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Abstract

Frailty is a clinical state of vulnerability to stressors resulting from cumulative alterations in 

multiple physiological and molecular systems. Frailty assessment in patients with chronic disease 

is useful for identifying those who are at increased risk for poor clinical and patient reported 

outcomes. Due to biobehavioral changes purported to cause both frailty and certain chronic lung 

diseases, patients with lung disease appear susceptible to frailty and prone to developing it decades 

earlier than community dwelling healthy populations. Herein, we review the literature and 

potential pathobiological mechanisms underpinning associations between Frailty in lung disease 

and age, sex, comorbidity and symptom burden, severity of lung disease, inflammatory 

biomarkers, various clinical parameters, body composition measures, and physical activity levels. 

We also propose a multipronged program of future research focused on improving the accuracy 

and precision of frailty measurement in lung disease, identifying blood-based biomarkers and 

measures of body composition for frailty, determining whether sub-phenotypes of frailty with 

distinct pathobiology exist, and developing personalized interventions that target the specific 

underlying mechanisms causing frailty.
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Frailty, a concept originally developed in the geriatric literature, is a clinical state of 

vulnerability to stressors resulting from cumulative alterations in multiple physiological and 

molecular systems1 and increases the risk for poor clinical and patient reported outcomes. 

The putative underlying mechanisms of frailty may be attributed to age-related or disease-

related changes or a combination of both.2 The cellular hallmarks of aging include stem cell 

exhaustion, altered intercellular communication, genomic instability, telomere attrition, 

epigenetic alterations, loss of proteostasis, deregulated nutrient sensing, mitochondrial 

dysfunction, and cellular senescence. These cellular mechanisms coupled with low physical 

activity level and malnutrition are thought to contribute to pathobiological changes (i.e., 

chronic inflammation, immune senescence, endocrine dysfunction, and sarcopenia) that lead 

to frailty.3 Similarly, some disease processes are associated with biobehavioral factors (e.g. 

inflammation, malnutrition, physical inactivity, sarcopenia) that predispose patients to 

frailty.2

While there is a general consensus on the conceptual definition of frailty, there continues to 

be considerable debate over how to operationalize it. There are two general concepts of 

frailty: the “physical” or “phenotypic” frailty and the “deficit accumulation” or “frailty 

index.4” The phenotypic model considers frailty to be a biological syndrome with distinct 

clinical manifestations. Several instruments have been developed to operationalize the frailty 

phenotype (e.g. Short Physical Performance Battery [SPPB], Clinical Frailty Scale, etc.), but 

the Fried Frailty Phenotype (FFP) is the most well-known and widely used. Components of 

the FFP include weight loss, weakness, exhaustion, slow walking speed, and low physical 

activity; patients are considered frail when three of more of these clinical manifestations are 

observed.5 Frailty is also conceptualized as an accumulation of deficits and is most 

commonly operationalized using the Frailty Index (FI), a mathematical model that calculates 

a ratio based on the number of deficits present (i.e., clinical symptoms, functional 

impairments, laboratory findings, disabilities, and comorbidities) relative to the total number 

of items assessed.6 Amongst the numerous available measures, there is no gold standard for 

assessing frailty. The most suitable frailty instrument should be determined by the needs or 
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goals of the study or clinical setting. For example, if a short and simple tool to screen 

patients for frailty and predict who is at risk for adverse outcomes is the goal, the FI may be 

the most appropriate measure. Alternatively, the FFP or SPPB may be more suitable for 

those interested in researching the underlying mechanisms of frailty to identify modifiable 

targets for future interventions or to test the efficacy of an intervention to treat frailty.7

It is becoming increasingly evident that there is an interplay between frailty and chronic 

disease; frailty impacts chronic disease, and conversely chronic disease increases the risk for 

frailty.8 This seems to be the case in patients with chronic lung disease, a burdensome set of 

diseases that affects hundreds of millions of people and is the third leading cause of death 

and disability worldwide.9 In addition to a heightened risk of death, lung disease causes 

severe symptom burden, substantial health care resource utilization, and reduced quality of 

life.10 It can impact people across the lifespan, but predominantly affects older adults.9 For 

several reasons, patients with lung disease appear susceptible to frailty. For example, there 

are biological hallmarks of some chronic lung disease that mirror the underlying 

mechanisms associated with frailty, such as chronic systemic inflammation.11,12 

Furthermore, the debilitating symptoms of lung disease, which include not only respiratory 

symptoms, but also fatigue, anxiety, depression, and sleep disturbances,13 may also increase 

the risk for frailty. These symptoms are thought to share similar biobehavioral mechanisms 

that lead to frailty—they are associated with inflammation,14–17 can reduce nutritional 

intake or appeteite18–20 and physical activity levels,21–23 which all cause ma lnutrition and 

sarcopenia.24 Finally, patients with lung disease are typically older and may experience age-

related biological changes that also parallel the pathobiological changes believed to be 

associated with frailty. Due to both the disease-related and age-related changes that affect 

patients with lung disease, this population is at increased risk for developing frailty. Patients 

with lung disease who are frail experience worse clinical outcomes, including higher 

hospitalization and readmissions rates, prolonged hospitalizations, disability, worse patient 

reported outcomes, and higher mortality rates compared to patients who are not frail.
25,11,26–32

Frailty is a dynamic condition that can improve with targeted interventions. However, 

without intervention, frailty will likely worsen, and patients will continue to be at greater 

risk for adverse outcomes. Understanding the pathobiology driving frailty in lung disease is 

critically important because it could strengthen early detection of patients at risk for 

becoming frail and highlight novel targets for intervention to prevent or ameliorate frailty. In 

turn, interventions to improve frailty could potentially also mitigate the adverse outcomes 

we are witnessing in this population. The aim of this review is to identify the associated 

biobehavioral factors and underlying pathobiological mechanisms of frailty that have been 

studied in lung disease and highlight areas for future research.

Frailty in Lung Disease

Investigations into frailty in lung disease are relatively young and generally limited to 

patients with either chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) or interstitial lung 

disease (ILD). COPD and ILD comprise the two most prevalent groups of end stage lung 

disease and, as a result, are the most common indications for lung transplantation.33 Less is 
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known about frailty in patients with cystic fibrosis (CF) and pulmonary vascular disease 

(PVD). This is due to either exclusion of patients with CF and PVD from some studies or 

underrepresentation of patients with these diagnoses in existing studies. In studies of lung 

transplant candidates with a mix of lung diseases, for example, patients with CF and PVD 

represented only 2%−11% and 8%−9% of study samples, respectively.11,31,34 With those 

caveats, across chronic lung disease populations, frailty appears to be highly prevalent (6% 

to 76%).35,36,26,37 The reported variability in the prevalence of frailty in lung disease is a 

result of variation in sample sizes, distribution of sample characteristics (i.e. age, sex, 

severity of lung disease), and definitions and measures used to study frailty.

The causal factors driving frailty in lung disease are not yet well established. Much of what 

is known is limited to associations. Studies suggest that biobehavioral factors are likely 

relevant in the development of frailty in patients with lung disease, but future research in this 

area is critical for the development of effective interventions to prevent or reverse frailty. We 

aimed to highlight and discuss these biobehavioral factors to provide further insight into the 

pathobiological mechanism of frailty in lung disease and stimulate ideas for future research.

Biological Factors Associated with Frailty in Lung Disease

Age and Frailty

Older age was commonly associated with frailty in lung disease.—In studies of 

lung disease, the prevalence of and risk for frailty increase with age (see Table 1),
29,38,39,35,40,41,27,28,42 a pattern similar to that observed in the community dwelling general 

population.43 However, frailty appears to develop in younger patients with lung disease at 

higher rates than is observed in the general population. For example, the prevalence of frailty 

among patients with advanced lung disease in the 5th and 6th decade of life ranges from 12% 

to 45%.11,26,31,36,38,39,41 This prevalence is similar to what is observed in community 

dwelling older populations in their 9th decade of life (15.7% of adults 80–84 years of age 

and 26.1% of adults >85 years of age).43 One emerging theory proposes that the 

pathobiology of accelerated aging may manifest as lung disease as well as frailty.

Insufficient study of the relationship between markers of biological aging and 
frailty in lung disease.—Biological aging is a result of an accumulation of genetic and 

epigenetic modifications that lead to progressive cell deterioration, impaired tissue function, 

and decreased ability to maintain homeostasis.44 Nine molecular and cellular hallmarks of 

aging (e.g., mitochondrial dysfunction, immune senescence, telomere attrition) have been 

proposed and their role in the development of frailty has been studied in other populations,3 

but not in the lung disease population. One such pathway involves mitochondrial 

dysfunction. Inside cells, mitochondria generate energy in the form of adenosine 

triphosphate by oxidizing glucose. Accordingly, pre-frail elderly have decreased skeletal 

muscle mitochondrial function,45 while slowness, exhaustion, shrinking, and frailty have 

been associated with lower mitochondrial copy numbers.46 Mitochondrial dysfunction and 

other cellular stressors can also result in the generation of reactive oxygen species and 

oxidative stress.47 Oxidative stress, in turn, has been associated with frailty in multiple 

studies.48 Indeed, oxidative stress was proposed as the basis of aging as far back as the 
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1950s.49 However, the direct mechanistic link between oxidative stress and aging has been 

questioned, as promotion of reactive oxygen species, through exercise or calorie restriction, 

can reduce aging, while certain antioxidants have been linked to aging pathology.50

Mitochondria are thought to have originated as prokaryotic organisms that were engulfed by 

eukaryotes, with whom they now live in symbiosis. As foreign organisms, however, they 

have their own genomes, and release of this mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) and other 

mitochondrial components can trigger systemic inflammation through multiple damage-

associated pattern receptors (toll-like receptor 9 [TLR9], formyl peptide receptor 1[FPR1], 

and cyclic GMP-AMP synthase [cGAS]). Activation of these receptors leads to increases in 

systemic inflammatory mediators linked to aging, including interleukin-6 (IL-6), interleukin 

1 beta (IL1β), and interferons.51 In the context of lung transplantation, higher levels of 

donor mtDNA are linked to the development of primary graft dysfunction, while in a mouse 

model of lung transplantation, deletion of FPR1 reduced allograft injury.52 However, the 

contribution of mitochondrial dysfunction to frailty in lung disease remains unknown.

