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Editorial

Is  it  Reasonable  to  Start  Bronchodilator  Treatment  Before  Confirming
the  Diagnosis  of  COPD?

¿Es razonable iniciar el  tratamiento broncodilatador antes de  confirmarse el  diagnóstico de

EPOC?

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) is a  health prob-
lem of the first magnitude, both due to its high prevalence and its
high morbidity and mortality, exerting a  high impact on our health
system.1 This disease is  among the top ten causes of mortality and
disability combined,2 which has motivated multiple organizations
and societies to focus their efforts on improving and standardizing
its management.3

Despite the fact that COPD management guidelines indicate
that spirometry is an essential requirement to  reach a  diagnosis
of this disease,3 the truth is  that it is  a  test that continues to be
underused today. The limited availability of equipment, the lack of
human resources, the difficulties in transporting the patient to  a
health center or the excessive waiting time for respiratory tests to
be performed,4,5 are some of the reasons that can lead to a doc-
tor to start an inhaled treatment “empirically”, without having a
confirmatory spirometric result. In studies carried out before the
pandemic, it was shown that up to half of the patients who  had
received a diagnosis of COPD without a  confirmatory spirometry
were receiving treatment for their probable respiratory pathology,6

a practice that probably reached its maximum expression during
the COVID-19 pandemic. At  that time, multiple organizations lim-
ited, or even prohibited, the performance of lung function tests,
with the intention of reducing the transmission of the SARS-COV2
coronavirus. The accumulated delay generated by  the closure of
the lung function laboratories in that period, the slow recovery of
the use of spirometry in health centers, especially in  Primary Care,
the high pressure of care, and very probably therapeutic inertia,
places us in a unfortunate scenario where the usual clinical prac-
tice is to empirically start inhaled therapy in  a smoker patient with
symptoms of dyspnea, cough or  chronic expectoration, pending a
confirmatory test. However, this practice is  not free of criticism
and possible complications (adverse effects related to medication,
increased health costs or environmental impact).7

Aware of this and with the intention of bringing some order to
this situation, the recent publication of “Referral criteria for COPD.
Continuity of care” incorporates this scenario in its diagnostic man-
agement algorithm.8 A situation that we believe is  advisable to
reflect on in an attempt to achieve an acceptable risk-benefit bal-
ance, pending an improvement in  the accessibility of spirometry
with a relatively short waiting time. Thus, when COPD is suspected,

we  can basically have two  scenarios (Fig. 1): (1) a sufficiently rel-
evant respiratory infection that requires hospital admission in  a
patient with a high tobacco burden and with clinical and/or radi-
ological data suggestive of COPD and (2) a situation of stability in
which the patient, habitually a  smoker or ex-smoker, goes to his Pri-
mary Care doctor referring symptoms compatible with COPD. In the
first case, various studies suggest that up  to  70% of cases discharged
from the hospital with a  diagnosis of COPD exacerbation (with-
out spirometric confirmation) show chronic airflow obstruction.9

Being aware of the high probability that the diagnosis will be con-
firmed in these patients, that the priority is to avoid readmission
given the impact that this process has on the patient, and after hav-
ing weighed the risk/benefit of starting treatment without a  clear
diagnosis, the initiation of inhaled therapy could be justified, con-
sidering triple therapy (LAMA/LABA/ICS) as the most reasonable
option in this scenario until spirometric confirmation. This proposal
is  supported both by the extensive evidence that describes the ben-
efit of inhaled corticosteroids in the prevention of exacerbations,
and by the data obtained from the PRIMUS study,10 which shows
that the delay in  the start of triple therapy after an admission due
to  an exacerbation of COPD, the possibility of a new exacerbation
increases and increases healthcare costs. Assessing the existence of
an airflow obstruction prior to discharge through simplified devices
that are easy to use or by spirometry,11,12 tools that are  relatively
accessible in  the hospital care setting, can help us to  guide the
diagnosis, allowing us to know if the chosen therapeutic option
is valid. In the second scenario, the situation is  more complex, with
a prevalence of COPD in subjects that we can call at risk (smokers
or ex-smokers with respiratory symptoms) that  ranges between 10
and 35%.13

