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Abstract
Phrenic motoneurons are located in the cervical spinal cord and innervate the diaphragm muscle,
the main inspiratory muscle in mammals. Similar to other skeletal muscles, phrenic motoneurons
and diaphragm muscle fibers form motor units which are the final element of neuromotor control.
In addition to their role in sustaining ventilation, phrenic motor units are active in other non-
ventilatory behaviors important for airway clearance such as coughing or sneezing. Diaphragm
muscle fibers comprise all fiber types and are commonly classified based on expression of
contractile proteins including myosin heavy chain isoforms. Although there are differences in
contractile and fatigue properties across motor units, there is a matching of properties for the
motor neuron and muscle fibers within a motor unit. Motor units are generally recruited in order
such that fatigue-resistant motor units are recruited earlier and more often than more fatigable
motor units. Thus, in sustaining ventilation, fatigue-resistant motor units are likely required. Based
on a series of studies in cats, hamsters and rats, an orderly model of motor unit recruitment was
proposed that takes into consideration the maximum forces generated by single type-identified
diaphragm muscle fibers as well as the proportion of the different motor unit types. Using this
model, eupnea can be accomplished by activation of only slow-twitch diaphragm motor units and
only a subset of fast-twitch, fatigue-resistant units. Activation of fast-twitch fatigable motor units
only becomes necessary when accomplishing tasks that require greater force generation by the
diaphragm muscle, e.g., sneezing and coughing.

1. Introduction
Motor output of skeletal muscles is determined by the function of motoneurons and the
muscle fibers they innervate which together form a motor unit. Phrenic motoneurons
innervate the diaphragm muscle, are located within the ventral horn (lamina IX) of the
cervical spinal cord and receive rhythmic excitatory drive from medullary premotor neurons
(Ellenberger and Feldman, 1988; Feldman et al., 1985). In mammals, phrenic motoneurons
show remarkably similar anatomical location: C3-C5 segments in rats (Mantilla et al., 2009;
Prakash et al., 2000; Song et al., 2000), C3-C6 in mice (Qiu et al., 2010), C4-C6 in cats
(Webber et al., 1979), C5-C7 in ferrets (Yates et al., 1999), and C3-C5 in humans (Keswani
and Hollinshead, 1955). Phrenic motor units are the final element of respiratory neuromotor
control.
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Respiratory muscles such as the diaphragm muscle are distinct from other skeletal muscles
in that they must function from birth onwards in sustaining ventilation and display high
levels of activation. In fact, active phrenic motor units in the rat display a daily duty cycle
(ratio of active to inactive time) ~ 35% (Kong and Berger, 1986). In the rat hind limb, duty
cycles are ~2% for the extensor digitorum longus and ~14% for the soleus muscle
(Hensbergen and Kernell, 1997). In addition, phrenic motor units contribute to non-
ventilatory behaviors, including swallowing, vocalization, and expulsive behaviors
important for airway clearance (Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck and Fournier, 1989).

Properties of the motor unit population critically determine the function of a skeletal muscle
in accomplishing specific motor tasks. Neuromotor control is exerted by the recruitment of
motor units with different functional properties (Fournier and Sieck, 1988; Sieck, 1988) and
frequency coding of neural activation (Iscoe et al., 1976). Indeed, motor units display
considerable diversity in their contractile and fatigue properties (Burke et al., 1973; Fournier
and Sieck, 1988). Contractile properties generally match the histochemical and biochemical
properties of a motor unit (Butler et al., 1999; Sieck, 1991b, 1994; Su et al., 1997).
Importantly, within a single motor unit, these properties are matched (Enad et al., 1989;
Sieck et al., 1989a).

The range of muscle force generated during different motor behaviors is determined by the
combined contractile and fatigue properties of recruited motor units (Clamann, 1993). Motor
unit recruitment also determines the muscle response to the varying mechanical demands
that are imposed and thus provides functional limits on the motor tasks that can be
accomplished. In this review, we will focus on the role of motor unit recruitment in
determining the range of forces generated by the diaphragm muscle in accomplishing both
ventilatory (resting – eupneic – ventilation and the response to hypoxic or hypercarbic
conditions) and non-ventilatory behaviors (associated with airway occlusion and clearance,
e.g., sneezing).