The role of cellular senescence in the development of frailty has also been studied in other 

populations. Satellite cells are muscle-resident stem cells that can activate to replenish 

muscle tissue following injury. However, with age, satellite cells become senescent. 

Senescence is a state of growth arrest that is likely important in preventing cancer 

development, and senescent satellite cells generally apoptose. Failure of autophagy and 

resulting mitochondrial dysfunction has been proposed as a potential mechanism driving 

satellite cell senescence.53

Senescence of multiple cell types has been associated with aging pathologies. These cells 

can be identified with p16, p21, and senescence-associated β-galactosidase markers, and 

adopt the senescence-associated secretory phenotype (SASP), a DNA-damage response 

associated with production of inflammatory mediators such as IL-6, plasminogen activator 

inhibitor-1 [PAI-1], tumor necrosis factor-alpha (TNFα), and insulin-like growth factor 

(IGF) binding proteins.54 It is worth noting that cellular senescence is a prominent feature of 

chronic lung allograft dysfunction following lung transplantation.55 Further, SASP 

component proteins are directly linked to frailty, including in lung transplant candidates.11 

Transfer of senescent cells to mice results in physical dysfunction and impaired endurance. 

This frailty-like phenotype induced by senescent cells could be reversed with dasatinib and 

quercetin, a combination of “senolytics.” Senolytics are a class of drugs which selectively 

kill senescent cells by disabling the senescence associated anti-apoptotic pathways that 

protect senescent cells from their pro-apoptotic microenvironment. In mice, dasatinib and 

quercertin were successful at clearing senescent cells, alleviating the senescent cell induced 

frailty-like phenotype and increasing longevity.56 Future study of the therapeutic benefit of 

senolytics in reversing frailty in humans is needed.

Telomere dysfunction, referred to as telomeropathies, has been linked to accelerated 

biological aging57 (i.e. cell senescence) and is associated with muscular dystrophy.58 In 

adulthood, the most common manifestation of telomeropathies is lung disease, specifically 

idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis.59 The association between telomeropathies and frailty in lung 

disease has not been adequately studied. Patients with lung disease may be susceptible to 
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frailty through this mechanism, given what we know about telomeropathies—that it causes 

accelerated biological aging, has been linked to muscular dystrophy, and commonly 

manifest as lung disease. However, only one small study of patients with pulmonary fibrosis 

has explored this relationship, and researchers reported no significant association between 

short peripheral blood telomeres and frailty.25 It may be that telomere-related pathology may 

only become apparent when telomeres reach a critical length, resulting in organ failure 

rather than frailty. Further studies with larger sample sizes are needed to test whether 

telomere shortening in satellite cells predicts the development of sarcopenia and frailty in 

both lung disease and the general population.

Biomarkers for Frailty

Research aimed at identifying robust biomarkers for frailty in the general population is 

ongoing. Circulating markers of frailty studied in various disease and aging populations 

include inflammatory markers (e.g., C-reactive protein [CRP], IL-6, TNFa), hormones (e.g., 

insulin-like growth factor-1 [IGF1]), mitochondrial DNA, and certain routine clinical lab 

parameters (e.g., hemoglobin, glomerular filtration rate, albumin).60 The study of these 

biomarkers as they relate to frailty in lung disease is in its infancy. (see Table 2).

Frailty is generally associated with inflammatory biomarkers in lung disease.
—Inflammation is a central pillar in the modern concept of aging and the development of 

age related diseases. In this framework, repetitive inflammatory insults, whether they be 

infectious, nutritional, or abnormal proteins, lead to activation of pro-inflammatory cytokine 

cascades.61 Over time, the cumulative impact of activated inflammatory pathways leads to 

biological aging and age-related diseases and conditions, such as frailty. Inflammaging is the 

term used to describe this pro-inflammatory state associated with aging.62

Multiple studies have correlated levels of pro-inflammatory cytokines with various frailty 

phenotypes in several disease and aging populations. IL-6 is produced early in inflammatory 

states and leads to production of numerous acute phase proteins, including CRP and 

fibrinogen.63 Increased IL-6 levels are associated with frailty in the elderly and are 

negatively correlated with grip strength and gait speed, two significant components of 

multiple frailty phenotype constructs.33,64

Systemic inflammation may very well play a role in the development of frailty in lung 

disease. Increased plasma levels of IL-6 mediate some of the association between lower 

forced expiratory volume in 1 second (FEV1) and shorter six minute walk distance (6MWD) 

in patients with COPD.65 Frail patients with COPD tend to have greater inflammation, as 

indicated by higher levels of circulating CRP and fibrinogen compared to patients with lung 

disease who are not frail.36 Lung transplant candidates who are frail tend to have higher 

levels of IL-6 and tumor necrosis factor receptor-1 (TNF-1) than non-frail candidates.11 IL-6 

also likely plays a role in negative outcomes of frail patients with pulmonary disease. Higher 

IL-6 levels correlate with worse clinical outcomes and greater health care resource 

utilization following lung transplant surgery, including more severe primary graft 

dysfunction (a form of acute lung injury following allograft implantation), prolonged need 

for invasive mechanical ventilation, increasing intensive care unit length of stay, and 
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increased mortality.66,67 However, it is unclear whether the role of systemic inflammation in 

frailty is causal, compensatory, or an epiphenomenon.36

The concept of inflammaging is more complicated than evaluating single cytokines. Cardoso 

et al developed a multi-tiered panel of proposed biomarkers for frailty, highlighted by 

several key inflammatory proteins, namely IL-6, C-X-C chemokine 10 (CXCL-10), 

fractalkine (CX3CL1), and long pentraxin-3 (PTX3). A panel of biomarkers may provide 

added value in identifying overall physiological decline contributing to onset of frailty.68 

Orthogonal relationships between biomarkers associated with frailty suggests there may be 

mechanistically distinct subtypes or endotypes. A recent study by Marzetti et al of 

community-dwelling older adults demonstrated that elevated levels of a panel of 

inflammatory biomarkers, including P-selectin, CRP, and interferon-γ-inducible protein 10 

(IP-10), discriminated patients with physical frailty and sarcopenia from non-sarcopenic, 

non-frail subjects.69 Only one study of patients with lung disease examined a panel of 

biomarkers for frailty. In this study, a panel of cytokines (IL-2, IL-6, IL-7, IL-10, IL-12p70, 

IL-18, IL-23) was not significantly associated with frailty severity.70 However, this was a 

small study of only 31 subjects with moderate or severe frailty by the Clinical Frailty Scale. 

Consequently, the contribution of a panel of cytokines to frailty could not be assessed and 

differences between moderately and severely frail patients may have been difficult to 

determine because of the small sample size. Future studies are needed to understand better 

the role of systemic inflammation in the development of frailty in patients with lung disease.

Insufficient study of the relationship between clinical parameters and frailty in 
lung disease.—Few studies have examined clinical parameters that serve as biomarkers of 

frailty in lung disease. Anemia, characterized by low hemoglobin levels, leads to signs and 

symptoms of frailty, namely fatigue, exhaustion, and weakness. Older adults and patients 

with chronic disease, such as lung disease, are at increased risk for developing anemia and 

its accompanying debilitating symptoms, which may contribute to the development of 

frailty.71,72 Conversely, anemia may result from chronic inflammation, a condition referred 

to as anemia of chronic disease, or malnutrition leading to iron-deficiency anemia.71 As 

previously described, inflammation and malnutrition are putative mechanism of frailty and 

therefore, anemia may occur concurrently with or after the development of frailty. Two 

studies of patients with lung disease revealed that patients who were frail had lower 

hemoglobin levels compared to those who were not.11,26 From these studies, we see that a 

relationship between anemia and frailty exists, but we cannot determine whether the role of 

anemia is causal or an epiphenomenon.

Creatinine is another clinical parameter associated with frailty. However, the underlying 

mechanisms thought to explain this relationship are different, depending on whether 

creatinine is low or high. Lower creatine could be reflective of sarcopenia in the frail 

population.26 Sarcopenia is a syndrome characterized by the progressive and generalized 

loss of skeletal muscle mass, strength, and function73 and is considered a fundamentally 

important component of frailty. In the setting of low muscle mass, serum creatinine levels 

are reduced.74 In a study of patients with ILD, frail patients had significantly lower serum 

creatinine levels compared to non-frail patients. Conversely, frailty is also seen in patients 

with high creatinine levels. The literature on frailty in the chronic kidney disease (CKD) 
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population is robust and highlights the high prevalence of frailty in this population.75 The 

physiological changes associated with CKD, namely its proinflammatory state, may explain 

the high prevalence rates of frailty in CKD. However, in a study of lung transplant 

candidates, no difference in creatinine levels was observed between frail and non-frail 

candidates.11 However, it is important to note that patients with impaired renal function are 

often not listed for lung transplantation and therefore, patients with high creatinine may not 

have been included in the study sample. In summary, the relationship between creatinine and 

frailty is less clear in the lung disease population. Patients with both low and high creatinine 

are at risk for being frail. The mechanisms by which a patient develops frailty could be 

through sarcopenia, in which case, the patient may exhibit low creatinine, or inflammation, 

which may be the case in patients with CKD. Creatinine may be a useful biomarker for 

frailty and may highlight some of the underlying pathobiological mechanisms of frailty, but 

future work is needed in this area.

