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Last November, we saw the publication of the 2017 version of
the Global Initiative for Chronic Obstructive Lung Disease strategy
(GOLD),! yet another step in a process that began when the first
document was published in 2001. GOLD has contributed signifi-
cantly to putting chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) on
the map of diseases affecting global public health, and has helped
standardize aspects such as the definition, diagnostic criteria, and
general therapeutic approach to COPD. Until the 2011 version,
stratification of COPD severity or risk was based on lung function,
and this parameter was used to guide pharmacological treatment.
This version of GOLD changed the approach to patient evaluation,
and recognized that factors other than forced expiratory volume
in 1s (FEV;) were equally or even more important when selecting
treatment, including symptoms and risk level determined accord-
ing to the frequency of exacerbations. These factors were organized
in a grid that defined 4 categories identified by the letters A-D
according to the level of symptoms and risk.? This was an impor-
tant step in the path toward personalized treatment, but problems
soon emerged. Basically, the main issues were that there was more
than 1 determinant for each axis in the grid, and a patient classi-
fied as C or D according to poor lung function was very different
from one classified as C or D due to frequent exacerbations and
who, as such, needed a different type of treatment. Moreover, sev-
eral studies found that depending on whether the modified Medical
Research Council (mMRC) dyspnea scale or the COPD Assessment
Test (CAT) was used, the same patient could be classified in dif-
ferent categories,’ and that patients classified as B (low risk) had
higher mortality than patients classified as C (high risk).* These
inconsistencies prompted the review that led to the new 2017 ver-
sion. Some of the most important changes in this new version are
that FEV, has been excluded from the treatment grid and proposals
are given for treatment intensification and tapering in each of the
categories A-D.!
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From the point of view of the official clinical practice guidelines
for the treatment of COPD in Spain (GesEPOC),” it is worth remem-
bering first and foremost that GOLD is not a clinical guideline, but
rather presents strategies that countries can adapt to their own
real-world situation. Right from the start, GesEPOC included a num-
ber of GOLD principles, but produced a different suite of phenotype-
based recommendations, based on an evaluation of the evidence
and a multidisciplinary approach.” Phenotypes, for example, were
defined according to the descriptions previously published by some
of the authors of the GOLD document.® Despite the initial portrayal
of phenotypes as “the future of COPD” and the numerous studies
that emerged in the following years, the word “phenotype” is still
absent from GOLD 2017. The underlying meaning of the concept is,
of course, more important than the actual word, and in this respect,
the current GOLD grid is now very similar to that of GesEPOC, to
the extent that both share the same “y” axis that divides patients
into exacerbators and non-exacerbators; the “x” axis, however, is
still different. GOLD 2017 once again classifies patients according
to mMRC or CAT, while the GesEPOC uses the standard clinical phe-
notypes: emphysema, chronic bronchitis, or asthma-COPD overlap
syndrome (ACOS). For the treatment of patients in the D group,
GOLD includes drugs such as roflumilast, but adds an explanation
that they can be used when the patient presents cough and expec-
toration (chronic bronchitis phenotype), and even mentions the
preference for using inhaled corticosteroids (ICS) combined with
bronchodilators in patients with ACOS or eosinophilia. In fact, it
is surprising that ACOS is not included in the treatment scheme,
since in 2014, GOLD, in collaboration with the Global Initiative for
Asthma (GINA), published a long document on ACOS, which even
included therapeutic recommendations.” Up to 20% of patients
with COPD may have ACOS, but in GOLD 2017 its presence has been
reduced to only a few lines in the whole document.

The new GOLD grid should be welcomed as an attempt to sim-
plify the issue; however, it does not address the real complexity of
the disease. The examples of ICS, roflumilast, azithromycin, and
mucolytics underline the weaknesses of the new GOLD classifi-
cation, since these drugs cannot be indicated according to the
patient’s mMRC or CAT scores, and instead, the phenotypes of
patients who will respond to these therapies must be identified®;
this is the approach described by GesEPOC. Nor should these drugs
be reserved for group D, since they may be needed by some group
C patients who, likewise, meet the indications for treatment.
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In contrast to GesEPOC, the GOLD gives less attention and ther-
apeutic importance to the evaluation of future risks; only the
frequency of previous exacerbations is considered and neither FEV,
nor multidimensional scales, such as BODE etc., are taken into
account.

In addition to the simplification of the grid, GOLD and GesEPOC
have also come closer in other areas, such as the reference in GOLD
2017 to treatment with macrolides, the mention of withdrawal
of ICS, the use of inhaled antibiotics in bronchiectasis associated
with COPD, and palliative or end-of-life care, points that already
appeared in the original 2012 version of GesEPOC.>

In conclusion, the differences between the GOLD and GesEPOC
classifications of patients as exacerbators or non-exacerbators are
clearly reducing, although using the mMRC or the CAT in exacerba-
tors (C or D) is not, in our opinion, useful for identifying the optimal
preventive treatment.® Nevertheless, the initial gap between the
two proposals is gradually closing.!® Perhaps one day differences
will be reduced to a mere question of terminology rather than of
concepts.
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