2. Classification of Motor Unit Types
Motor units are commonly classified into different types according to the properties of their
muscle fibers (Burke, 1981; Fournier and Sieck, 1988; Kernell, 2006; Sieck et al., 1989a).
Importantly, the muscle fibers within a motor unit display homogeneous type composition
(Fournier and Sieck, 1988; Hamm et al., 1988; Nemeth et al., 1986). Indeed, all muscle
fibers within a phrenic motor unit are of the same fiber type in adult rats (Johnson et al.,
1994) and cats (Enad et al., 1989; Sieck et al., 1989a; Sieck et al., 1996).

Four types of motor units are generally considered. Type S motor units exhibit slower
contraction times than other motor unit types, but are more resistant to fatigue. Muscle fibers
in type S motor units express myosin heavy chain isoform slow (MyHCSlow) and have high
mitochondrial volume density and oxidative capacity (Enad et al., 1989; Sieck et al., 1996).
Motor units that display faster contraction times comprise 3 types with varying resistance to
fatigue. Muscle fibers in fatigue-resistant type FR motor units express MyHC2A and have
higher mitochondrial volume density and oxidative capacity compared to highly fatigable
type FF motor units, which comprise muscle fibers expressing both MyHC2B and MyHC2X.
Fast motor units that are fatigue-intermediate (type FInt) comprise muscle fibers that express
only the MyHC2X isoform and have intermediate mitochondrial volume density and
oxidative capacity (Sieck et al., 1996).

Muscle fibers also exhibit varying mechanical properties across motor unit types including
maximum specific force (force per unit cross-sectional area), force-Ca2+ relationships
underlying submaximal activation (Geiger et al., 2000; Geiger et al., 1999) and cross bridge
cycling kinetics (Sieck and Prakash, 1997). Diaphragm muscle fibers at type FInt and FF
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units display greater cross-sectional area (Lewis and Sieck, 1990; Miyata et al., 1995;
Prakash et al., 2000; Sieck et al., 1989b; Zhan et al., 1997) and greater maximum specific
force (Geiger et al., 2002; Geiger et al., 2001; Geiger et al., 2000; Geiger et al., 1999) than
fibers at type S and FR units. In addition, the number of muscle fibers innervated by a
phrenic motoneuron (i.e., innervation ratio) varies across motor unit types with greater
innervation ratios at type FInt and FF motor units than at type S or FR units (Sieck, 1988).
Taken together, the larger fiber size, greater specific force and greater innervation ratio
result in substantially greater forces being generated by type FInt and FF motor units
compared to type S and FR units (Fig. 1) (Mantilla et al., 2010).

There is considerable morphological heterogeneity in motoneurons, even within a single
pool such as the phrenic motor pool (Burke et al., 1992; Cameron et al., 1985; Cameron and
Fang, 1989; Issa et al., 2010; Mantilla et al., 2009; Prakash et al., 2000; Qiu et al., 2010;
Torikai et al., 1996). Adult rat phrenic motoneurons show a bimodal distribution with a
greater than three-fold variation in motoneuron surface area (Prakash et al., 2000). This
heterogeneity is established postnatally at a time when motor unit diversity becomes evident,
and in fact, motoneuron soma growth matches the growth of diaphragm muscle fibers
(Mantilla and Sieck, 2008; Prakash et al., 2000). Motoneuron morphology, in particular
dendritic arborization and somal dimensions, contribute to differences in intrinsic
electrophysiological properties across motoneurons (Cushing et al., 2005; Su et al., 1997;
van Lunteren and Dick, 1992). Intrinsic properties of motoneurons may depend on motor
unit type. For instance, motoneurons at type S motor units are smaller (exhibiting the highest
input resistance), more excitable (i.e., lowest rheobase) and display the slower axonal
conduction velocities than motoneurons at type FF motor units (Burke, 1981; Zengel et al.,
1985). The orderly recruitment of motor units of different types may thus determine the
gradation of force development across motor behaviors.

