airflow obstruction. As 
the bronchial tubes become inflamed and clogged with mucus, it 
becomes more difficult for air to flow freely into the lungs, 
particularly during exhalation. For individuals with asthma, this 
increased airway resistance can lead to severe bronchospasm and 
asthma exacerbations, resulting in a vicious cycle of worsening 
symptoms and reduced lung function. Acute bronchitis can also 
impair gas exchange in the lungs. The inflammation and mucus 
production can cause ventilation-perfusion mismatch, where the 
lungs may not receive adequate airflow to areas that are well-
perfused with blood.

CONCLUSION
For most individuals, acute bronchitis resolves within a few weeks 
without long-term consequences. However, repeated episodes or 
unresolved inflammation can lead to more persistent changes in 
pulmonary function. Chronic inflammation from repeated acute 
bronchitis episodes may eventually contribute to the development 
of Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD), particularly 
in individuals with smoking histories or long-term exposure to 
environmental pollutants.

Even in cases where the condition resolves fully, there can be a 
period of recovery, where lung function improves over time. For 
example, Forced Expiratory Volume (FEV1) often gradually 
returns to normal, but patients may experience lingering symptoms 
like a cough and shortness of breath for several weeks following the 
acute phase.
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