
Understanding
Interstitial Lung Disease
A guide for the general public

Interstitial Lung Disease (ILD) is a broad term for a group of lung conditions that affect the 
interstitium.  Think of the interstitium as the walls of the air sacs in your lungs. In ILD, these walls 
become damaged and scarred, making it hard to breathe.

What are the Symptoms?

The most common symptoms of ILD are:

Shortness of breath: This usually starts gradually and gets worse over time, especially with 
exertion.
Dry cough: A persistent cough that doesn't produce much phlegm.
Fatigue: Feeling tired and weak, even after rest.
Chest discomfort: Some people may experience mild chest pain or tightness.
Unexplained weight loss: Losing weight without trying.

What Signs Might a Doctor Look For?

During a physical exam, a doctor might notice:

Crackling sounds in the lungs: Heard through a stethoscope during breathing.
Clubbing of the fingers: The fingertips become wider and rounder than normal (this is a later 
sign).
Rapid breathing: An increased respiratory rate, even at rest.

Basic Investigations

To diagnose ILD, doctors usually use:

Chest X-ray: Provides an image of the lungs.
Pulmonary Function Tests (PFTs): Measures how well the lungs are working.
High-Resolution CT Scan: A more detailed image of the lungs that can show the extent of 
damage.



Lung Biopsy: In some cases, a small sample of lung tissue is taken for examination under a 
microscope to confirm the diagnosis and determine the specific type of ILD.

Possible Complications

If left untreated, ILD can lead to serious complications:

Pulmonary Hypertension: High blood pressure in the arteries of the lungs.
Respiratory Failure: The lungs can no longer provide enough oxygen to the body.
Heart Failure: The heart has to work harder to pump blood through the damaged lungs.
Death: In severe cases, ILD can be fatal.

Prevention & Household Tips

Prevention:

Avoid smoking: Smoking is a major risk 
factor for many types of ILD.
Minimize exposure to pollutants: Wear a 
mask in dusty or polluted environments.
Protect yourself from infections: Get 
vaccinated against the flu and pneumonia.
Be aware of medications: Some 
medications can cause ILD as a side effect. 
Discuss with your doctor.
Avoid bird droppings & mold: Certain 
types of ILD can be caused by prolonged 
exposure.

Household Tips:

Maintain good air quality: Use air purifiers 
and humidifiers.
Clean regularly: Reduce dust and allergens 
in your home.
Stay active: Regular exercise can help 
improve lung function.
Eat a healthy diet: A balanced diet can help 
boost your immune system.
Get enough rest: Adequate sleep is 
important for overall health.

Red Flag Signs: When to See a Doctor Immediately

Seek immediate medical attention if you experience any of the following:

Sudden and severe shortness of breath: Especially if accompanied by chest pain.
Blue lips or fingertips: Indicates low oxygen levels.
High fever and cough: May indicate a lung infection.
Rapidly worsening symptoms: Any significant worsening of your existing symptoms.

Key Takeaways



ILD is a serious condition, but early diagnosis and treatment can help manage symptoms and 
improve quality of life. If you experience any of the symptoms mentioned, especially shortness of 
breath and a persistent dry cough, it's crucial to consult a doctor for proper evaluation and care. 
Remember, being proactive about your health is the best way to stay ahead of any potential lung 
issues.