3. Orderly Recruitment of Motor Units
Motor units are recruited in an orderly fashion. Based on the intrinsic electrophysiological
properties of motoneurons, for a given synaptic input, smaller more excitable motoneurons
with smaller axons and slower conduction velocities would be recruited before larger
motoneurons. There is substantial evidence for this recruitment pattern (Butler et al., 1999;
Kernell, 2006; Sieck and Fournier, 1989), consistent with the “size principle” (Gordon et al.,
2004; Henneman et al., 1965). Indeed, recruitment of motor units generally matches their
mechanical and fatigue properties: type S and FR motor units are recruited first, followed by
type FInt and FF units. In support of the “size principle”, multiple studies have shown that
phrenic motoneurons with slower axonal conduction velocities were recruited first during
inspiratory efforts (Dick et al., 1987; Jodkowski et al., 1987, 1988). Also in agreement with
Henneman’s “size principle”, motor unit type also is an important determinant of motor unit
recruitment order (Burke et al., 1973; Mendell, 2005; Sypert and Munson, 1981). In fact, the
force developed by a motor unit is a strong indicator of its recruitment order (Zajac and
Faden, 1985).

3.1. Diaphragm Muscle Force – Transdiaphragmatic Pressure
In previous studies in cats (Fournier and Sieck, 1988; Sieck and Fournier, 1989), hamsters
(Sieck, 1991b, 1994) and more recently in rats (Mantilla et al., 2010), transdiaphragmatic
pressure (Pdi) measurements were used as an estimate of diaphragm muscle force generated
during different ventilatory and non-ventilatory behaviors. Bilateral supramaximal phrenic
nerve stimulation was used to obtain the maximum Pdi (Pdimax) in anesthetized animals. In
cats, Pdi generated during quiet breathing (eupnea) was ~12% of Pdimax, whereas in
hamsters and rats, eupneic Pdi was ~27% and ~21% of Pdimax (Fig. 1), respectively. In
humans, estimates of the Pdi generated by the diaphragm muscle during eupnea are
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approximately 10% of Pdimax (Sieck, 1994). These observations suggest that Pdi scales with
animal size.

When ventilation was stimulated by exposing animals to gas mixtures that were hypoxic
(10% O2) and hypercapnic (5% CO2), diaphragm muscle forces increased to ~28% Pdimax
in cats and rats (Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck and Fournier, 1989). Exposure to hypoxia-
hypercapnia represents a robust ventilatory stimulus but it clearly does not approximate
maximal force generation by the diaphragm muscle. Indeed, diaphragm muscle forces
generated during sustained airway occlusion were ~49% of Pdimax in cats, ~43% of Pdimax
in hamsters and ~63% of Pdimax in rats (Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck, 1991b, 1994; Sieck and
Fournier, 1989). Importantly, these responses to airway occlusion were generated within 45
s of forced airway closure, and thus differ from the “asphyxic” response elicited in several
other species during late stages of prolonged tracheal occlusion usually requiring more than
90 s (Bucher et al., 1972). The asphyxic response likely is a type of autoresuscitative
behavior preceded by a large expiratory component (Bucher et al., 1972) and unrelated to
ventilatory behaviors or even expulsive behaviors such as coughing or sneezing (Bolser,
1991).

Only during non-ventilatory behaviors (e.g., coughing, sneezing) were maximal diaphragm
muscle forces generated in both cats and rats. In rats (Mantilla et al., 2010), airway irritation
induced by intranasal injection of capsaicin results in a sneezing behavior that is associated
with generation of near maximal Pdi (94±5% of Pdimax elicited by bilateral phrenic nerve
stimulation). In cats, gagging induced by mechanical stimulation of the oropharynx
generated forces that sometimes exceeded those generated by bilateral phrenic nerve
stimulation (Sieck and Fournier, 1989). Occasional sneezing behaviors in cats were of
similar magnitude. Sneezing and gagging behaviors constitute physiological patterns of
motor activation that can be elicited in anesthetized animals (Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck and
Fournier, 1989), and thus do not depend on voluntary control of respiratory muscle activity.
Whether similarly maximal activation can be achieved in humans is not clear. Regardless,
having multiple measures of respiratory muscle activity seems useful in assessing muscle
weakness or diminished functional reserve (Steier et al., 2007).