Only one study to date of lung transplant candidates found that hypoalbuminemia was 

associated with frailty.26 Although albumin is often considered a nutrition-related biomarker, 

hypoalbuminemia is no longer recommended for identifying malnutrition.76 Instead, it is 

thought to better reflect the severity of the inflammatory response.77 In another study, lower 

levels of leptin, a measure of adipose tissue mass, and IGF-1, an important mediator of 

growth hormones, were associated with frailty.11 The evidence linking these biomarkers to 

frailty in lung disease is limited, but these finding are consistent with the theory that frailly 

results from alterations in multiple physiological and molecular systems.1

Biomarkers are key in advancing our understanding of pathobiological mechanisms driving 

frailty. Research is ongoing to identify and understand individual and panels of biomarkers 

for frailty and to understand the directional relationship between these factors.

Body Composition and Frailty

Sarcopenia is associated with frailty in lung disease.—A core focus of geriatric 

medicine is the preservation of physical functioning and prevention of disability. In the 

1990s, studies of frailty and sarcopenia emerged roughly in parallel; both aimed to elucidate 

the causes of disability. Originally coined by Rosenberg,78 the term “sarcopenia” was meant 

to reflect the loss of muscle mass that accompanies aging. In the ensuing decades, consensus 

statements have advanced the conceptual definition of sarcopenia. Sarcopenia is now defined 

as abnormally low lean muscle mass combined with reduced muscle strength or function.
79,80

Because most operational definitions of frailty incorporate deficits in functioning (i.e., 

slowness, weakness), sarcopenia has long been considered to be a cardinal physical feature 

of frailty.81–85 The mechanisms by which sarcopenia develops include protein and 

micronutrient deficiencies, chronic inflammation, mitochondrial dysfunction, satellite cell 

senescence, endocrine dysregulation, and disuse atrophy—all of which are also associated 

with frailty.81,82 Specifically, certain inflammatory biomarkers associated with frailty, such 

as IL-6 and TNFa, can directly induce muscle catabolism.86,87
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A robust and diverse body of literature has examined the association between various 

operational measures of sarcopenia—including imaging, functional, and strength indices—

and outcomes in lung disease. For example, sarcopenia is prevalent in adults with COPD and 

is associated with reduced functional performance, exercise capacity, health-related quality 

of life and higher risk of mortality.88–92 In separate studies, reduced quadriceps strength and 

cross-sectional area were associated with increased risk of mortality.93,94 Shorter 6MWD 

was independently associated with mortality in adults with ILD.95,96 Reduced quadriceps 

strength was also associated with increased length of hospital stay following lung transplant 

surgery.97 Relatively few studies, however, have specifically evaluated the relationship 

between sarcopenia and frailty. In a population of lung transplant candidates with a mix of 

lung diseases, sarcopenia, quantified by whole-body dual X-ray absorptiometry (DXA), was 

both prevalent (46%) and associated with frailty.98,99 In the same population, frailty was also 

associated with markedly reduced 6MWD. In studies of patients with COPD, frailty was 

also associated with sarcopenia; skeletal muscle mass index was measured with either 

bioelectrical impedance analysis or DXA and sarcopenia was defined according to the 

consensus European Working Group on Sarcopenia in Older People criteria or the Asian 

Working Groups for Sarcopenia criteria.38,42 (see Table 3).

Adiposity and obesity are generally associated with frailty with lung disease.
—While afforded less attention, obesity and adiposity are associated with frailty. Obesity—

especially central—is associated with risk of subsequent frailty in community dwelling older 

adults.100,101 In particular, a higher amount of abdominal visceral adipose tissue is 

associated with frailty.102 In lung disease, the association between visceral adipose tissue 

mass and frailty was evaluated by different imaging modalities in two distinct cohorts of 

lung transplant candidates with a mix of lung diseases. In one cohort, adiposity was 

quantified by bioelectrical impedance assay and, in the other, through cross-sectional CT 

imaging. Across the entire study population, the relationship between visceral adipose tissue 

and frailty was not linear; patients with both low and high visceral adipose tissue were at 

increased risk for frailty. In subjects with high adiposity, increasing amounts of visceral 

adipose tissue were associated with higher odds of frailty. Whereas in patients with low 

visceral adipose tissue, increasing amounts of visceral adipose tissue were associated with 

lower odds of frailty. These findings suggest that mechanisms of frailty may differ by 

visceral adipose tissue. Also interesting, is that compared to frail patients with low visceral 

adipose tissue, patients with high visceral adipose tissue had lower grip strength,103 a 

finding that suggests a condition referred to as sarcopenic obesity, described below. A 

similar link between central obesity, measured as waist circumference, and frailty was 

identified in studies of patients with COPD; high waist circumference was associated with 

frailty.36,42 (see Table 3)

Obesity and adiposity may contribute to frailty through inflammation, cellular senescence, 

and sarcopenia. In obesity, visceral adipose tissue is characterized by a proinflammatory 

phenotype, featuring adipose tissue macrophages, increased CD8+ T cells, and IL-6 and 

TNFa production.104 Further adiposity is also associated with inflammatory “adipokines” 

and other cytokines, such as IL-6 and monocyte chemotactic protein-1.105,106 Senescent pre-

adipocytes produce a senescence-associated secretory phenotype characterized by increased 
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production of proinflammatory cytokines IL-6, chemokine ligand 1, monocyte 

chemoattractant protein-1, and TNFα, inducing an inflammatory phenotype locally and 

systemically.56 Elevated levels of many of these adipokines have been observed in frail 

adults. Cellular senescence in obese and aged adipose tissue decreases grip strength and gait 

speed in mice56 and, interestingly, inhibition of cellular senescence improves 6MWD and 

gait speed in patients with pulmonary fibrosis.107 Finally, obesity is associated with reduced 

grip strength, possibly due to intra-muscular lipid deposition and resultant impaired muscle 

function.108,109

Sarcopenic obesity may be associated with frailty in lung disease.—Aging and 

chronic disease contribute to the preferential loss of lean muscle as well as the gain of fat,
110–112 resulting in a condition referred to as sarcopenic obesity.113 The causes of sarcopenic 

obesity are believed to be multifactorial, including an interplay between biological aging 

(i.e. cellular senescence), inflammation, sedentary lifestyle, unhealthy dietary habits, insulin 

resistance, and oxidative stress.114 Patients with lung disease are at increased risk for these 

biobehavioral changes that lead to sarcopenic obesity, which may in turn, increase this 

population’s risk for developing frailty. In studies of lung disease and frailty, where body 

mass index (BMI) was used as a measure of obesity, patients who were frail often 

maintained a high BMI,11,26,27,35,37–39,115 indicating that fail patients are more often 

overweight or obese. (see Table 3) These findings suggest that frailty in lung disease may 

not present in the typical manner—as a loss of weight— as described by the phenotypic 

theory.5 Instead, sarcopenic obesity may be a prevalent driver of frailty in lung disease.

Comorbid Disease and Frailty

Individual comorbidities and multimorbidity are associated with frailty in lung disease. 

Multimorbidity is common in patients with lung disease and is associated with increased risk 

for frailty, regardless of how frailty is operationalized.27,35,36,38,39 In studying comorbidities 

of patients with lung disease individually, those with arthritis,28,29 hypertension,28,29,35 

depression,29 history of myocardial infarction,29 diabetes,28,29 stroke,29 kidney disease,29 

liver disease,28 and history of cancer42 were more likely to be frail. These findings are 

consistent with the underlying theory of the frailty index, which suggests that the more 

deficits (symptoms, signs, disabilities, diseases, and laboratory measures) individuals have, 

the higher the likelihood of frailty.6 Frailty and comorbidity may cause or exacerbate each 

other and may result in a synergistic effect that gives rise to the adverse outcomes we 

observe among frail patients with chronic disease.28 (see Table 4)

Severity of Lung Disease and Frailty

Severity of lung disease is generally associated with frailty.—In studies of lung 

transplant candidates with a mix of lung diseases (COPD, ILD, CF, PVD), frailty status did 

not differ significantly by underlying diagnosis (see Table 5).11,31,34 However, patients with 

CF and PVD are not well represented in studies of frailty in lung disease, only constituting 

2%−11% and 8%−9% of study samples, respectively.11,31,34 It may not be that certain lung 

diagnoses increase the likelihood of developing frailty, but rather, that severity of lung 

disease is a more significant contributor of frailty. In a majority of studies, frailty was 

associated with worse lung function,29,30,36–38,41,116 greater number of exacerbations of 
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lung disease,27,35,38,40,116 more advanced Global Initiative for Chronic Obstructive Lung 

Disease (GOLD) group35,38,116 (grouping based on symptoms, spirometry results, and 

exacerbation risk117), and use of supplemental oxygen (see Table 5).25,26 In the lung 

transplant candidate population, patients who were frail had a higher lung allocation score 

(LAS) than candidates who were not frail (see Table 5).11,31 The LAS is a measure that 

represents the severity of each candidate’s illness and his or her chance of surviving for one 

year following lung transplant. Patients with a higher LAS are considered more urgently in 

need of transplant and are prioritized for organ allocation in the countries that utilize the 

LAS system.118

There are physiological changes associated with worsening lung disease that may contribute 

to the pathobiological mechanisms associated with frailty. Chronic hypoxia can generate low 

grade systemic inflammation which can then provoke muscle apoptosis and protein 

degradation, increasing the risk for developing skeletal muscle dysfunction, a condition that 

manifest as decreased muscle strength and endurance and increased muscle fatiguability.119 

Although speculative, it is plausible that the resultant skeletal muscle dysfunction may 

manifest later as sarcopenia, and frailty. Hypoxia can also directly inhibit cellular pathways 

that affect smooth muscle function and can lead to reduced muscle mass (sarcopenia). 

