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Using Your Metered Dose Inhaler (MDI)
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A metered dose inhaler (MDI) is a small device that delivers a
Canister
measured amount of medication to your lungs. You get this
Boot
medication with each spray (puff) when you breathe in.
MDIs use a chemical propellant to produce the spray (puff).
Dosing
The spray you see from your MDI is both the propellant and the Chamber
medication. Spacers (holding chambers) are used with an MDI Mouthpiece
to help you breathe the medicine in better. Inhalers that use
powders are called dry powder inhalers (DPI’s) and do not use
propellants. There are some metered dose inhalers that are
breath-actuated when you inhale and do not require use of a spacer.
This fact sheet will explain how to use an MDI correctly and how to
care for both the device and the spacer you may use with your MDI.
It can be hard to use MDIs correctly. Even when using
the best technique, you may only get 25% of what
comes out of the MDI into your lungs. This amount
is often still enough to treat your lung condition.
However, most people have such difficulty using an MDI
that they get even less than 15% from each puff. The
biggest mistake made in using an MDI is not being able
to take a breath into your lungs while at the same time,
spraying the medicine. As a result, your healthcare
provider often suggests that you use a spacer (also
called a holding chamber or valved holding chamberVHC). For some medicines, there are now breathactuated inhalers that do not require a spacer. They
automatically release the medicine as you breathe in.
You have to use the breath actuated device correctly
and be able to breathe in strongly enough to use it.
What is a spacer/chamber?

A spacer/chamber holds the puff from the MDI in a
tube or “chamber” for a few seconds, so that you don’t
have to both breathe in AND spray the MDI exactly
at the same time. This helps get more medicine into
your lungs and lessens the risk of side effects (such as
hoarseness or thrush when inhaling corticosteroids).
Spacers differ in their design and not all of them work
with different types of MDIs. Some spacers have a

valve (called a valved holding chamber). The valve is
important in keeping the medicine from escaping the
holding chamber. With the correct use of a spacer, the
amount of medicine that gets into your lungs can be
as much as 25%. Spacers/chambers are not used with
dry powder inhalers. Make sure you know how to clean
your spacer. This is important because some spacers
develop a static electric charge if not correctly cleaned
and stored that causes the medicine to stick to the
inside. Some, but not all spacers, can be washed on
the top shelf of the dishwasher–check the information
sheet that comes with your device. Replace your
spacer whenever the rubber valve stiffens or becomes
brittle.
Some spacers have a built in whistle. The whistling
sound is to let you know that you are inhaling too fast
or too strongly. The goal is to breathe slowly enough
so that you do not make the spacer whistle when
you inhale. Spacers come with a mouthpiece or a
facemask. A facemask is used for young children and
people who cannot use a mouthpiece.
Getting your Metered Dose Inhaler (MDI) ready
for use: PRIMING

Priming is needed to make sure the dosing chamber
of the MDI fills with the correct amount of medication
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when you are ready to use the MDI. You will need
to prime the MDI the first time you use a new MDI
and again if you have not used your inhaler for some
time (usually a few weeks). To prime your MDI do the
following:
• remove the cap of the MDI
• shake the inhaler
• spray it in the air away from you
The number of sprays needed to prime your MDI will
depend on the type of medication. The instructions
that come with your inhaler tell you when and
how many times the MDI must be primed. Read
the instruction for each inhaler carefully because
each inhaler you have may have different priming
instructions.
How to tell when your metered dose inhaler (MDI)
is running out of medicine

Many MDIs have a dose counter to let you know how
many doses (puffs) of medicine remain. Knowing
how many doses you have left in your inhaler is very
important. For MDIs without a dose counter, you will
need to count how many puffs you take each day.
Then look at the label on your MDI and see how many
doses (puffs) are in the canister. Divide the number of
puffs you use in one day into the number of puffs in
the canister. For example, if you use 8 puffs per day (2
puffs 4 times a day) and the inhaler has 200 puffs, the
inhaler will last 25 days. If you take a total of 4 puffs a
day, your inhaler will last 50 days.
If you do not use your inhaler on a regular basis (for
example if it is a rescue inhaler), you will need to keep
track of the number of puffs you have taken. Floating
the metal canister in water or listening as you shake it,
are NOT correct ways to find out how much medicine
is left in your MDI. Even if you see a spray come out, it
does not mean that there is medicine in the MDI as the
spray you see may be only the leftover propellant.
Care and cleaning of your Metered Dose Inhaler (MDI)
and spacer/chamber

The package insert of your MDI and spacer will
describe how and when to clean the MDI. Cleaning
your MDI is important because the spray may clog the
dosing chamber. Also, check the expiration date on
your MDI that is on the label of the metal canister or on
the box it came in.