As emphasized in  different documents, the diagnosis of COPD
should not be based exclusively on the presence of symptoms, since
it is still an aspect that  depends on the patient’s perception.3 In
addition, some factors such as advanced age, obesity or the pres-
ence of comorbidities, especially those of a  cardiovascular nature,
as closely linked to  smoking as to  COPD itself, can also influence the
symptoms. That is  why, in the situation of a  patient with a  history
of smoking and respiratory symptoms, the evaluation of  symptoms
must be exhaustive, and other alternative factors that could infer
and justify the patient’s clinical situation must be weighed.
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High  sus picio n of COPD at the outp atie nt level 
(Compa tible  clinic,  high  score  on COP D screening  ques tio nnai res ± the 

presence of airflow obstruction determined through portable spiro metric

devices)

Is it poss ible to  perform  forced  spirometr y in  less  than  1 mon th?

Consider st arting  treatment  with 

long/ultra- long acting bronchod ilato rs 

as mono therapy∗∗

Perform forced  spirometr y as soon a s po ssi ble

Severe exacerb ati on of  pr oba ble COPD
(Compa tible  clini c, high  smoking  load,  compa tible  radiologi cal 

findings )∗

Start of  treatment  with  trip le therap y at  discharge

Chronic a irflo w ob struct ion (C OPD)  is conf irmed

Adjust treatment  according  to  cur rent recommend ations

Chroni c airflo w obstruct ion  (COPD)  is not 

conf irmed

Assess the  need for  inha led  treatment  and  loo k for 

alternati ve  cau ses that  justify the  sympto ms

No

Consider in itiat ion  of  treatment 

with short-acting  bronc hodilators

Yes

∗ Assess the existence of airflow obstruction prior to discharge through simplified, easy-to- use de vices  or  by s pirometry.
∗∗ In the most symptomatic patients, and at the discretion of the professional, the initiation of double bronchodilator thera py could  be  consid ered.

Fig. 1. Proposal for empirical bronchodilator treatment in case of suspected COPD.

A high score in  questionnaires validated as a  COPD screen-
ing tool, such as the COPD-PS (chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease-population screener; score ≥3), together with data sug-
gestive of airflow obstruction in  portable devices such as the
Vitalograph. COPD-6, could help profile in  which patients14 bron-
chodilator therapy could be  started empirically until a  confirmatory
test is obtained. Although in  the exceptional case that there is
a  short delay in  performing a  spirometry (<1 month), the use
of short-acting bronchodilators could be considered, in  those
cases with a longer delay, and being cautious when reduc-
ing the appearance of adverse effects, we  recommend starting
monotherapy treatment with a  bronchodilator (mainly with a
long-acting or ultra-long-acting anticholinergic) until spiromet-
ric confirmation. However, in  the most symptomatic patients,
and at the discretion of the professional, the initiation of dou-
ble bronchodilator therapy could be considered, especially in
those subjects with a  high smoking load and with radiological
data of emphysema and low body mass index.15 In our opin-
ion, the use of inhaled corticosteroids should be avoided until
the diagnosis is confirmed, unless there is  a previous diagnosis of
asthma, assessing their subsequent indication according to current
recommendations.3

In conclusion, and without being exempt from criticism, our
proposal aims to bring order to a  situation that has unfortunately
become common. This is  a little-known scenario that we must face,
and on which we  intend to shed some light. Although the empir-
ical prescription of a bronchodilator treatment is  intended to be a
temporary “patch” to a  problem of accessibility to spirometry, said
prescription should not  be delayed over time. Forced spirometry
must be performed as soon as possible to confirm the diagno-
sis.
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