Oxidative stress is common in patients with lung disease and can further impair skeletal 

muscle contractility.120 Other factors involved in the genesis of skeletal muscle dysfunction 

and sarcopenia include disuse atrophy, corticosteroid use, and malnutrition,120 all of which 

are common in patients with progressively worsening lung disease. Decreased physical 

activity is a risk factor for exacerbations and hospitalizations,121 all of which contribute to 

disuse atrophy and increase the risk for developing skeletal muscle dysfunction, sarcopenia, 

and frailty. Corticosteroids are often prescribed for patients with more advanced stages of 

lung disease and who experience exacerbations. A side effect of this class of medication is 

muscle wasting, due to activation of pathways that lead to decreased protein synthesis and 

increased protein degradation,122 which can result in sarcopenia.

Malnutrition is also a contributory factor of frailty. It is defined as an acute, subacute, or 

chronic state of nutrition, in which a combination of varying degrees of overnutrition or 

undernutrition with or without inflammatory activity lead to a change in body composition 

and diminished function.123 A vicious cycle seems to exist between malnutrition and disease 

severity, as progression of disease leads to further malnourishment and malnutrition causes 

further worsening of disease.

Lung disease can impact nutritional intake and absorption and is associated with increased 

resting energy expenditure.124 Dyspnea is the most common symptom in patients with lung 

disease. Chewing and swallowing food alter breathing patterns and in patients with lung 

disease, this can cause greater dyspnea and oxygen desaturation. As a result, patients with 

lung disease may reduce their oral intake to avoid this experience. Further, restrictive and 

obstructive lung diseases contribute to increased resting energy expenditure—in patients 

with lung disease, the respiratory muscles are required to generate larger forces to expand 

the thoracic cage while working at either a mechanical disadvantage due to hyperinflation or 

against densely fibrotic lungs. Therefore, breathing requires increased energy expenditure, 

resulting in hypermetabolism. An increased metabolic rate coupled with reduced nutritional 
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intake places the patient at increased risk for malnutrition.124 Patients with cystic fibrosis are 

at further risk for developing malnutrition because they often suffer from malabsorption 

issues due to exocrine pancreatic insufficiency. A mutation of the cystic fibrosis 

transmembrane conductance regulator protein impairs the pancreas from releasing into the 

small intestine the enzymes necessary for digestion and absorption of fat, protein, and fat-

soluble vitamins, which increases the risk for malnutrition in this patient population.125

In summary, patients with lung disease are inherently at risk for developing frailty. Patients 

with lung disease suffer from chronic hypoxia, dyspnea, and disease related factors (i.e. 

malabsorption in cystic fibrosis) that increase their risk for skeletal muscle dysfunction, 

sarcopenia, malnutrition, and chronic inflammation.

Sex and Frailty

Female sex is generally associated with frailty in lung disease.—Consistent with 

studies in other disease and aging populations, the prevalence of frailty is commonly, but not 

uniformly, reported higher in females compared to males with lung disease (see Table 6).
25,29,31,34,36,38 Mechanisms to explain the sex differences in frailty in lung disease were not 

discussed. However, in other disease and aging populations, this observation has been 

attributed to biological differences in chronic inflammation, sex hormones, body 

composition, and disabling conditions that increase the risk for developing frailty.126 

Further, the sex differences in frailty corroborates the male-female health-survival paradox, 

that is that females may live longer than males, but with greater levels of disability, more co-

morbidities, and poorer self-rated health.127

Several studies did not find a relationship between female sex and frailty status (see Table 

6).11,26,35,37,41,115 The inconsistency in identifying an association between female sex and 

frailty across studies may be due to variation in study sample characteristics. Several studies 

were limited by small, homogenous samples that lacked relatively equal representation of 

males and females.26,35,37 In summary, there is much to be learned about the role of sex in 

the development of frailty in lung disease and the underlying mechanisms that explain this 

relationship.

Behavioral Factors Associated with Frailty in Lung Disease

Symptom Severity and Frailty

Greater symptom severity is associated with frailty in lung disease.—Patients 

with lung disease who are frail appear to experience more severe physical and psychological 

symptoms (see Table 7). Overall, patients with COPD who were frail reported worse 

respiratory related symptoms, using COPD Assessment Test, a well-validated self-reported 

questionnaire that measures the impact of COPD symptoms (e.g. cough, phlegm, chest 

tightness, breathlessness, sleep, energy) on patients’ overall health.30,35,36,38,40 Dyspnea 

appears to be the strongest predictor of frailty in patients with lung disease. This finding 

corroborates with the previously discussed finding that frailty is associated with worsening 

lung function. Dyspnea was most often assessed using a version of the Medical Research 

Council dyspnea scale, a five level rating scale based on a patient’s perception of dyspnea 
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severity and its impact on daily living.128 Other self-reported measures of dyspnea that have 

been studied, including the University of California San Diego Shortness of Breath 

Questionnaire and Baseline Dyspnea Index, found a similar association between dyspnea 

and frailty.30,37,41 Fatigue also was significantly associated with frailty.37,38 This is not 

surprising given that studies measured frailty using the FFP and fatigue is defining 

component of this measure. There was also a trend towards higher levels of self-reported 

depressive symptoms and anxiety in patients with lung disease who were frail compared to 

patients who were not.26,38–40 (see Table 7)

Physical and psychological symptoms examined in these studies (i.e., dyspnea, fatigue, 

depression, and anxiety) are associated with inflammation14–17,129 and can reduce 

appetite18–20 and physical activity level,21–23 potentially leading to sarcopenia and 

malnutrition,24 which are known drivers of frailty. Thus, symptoms may initiate the cascade 

of behavioral and pathobiological changes involved in the development of frailty. The 

contributory role of symptoms to the development of frailty has yet to be examined in lung 

disease. This is an important area of study as symptoms may serve as a novel target for 

intervention to prevent or reverse frailty.

Physical Inactivity and Frailty

Physical inactivity is associated with frailty in lung disease.—Physical inactivity 

has been recognized as a driver of frailty. Physical inactivity can lead to loss of muscle mass 

and strength (sarcopenia), deconditioning, dependency, and ultimately frailty.42 Physical 

activity level is an important component of the frailty phenotype and a defining component 

of the FFP. In studies of lung disease, frail patients reported lower weekly energy 

expenditure and less time in moderate activity compared to patients who were not frail.38 

(see Table 8) Patients with lung disease are at increased risk for decreased physical activity 

levels due to the pathobiological changes and debilitating symptoms that accompany this 

progressive disease and impact functional capacity and activity.

Pulmonary rehabilitation is one of the most effective interventions in pulmonary medicine. It 

is a supervised program that provides patients with exercise training and education with the 

aim of improving exercise capacity, functioning, strength, and health related quality of life.
38,89 Across a variety of chronic lung diseases, completion of pulmonary rehabilitation 

yields better MRC dyspnea scores, exercise performance, physical activity levels and health 

status.38 In one study of lung transplant candidates, pulmonary rehabilitation improved 

frailty scores.130 However, patients who are frail are at greatest risk for program non-

completion.89 High symptom burden, exacerbations, and more frequent hospitalizations may 

explain the higher risk for non-completion associated with frailty. Given the effectiveness of 

pulmonary rehabilitation on improving physical activity levels and the improved outcomes 

observed after completion of this intervention, it would be beneficial to identify ways to 

improve adherence to pulmonary rehabilitation in effort to prevent or reverse frailty in lung 

disease.
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Cigarette Smoking and Frailty

Inconsistency in the relationship between cigarette smoking and frailty.—
Cigarette smoking is an important modifiable lifestyle factor that is associated with frailty in 

community dwelling older adults.131 Inflammation may be the underlying pathobiological 

mechanism linking smoking and frailty.132 However, in studies of lung disease, the 

relationship between pack year history and smoking status (current and former smoker vs. 

never smoked) and frailty was not consistent. Two studies reported a non-significant higher 

prevalence of frailty among patients with longer pack year histories,36,39 while a majority of 

studies found no difference in frailty by pack year history26,27,37,41 or smoking status 

(current vs former).27,38,40 In one study, the risk for frailty was paradoxically increased in 

former smokers compared to current smokers (see Table 9).35 The researchers of this study 

speculated that patients with extreme frailty, impaired health status, and greater number of 

exacerbations, may be more likely quit smoking due to poor health status, although these 

factors were not controlled for in the analysis. Overall, smoking history or status does not 

seem to be a significant factor driving frailty in lung disease. This lack of association may be 

due to the fact that a majority of studies in lung disease included patients who were either 

current or former smokers with a long pack year history and therefore, smoking may not 

differentiate those at risk for frailty in a population with high prevalence of exposure to 

smoking. Or, is it possible that the impact of lung disease overwhelmed the relative 

contribution of smoking to the development of frailty.

