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Description
Acute respiratory failure is a medical condition in 
which the lungs are unable to provide enough oxygen 
to the body’s tissues and remove carbon dioxide from 
the blood. It is a life-threatening emergency that re-
quires prompt medical attention. 

Causes of acute respiratory failure

Emphysema and chronic bronchitis are brought on 
by the lung ailment known as Chronic Obstructive 
Pulmonary Disease (COPD). Acute respiratory failure 
may result from these circumstances. When fluids 
accumulates in the lungs, it can lead to a dangerous 
illness called Acute Respiratory Distress Syndrome 
(ARDS).Many conditions, such as pneumonia, sepsis, 
and trauma, can result in ARDS.
Pulmonary embolism is a blockage in one of the pul-
monary arteries, which can cause acute respiratory 
failure. Severe asthma attacks can lead to acute re-
spiratory failure. Chronic heart failure can cause fluid 
to build up in the lungs, leading to acute respiratory 
failure. Overdosing on certain drugs can cause acute 
respiratory failure.
Symptoms of acute respiratory failure

Shortness of breath is the most common symptom of 
acute respiratory failure. It can be accompanied by 
chest pain or tightness.
Patients with acute respiratory failure often breathe 
faster than normal in an attempt to get enough oxy-
gen. A lack of oxygen to the brain can cause confusion 
or even unconsciousness. Bluish tint to the skin or 
lips is a sign of a lack of oxygen in the blood. The heart 
may beat faster than normal in response to the body’s 
attempt to get enough oxygen.
Diagnosis of acute respiratory failure

In Physical exam, the doctor will examine the patient’s 
chest and lungs and listen for abnormal sounds. 
Blood tests can help determine if the patient is getting 
enough oxygen and if there are any other underlying 
conditions that may be contributing to the respirato-
ry failure. Imaging tests may include chest x-rays or 
Computed Tomography scans (CT) to look for signs of 
fluid or other abnormalities in the lungs. Pulmonary 
function tests can help determine how well the lungs 
are functioning.
Treatment of acute respiratory failure

The treatment of acute respiratory failure will de-
pend on the underlying cause of the condition. 
Oxygen therapy: This is often the first step in treat-
ing acute respiratory failure. Oxygen may be deliv-
ered through a mask or nasal cannula.
Mechanical ventilation: If the patient is unable to 
breathe on their own, they may need to be placed on a 
ventilator. This machine delivers oxygen to the lungs 
and removes carbon dioxide from the body.
Medications: Depending on the underlying cause of 
the respiratory failure, medications such as broncho-
dilators, diuretics, or antibiotics may be prescribed.
Treat underlying conditions: If the respiratory 
failure is caused by an underlying condition, such as 
heart failure or COPD, that condition will need to be 
treated as well.
Prevention of acute respiratory failure

Maintaining optimal respiratory function is crucial 
for preventing acute respiratory failure. This can be 
achieved through a variety of measures, including re-
spiratory muscle training and pulmonary rehabilita-
tion. Respiratory muscle training involves exercises 
designed to improve the strength and endurance of 
the muscles involved in breathing, while pulmonary 
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rehabilitation includes exercises and education to im-
prove overall lung function and quality of life.
One of the most effective ways to prevent acute respira-
tory failure is to identify and manage underlying med-
ical conditions that can lead to respiratory failure. For 
example, patients with COPD are at increased risk for 

respiratory failure, and managing their condition with 
medication and lifestyle modifications can help pre-
vent respiratory failure. Similarly, patients with heart 
failure or pulmonary hypertension may be at increased 
risk for respiratory failure and should receive appro-
priate medical management.