The interspecies differences in normalized Pdi and thus the diaphragm muscle’s reserve
capacity for force generation likely reflect the varying ventilatory demands that are imposed
on the diaphragm muscle in accomplishing its motor tasks. In this sense, larger species may
require more diverse behaviors, with a greater range in motor output reflected in the larger
reserve capacity beyond resting breathing (Stahl, 1967). In addition, differences across
species may relate to the mechanical properties of the respiratory system itself, e.g., lung or
chest wall compliance and airway resistance. In agreement, we found that spontaneous sighs
in rats generate forces similar to those involved in the response to airway occlusion (~60%
of Pdimax), whereas in the cat sighs generated forces ~30% of Pdimax (Mantilla et al., 2010;
Sieck and Fournier, 1989). Regardless, considerable force reserve exists for the diaphragm
muscle to generate the forces necessary in sustaining ventilation. This force reserve is likely
the result of differences in the population of motor units within these muscles and
adaptations in respiratory muscles following injury or disease may impact this force reserve
placing patients at increased risk of respiratory failure (Sieck and Mantilla, 2008). These
relationships at present are not clear and deserve further study.

3.2. Modeling of Phrenic Motor Unit Recruitment
A simple model was proposed for the recruitment of different motor unit types in the
diaphragm muscle when accomplishing a range of ventilatory and non-ventilatory behaviors
(Fig. 1). This model of motor unit was based on previous studies in the cat, hamster and rat.
First, the force generated per motor unit of each type (Fig. 1) was estimated based on
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measurements of the specific force (force per cross-sectional area) in single diaphragm
muscle fibers (Geiger et al., 2002; Geiger et al., 2001; Geiger et al., 2000; Geiger et al.,
1999; Sieck, 1988) and measurements of cross-sectional areas of type-identified fibers
(Lewis and Sieck, 1990; Miyata et al., 1995; Prakash et al., 2000; Sieck et al., 1989b; Zhan
et al., 1997). Second, the number of motor units of each type was estimated using
measurements of the proportion of different fiber types in the diaphragm muscle and
assuming that the innervation ratio (i.e., the number of fibers innervated by each
motoneuron) was ~15% lower at type S or FR motor units than at type FInt and FF units
(Enad et al., 1989; Fournier and Sieck, 1988; Sieck, 1988; Sieck et al., 1989a; Sieck et al.,
1996). Third, recruitment of motor units in strict order: type S followed by type FR, FInt and
FF units was assumed, with full recruitment of all units of each type being achieved before
recruiting the next type. This model is shown in Fig.1 (solid line) for the rat diaphragm
muscle (Mantilla et al., 2010), but previous models were generated for the cat and hamster
diaphragm (Fournier and Sieck, 1988; Sieck, 1991b, 1994; Sieck and Fournier, 1989).

In these models, diaphragm muscle force generated during ventilatory behaviors (i.e.,
eupnea and hypoxia-hypercapnia) could be accomplished by recruitment of type S and FR
motor units in all species (Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck, 1991b, 1994; Sieck and Fournier,
1989). Of note and in agreement with these findings, the number of phrenic motoneurons
recruited during inspiration in cats (~23% of the total pool) (Jodkowski et al., 1987) is the
approximate proportion of type S and FR motor units in the diaphragm muscle (Fournier and
Sieck, 1988; Sieck et al., 1989a). During sustained airway occlusion, additional recruitment
of type FInt motor units would be required. Importantly, Pdi generated during sneezing was
near maximal generated by bilateral phrenic nerve stimulation; thus, only during short-
duration expulsive behaviors such as sneezing would recruitment of all motor unit types be
required. Similarly, in the cat medial gastrocnemius, a large portion of the motor unit pool
would only be recruited during high-intensity, short-duration behaviors such as jumping
(Sieck, 1991a; Walmsley et al., 1978).

The gradation of force developed by diaphragm motor units (type FF > FInt > FR > S)
results in varying slopes of force development as motor units of each type are sequentially
recruited (Fig. 1). The proportionally larger force generated by type FF motor units, for
instance, reflects their greater specific force, cross-sectional area and innervation ratio, and
the contribution of type FF motor units to the maximal force generated by the diaphragm is
disproportionate to the number of motor units of this type.

There are differences in the relative Pdi generated during different motor behaviors (as a
fraction of Pdimax) across the three species studied (see section 3.1). However, these
differences are reflected in the relative proportion of fatigue-resistant (type S and FR units)
and more fatigable motor units (type FInt and FF units) across species. For instance, type S
and FR motor units comprise ~65% and ~54% in the rat and hamster, respectively,
compared to ~34% in the cat (Sieck, 1991b; Sieck and Fournier, 1989). Thus, the
distribution of fatigue-resistant and more fatigable motor units across these species is in
agreement with the differences in reserve capacity. In the rat, relatively infrequent (~0.2
min−1), large spontaneous “sigh” breaths were detected during both eupnea and hypoxia-
hypercapnia (Mantilla et al., 2010). During these sighs, the diaphragm muscle generated
forces ~60% of Pdimax, similar to forces generated during airway occlusion. Thus, it is
possible that recruitment of some type FInt motor units would occur during spontaneous
ventilatory behaviors.