Medication Use and Frailty

Medication use is associated with frailty in lung disease.—There is evidence to 

suggest that polypharmacy, or the use of multiple medications, is associated with frailty in 

chronic disease and aging populations, including those with lung disease.36,40,133,134 (see 

Table 10). In other disease populations, patients who were frail were more likely to exhibit 

changes in pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamic response to drugs and were at higher 

risk for adverse drug reactions.135 The interaction between medications and frailty in lung 

disease is understudied. Researchers of one study reported that frail patients were more 

likely to have a medication adverse reaction requiring a dose reduction, suggesting that 

frailty may be associated with greater medication side effects and intolerance, but this 

analysis was underpowered and did not reach statistical significance.25 Furthermore, 

medications have sides effects that can impact physical activity levels, induce muscle 

wasting, and alter appetite leading to nutritional deficiencies and malnutrition. These side 

effects may increase the risk for developing frailty.40 The bidirectional relationship between 

medications and frailty and the suboptimal responses to medications need to be further 

explored through research, as both have important implications for patient management.

Summary and Directions for Future Research

At this point we know that the prevalence of frailty in lung disease is high and seems to 

develop in patients at a younger age than what is typically seen in the community dwelling 

general population. Frailty tends to be more common in females with lung disease.
25,29,31,34,36,38 Individuals with lung disease who are frail have a greater number of 

comorbidities,27,35,36,38,39 report taking more medications,36,40 have worse severity of lung 
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disease (i.e. worse lung function,29,30,36–38,41,116 more advanced GOLD group35,38,116), and 

endure greater symptom burden. Early work aiming to define the underlying mechanisms of 

frailty in lung disease have identified associations between frailty and inflammatory 

biomarkers,11,36,70 clinical parameters (i.e. hemoglobin,11,26 creatinine,11,26 albumin,26 

leptin,11 IGF-1 levels11), body composition measures (i.e. sarcopenia,11,38,42 obesity,29,36,42 

adiposity103), and reduced physical activity levels. Importantly, the directional relationship 

between these factors and frailty has not been determined. Finally, frailty is associated with 

worse clinical and patient reported outcomes.25,11,26–32

Future research should address several key areas to deepen our understanding of frailty in 

lung disease and aid in our ability to better measure, prevent, and reverse it. No measure has 

been specifically developed to assess frailty in adults with lung disease and, of the existing 

measures, there is much debate with respect to which measure best assesses frailty in this 

population.4 The FI and FFP were the two most common measures used in studies of frailty 

in lung disease. The FI may be appropriate if the goal is to predict adverse outcomes but 

may be less so as for intervention studies since the FI is less responsive to change. Physical 

frailty measures, such as the FFP and SPPB, may be more appropriate if the goal is to 

identify the underlying mechanisms of frailty that could serve as targets for interventions or 

as outcome measures for interventions themselves.7 However, some components of the FFP, 

such as low activity or exhaustion, may be confounded by lung disease.11,136 Refining the 

FFP by substituting the Minnesota Leisure Time Physical Activity, the operational measure 

for low physical activity, with the Duke Activity Status Index, has been shown to improve 

the construct and predictive validity of frailty assessments in adults with lung disease.136 

The SPPB may be a useful alternative measure of physical frailty in lung disease that has 

been shown to outperform the FFP in identifying risk for adverse outcomes in patients with 

advanced lung disease who are listed for lung transplantation, including delisting and both 

wait list and post-transplantmortality.11,137 Further study on the use of the SPPB in this 

population compared to other popular measures is needed. Alternatively, given the 

worldwide prevalence of lung disease, another solution may be to develop novel measures of 

frailty that are less confounded by lung disease.

Understanding why some patients with lung disease are at risk for developing frailty—and 

doing so at younger ages than what is seen in community dwelling older adults--is 

fundamentally important.26,26,35–37,43 Further, the prevalence of and morbidity and mortality 

from respiratory diseases disproportionately affects racial and ethnic minority groups and 

persons of lower socioeconomic status.138 Yet, few studies in lung disease have been 

conducted to explore the relationship between frailty and these important demographic and 

socioeconomic factors. Research in this area could highlight resources needed to prevent or 

reverse frailty in this population.

Defining the contributory factors of frailty in lung disease will advance our understanding of 

the basic pathobiology of frailty and also identify areas for intervention.139 Patients with 

advanced lung disease suffer from a high symptom burden that includes not only respiratory 

related symptoms (e.g. dyspnea, cough), but also fatigue, pain, anxiety, depression, sleep 

disturbances, reduced appetite, and changes in weight. Carefully designed studies aimed at 

defining the direction and magnitude of the relationship between frailty and symptoms are 
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needed. Symptoms may contribute to the biobehavioral changes (i.e. inflammation, 

malnutrition, sarcopenia, decreased physical inactivity, reduced nutritional intake) that are 

believed to play a role in the development of frailty. Conversely, frailty may worsen 

symptoms. Considering both frailty and symptoms concurrently is important, as 

improvements in one may lead to improvements in the other.139 Symptoms may serve as a 

novel target to incorporate in future frailty interventions, but further research is needed to 

better understand the relationship between symptoms and frailty in lung disease.

The study of frailty in lung disease is generally limited to patients with either COPD or ILD 

and under evaluated in other chronic lung disease populations, such as cystic fibrosis and 

pulmonary vascular disease. This is a major limitation to our current understanding of frailty 

in lung disease and a direction for future study. Further, whether the causes of frailty are 

universal across heterogeneous lung diseases or whether sub-phenotypes of frailty (i.e., 

endotypes) with distinct pathobiology exist remains unknown. This work has important 

implications for understanding the pathobiology of frailty in diverse lung diseases and for 

developing personalized interventions that target the specific underlying mechanisms 

causing frailty. The most clinically relevant short-term areas of interest appear to be the 

identification of blood-based biomarkers (i.e pro inflammatory cytokines, antithrombin 

deficiency) and measures of body composition. Advances in the field of -omics suggests that 

evaluating panels of biomarkers rather than biomarkers in isolation, may provide added 

value.68 Although less immediately clinically relevant, more advanced assessments of 

immune dysfunction would also be valuable. We should also consider systems biology 

approaches to identify pathobiological mechanisms underlying frailty in lung disease. For 

example, considering combinations of multiple measures, such as biomarkers and imaging, 

may give us a more comprehensive understanding of the underlying mechanisms of frailty in 

lung disease. Finally, we need better predictive models that combine both clinical data and 

biomarkers for frailty to determine incremental benefit of measuring biomarkers in the 

prediction of clinical outcomes.

The microbiome is another potential biomarker for frailty. There is an expanding body of 

knowledge about the impact of the microbiome on inflammation and the association of gut 

microbial dysbiosis with muscle wasting, impaired grip strength, and slowed gait speed, 

important components of the frailty phenotype construct. Further research is needed to 

assess the causal relationship between organ-specific microbial composition and frailty, 

including the role of inflammatory pathways as mediators of this relationship.140 This is 

especially relevant to pulmonary disease given the rapidly increasing understanding of the 

role of the lung microbiome in lung disease.141–147

The overall goal of identifying and understanding the contributory factors and 

pathobiological mechanisms of frailty in lung disease is to develop effective interventions 

aimed to reverse or prevent frailty in this population, and in turn, increase patients’ 

likelihood for successful outcomes and improved quality of life. Pulmonary rehabilitation is 

the most effective intervention thus far in improving frailty in the lung disease population,38 

however barriers to adherence and access need to be addressed. Nutrition related 

interventions have also been found to be effective for treating frailty in the community 

dwelling older adult population,148 but this has been less studied in the lung disease 
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population. There is a need for not only effective interventions to prevent or reverse frailty in 

lung disease, but interventions need to be delivered in innovative ways to overcome some of 

barriers to adherence and access. The use of technology to deliver in-home based 

interventions to patients is a promising approach to overcome barriers related to adherence. 

Pharmacological therapy also may be promising approach to target frailty. There is some 

preliminary evidence that pharmacological therapy using senolytic agents, drugs that 

selectively induce senescent cell apoptosis, are effective at improving physical function (i.e. 

6MWD, 4-meter gait speed, and chair stands) in patients with idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis.
107 but further research is needed. Future research needs to focus on the discovery of 

pathways leading to frailty, modifiable protein targets, and manufacturing therapeutics for 

these targets. Finally, although there is evolving evidence that interventions can improve 

frailty scores, additional studies are needed to understand how such interventions affect 

clinical and patient reported outcomes in the lung disease population.

In conclusion, in patients with lung disease, frailty increases the risk for poor clinical and 

patient reported outcomes. Understanding the biobehavioral and pathobiological 

mechanisms driving frailty in lung disease will better position our field to develop and test 

the effectiveness of frailty interventions.
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Abbreviations:

6MWD six minute walk distance

BMI body mass index

cGAS cyclic GMP-AMP synthase

CF Cystic fibrosis

CKD Chronic kidney disease

COPD Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

CRP C-reactive protein

CX3CL1 fractalkine

CXCL-10 C-X-C chemokine 10

DXA dual X-ray absorptiometry
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FEV1 forced expiratory volume in 1 second

FFP Fried frailty phenotype

FI Frailty Index

FPR1 formyl peptide receptor 1

GOLD Global Initiative for Chronic Obstructive Lung Disease

IGF insulin-like growth factor

ILD Interstitial lung disease

IL1β interleukin 1 beta

IL-6 interleukin-6

IP-10 interferon-γ-inducible protein 10

LAS lung allocation score

mtDNA mitochondrial DNA

PAI-1 plasminogen activator inhibitor-1

PVD Peripheral vascular disease

PTX3 long pentraxin-3

SASP secretory phenotype

SPPB Short physical performance battery

TLR9 toll-like receptor 9

TNFα tumor necrosis factor-alpha
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Table 1.

