
Aspiration Pneumonia Patient Education 

What is Aspiration Pneumonia? 

Aspiration pneumonia is a lung infection caused when food, liquids, saliva, or vomit accidentally 
enter the lungs instead of the stomach. This can lead to swelling and infection in the lungs. 

Causes and Risk Factors 

■​ Difficulty swallowing (dysphagia)​
 

■​ Weak cough or gag reflex​
 

■​ Stroke or brain injury​
 

■​ Alcohol or drug use causing choking​
 

■​ Poor dental care​
 

■​ Medical conditions like Parkinson’s disease, dementia, or multiple sclerosis​
 

■​ Being unconscious or heavily sedated​
 

■​ Feeding tubes​
 

Signs and Symptoms 

■​ Coughing after eating or drinking​
 

■​ Chest pain or discomfort​
 

■​ Fever and chills​
 

■​ Shortness of breath or trouble breathing​
 

■​ Fatigue or weakness​
 

■​ Thick mucus or phlegm, sometimes with a bad smell​
 



■​ Wheezing or noisy breathing​
 

Early Warning Signs 

■​ Frequent coughing or choking during meals​
 

■​ Wet or gurgly voice after swallowing​
 

■​ Difficulty swallowing or feeling food stuck in the throat​
 

■​ Mild fever or feeling tired​
 

Complications if Untreated or Not Following Treatment 

■​ Severe lung infection or abscess​
 

■​ Breathing difficulty or respiratory failure​
 

■​ Infection spreading to the blood (sepsis)​
 

■​ Lung damage or scarring​
 

■​ Hospital stay or intensive care need​
 

Treatment and Self-Care Measures 

■​ Take all prescribed antibiotics and medicines exactly as directed​
 

■​ Practice swallowing exercises if recommended by your healthcare provider​
 

■​ Keep your head raised during and after meals to prevent choking​
 

■​ Eat soft or thickened foods if advised​
 

■​ Maintain good oral hygiene to reduce bacteria​
 

■​ Rest and drink plenty of fluids to help healing​
 

■​ Avoid alcohol and sedatives that can affect swallowing or alertness​
 

Common Types of Medications 



■​ Antibiotics to treat the lung infection​
 

■​ Oxygen therapy if breathing is difficult​
 

■​ Pain relievers for chest discomfort if needed​
 

Medication Side Effects:​
 Antibiotics can cause stomach upset, diarrhea, or allergic reactions. Report any side effects to 
your doctor. 

Dietary Needs 

■​ Follow swallowing guidelines provided by your healthcare team​
 

■​ Eat small, frequent meals instead of large ones​
 

■​ Use thickened liquids if recommended​
 

■​ Avoid foods and drinks that cause choking or coughing​
 

Lifestyle Changes 

■​ Quit smoking to improve lung health​
 

■​ Practice safe eating and swallowing habits​
 

■​ Get regular dental care and keep your mouth clean​
 

■​ Manage any other health problems you have​
 

Safety Considerations 

■​ Avoid lying flat during or right after eating​
 

■​ Use special utensils or cups if recommended​
 

■​ Be careful with medicines that cause drowsiness​
 

■​ Have a plan for emergency help if choking happens​
 

Prevention and Maintenance Tips 



■​ Work with speech therapists to improve swallowing​
 

■​ Follow all medical advice and keep follow-up visits​
 

■​ Maintain a healthy diet and stay hydrated​
 

■​ Avoid smoking and smoke exposure​
 

 

When to Call for Help 

Call your Home Health Agency or Doctor if: 

■​ You have a fever lasting more than 2 days​
 

■​ Your cough gets worse or produces more mucus​
 

■​ You feel more tired or weak than usual​
 

■​ You have chest pain or shortness of breath that worsens​
 

■​ You experience side effects from your medications​
 

■​ Your swallowing problems get worse​
 

Go to the Emergency Room if: 

■​ You have sudden, severe chest pain​
 

■​ You cannot breathe or have trouble catching your breath​
 

■​ You choke and cannot clear your airway​
 

■​ You cough up blood​
 

■​ You feel very confused, dizzy, or faint​
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Patient Homework / Assessment 
Instructions: Circle True or False. If False, write the correct answer. 

