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Editorial

Microspirometers  in  the  follow-up  of  COPD:  advantages  and
disadvantages�

El  uso de los  microespirómetros en el  seguimiento de la EPOC: ventajas e inconvenientes

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) is  a highly preva-
lent disease with a high global burden in terms of numbers of years
lived with disabilities.1 Despite its high prevalence, many patients
remain undiagnosed and therefore do not receive the appropri-
ate treatment.2 This is the case in both developed and developing
countries, underlining the fact that underdiagnosis is  not a problem
solely related to access to healthcare systems. Given the situation,
the quest for screening methods to detect undiagnosed patients is
a priority research area.

Currently, the GOLD recommendations strategy paper does not
recommend generalized screening for COPD (performing spirome-
try on all comers, whether or not they have respiratory symptoms),
choosing instead to recommend spirometries in  individuals with
respiratory symptoms and/or exposure to risk factors for develop-
ing the disease.3 The GesEPOC Spanish COPD guidelines, however,
advocate opportunistic screening (for example, when a  patient
attends the clinic for other reasons and the doctor takes advantage
of the opportunity to  detect patients at high risk of developing the
disease by way of questionnaires and/or simple objective lung func-
tion measures; these patients would then be referred for diagnostic
confirmation by spirometry, the gold standard for the diagnosis of
COPD).4

Efforts to reduce COPD underdiagnosis have been ongoing for
several years, based mainly on COPD screening measures in the
general population, especially the at-risk population and patients
with chronic respiratory symptoms.5–7 These screening methods
are based on the use of symptom questionnaires and/or simple
measurements of lung function using microspirometers or peak
expiratory flow meters.

Most of the microspirometers under study use a forced maneu-
ver to obtain FEV1 and FEV6 results and the FEV1/FEV6 ratio as a
marker of airflow limitation. Two models of microspirometers are
available in Spain, the Piko-6® (nSpireHealth Inc., Colorado, USA)
and the COPD-6® (Vitalograph Inc., Kansas, USA), both of which
have been tested in  studies in  Spain and other countries.

The COPD-6 has shown a good correlation with forced spirom-
etry values, with an area under the curve close to  or slightly above
0.80, and a sensitivity of over 80%, although the optimal FEV1/FEV6
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cut-off point, at between 0.75 and 0.80, is not well defined.6,8,9 The
Piko-6® microspirometer has also demonstrated its usefulness in
screening patients with COPD, with an area under the curve close to
0.85 and a sensitivity greater than 80%, with an FEV1/FEV6 cut-off
point of 0.7.5,10

Ideally, microspirometers should be used in the general popu-
lation to capture patients with abnormal results that should then
be confirmed by conventional spirometry. However, despite their
ease of use and the reliability of their measurements compared
to forced spirometry performed in  a lung function laboratory,11

these screening methods have not achieved widespread success
among the medical community attending patients with respira-
tory diseases. This should compel us to wonder why  these devices
are so rarely used, and why they have not helped reduce COPD
underdiagnosis.

One of the explanations for the scant use of microspirometers
is  probably that, like conventional spirometers, these devices are
all under the responsibility of healthcare staff, so individuals need
to contact the healthcare system in order to be able to perform the
test. With this in mind, perhaps it is  time to ẗhink out of the boxänd
look for new solutions that allow us to obtain lung function mea-
surements without the need to use an additional device or to  come
into contact with the healthcare system. An ideal solution might
be to use the built-in microphone available on most smartphones,
which, by analyzing the sound of an exhalation, could provide an
estimate of lung function or, at least, airflow limitation. Some ini-
tiatives in this regard are already under development, but it may  be
some time before they can be expected to appear on the market.12

In  the near future, smartphone lung function apps or
microspirometers may  be  developed for use when access to lung
function testing is  limited due to the Covid-19 pandemic; such
devices could become a valuable tool in  telemedicine or respiratory
disease screening.
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