Studies of Age and Frailty in Lung Disease

Chronological Age
Older age was commonly associated with frailty in lung disease

Patient Population Finding

Older adults, some of whom 
had spirometrically defined 
lung disease

Age increased across the 3 levels of frailty (70.8±3.8 not-frail, 71.9±4.3 pre-frail, 73.8±4.2 frail, p<0.001)1

COPD Age was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 1.05, 95% CI 1.02–1.08 per year)2

COPD Frail patients were older compared with those who were pre-frail or not frail (67.4±8.1 not frail, 69±9.6 pre-
frail, 72.6±10 frail, p<0.001)3

ILD Age predicted frailty (every decade increase in age associated with an increase in FI by 0.044; R2 = 0.42, p 
= 0.04)4

COPD Age was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 1.07, p<0.001)5

COPD Frail patients were older compared to those who were not (61.1±10.1 not-frail vs 72.6±5.8 frail, p=0.021)6

COPD Age was not significantly associated with higher odds of frailty (aOR 1.1, p=0.1)7

COPD Age tended to increase as frailty severity worsened (mild, moderate, severe) (69.4±9.4 years not-frail; 
70.3±6.9 years mild frailty; 71.6±11.5 years moderate frailty; 75.6±6.7 years severe frailty, p=0.118)8

COPD Older age was not significantly associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 1.65, 95% CI .82–3.33)9

ILD Differences in age were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not (mean 
age 59±7 years not-frail vs 57±8 years frail, p-value NR)10

Lung transplant candidates Differences in age were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not 
(SPPB: 59 (50–65) frail vs. 59 (50–65) not frail, p=0.86; FFP 58 (46–63) frail vs. 59 (50–65) not frail, 
p=0.11)11

Lung transplant candidates Differences in age were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not (57.5 
years [IQR 51–62.8] not frail vs 56 years [IQR 51.8–61.5], p =0.95)12

COPD Frail patients were younger compared to those who were not (mean age 63.7 ± 8.2 frail vs 67.1 ± 7.1 not-
frail,p <0.001)13

Biological Aging
There is insufficient study of the relationship between frailty and markers of biological aging in lung disease

ILD Telomere length was not correlated with FI (r=0.04, p=0.57)14

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; FI= frailty index; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= interquartile range; NR= not reported; 

OR= odds ratio
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Table 2.

Studies of Biomarkers for Frailty in Lung Disease

Systemic inflammation
Frailty is generally associated with inflammatory biomarkers in lung disease

Patient Population Finding

COPD Frail patients had greater inflammation compared with those who were not (CRP 4.1±1.6 vs 3.2±2.8, p=0.021; 
Fibrinogen 3.6±1.3 vs 3.4±1.3, p=0.028)13

Lung transplant candidates Frail patients had higher levels of IL-6 (SPPB, p = 0.10; FFP, p = 0.003) and tumor necrosis factor receptor 1 
(SPPB, p = 0.001; FFP, p = 0.001) compared to those who were not11

Lung transplant candidates No significant differences in analyzed cytokines (IL-10, IL-6, IL-2, IL-7, Il-12, IL-23, IL-18) among moderately 
frail compared to severely frail patients15

Hemoglobin
Lower hemoglobin levels are associated with frailty in lung disease

ILD Frail patients had a lower hemoglobin level (g/L) compared to those who were not(142±17 not-frail vs 137±19 
frail, p <0.05)10

Lung transplant candidates Frail subjects had a lower hemoglobin level (g/dl) compared to those who were not (SPPB: 12.0±1.9 frail vs 
13.4±2.0 not frail, p= 0.004; FFP: 12.5±1.8 frail vs 13.2±2.0 not frail, p=0.001)11

Creatinine
There is insufficient study of the relationship between frailty and creatinine levels in lung disease; inconsistent findings to date

ILD Frail patients had a lower creatinine level (umol/L) compared to those who were not (70±18 frail vs 83±15 not 
frail, p<0.05)10

Lung transplant candidates Differences in creatinine level were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not 
(SPPB: 0.9±0.5 frail vs 0.8±0.2 not frail, p=0.83; FFP: 0.8±0.3 frail vs 0.8±0.2 not frail, p=0.62)11

Albumin
There is insufficient study of the relationship between frailty and albumin in lung disease, but findings to date support a relationship

ILD Frail patients had lower albumin levels compared with those who were pre-frail or not frail (43±4 not frail, 44±4 
pre-frail, 40±4 frail, p<0.05)10

Leptin
There is insufficient study of the relationship between frailty and leptin in lung disease, but findings to date support a relationship

Lung transplant candidates Frail patients tended to have lower leptin levels compared to those who were not (SPPB, p = 0.33; FFP, p = 
0.08)11

Insulin-like growth factor 1 (IGF-1)
There is insufficient study of the relationship between frailty and IGF-1 in lung disease, but findings to date support a relationship

Lung transplant candidates Frail patients tended to have lower levels of IGF-1 compared to patients who were not (SPPB, p = 0.03; FFP, p = 
0.16)11

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; CRP= c-reactive protein; FFP= fried frailty phenotype; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= 

interquartile range; SPPB= short physical performance battery
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Table 3.

Studies of Body Composition and Frailty in Lung Disease

Sarcopenia
Sarcopenia is associated with frailty in lung disease

Patient Population Finding

Lung transplant candidates Lean muscle mass was negatively correlated with frailty (by both the SPPB and FFP) (SPPB, r=−0.15; FFP, r=
−0.21, p<0.05)11

COPD Frail patients had reduced SMI (8.1±1.8) and a higher proportion were sarcopenic (23.9%) compared with 
robust patients (SMI 8.6±1.9, p=0.002; 1.2% sarcopenic, p<0.001)3

COPD Sarcopenia was associated with higher odds of frailty (aOR 29.5, p=0.02)7

Adiposity & Obesity
Frailty is associated with adiposity and generally associated with obesity (measured by waist circumference and BMI) in patients with lung 

disease

Lung transplant patients Every 20 cm2 increase in VAT area was associated with 50% increased odds of frailty in subjects with high 
VAT (95% CI 1.2–1.9, p < .001), and 10% decreased odds of frailty in subjects with low VAT (95% CI 0.7–
1.04, p = .12)16

COPD Higher waist circumference was associated with higher odds of frailty (aOR 1.3, p=0.01)7

COPD Frail patients had a larger waist circumference compared with those who were not (106±13 vs 104±11, 
p=0.041)13

COPD Frail patients had a higher BMI compared with those who were not (29±7 vs 28±5, p=0.038)13

Older adults, some of whom 
had spirometrically defined 
lung disease

Frail patients had a higher BMI compared with those who were pre-frail or not frail (mean BMI: 26±3.7 not-
frail, 26.6±4.0 pre-frail, 27.5±4.6 frail, p<0.001)1

COPD Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were pre-frail or 
robust (27.2±5.2 robust vs 27.8±6.5 pre-frail vs 27.9±7.6, p=0.71)3

ILD Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not (mean 
BMI 28±4 not-frail vs 27±4 frail)10

COPD Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail-disabled compared with those who were 
not frail (mean BMI: 29±4.7 not-frail vs. 29±5.3 frail-disabled, p=0.849)2

COPD Differences in BMI were not significant across frailty severity categories (28.7±5.5 not-frail, 28.6±4.4 mildly 
frail, 28.5±8.4 moderately frail, 28.3±3.8 severely frail, p=0.996)8

Lung transplant candidates Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail compared with those who were not (24.5 
(IQR 20.8–27.6) not-frail vs. 26.2 (IQR 22.4–29.8) frail, p=0.14)12

COPD Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were pre-frail or 
robust (27.9±4.9 not-frail vs 29.3±5.1 pre-frail vs 27.9±5.1 frail, p=0.345)6

ILD BMI was not significantly correlated with frailty (r=0.10, p=0.36)17

Lung transplant candidates Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail by the SPPB compared to those who 
were not (26.2±7.5 frail vs 26.1±4.5 not frail, p=0.93).
However, frail patients by the FFP had a higher BMI compared to those who were not frail (24.1±4.6 frail vs 
26.0±4.8 not frail, p=0.001)11

Chronic lung disease Differences in BMI were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not (data 
not presented in article)18

**
BMI= body mass index; COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; FFP= fried frailty phenotype; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= 

interquartile range; SPPB= short physical performance battery; SMI= skeletal muscle mass; VAT= visceral adipose tissue
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Table 4.