Similar models can also be generated assuming submaximal activation of motor units. In
Fig. 1, activation of motor units at 50% of their maximal discharge rate is shown by the
dashed line. However, motor unit discharge frequencies may change during the inspiratory

Mantilla and Sieck Page 5

Respir Physiol Neurobiol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 October 15.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



burst (Butler et al., 1999; Kong and Berger, 1986). The discharge frequency of individual
motor units or their onset and offset times within an inspiratory burst may also vary (Iscoe et
al., 1976), particularly across behaviors of increasing demand (Milano et al., 1992).
Unfortunately there is limited information on motor unit discharge rates across behaviors
including those associated with highly forceful contractions as such studies are technically
exceedingly difficult (Lee and Fuller, 2011).

Clearly, this model does not confirm the “size principle” of motor unit recruitment. Indeed,
to the best of our knowledge, no study to date has experimentally confirmed such orderly
recruitment in the phrenic motor unit pool. This model represents a first approximation to
motor unit recruitment and should be useful in the evaluation of motor unit plasticity
following injury or disease.

3.3. Assessment of Diaphragm Muscle Force and EMG
In our recent study in rats (Mantilla et al., 2010), there was a robust correlation between the
mechanical forces generated by the diaphragm muscle as measured by the Pdi and its
electrical activation as determined by peak root-mean-square (RMS) amplitude of the EMG
signal. The RMS EMG amplitude increased progressively from eupnea to hypoxia-
hypercapnia, airway occlusion and sneezing, consistent with changes in Pdi (expressed as a
percent of Pdimax). Indeed, we suggested that diaphragm muscle EMG activity could be a
surrogate for Pdi measurements, particularly when these are impractical (e.g., in chronic
measurements or in awake animals).

We recently examined the stability and reliability of longitudinal measurements of
diaphragm EMG activity using chronically implanted electrodes during ventilatory and non-
ventilatory motor behaviors (Mantilla et al., 2011). Quantitative techniques for recording
diaphragm EMG activity over time could allow assessment of muscle function during
functional recovery from spinal cord injury or with progression of diseases impairing normal
ventilation (Mantilla and Sieck, 2003, 2008, 2009; Sieck and Mantilla, 2009). Unfortunately,
simple measures of diaphragm EMG activity (e.g., average rectified integrated (Dow et al.,
2006; Dow et al., 2009) or peak RMS amplitude (Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck and Fournier,
1990; Trelease et al., 1982) are highly variable across animals. Indeed, in the course of 6-
weeks (Mantilla et al., 2011), diaphragm EMG amplitude displayed substantial intra-animal
variability (coefficient of variation: 29-42% for different behaviors). However,
normalization of diaphragm EMG activity to near maximal behaviors such as spontaneous
sighs reduced intra-animal variability allowing for quantitative, longitudinal assessment of
the diaphragm muscle’s ventilatory activity.

It is important to note that the activity and fiber type composition in the costal and crural
regions of the diaphragm muscle is similar (Oyer et al., 1989; Reid et al., 1992; Sieck,
1988), and thus, it may be possible to implant EMG electrodes in either region and obtain
representative recordings of phrenic motor unit activation. In humans, esophageal or
laparoscopic intramuscular electrode placement are possible (Beck et al., 2001; Beck et al.,
1996, 1998; Hemmerling et al., 2001). Previously reported techniques for chronic recordings
of diaphragm EMG activity across several species (Chang and Harper, 1989; Cooke et al.,
1990; Schoolman and Fink, 1963; Shafford et al., 2006; Trelease et al., 1982; Weinstein et
al., 1967) had not examined whether quantitative measurements could be reliably obtained
in a longitudinal fashion. These studies primarily evaluated either the presence or absence of
activity and not quantitative changes in diaphragm activity over time.

