
Adolescent and Adult Asthma 

Guidelines 2020:

A Quick Reference Guide

Richard Beasley, Lutz Beckert, James Fingleton, Robert J Hancox, Matire Harwood, Miriam 

Hurst, Stuart Jones, Susan Jones, Ciléin Kearns, David McNamara, Betty Poot, Jim Reid 

NZMJ 26 June 2020, Vol 133 No 1517; p73-99

https://www.nzrespiratoryguidelines.co.nz/adultguidelines.html

https://www.nzrespiratoryguidelines.co.nz/adultguidelines.html


Main changes 2020

• Combining adolescents and adults 

• Avoid SABA-only treatment

• Budesonide/formoterol rather than a SABA as the 

preferred reliever inhaler across the spectrum of 

asthma severity

• Introduction of the terminology ‘anti-inflammatory 

reliever (AIR)’ therapy



Main changes 2020

• Two stepwise management algorithms

• LAMA add-on therapy in severe asthma

• Omalizumab in severe allergic asthma

• Mepolizumab in severe eosinophilic asthma



Reliever therapy

• SABA monotherapy is no longer recommended.

• ICS/fast-onset beta2-agonist reliever therapy is superior to 

SABA reliever therapy, across the range of asthma severity.

• In NZ the only ICS/fast-onset beta2-agonist combination 

product registered and approved for use as a reliever is 

budesonide/ formoterol (Symbicort turbuhaler).

• Symbicort is the preferred reliever for asthma in NZ. 

• One actuation of budesonide/formoterol 200/6g or 100/6g 

via turbuhaler as needed vs 2 puffs of SABA.



Severe exacerbation risk

Novel START 0.40 (0.18 to 0.86)

SYGMA 1 0.36 (0.27 to 0.49)

SABA, short-acting β2-receptor agonist; 

Beasley et al. N Engl J Med 2019;380:2020-2030 (NOVEL START)

O’Bryne P et al. N Engl J Med 2018;378:1865–1876     (SYGMA 1)

Budesonide/formoterol reliever reduces the risk of a 

severe exacerbation by at least 60% compared with 

SABA reliever therapy. 

Budesonide-formoterol vs SABA



Budesonide-formoterol vs ICS & SABA

ICS, inhaled corticosteroids;  SABA, short-acting β2-receptor agonist; Beasley et al. N Engl J Med 2019;380:2020-2030 

(NOVEL START)     Hardy et al. Lancet 2019: 394: 919-28 ( PRACTICAL)    O’Bryne P et al. N Engl J Med

2018;378:1865–1876  (SYGMA 1)   Bateman et al N Engl J Med 2018; 378: 1877-87 (SYGMA 2)

Budesonide/formoterol reliever reduces the risk of a severe 

exacerbation by 15%, and an ED visit by 35%, compared with 

regular ICS plus SABA reliever therapy.  

Relative risk

Time to first severe    

exacerbation

0.85 (0.73 to 1.00)

Rate of severe 

exacerbations

0.85 (0.72 to 1.00)

ED visits 0.65 (0.43 to 0.98)



[Sobieraj DM et al. JAMA 2018;319:1485–1496]



ED, emergency department;  LABA, long-acting β2-agonist;  SMART, single maintenance and reliever therapy

[Sobieraj DM et al. JAMA 2018;319:1485–1496]

In asthma patients on maintenance ICS/LABA, ICS/formoterol 

reliever reduces the risk of an exacerbation by 32% compared with 

SABA reliever therapy.



Terminology

• ‘Anti-Inflammatory Reliever’ (AIR) therapy describes the 

use of budesonide/formoterol as a reliever medication, 

with or without maintenance budesonide/ formoterol 

therapy. 

• This approach encompasses and extends the ‘Single 

inhaler Maintenance and Reliever Therapy’ (SMART) 

approach recommended in previous guidelines.



ICS/LABA therapy

• The budesonide/formoterol maintenance and reliever therapy 

regimen is the preferred ICS/LABA regimen for treating patients at 

risk of severe exacerbations.

• Maintenance ICS/LABA with SABA reliever therapy may be used 

for individual patients if their asthma is already well controlled on 

this regimen, or if they have poor technique with the turbuhaler 

device.













Practice points

• At each step check inhaler technique, adherence to 

treatment, understanding of self-management plan, and 

barriers to self-care.

• Consider referral for specialist review and consideration 

of addition of other treatments if repeated exacerbations 

or poor control despite step 3 treatment.

• Consider stepping down if symptoms are controlled for 3 

months and low risk for exacerbations.



Add on treatments: LAMA’s

• LAMAs have efficacy in severe asthma, when added to 

ICS/LABA treatment.

• Tiotropium as add-on treatment to maintenance ICS/LABA 

is MEDSAFE approved, but not funded in NZ. 

• LAMA therapy is funded for those patients with co-existent 

COPD. 

• LAMA is a therapeutic option in asthma patients with 

features of COPD, not controlled at Step 3. 



Add on treatments: Biological

• Monoclonal antibody treatments target specific 

inflammatory pathways in severe asthma. 

• Omalizumab (anti-IgE) and mepolizumab (anti-IL-

5/eosinophils) are currently licensed in NZ but only 

for patients meeting specific criteria. 

• They are specialist-only, expensive, add-on 

treatments in patients with severe disease.



[ERJ 2016]



Treatable Traits

Overlapping disorders: 

• COPD

• Bronchiectasis

• Allergic bronchopulmonary aspergillosis

• Dysfunctional breathing, e.g. vocal cord dysfunction

Comorbidities:

• Obesity

• Gastro-oesophageal reflux disease

• Rhinitis

• Sinusitis

• Depression/anxiety [Agusti et al. ERJ 2016] 



Environmental:

• Smoking

• Occupational exposures

• Provoking factors e.g. aspirin, other NSAIDs

Behavioural:

• Adherence

• Inhaler technique

[Agusti et al. ERJ 2016] 

Treatable Traits



Case

45 year old woman with atopic asthma, on maintenance 

ICS/LABA and SABA treatment and repeat courses of oral 

steroids for exacerbations, anxiety/depression. 

Stepwise treatment options:

• Transfer across to budesonide/formoterol SMART regimen  

• Step up to moderate or high dose ICS/LABA treatment



• Eosinophilic asthma

• Dysfunctional breathing

• Allergic bronchopulmonary aspergillosis

• Chronic rhinosinusitis

• Occupational asthma

• Adherence, inhaler technique

Systematic review





Asthma in Māori

• Greater burden of disease

• Worse health outcomes

• Barriers to good management

• Multiple contributing factors

• Multifaceted interventions required
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