Study of Comorbidities and Frailty in Lung Disease

Individual Comorbidities and Multimorbidity
are associated with frailty in lung disease

Patient Population Finding

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of arthritis increased across the 3 levels of frailty (42.9% not-frail, 54.8% pre-frail, 
69.9% frail): (p<0.001)1

COPD Arthritis was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 2.34, p <0.05)9

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of depression increased across the 3 levels of frailty (4% not-frail, 17.1% pre-frail, 
37.8% frail) (p<0.001)1

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of myocardial infarction history increased across the 3 levels of frailty (9.1% not-
frail, 12.9% pre-frail, 20.1% frail)1

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of diabetes increased across the 3 levels of frailty (7.9% not-frail, 12.1% pre-frail, 
18.7% frail) (p<0.001)1

COPD Diabetes was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 4.86, p <0.05)9

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of stroke history increased across the 3 levels of frailty (2.3% not-frail, 4.9% pre-frail, 
8.6% frail) (p<0.001)1

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of heart failure increased across the 3 levels of frailty (1.5% not-frail, 2.8% pre-frail, 
7.2% frail) (p<0.001)1

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of kidney disease increased across the 3 levels of frailty (1.3% not-frail, 2.7% pre-
frail, 5.3% frail) (p<0.001)1

COPD Hypertension was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 2.25, 95% CI 1.14–4.45)2

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung disease

The prevalence of hypertension increased across the 3 levels of frailty (39.4% not-frail, 47.8% pre-
frail, 52.2% frail) (p<0.001)1

COPD Hypertension was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 2.73, p <0.05)9

COPD Cancer was associated with higher odds of frailty (aOR 45.8, p=0.02)7

ILD Differences in MoCA scores were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who 
were not (MoCA score: 26±3 not-frail vs 26±4 frail)10

COPD Liver disease was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 4.21, p <0.05)9

COPD Multimorbidity was associated with frailty (data not presented in article) (p=0.004)3

COPD ≥2 comorbidities was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 2.35, 95% CI 1.14–4.81)2

COPD Mild, moderate, and severely frail patients had a higher comorbidity burden compared with those 
who were not frail (2.3±1.4 mild, 1.2±1.1 moderate, 2.4±1.2 severe vs 1.3±1.2 not frail, p <0.001)8

COPD Comorbidity burden (% >4 comorbidities) increased across the 3 levels of frailty (2% not-frail vs 
42.6% pre-frail vs 50% frail, p=0.001)6

COPD Greater number of comorbidities was not significantly associated with higher odds of frailty (unfit) 
(≥3 comorbidities, OR 1.37, p=0.603; 2 comorbidities OR 2.00 p=0.192)5

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; CI= confidence interval; ILD= interstitial lung disease; OR= odds ratio; MoCA= Montreal 

cognitive assessment
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Table 5.

Studies of Severity of Illness and Frailty in Lung Disease

Lung Function
Generally, frailty was associated with worse lung function

Patient Population Finding

COPD Frail patients had poorer lung function compared to those who were not frail (FEV1 % predicted: 53±18 frail vs 
60±19 not-frail,, p<0.001; FVC % predicted: 81±21 frail vs. 89±20 not-frail, p <0.001)13

COPD Frail patients had lower FEV1 % predicted (46.3±20.1) compared with those who were pre-frail (49±20.8) or not 
frail (57±22.4) (p<0.001)3

ILD Lower FEV1 (r= −0.22, p=0.045) was negatively correlated with frailty, and FVC (r= −0.21, p=0.06) and DLCO (r= 
−0.21, p=0.06) tended to be negatively correlated with frailty17

ILD FVC, (r=−0.27, p=0.003) FEV1 (r=−0.27, p=0.002), and DLCO (r= −0.31, p=0.001) were negatively correlated with 
frailty4

COPD Patients with severe-COPD had a 10-fold increased risk of frailty compared with patients with normal lung function 
(OR 10.0, 95% CI: 3.84–26.30, p < .001)19

COPD Frail patients had lower FEV1 (1.40±0.49 vs 1.91±0.53, p<0.05) and DLCO (8.99±4.59 vs 13.14±4.76, p <0.05) 
compared with patients who were robust, but did not have significantly lower FEV1 % predicted, FEV1/FVC, and 
TLC20

ILD Frail patients tended to have a lower FVC% predicted compared with those who were not frail (62±19 not-frail vs 
54±15 frail (p-value NR).10

COPD Frail patients tended to have a lower FEV1% predicted and FVC % predicted compared to those who were pre-frail 
or not frail (FEV1% predicted: 49.8±14.5 not-frail vs 51.1±17.1 pre-frail vs 43±13.8 frail, p=0.269; FVC % 
predicted: (71.4±16.7 not frail, 66.7±19.1 pre-frail, 56.8±17.1 frail, p=0.084)6

COPD Degree of respiratory tract obstruction (FEV1 % predicted) was not significantly associated with higher odds of 
frailty (severe obstruction OR 1.39, p=0.572; moderate obstruction OR 0.42, p=0.079 compared to mild obstruction)5

Lung transplant 
candidates

Lung function was not significantly different among those who were frail compared with those who were not by both 
the SPPB and FFP (SPPB: FEV1 1.4 (1.1–1.7) frail vs 1.3 (0.8–1.9) not frail, p=0.49; FVC 1.7 (1.4–2.5) frail vs 2.2 
(1.6–2.7) not-frail, p=0.12) (FFP: FEV1 1.3 (0.8–1.7) frail vs 1.3 (0.8–1.8) not frail, p=0.58; FVC 1.9 (1.4–2.4) frail 
vs 2.0 (1.5–2.6, p=0.16) not-frail)11

COPD FEV1 % predicted was not associated with frailty (aOR 1.0, p=0.3)7

Number of respiratory exacerbations per year
Greater number of exacerbations in the previous year was associated with frailty in lung disease

COPD Frail patients reported higher number of exacerbations in the previous year (mean: 3.1±4.0) compared with those 
who were pre-frail (2.8±3.9) or robust patients (2.1±2.3) (p<0.001)3

COPD ≥2 exacerbations in the past 12 months was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 1.73, 95% CI 1.07–2.78)2

COPD Patients with moderate-to-severe frailty had more exacerbations in the previous year compared with patients who 
were not frail (0.6 vs 0.2, p=0.042)8

COPD Frequent exacerbations of symptomatic COPD was associated with a 4.4-fold higher odds of frailty (OR 4.4, 95% 
CI: 1.41–14.04, p <.011)19

COPD Exacerbations were associated with higher odds of frailty (unfit) (OR 1.89, p=0.040)5

COPD Differences in frequency of exacerbations (%>2 in the past year) were not significant among those who were frail 
compared with those who were pre-frail or not frail (62.5% not-frail vs 58.4% pre-frail vs 41.7% frail, p=0.520)6

GOLD Group
Frailty was associated with more advanced GOLD group

COPD GOLD group B (low exacerbation risk, more symptoms) and D (high exacerbation risk, more symptoms) were 
associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 5.64, 95% CI 1.83–17.33, compared to GOLD group A (low exacerbation 
risk, less symptoms) and C (high exacerbation risk, less symptoms)2

COPD GOLD group D (high exacerbation risk, more symptoms) was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 8.3, 95% 
CI: 3.25–20.96, p < .001, compared to patients without COPD)19
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Lung Function
Generally, frailty was associated with worse lung function

Patient Population Finding

Supplemental oxygen use
Frailty was generally associated with use of supplemental oxygen

ILD Use of supplemental oxygen was positively correlated with frailty (oxygen use at rest r=0.22, p=0.04; on exertion 
r=0.29, p=0.006; nocturnal r=0.24, p=0.03)17

ILD Use of supplemental oxygen was higher among frail patients compared to those who were not (65% not-frail vs 92% 
frail, p <0.05)10

ILD Oxygen use was not a significant predictor of frailty (r value NR, p=0.36)4

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; DLCO= Diffusing capacity of the lungs for carbon monoxide; FEV1 % predicted= forced 

expiratory volume; FFP= fried frailty phenotype; FVC= forced vital capacity; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= interquartile range; NR= not 
reported; SPPB= short physical performance battery; TLC= total lung capacity;
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Table 6.

Studies of Sex and Frailty in Lung Disease

Sex
The prevalence offrailty was generally higher in females with lung disease than in males

Patient Population Finding

COPD Females had a higher frailty score (0.17 ± 0.09) compared with males (0.14 ± 0.09) (p <0.001)13

ILD Females had a higher frailty score (0.238, IQR 0.120–0.358) and greater prevalence of frailty (56%) 
compared with males (0.167, IQR 0.071–0.286; prevalence 42%)14

Lung transplant candidates Frail patients tended to be female (63% female vs 37% male frail, p-value NR)21

Older adults, some of whom had 
spirometrically defined lung 
disease

Frequency of females increased across the 3 levels of frailty (53.3% females not-frail, 60.3% pre-frail, 
69.9% frail, p<0.001)1

COPD Frailty tended to be more common among females compared with males (29.7% females vs 22.8% males, 
p=0.08)3

Lung transplant candidates Females were more commonly frail than males (63% females vs 39% males, p = 0.02)12

ILD No significant differences in frailty by sex (15% females vs 85% males not-frail vs 29% females vs 71% 
males frail, p-value NR)10

COPD No significant differences in frailty by sex (80% males not-frail vs 79% males frail-disabled, p=0.884)2

ILD Sex was not correlated with frailty (r= NR, p=0.81)17

COPD Female sex was not significantly associated with frailty (OR 0.84, 95% CI 0.50–1.42, p >0.05, compared 
to males)9

Chronic lung disease No significant differences in 3 levels of frailty (not frail, pre-frail, frail) by sex (p-value NR)18

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= interquartile range; NR= not reported; OR= odds ratio
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Table 7.