Although changes in EMG activity reflect differences in diaphragm force (Eldridge, 1975;
Mantilla et al., 2010; Sieck and Fournier, 1989), several factors may cause variability in
EMG amplitude over time and thus limit quantitative assessments of force generation. For
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instance, problems with the electrode (e.g., movement, dislodgment or failure), tissue
scarring and fibrosis around the electrode may reduce the quality of the EMG signal. Muscle
fiber growth may also complicate longitudinal assessments of ventilatory activity using
EMG recordings by changing the muscle fiber sampling and frequency content. Importantly,
by measuring diaphragm EMG activity across multiple behaviors, the progression in peak
RMS activity across behaviors of increasing demand was maintained over time, with one
exception (Mantilla et al., 2011). Sneezing induced by intranasal application of capsaicin did
not generate maximal electrical activation at all time points, in some animals. Indeed,
sneezing generated lower electrical activation than airway occlusion or spontaneous sighs,
consistent with a change in capsaicin sensitivity following repeated exposures (Bolcskei et
al., 2010).

Measuring multiple behaviors may enhance longitudinal studies of diaphragm muscle
activity. Following spinal cord injury at C2 in rats, phrenic nerve activity is inconsistently
reported during eupnea but can be elicited by increasing inspiratory drive (e.g., with hypoxia
or hypercapnia) (Fuller et al., 2009; Golder et al., 2001; Nantwi et al., 1999; Teng et al.,
1999). It is worth noting that exposure to hypoxic and hypercapnic conditions only results in
~40% of Pdimax in rats (Mantilla et al., 2011; Mantilla et al., 2010), and thus other behaviors
such as spontaneous sighs may inform about the diaphragm muscle’s ability to generate
higher levels of force (~65% of Pdimax). Whether the relationship between diaphragm
muscle force and EMG activity is preserved following injury or with disease progression
will need to be determined experimentally. However, longitudinal measurements of
diaphragm EMG activity may prove clinically useful as an initial assessment of the plasticity
of phrenic motor units.

3.4. Frequency Coding of Motor Unit Recruitment
Neuromotor control of diaphragm muscle force can also be exerted via coding of
motoneuron discharge frequencies (Iscoe et al., 1976; Kong and Berger, 1986; Lee and
Fuller, 2011; Lee et al., 2009). In this regard, it may be useful to evaluate changes in
motoneuron discharge frequencies using quantitative analyses of the diaphragm EMG
signal. Indeed, frequency-domain analyses of EMG signals have been employed under a
variety of conditions. Changes in the power spectral density (PSD) of EMG signals with a
shift toward higher frequencies have been reported as force generation increases (Arendt-
Nielsen and Mills, 1985; Solomonow et al., 1990). Based on models of the EMG power
spectrum that consider the varying size and number of activated muscle fibers (Lindstrom
and Magnusson, 1977), EMG PSD is primarily dependent on the action potential conduction
velocity of activated muscle fibers, and thus on fiber diameter. In agreement, the distribution
of sizes for activated muscle fibers and the proportion of motor unit types recruited across
different motor behaviors influence EMG PSD (Gerdle et al., 1991; Gerdle et al., 2000;
Kupa et al., 1995). Essentially, when muscle fibers with larger diameters and faster
conduction velocities become recruited, there will be a shift toward higher frequencies in the
EMG PSD (Arendt-Nielsen and Mills, 1985; Lindstrom and Magnusson, 1977). For
instance, in the rat diaphragm muscle, muscle fibers of type S and FR motor units are ~1/3
of the cross sectional area of fibers at type FInt and FF units (Aravamudan et al., 2006;
Geiger et al., 2000; Lewis et al., 1986; Mantilla et al., 2008; Prakash et al., 1993; Sieck and
Fournier, 1989; Verheul et al., 2004). We observed a shift in the diaphragm muscle EMG
PSD to higher frequencies during sneezing (reflected by an increase in centroid frequency),
consistent with the activation of the larger muscle fibers of the more fatigable fast-twitch
motor units (Seven et al., 2011). In agreement, inspiratory resistive loading of the diaphragm
muscle increased the centroid frequency of the EMG PSD in both pigs (Hussain et al., 1991)
and rabbits (Cairns and Road, 1998). Whether airway occlusion (possibly an extreme case of
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inspiratory resistive loading) results in a similar shift in EMG PSD in rats has not been
reported.

