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Editorial

Impact  of  Respiratory  Syncytial  Virus  in  Patients  With  Chronic
Respiratory  Disease�

Impacto del virus respiratorio sincitial en el paciente con enfermedad respiratoria crónica

If, within a  wide variety of viruses causing respiratory infec-
tions, there is a virus that we must pay special attention to,  then
it is the respiratory syncytial virus (RSV). For many years, RSV has
been identified as one of the main causes of lower respiratory tract
(LRT) infection in  newborns and young children. However, recent
researches show that there is  a  significant burden of RSV in res-
piratory infections in adults, which is even greater than that of
influenza.1 Moreover, the mortality rate of RSV infection in people
over 70 years of age is higher than in other age groups.2 A  recent
meta-analysis in adults over 60 years of age has estimated an acute
respiratory infection rate at 1.62%, hospitalization attack rate at
0.15%, and in-hospital case fatality rate at 7.13%.3

Respiratory infection caused by  RSV in  adults has different
presentations, ranging from asymptomatic cases to exacerbations
of underlying chronic pathologies or serious complications such
as pneumonia. Furthermore, we  know that immunosuppressed
elderly people with chronic diseases, especially respiratory ones,
have an increased risk of a  serious illness related to  RSV.4

One of the main challenges facing this infection is  to reduce
underdiagnosis in adult population. To achieve this an early recog-
nition of this virus through efficient diagnostic tests is necessary.
An appropriate supportive treatment is  also necessary, particularly
due to the lack of effective antiviral drugs. The arrival of new tools,
such as artificial intelligence, could facilitate the creation of predic-
tive models of RSV infection, allowing us to  reduce the burden of
disease and its morbidity and mortality, as well as to provide better
immunization strategies.

Until relatively recently, the bacterial infection was  thought to
be the main cause of infectious exacerbation in chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD). Nevertheless, the development of PCR
tests and their implementation in  clinical practice have revealed
the true prevalence of the viruses as the cause of infectious exacer-
bations in COPD,5 being responsible for at least 50%,6 with a  60-day
mortality of 12.6%.7 A  recent review that used the detection of
respiratory viruses with the help of PCR in  the exacerbations has
detected that rhinovirus (16.39%), RSV (9.9%) and influenza (7.83%)
were the most frequent infections.8 However, after the SARS-Cov2
pandemic, the prevalence of coronavirus is probably higher. The

� The Spanish version is  available in the supplementary material.

patient with COPD has an increased risk of admission (2–4 times
higher than general population) when the infection is  due to  RSV,9

presenting a  similar impact on non-pandemic influenza A in the
60-year-old group with high-risk pathologies.10

Epidemiological studies carried out with PCR in  asthmatic
patients have  shown that viral respiratory infection is  the most fre-
quent trigger of exacerbations, both in adults (80%) and in children
(85–95%).11 Rhinovirus is the most frequent cause of asthma exac-
erbation (42.1%), followed by RSV (13.6%) and, to  a lesser extent,
herpes simplex virus (12.3%), enterovirus (10.1%), or influenza
(10.0%).12

There are  few references on the role of respiratory viruses in
exacerbations of bronchiectasis (BE) not  due to cystic fibrosis (CF).
In a  recent systematic review, respiratory viruses were detected in
48% of exacerbations, identifying 16 types, with coinfection existing
in 8% of cases. The most frequent viruses were rhinoviruses, fol-
lowed, in  descending order of frequency, by enterovirus, bocavirus,
adenovirus, metapneumovirus, influenza A, RSV, parainfluenza 3
or 4, coronavirus and parainfluenza 1 or 2.13 Therefore, despite
the scarcity of data, the role of viruses in  BE exacerbations is far
from being minor, so new prospective studies are needed to clarify
the clinical consequences of the presence of viruses in  LRT beyond
exacerbations, during recovery and stability.

In  patients with interstitial lung disease (ILD), although it
is  a  progressive disease, exacerbations may  occur which causes
acute respiratory deterioration with an impact on morbidity and
mortality. Despite common underdiagnosis, viral respiratory infec-
tions are a  known cause of these exacerbations. RSV favors the
production of different proinflammatory cytokines and the local
recruitment of neutrophils in the bronchiolar epithelium, pro-
moting an exacerbation of ILD.14 Furthermore, the accelerating
role of RSV infection in  the pathogenesis of pulmonary fibrosis
has been demonstrated in animal models.15 It is worth highlight-
ing the greater vulnerability to RSV infection in  patients with
ILD associated with systemic autoimmune diseases or undergoing
immunosuppressive treatment.

Although there is  hardly any data on the incidence and sever-
ity of RSV infection in patients with pulmonary hypertension (PH),
infections are  one of the main causes of its decompensation.16 In
addition, pneumonia causes up  to 7% of deaths in  patients with PH,
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which underlines the pernicious effect that respiratory infections
have on this population.17

RSV is one of the main causes of LRT infection in lung trans-
plant patients, within whom it is  associated with high morbidity
and mortality.18 This special vulnerability is  explained by the
high degree of pharmacological immunosuppression, local fac-
tors of the transplanted lung, as well as by  the presence of
chronic graft dysfunction (IGD). It  should be noted that RSV,
in comparison with other respiratory viruses, is more asso-
ciated with the development of this IGD, one of the main
determinants in post-transplant survival.19 For all these rea-
sons, different therapeutic options aimed at treating severe
RSV infection in  the lung transplant patient, including ribavirin,
intravenous immunoglobulins and pavilizumab, have been pro-
posed. However, the results were contradictory, which makes it
even more necessary to optimize currently available prevention
measures.

Patients with lung cancer should also be considered within risk
groups due to their susceptibility to develop severe forms of pre-
sentation of RSV infection, especially in situations of neutropenia,
an active oncological treatment and a  greater degree of tumor
extension.20

Given the lack of available effective specific treatments, it is
urgent to implement preventive measures such as immunization
against RSV in patients with chronic respiratory diseases, as has
already been done previously with other microorganisms that
cause serious respiratory infections such as influenza, SARS-Cov2
and pneumococcus.21 Regulatory agencies have recently approved
different RSV vaccines that have demonstrated their effectiveness
and safety in the adult population, which offers new and promising
opportunities to protect better our respiratory patients, particularly
vulnerable to infection.22,23 Therefore, responsible health author-
ities must prioritize patients with chronic respiratory diseases in
immunization programs.

One of the aims of the Spanish Society of Pulmonology and
Thoracic Surgery (SEPAR) is to collaborate in  the prevention of
respiratory diseases and to contribute to improving the health
care of these patients. SEPAR promotes the acquisition of more
knowledge derived from research in this field and, therefore,
must lead the strategies for the prevention and treatment of RSV
infection.

We  can conclude by  saying that, despite underdiagnosis, RSV is
one of the respiratory viruses that most frequently causes symp-
tomatic infections of LRT, being an important cause of morbidity
and mortality in patients with chronic respiratory diseases. For
that reason, these patients should be considered a  high-risk pop-
ulation vulnerable to the most severe forms of RSV infection. All
the above justifies the need to  optimize the diagnostic, therapeutic,
and, of course, preventive management of this respiratory infection
in our patients with underlying respiratory diseases. Consequently,
SEPAR urges the responsible health authorities to prioritize patients
with chronic respiratory diseases in RSV immunization programs in
order to mitigate its current impact on this particularly vulnerable
population.
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