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Using exercise to improve quality of life: 
A COPD athlete’s story

Russell Winwood, the COPD athlete

Introduction 

My name is Russell Winwood; I’m 59 years old and have been living with severe COPD for the past 14 

years. Nowadays I live very well with my COPD, but it hasn’t always been like this. My journey to this 

point has had its ups and downs; however, I have learnt that every step has been an opportunity to 

learn more about my disease. 

My breathless journey started when I was diagnosed with asthma at the age of 10. So, it’s fair to say I 

have had a lifetime of experience of not being able to breathe like most people do. 

Diagnosis 

Over the years my breathlessness had become very severe and would make me exhausted; it was a 

challenge to go to work most days. By 2011 I had thought this didn’t feel like my asthma anymore; this 

felt much worse. 

I decided to make an appointment with my doctor and told him what was happening. He said it was 

just my asthma getting worse. I told him I felt something else was going on and insisted he refer me to 

a specialist. Reluctantly he agreed and referred me to a respiratory physician. After my initial spirometry 

at the respiratory doctor’s clinic, I was sent for spirometry at the respiratory department of our local hos-

pital. Two weeks after the spirometry test, I returned to my respiratory doctor where he told me I had 

very severe COPD. I was then sent to the transplant unit of our local hospital to be assessed for a double 

lung transplant. 

I wasn’t sick enough at this time to be put on a transplant list but was told if I declined any further to go 

back to them immediately. What to do now? The reality was I had had COPD for many years but just 

didn’t realise it. Lung function doesn’t drop to 24% (FEV1% predicted) overnight. I knew nothing about 

this disease and Dr Google had told me when researching severe COPD that I would not have long to 

live. My disease was end stage. 

Living well with COPD 

This is where my COPD journey really started, I was 45 years old with school-aged children, and I was 

not ready to give up on life. With the support of my wife, Leanne, I dragged myself out of being depressed 

and decided to be proactive. At that time there wasn’t a pulmonary rehabilitation (PR) programme near 

me, so I had to work things out for myself.  

My wife Leanne and I realised there were some tools I could use to hold off the progression of my COPD. 

Take my medication as prescribed, learn about my disease, exercise and healthy eating. Every day I 

would go for a slow walk and a short distance. Each week I would increase the speed and distance. 
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Gradually I built my exercise tolerance and my fitness. Over time I was able to 

return to cycling and, eventually, swimming. I was very slow, but it gave me a 

sense of purpose and hope. 
 

I developed a mantra – ‘Never Let Your Disease Define You’. This mantra is 

not something I think about every now and then; this is how I live my life every 

single day. In 2016 I had an article published in the European Medical Journal 

entitled ‘The Four Pillars of Living Well with COPD’. Those pillars are Knowl-

edge, Medication, Exercise and Nutrition. For a COPD patient, living by these 

pillars will give you the best chance of living well with COPD. 
 

 

Since my diagnosis back in 2011 this mind set I live by has allowed me to  

complete three Ironman events and over 15 marathons all over the world. 

These days I think more people know me as ‘COPD Athlete’ – the name of my 

website – rather than Russell Winwood. Over the years I have dedicated many 

hours to COPD advocacy and fundraising. COPD has a lot of stigma associ-

ated with it and we need more advocates to help change the way people think 

about this disease. The most important intervention aside from medications is 

PR and exercise, yet these are such underutilised resources. Since my initial 

diagnosis, my lung function has increased to 30–35% (FEV1% predicted) and 

I am certain exercise has been a big factor in this.  

When I look back at the previous 14 years there 

is no denying the significant role exercise has 

played in maintaining my great quality of life. My 

goal after being diagnosed with COPD was to 

see my kids grow up and get married, to have 

grandchildren that I can play with, continue to 

travel and to run a marathon when I’m 70. So 

far, I’m achieving my goals. I’ll have to wait 

another 10 years to see if I can run a marathon 

at 70, but that’s my goal and I’m determined to 

get there. 
 
 
COPD Baton Pass 
 

In 2022 Dr Ruth Barker and I started a conver-

sation about how we can raise more awareness 

of COPD and the importance of being active to 

help manage the disease. After six months of 

talks we created an event called the COPD Big 

Baton Pass. The event was an opportunity to 

share knowledge from healthcare professionals 

and patients about the importance of pulmonary 

rehabilitation and exercise maintenance.  
 

2025 marks the third year of the event which is 

broadcast live around the world over a 24-hour 

period via the Vimeo platform. Last year the 

COPD Baton Pass event was viewed in over 40 

countries, with over 4,000 views of the content 

produced by healthcare professionals and           

patients. This year we will see a greater amount 

of content than the previous two years as the 

event grows in popularity. 
 

The event is open to anyone involved or living 

with COPD.  
 

For more information go to our website 

www.copdbatonpass.org  
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Four Pillars of Living Well with COPD
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