One important aspect that is frequently ignored when studying EMG PSD is the stationarity
of the signal in the measurement window. In power spectral analyses, the EMG signal
should be at least wide-sense or weakly stationary (Bilodeau et al., 1997; Papoulis, 1984). A
common criterion for stationarity is based on the mean square value of the EMG signal for
the specified window length (Duchene and Goubel, 1993) and the reverse arrangement test,
a non-parametric test for stochastic variables (Bendat and Piersol, 2010; Bilodeau et al.,
1997). Thus, diaphragm EMG PSD should be evaluated towards the end of the inspiratory
phase when the EMG signal has approached a plateau. Sampling during the onset of
inspiration will not satisfy stationarity criteria. Indeed, determining the window length
during which the diaphragm EMG signal is wide-sense stationary during bursts associated
with different motor behaviors will provide information regarding motor unit recruitment.
For instance, the relative timing within an EMG burst when the maximum number of motor
units becomes recruited (i.e., when the EMG signal becomes stationary) may provide global
information about recruitment of motoneurons within the pool and, possibly changes in their
discharge frequency across ventilatory and non-ventilatory behaviors.

4. Conclusions and Future Directions
As the major inspiratory muscle in mammals, recruitment of phrenic motoneurons is of
particularly important in the neuromotor control of respiration. In several species,
measurements of diaphragm muscle force show that ventilatory behaviors demand only
12-27% of maximal force (Pdimax, elicited by bilateral phrenic nerve stimulation) during
eupnea and ~28% during exposure to hypoxic and hypercapnic conditions. Estimates of
motor unit recruitment during these motor behaviors indicate that across species, ventilatory
behaviors can be accomplished by the recruitment of only fatigue-resistant (type S and FR)
motor units. Indeed, only during short-duration expulsive behaviors such as sneezing would
recruitment of all motor unit types be required. In rats, spontaneous large breaths (“sighs”)
would require recruitment of some type FInt motor units as forces generated by the
diaphragm muscle are ~60% of Pdimax, and thus are similar to forces generated during
airway occlusion. This large reserve capacity in the diaphragm may confound evaluation of
the progression of diseases impairing ventilation unless multiple motor behaviors are
examined. Importantly, measurements of diaphragm EMG activity may serve as a useful
surrogate for diaphragm muscle force as there is a high degree of correlation between
relative RMS EMG and Pdi. This information may assist in evaluating the extent of motor
recovery in conditions of injury or disease.
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Figure 1.
Model of motor unit recruitment for the rat diaphragm muscle (modified from (Mantilla et
al., 2010). Similar models of motor unit recruitment have also been developed in cats and
hamsters (Sieck, 1991b, 1994; Sieck and Fournier, 1989). An orderly recruitment of motor
units was assumed (type S → type FR → type FInt → type FF) and complete activation of
all motor units of each type was assumed before the next type would be recruited. Motor
unit properties were based on previous reports of motor unit innervation ratios and
measurements of maximum specific force (force per cross-sectional area) in single type-
identified fibers, cross-sectional area and proportion of different fiber types in the diaphragm
muscle (Geiger et al., 2002; Geiger et al., 2001; Geiger et al., 2000; Geiger et al., 1999;
Lewis and Sieck, 1990; Miyata et al., 1995; Prakash et al., 2000; Sieck, 1988; Sieck et al.,
1989b; Zhan et al., 1997). Force elicited by maximal motor unit activation for each unit type
is shown in bars at the bottom of the figure (motor unit types are identified in shades of
gray). Forces generated during ventilatory behaviors (eupnea and hypoxia-hypercapnia) and
non-ventilatory behaviors (airway occlusion and sneezing) were obtained from
transdiaphragmatic pressure (Pdi) measurements and expressed as percent of maximum Pdi
(shown in shades of blue. Shaded area represents the mean ± SE). Maximum Pdi was
obtained by bilateral phrenic nerve stimulation. The increasing slope of force development
represents additional motor units being recruited at maximal discharge frequency (solid line)
and at 50% maximal frequency (dashed line). Forces generated during ventilatory behaviors
requires recruitment of type S and FR motor units in the rat diaphragm assuming maximal
discharge rates and additional recruitment of type FInt units at submaximal rates. Diaphragm
muscle forces generated in response to airway occlusion require recruitment of nearly all
type S, FR and FInt units. Sneezing requires recruitment of type FF units.
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