
Improvement of respiratory
failure with NIV
In their recent paper Nickol et al1 studied the
possible mechanisms by which non-invasive
ventilation (NIV) improves ventilatory failure
in patients with a restrictive defect due to
either neuromuscular disease or kyphoscolio-
sis. They investigated three possible hypoth-
eses for reduction in daytime hypercapnia—
namely, increased ventilatory sensitivity to
CO2, improved respiratory muscle function,
and increased respiratory system compliance.
They showed that the reduction in diurnal
PaCO2 after treatment was accompanied by an
increase in hypercapnic ventilatory response
(HCVR), with no changes in non-volitional
tests of respiratory muscle strength or
respiratory mechanics. They conclude that
an increased ventilatory response to CO2 is
the principal mechanism underlying the long
term improvement in gas exchange asso-
ciated with NIV.

Interpretation of HCVR in patients with
lung disease is often difficult and, as the
authors point out, the measurement is highly
variable. In attempting to minimise this
variability they report the mean of two tests,
but the finding of no significant difference
between the first and second test is insuffi-
cient evidence to assess repeatability.
Furthermore, acknowledging that an associa-
tion between HCVR and PaCO2 has been
demonstrated, there is a danger of over-
interpreting this as cause and effect
(increased HCVR resulting in lower PaCO2),
and I would suggest that reverse causality
(lower PaCO2 resulting in higher HCVR) is at
least equally (and probably more) likely.

Studies over many years2–4 have shown that
the ventilatory response to CO2 is dependent
on the prevailing PaCO2 and bicarbonate
concentration. The law of mass action dic-
tates that, in patients with chronic hypercap-
nia and raised blood and CSF bicarbonate
levels, a given change in PaCO2 during
stimulated breathing will result in a smaller
than normal increase in hydrogen ion con-
centration (the fundamental stimulus to the
respiratory centres) and consequently a
smaller increase in ventilation. When a
chronically raised PaCO2 is lowered (as occurs
with NIV), the bicarbonate concentration
also falls (as clearly shown in this study)
and an increase in the ventilatory response to
CO2 would be expected.

I therefore question the conclusion of
Nickol et al that the ventilatory control
mechanism is ‘‘fundamental’’ in determining
the improvement in ventilatory failure
accompanying NIV. As they explain, gas
exchange improves as a result of optimising
the ‘‘load/capacity/drive balance of the
respiratory system’’ but, in my view, the
‘‘drive’’ is likely to be of secondary impor-
tance. The authors produce good evidence, as
have others, that changes in load are prob-
ably not relevant. As they acknowledge,
however, they have examined only one aspect
of ‘‘capacity’’. It remains likely that, by
relieving the load for several hours per day,
some aspect of respiratory muscle function is

improved, allowing PaCO2 to be maintained
closer to normal for the remainder of the
24 hour period. Whether this improvement
relates to better endurance, less fatigue, or an
aspect of strength which is incompletely
assessed by the tests used remains to be
determined. I submit that, when considering
the mechanisms of improved gas exchange
with NIV, the focus should remain on the
respiratory muscles rather than on the
ventilatory control mechanism.

G J Gibson
Department of Respiratory Medicine, Freeman

Hospital, Newcastle upon Tyne NE7 7DN, UK;
g.j.gibson@ncl.ac.uk

References

1 Nickol AH, Hart N, Hopkinson NS, et al.
Mechanisms of improvement of respiratory failure
in patients with restrictive thoracic disease treated
with non-invasive ventilation. Thorax
2005;60:754–60.

2 Scott RW. Observations on the pathologic
physiology of chronic pulmonary emphysema.
Arch Intern Med 1920;26:544–60.

3 Clark TJH. The ventilatory response to CO2 in
chronic airways obstruction measured by a
rebreathing method. Clin Sci 1968;34:559–68.

4 Heinemann HO, Goldring RM. Bicarbonate and
the regulation of ventilation. Am J Med
1974;57:361–70.

Authors’ reply
We thank Professor Gibson for his comments
on our paper1 and, indeed, acknowledge that
an association between increased HCVR and
reduced PaCO2 following NIV does not prove
cause and effect, but that there may be co-
dependency. We speculate that the heigh-
tened HCVR will help to maintain a lower
PaCO2 during spontaneous breathing, even if
the heightened HCVR is merely arising
secondary to a lower PaCO2 and bicarbonate
level. However, the mechanisms responsible
for increasing the ventilatory response to CO2

during chronic changes in blood gas and pH
status remain unresolved, so the increased
HCVR may also be only a correlation with the
lower PaCO2. The relationship between the
HCVR and PaCO2 or bicarbonate level can vary
under different conditions (such as during
chronic hypoxia), which makes it difficult to
establish cause and effect. As Dempsey
pointed out over 20 years ago,2 it is no longer

justifiable to consider ventilatory adaptations
as the result of presumed changes in stimulus
levels while assuming the gain of the reflexes
is constant with only linear interactions.
From a practical point of view, we would
see our paper as supporting efforts to obtain
the greatest possible reduction in daytime
PaCO2 consistent with patient comfort.

We also acknowledge that, theoretically, a
change in an unmeasured aspect of muscle
function such as endurance may contribute
towards improved daytime gas exchange,
although it is of interest to note that inducing
diaphragm fatigue by maximum voluntary
ventilation or by inspiratory resistance load-
ing does not alter neural drive to the
diaphragm as indicated by electromyogra-
phy.3 Measuring respiratory muscle endur-
ance is difficult because traditional
techniques are either incremental tests (and
therefore, in effect, tests of strength) or may
be influenced by the breathing pattern
adopted. To resolve these issues we recently
described a novel test of respiratory muscle
endurance4 which could be used to test
Professor Gibson’s hypothesis.
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Consideration of palivizumab not
justified
Broughton and colleagues1 state that con-
sideration should be given to the use of
prophylactic palivizumab to infants born at
less than 32 weeks in the case of maternal
smoking or even if they have siblings.
However, the authors present no data from
their own or other studies to indicate that
this would be in any way cost effective or
justified. Certainly the word ‘‘consider’’ is
fortunate, given the stated funding provided
to one author by the manufacturer.

The study demonstrated a relationship
between lower respiratory morbidity from
respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) and smok-
ing which has been widely shown elsewhere.
The numbers of smokers were in fact very
small—surprisingly so at 18 per 126 babies,
given both their prematurity and the catch-
ment population for this hospital, although
28 experienced smoking in the home. One
wonders if the 61 non-consenters and non-
attenders may have comprised a higher
proportion.

If you have a burning desire to respond
to a paper published in the Journal of
Clinical Pathology, why not make use of
our ‘‘rapid response’’ option?

Log on to our website
(www.thoraxjnl.com), find the paper that
interests you, and send your response via
email by clicking on the ‘‘eLetters’’ option in
the box at the top right hand corner.

Providing it isn’t libellous or obscene, it
will be posted within seven days. You can
retrieve it by clicking on ‘‘read eletters’’ on
our homepage.

The editors will decide as before whether
to also publish it in a future paper issue.

PostScript . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Competing interests: none declared.

Competing interests: none declared.

Thorax 2006;61:545–549 545

www.thoraxjnl.com