1.​ True or False: Aspiration pneumonia is caused by food or liquid entering the lungs.​
 

2.​ True or False: Trouble swallowing increases the risk of aspiration pneumonia.​
 

3.​ True or False: Aspiration pneumonia can cause fever and coughing.​
 

4.​ True or False: You should eat lying flat to avoid choking.​
 

5.​ True or False: Antibiotics are used to treat aspiration pneumonia.​
 

6.​ True or False: Good oral hygiene helps prevent aspiration pneumonia.​
 

7.​ True or False: Smoking can increase the risk of lung infections.​
 

8.​ True or False: You should stop antibiotics when you feel better.​
 

9.​ True or False: Thickened liquids may help with swallowing difficulties.​
 

10.​True or False: Frequent coughing during meals can be a warning sign.​
 

11.​True or False: It is safe to use alcohol if you have swallowing problems.​
 

12.​True or False: Rest and hydration help recovery from aspiration pneumonia.​
 

13.​True or False: Choking and inability to breathe require emergency care.​
 

14.​True or False: You do not need to tell your doctor about side effects from medication.​
 

15.​True or False: Elevating your head during meals can help prevent aspiration.​
 

16.​True or False: Sedatives can make swallowing problems worse.​
 

17.​True or False: Aspiration pneumonia only happens in people with feeding tubes.​
 

18.​True or False: You should see a speech therapist if you have swallowing problems.​
 

19.​True or False: Eating small, frequent meals can reduce choking risk.​
 



20.​True or False: You should always follow up with your healthcare provider after 
pneumonia.​
 

 

Individualized Questions for Your Care 
1.​ Have you noticed coughing or choking when eating or drinking?​

 
2.​ Do you have any trouble swallowing certain foods or liquids?​

 
3.​ Are you following the swallowing or diet instructions given by your healthcare provider?​

 
4.​ Have you experienced any changes in your voice, such as a wet or gurgly sound after 

meals?​
 

5.​ Are you able to keep your head elevated during and after meals?​
 

6.​ Have you been using thickened liquids or soft foods as recommended?​
 

7.​ Do you have any new or worsening chest pain or difficulty breathing?​
 

8.​ Are you taking all prescribed antibiotics or medicines as directed?​
 

9.​ Have you experienced any side effects from your medications?​
 

10.​Do you have support at home to help you with meals and daily care?​
 

11.​Have you had recent dental care or do you maintain good oral hygiene?​
 

12.​Do you use any assistive devices to help with swallowing or eating?​
 

13.​Have you had any episodes of choking or near choking since your last visit?​
 

14.​Do you smoke or are you exposed to secondhand smoke?​
 

15.​Have you attended or been referred to a speech therapist for swallowing evaluation?​
 

16.​How often do you experience fatigue or shortness of breath?​
 

17.​Are you able to stay hydrated throughout the day?​
 



18.​Do you have any other health conditions that affect your breathing or swallowing?​
 

19.​Have you noticed any swelling or redness in your chest area?​
 

20.​When is your next follow-up appointment with your healthcare provider?​
 

Aspiration Pneumonia True or False 
Answer Key 

1.​ True​
 Aspiration pneumonia happens when food, liquid, or vomit enters the lungs, causing 
infection.​
 

2.​ True​
 Difficulty swallowing increases the chance that something will go into the lungs by 
mistake.​
 

3.​ True​
 Fever and coughing are common signs of lung infection, including aspiration 
pneumonia.​
 

4.​ False​
 You should avoid lying flat while eating to reduce the risk of choking and aspiration.​
 

5.​ True​
 Antibiotics are prescribed to treat bacterial infections in aspiration pneumonia.​
 

6.​ True​
 Good oral hygiene reduces germs that can cause lung infections if aspirated.​
 

7.​ True​
 Smoking damages lungs and makes infections more likely and harder to fight.​
 

8.​ False​
 Antibiotics should be taken exactly as prescribed, even if you start feeling better.​
 

9.​ True​
 Thickened liquids help some people swallow more safely and prevent aspiration.​
 



10.​True​
 Frequent coughing during meals may be a warning sign of swallowing problems.​
 

11.​False​
 Alcohol can impair swallowing and increase the risk of aspiration pneumonia.​
 

12.​True​
 Rest and drinking plenty of fluids help your body fight infection and recover.​
 

13.​True​
 If you choke and cannot breathe, you need emergency medical care immediately.​
 

14.​False​
 You should always tell your doctor about any medication side effects.​
 

15.​True​
 Keeping your head elevated during meals helps prevent food or liquid from entering 
the lungs.​
 

16.​True​
 Sedatives can weaken swallowing reflexes, increasing aspiration risk.​
 

17.​False​
 Aspiration pneumonia can happen to anyone with swallowing or coughing problems, 
not only those with feeding tubes.​
 

18.​True​
 Speech therapists help people learn safer swallowing techniques.​
 

19.​True​
 Eating smaller meals more often can reduce choking and aspiration risks.​
 

20.​True​
 Follow-up care is important to ensure full recovery and prevent complications.​
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