Studies of Symptoms and Frailty in Lung Disease

COPD Assessment Test (CAT)
Patients with COPD who were frail reported higher COPD Assessment Test scores, a self-reported questionnaire that measures the impact 

of COPD symptoms (e.g. cough, phlegm, chest tightness, breathlessness, sleep, energy) on patients ‘ overall health

Patient Population Finding

COPD Frail patients reported worse COPD related symptoms compared to those who were not frail (median CAT 
score 28 [IQR 24–32] vs 18 [IQR 13–23], p <0.001)13

COPD Frail patients reported worse COPD related symptoms (mean CAT score 25±7.9) compared to pre-frail 
(20.2±7.2) and robust patients (13.3±5.6) (p<0.001)3

COPD Worse COPD related symptoms (CAT score ≥10) was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 4.65, 95% CI 
1.86–11.63)2

COPD Frail patients reported worse COPD related symptoms compared with those who were not frail or pre-frail 
(mean CAT score: 13.2±5.6 not frail, 20.2±7.8 pre-frail, 25±7.9, p<0.001)3

COPD Frail patients reported worse COPD related symptoms compared with those who were robust or pre-frail (mean 
CAT score: 5.8±4.7 robust, 7.3±5.6 pre-frail, 15.2±9.1 frail, p<0.05)20

COPD Worse COPD related symptoms (CAT score) was associated with higher odds of frailty (unfit) (OR 1.21, 
p<0.001)5

COPD Frail patients reported worse COPD related symptoms compared with patients who were not (mean CAT score: 
18.4±9.3 frail vs 11.4±5.7 not-frail, p=0.021)6

Dyspnea
Worse dyspnea scores were associated with frailty across all studies

COPD Frail patients reported more severe dyspnea compared with those who were not frail (dyspnea measured by the 
mMRC) (median mMRC score: 3 [IQR 2–4] frail vs 2 [IQR 1–3] not-frail, p<0.001)13

COPD Frail patients reported more severe dyspnea compared with patients who were pre-frail or not frail (mean 
mMRC score: not-frail: 2.4±1.1, pre-frail: 3.2±1.0, frail: 4±0.9, p<0.001)3

COPD Severe dyspnea (≥2 mMRC dyspnea scale) was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 5.75, 95% CI 2.79–
11.85)2

COPD Moderately-to-severely frail patients reported more severe dyspnea compared to those who were not frail 
(%MRC grade 4: 84.2% moderately/severely frail vs 19.9% not frail, p<0.001)8

ILD Severe dyspnea (measured using the University of California San Diego Shortness of Breath Questionnaire) 
was correlated with frailty (unadjusted r=0.62, p<0.001, adjusted for age, sex, and pack-years r=0.031, 95% CI 
0.020–0.042)17

ILD Severe dyspnea (measured using the University of California San Diego Shortness of Breath Questionnaire) 
was the strongest predictor of frailty (r = 0.65, p < 0.001) and only independent predictor of frailty (0.034 
increase in Frailty Index per 10-point increase in dyspnea score; R2 =0.37; p <0.001)4

COPD Shortness of breath was the strongest predictor of frailty (OR 3.98, p<0.05)9

COPD Dyspnea (measured using the MRC) worsened across the 3 levels of frailty (p<0.001); there was a threefold 
increase in frailty prevalence among patients with severe dyspnea (an MRC score of 5) compared with patients 
who reported less severe dyspnea (score of 3) (62.1% vs 21.0%, p<0.001)3

COPD Frail patients reported more severe dyspnea compared with robust and pre-frail patients (using the BDI) 
(9.8±1.8 robust, 9.5±1.7 pre-frail, 6±2.5 frail, p<0.05)20

COPD Prevalence of severe dyspnea (mMRC >2) increased across the 3 levels of frailty (%: 16.7% not-frail vs 34.7% 
pre-frail vs 83.3% frail, p=0.001)6

Fatigue
Fatigue was associated with frailty

ILD Fatigue was correlated with frailty (measurement NR) (r=NR, p=0.04)17

COPD Frail patients reported higher levels of fatigue (measured with the Chronic Respiratory Questionnaire) 
compared with patients who were pre-frail or not frail(17.6±4.3 not frail, 13.8±5.2 pre-frail, 10.9±4.6 frail, 
p<0.001)3
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COPD Assessment Test (CAT)
Patients with COPD who were frail reported higher COPD Assessment Test scores, a self-reported questionnaire that measures the impact 

of COPD symptoms (e.g. cough, phlegm, chest tightness, breathlessness, sleep, energy) on patients ‘ overall health

Patient Population Finding

Anxiety
Anxiety was generally associated with frailty

COPD Frail patients reported higher levels of anxiety (mean HADS score 8.3±5.2) compared to pre-frail (6.8±4.4) and 
robust patients (5.2±3.4) (p<0.001)3

COPD Differences in self-reported anxiety were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who 
were pre-frail or not frail (% HADS ≥11: 8.3% not-frail, 14.1% prefrail, 8.3% frail, p=0.907)6

Depressive symptoms
Generally, depression was associated with frailty

COPD Frail patients reported more severe depression compared to pre-frail and not frail patients (mean HADS score: 
4.1±2.7 robust, 6.3±3.7 pre-frail, 8.2±4.0 frail, p<0.001)3

ILD Differences in depression (measured by DMI) were not significant among those who were frail compared to 
those who were not (DMI score: 6±6 not-frail vs 10±8 frail)10

COPD Depression (measured by Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression scale) was not significantly 
associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 1.05, p=0.114)5

COPD Frail patients tended to have a higher prevalence of depression compared to patients who were pre-frail or not 
frail, (% HADS ≥11: 4.2% not-frail, 10% prefrail, 16.7% frail, p=0.477)6

Older adults, some of whom 
had spirometrically defined 
lung disease

The prevalence of depression increased across the 3 levels of frailty (4% not-frail, 17.1% pre-frail, 37.8% frail) 
(p<0.001)1

*
BDI= baseline dyspnea index; COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; DMI= depression in the medically ill; HADS= hospital anxiety and 

depression scale; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= interquartile range; NR= not reported; OR= odds ratio; MRC= modified research council
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Table 8.

Study of Physical Activity and Frailty in Lung Disease

Physical Inactivity
was associated with frailty

Patient Population Finding

COPD Frail patients reported lower weekly energy expenditure (257.2 kcal) and less time in moderate activity (73.6 min/week) 
compared to pre-frail (1110.5 kcal and 322.6 min/week) and robust patients (1878.4 kcal and 532.8 min/week) (both p 
<0.001), measured using the Minnesota Leisure-Time Physical Activity3

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
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Table 9.

Studies of Smoking and Frailty in Lung Disease

Smoking
Relationship between pack year history and smoking status and frailty was inconsistent

Patient Population Finding

COPD Frail patients tended to have a longer smoking history compared with those who were not (mean pack year 
history: 42±26 frail vs. 40±25 not-frail, p=0.487)13

Older adults, some of 
whom had spirometrically 
defined lung disease

Proportion of current smokers increased across the 3 levels of (%current smokers: 10.2% not-frail, 13.3% pre-
frail, 13.4% frail, p=0.049)1

COPD Differences in smoking status (current smoker, former smoker, never smoked) were not significant among those 
who were frail compared to those who were not frail (% current smoker, former smoker, or never smoked: robust 
patients 9.8, 84.1, and 6.1; pre-frail, 18.7, 75.0, and 6.3; frail, 15.3, 77.0, and 7.7, p=0.45)3

ILD Differences in smoking history were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were not 
(median pack years: 10 years [IQR 0, 26] not frail vs 10 years [IQR 0, 25] frail, p-value NR)10

COPD Smoking cessation was associated with higher odds of frailty (OR 2.37, 95% CI 1.10–5.28, reference: current 
smokers)2

COPD Differences in smoking status (active smoker) or smoking history (pack years) were not significant among those 
who were not frail or mildly, moderately, severely frail (active smoking: 37% not frail, 35% mild frailty, 27.8% 
moderate frailty, 31.6% severely frail, p=0.908; mean pack year history: 55.1±28.5 not-frail; 55.3±33.1 mild 
frailty; 55.4±27.6 moderate frailty; 56.9±25.7 severe frailty, p=0.973)8

ILD Smoking history (pack years) was not significantly correlated with frailty (r=0.09, p=0.41)17

ILD Smoking history (pack years) was not significantly correlated with frailty (r=0.06, p=0.56)4

COPD Smoking status (ex-smoker) tended to be associated with lower odds of frailty (unfit) (OR 0.45, p=0.089)5

COPD Differences in smoking history (pack years) were not significant among those who were frail compared to those 
who were pre-frail or not frail (mean pack years 49.4±26.3 not-frail vs 60.7±25.2 pre-frail vs 60.6±25.1 frail, 
p=0.146)6

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; ILD= interstitial lung disease; NR= not reported; OR= odds ratio
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Table 10.

Studies of Medication Use and Frailty in Lung Disease

Medication Use
Frailty was associated with polypharmacy and generally associated with individual classes of medications commonly used to treat lung 

disease

Patient Population Finding

COPD Frail patients reported taking more medications compared to those who were not frail (frail 8 [IQR 8–11] vs not-
frail 5 [IQR 3–7],p <0.001)13

COPD Number of medications was associated with higher odds of frailty (unfit) (OR 1.60, p=0.007)5

ILD Frail patients more commonly used corticosteroids compared with those who were not frail (55% not-frail vs 
79%% frail, p <0.05)10

COPD Use of corticosteroids was not significantly associated with higher odds of frailty (aOR 225.3, p=0.1)7

Lung transplant candidates Differences in corticosteroid use were not significant among those who were frail compared to those who were 
not (41% vs 39%, p = 0.78)12

ILD Patients treated with ILD-specific medications had a higher frailty score compared to untreated patients (0.244 
vs. 0.191, p=0.005)14

ILD Frail patients were more likely to have a MAR resulting in dose reductions (odds ratio 11.3, p=0.04914

*
COPD= chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; ILD= interstitial lung disease; IQR= interquartile range; OR= odds ratio
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