Study suggests frequent
exacerbations do not contribute to
permanent worsening of COPD in
former smokers
By Michael H. Weier l May 27, 2015
Do acute exacerbations cause permanent worsening of chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD)? A recent study suggests frequent moderate
exacerbations (worsening of acute symptoms) do not contribute to progressive
decline of pulmonary function among former smokers.
Employers and insurers of workers’
compensation are typically deemed responsible
for worsening of pre-existing conditions
due to injurious workplace exposures under
an occupational disease theory of liability.1
Workers with COPD, chronic bronchitis and
emphysema, are purportedly susceptible to acute
exacerbations of their pulmonary conditions
when exposed to organic compounds, dust and
fumes during employment.
COPD is a group of progressive lung
disorders, including asthma, bronchiectasis,
chronic bronchitis, and emphysema.2 The
third leading cause of death worldwide behind ischemic heart attack and
stroke,3,4 COPD accounts for approximately 134,000 American lives each
year.5 Smoking tobacco products6 and acute exacerbations7 are typically
considered contributing factors to the progression of COPD.8 A medical
research investigation, however, challenges the prevailing theory that frequent
moderate acute exacerbations permanently worsen COPD.

Research does reveal
medical evidence to
question whether
occupational
exacerbations cause
requisite worsening
for entitlements

The International Journal of Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease published
a two-year cohort study of 100 former smokers.9 Clinical evaluations included
standard diagnostic pulmonary tests, such as anthropometry, spirometry,
inspiratory capacity, peripheral capillary oxygen saturation, and severity of
dyspnea. Among COPD patients who were former but not active smokers,
the results reveal no significant difference in the progression of clinical and
functional decline.
The study may not dispute the relationship between workplace exposures
and exacerbations of pulmonary conditions. Nonetheless, the research does
reveal medical evidence to question whether occupational exacerbations
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Woresening of COPD in former smokers (continued)
of pre-existing COPD cause requisite worsening for entitlement to time loss
compensation or permanent partial disability awards. n
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