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respectively, of the total deaths (19% and 18% after excluding AIDS-

defining illnesses).9

Another possible explanation, independent of the coding sys-

tems, could be that  although PLWH frequently visit doctors and

are linked to care, their lungs tend to be less tested and there-

fore less diagnosed with COPD. COPD underdiagnosis is a  universal

phenomenon, both in general and hospital-based populations.14

Spirometry is  not actually implemented in most hospitals as

a routine test for PLWH, despite guidelines having begun to

include algorithms regarding this comorbidity.15 This underdiag-

nosis would then lead to an underreporting of deaths.

Both of these possible explanations, if true, may  reflect a wor-

risome problem: COPD is not yet perceived as a  relevant concern

in  PLWH care. This potential issue may  also have caused collat-

eral effects, as few research groups are presently addressing this

particular comorbidity. In the last 10 years (2008–2017), only 191

articles indexed in Medline and related to HIV mention in their

title, abstract, or  keywords the term “COPD”, while in the same

period, 931 articles and 8437 articles mention “cardiovascular” and

“cancer”, respectively.

It  is important to note that the scientific community still pos-

sesses an astonishing lack of knowledge in  how COPD and HIV

relate to each other. We  do  not yet have enough evidence regarding

the effects of chronic HIV infection in  the lungs; how these affect

the local immunity, even in  the presence of effective antiretroviral

treatment; and how to  optimize the management of COPD in PLWH,

apart from implementing smoking cessation and programs to iden-

tify individuals with COPD. Further lung research in HIV is needed,

and most, if not all, PLWH might be recommended to perform a

baseline spirometry to  aid in  tracking their general and HIV-related

health.

As a conclusion, we consider that the impact of COPD in  terms of

PLWH mortality could have been systematically and grossly under-

estimated in western countries. This misclassification phenomenon

could have lead physicians to minimize COPD role as a comorbidity

in this population.
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