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Step Medication Dose 
Steps 1-2 
(AIR-only) 

Symbicort MDI 160/4.5 
(budesonide/formoterol) 

1 inhalation PRN 

Step 3 
(MART) 

Symbicort MDI 80/4.5  
(budesonide/formoterol) 

1 inhalation BID, plus 
1 inhalation PRN 

Step 4 
(MART) 

Symbicort MDI 80/4.5  
(budesonide/formoterol) 

2 inhalations BID, plus 
1 inhalation PRN 

Step 5 
(MART) 

Symbicort MDI 80/4.5 
(budesonide/formoterol) 

2 inhalations BID, plus 
1 inhalation PRN 

AIR-only: Anti-Inflammatory Reliever Only (ICS-formoterol) 
MART: Maintenance and Reliever Therapy (ICS-formoterol) 
MDI: Metered-Dose Inhaler 

GINA 2023 – Adults and adolescents 
Track 1

*An anti-inflammatory reliever 
(AIR)

As-needed-only ICS-formoterol
(‘AIR-only’) 

Maintenance and reliever therapy 
(MART) with ICS-formoterol 

Terminology 
 

• “Reliever” is for symptom relief or 
before exercise or allergen exposure. 
 

• “Controller” prevents asthma 
symptoms and future risk (i.e., 
exacerbations) 

 

• “Maintenance Treatment” 
refers to regularly scheduled 
medication administration à e.g., 
“Symbicort 80/4.5 MDI:1 inhalation 
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Why not treat with SABA alone? 
 

• Historically, inhaled SABA was regarded as 1st-line medication for asthma for over 50 years, 
since asthma was thought to be a disease of bronchoconstriction and SABA provided rapid 
relief of symptoms at a low cost.  
 

• Regular use of SABA for 1-2 weeks is associated with the following risks:  
 

(1) increased airway hyperresponsiveness 
(2) reduced bronchodilator efficacy  
(3) increased eosinophils  à inflammation 
(4) SABA overuse increases asthma exacerbations à increases risk of mortality 
 

• When a newly diagnosed asthmatic patient is started on a SABA, it trains the patient to 
regard it as his/her primary asthma treatment, even when a daily ICS is prescribed.  
 

• When patients are prescribed ICS’s, adherence is extremely poor when symptoms subside.  
 

• GINA changed its guidelines and recommendations when combination formulations of ICS 
plus formoterol became available.  

 

• ICS-formoterol combination inhalers offer an ICS controller PLUS preferred reliever in a 
single convenient product (e.g., Symbicort MDI / DPI). 
 

• ICS-formoterol combination inhalers avoid confusion about inhaler technique with 
different devices. 
 

• Step treatment down or up is accomplished by simply changing the number of 
maintenance doses of ICS-formoterol combination inhalers.  

 
Practical Tips for Patients 
• 69% of patients said ICS-formoterol worked as fast as, or faster than, their previous SABA. 
• Suggest to patients to try out their new reliever (ICS-formoterol) at a convenient time for 

confidence.  
• Emphasize that they should use the ICS-formoterol inhaler when they have more symptoms, 

instead of their previous SABA.  
• Advise patients to have two 

inhalers, one at home and 
one to carry with them.  

• Advise patients to rinse and 
spit out after ICS-formoterol 
use to prevent candidiasis.  

• When patients are taking 
maintenance doses of ICS-
formoterol, emphasize to 
take more as needed doses 
of ICS-formoterol to prevent 
risk of severe exacerbation 
and dependence on oral 
corticosteroids.  

• Provide patients with a 
customized “My Asthma 
Action Plan” for further 
instructions and guidance.   

The action plan on which 



Approaches to Asthma Controller Therapy in Adolescents and Adults (UpToDate) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Comparison of NAEPP and GINA Guidelines (UpToDate) 
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Combination ICS-SABA and ICS-Formoterol Inhalers 

 
Combination ICS-LABA Inhalers 

 
 



SABA Inhalers 

Inhaled Corticosteroids (ICS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
Samples: “My Asthma Action Plan” 
 

 