Partnering with your healthcare providers

It is important that you know whether or not you are
using your medicines correctly. Bring your MDI and
spacer with you each time you see your healthcare
provider, show them how you use it and ask for
feedback. If you are have trouble getting the right
method for using the MDI without a spacer, you should
use a spacer to make it easier. Be sure to use the spacer
each time you use your MDI.
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Taking Action

✔ If you can, use a spacer/chamber each time you use your
MDI (unless it is a dry powder or breath-actuated device).
✔ Using a spacer when using your MDI is helpful in most
people.
✔ Breathe in through your mouth (and not your nose) when
using your MDI.
✔ Prime your MDI when new and as instructed in the
package insert when it has not been used for some time.
✔ Keep your MDI boot and spacer clean and dry.
✔ Get a new spacer/chamber whenever the valve stiffens or
becomes brittle.
✔ Check the expiration date on your inhaler and the counter
to see when refills are needed.
Healthcare Provider’s Contact Number:

Additional Information
American Thoracic Society
https://www.thoracic.org/patients
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
https://www.cdc.gov/asthma/inhaler_video/default.htm
American Academy of Pediatrics—Healthy Children—videos on
how to use inhalers
https://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/
allergies-asthma/Pages/default.aspx
Asthma and Allergy Network (also available in Spanish)
https://allergyasthmanetwork.org/what-is-asthma/how-is-asthmatreated/how-to-use-a-metered-dose-inhaler/
This information is a public service of the American Thoracic Society.
The content is for educational purposes only. It should not be used as a
substitute for the medical advice of one’s healthcare provider.
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How to use your MDI with and without a
spacer/chamber

Using Your Metered Dose Inhaler
WITH a mouthpiece spacer

1. Make sure that the metal canister of your MDI is
inserted correctly into the plastic “boot” or holder
(see drawing).
2. Remove the cap from the mouthpiece of both the
MDI and the spacer.
3. Insert the MDI mouthpiece in the soft opening
of the spacer. The MDI canister needs to be in an
upright position.
4. Shake the MDI with attached spacer several
times.
5. Breathe out, away from the spacer, to the end of
your normal breath.
6. Place the mouthpiece of the spacer into your
mouth, past your teeth and above your tongue.
Close your lips around the mouthpiece. If you
are using a spacer with a mask, place the mask
over your nose and mouth. Be sure the mask has
a good seal against your cheeks and chin. There
should be no space between the mask and your
skin.

Using Your Metered Dose Inhaler
WITHOUT a Spacer/Chamber

1. Put the metal canister into the “boot” making
certain it is seated correctly.
2. Shake the inhaler several times. This mixes the
propellant and medicine.
3. Remove the cap off from the mouthpiece.
4. Breathe out to the end of a normal breath.
5. Hold the inhaler in its upright position (with the
mouthpiece at the bottom).
6. Put the mouthpiece in your mouth, past your
teeth and above your tongue. Close your lips
around the mouthpiece so that the medication
does not go in your eyes (see second Figure).
7. While breathing in slowly and deeply through
your mouth, fully press down once on the top of
the metal canister of your inhaler.
8. Hold your breath for 5 to 10 seconds.
9. Breathe out slowly.

7. Press down on the top of the metal canister once,
to release the medicine into the spacer.

10. If you take more than one spray, wait 15 to 30
seconds (or as directed in the package insert)
before taking the next puff. Then repeat steps 3-9.

8. Breathe in deeply and slowly through your mouth.
If the spacer makes a “whistling” sound, you are
breathing in too fast. You should NOT hear a
whistle.

11. Replace the cap on the mouthpiece after you are
finished.

9. Hold your breath for 5 to 10 seconds.

12. If you are inhaling a steroid, rinse your mouth out
with water, swish, gargle and spit.

10. Breathe out slowly.
11. If you are instructed to take more than one
puff (spray), wait about 15 to 30 seconds (or as
directed by the package insert) before taking the
next puff. Then repeat steps 4-10.
12. Replace the cap on the mouthpiece of the MDI
inhaler and spacer after you have finished.
13. If you are inhaling a steroid, rinse your mouth out
with water, swish, gargle and spit.

Ask your healthcare provider for help if you need
to use a facemask spacer
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