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Modeling lung perfusion abnormalities to explain
early COVID-19 hypoxemia

Jacob Herrmann 18, Vitor Mori 2, Jason H. T. Bates? & Béla Suki® !

Early stages of the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) are associated with silent hypoxia
and poor oxygenation despite relatively minor parenchymal involvement. Although specu-
lated that such paradoxical findings may be explained by impaired hypoxic pulmonary
vasoconstriction in infected lung regions, no studies have determined whether such extreme
degrees of perfusion redistribution are physiologically plausible, and increasing attention is
directed towards thrombotic microembolism as the underlying cause of hypoxemia. Herein, a
mathematical model demonstrates that the large amount of pulmonary venous admixture
observed in patients with early COVID-19 can be reasonably explained by a combination of
pulmonary embolism, ventilation-perfusion mismatching in the noninjured lung, and normal
perfusion of the relatively small fraction of injured lung. Although underlying perfusion het-
erogeneity exacerbates existing shunt and ventilation-perfusion mismatch in the model, the
reported hypoxemia severity in early COVID-19 patients is not replicated without either
extensive perfusion defects, severe ventilation-perfusion mismatch, or hyperperfusion of
nonoxygenated regions.
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arly reports of the disease caused by the novel coronavirus

(COVID-19) describe at least a subset of patients who

present with hypoxemia while breathing room air and
show minimal nonaerated lung tissue on chest computed tomo-
graphic (CT) imaging, but the frequency of this presentation
is uncertain»2. Other reports, however, describe features remi-
niscent of conventional acute respiratory distress syndrome
(ARDS)*™4, including a progressively increasing fraction of
afflicted lung in which poorly aerated lung regions eventually
become completely nonaerated™. The early stages of COVID-19
thus remain poorly understood. Nevertheless, the so-called “silent
hypoxia” frequently seen in early COVID-19 patients’® has
garnered a great deal of attention recently in both the literature
and the press, and begs a physiologic explanation.

An early report in a small COVID-19 cohort estimates an
average shunt fraction of 50% with an average fraction of nona-
erated lung on CT of only 17%. This gives a ratio of shunt to
nonaerated lung of 3, which is large compared with values of 1.25
+0.8 reported for ARDS!?. A possible interpretation of this
finding is that a disproportionately large fraction of the pul-
monary circulation in COVID-19 patients is being directed
through poorly aerated or nonaerated lung!>19, which has led
some to hypothesize an underlying impairment in hypoxic pul-
monary vasoconstriction (HPV)L1L, That is, as HPV normally
involves a local feedback mechanism whereby pulmonary arter-
ioles constrict in response to poor regional oxygenation!?, a
failure of this response could potentially lead to a significant
mismatch between ventilation and perfusion!3. Impaired HPV is
not the only possible explanation, however. COVID-19 is often
associated with coagulopathy!41> that can lead to microemboli,
which in turn could redirect perfusion to lung regions having low
or zero ventilation:perfusion ratios!®17. Diffusion limitation that
might arise when inflammation and edema thicken the blood-gas
barrier can also cause hypoxemia.

Whether any of the above explanations are actually plausible,
however, requires a quantitative analysis of the physiologic factors
that determine arterial oxygenation. For example, given a certain
fraction of injured lung (Fi,;) with impaired oxygen transport,
what increase in regional blood flow and hence vasodilation
would be necessary to manifest a ratio of shunt fraction (Fg,,) to
Fiy; around 3? Could a ratio of this magnitude be explained by
impaired oxygen equilibration? What roles might gravitational
gradients and thromboembolic perfusion defects play? In the
present study we use a mathematical model of perfusion and
oxygen transport to address these questions with the goal of
determining if the impaired HPV and microemboli hypotheses
can potentially explain the hypoxemia of early COVID-19, or
whether we need to look for an alternative explanation.

Results

Model overview. The lung model was partitioned into 12 com-
partments (Fig. 1), representing three different height levels each
partitioned into four compartments: injured-perfused, normal-
perfused, injured-nonperfused, and normal-nonperfused. Each
perfused compartment received deoxygenated mixed venous
blood and returned end-capillary blood with oxygen content
determined by injury severity. Perfusion distribution in the model
reflected the relative vascular resistance in each compartment as
well as the presence of perfusion defects in the nonperfused
compartments (e.g., owing to pulmonary embolism). Baseline
resistances were determined by a specified baseline perfusion
gradient, defined as half the range of perfusion across all height
levels divided by the average. Vascular resistance was then
adjusted in injured regions to reflect possible abnormalities
arising in COVID-19. Three types of modification were

Upper HPV normal

HPV impaired

HPV reversed

Fig. 1 Model overview. a Schematic of the 12-compartment model used to
simulate distributed perfusion in aerated and injured compartments at
different height levels. Deoxygenated mixed venous blood (blue) passes
through aerated (black) or injured (gray) compartments, and returns to the
oxygenated mixed arterial blood (red). Vascular resistance in each
compartment was determined by height level, presence of perfusion defect
or pulmonary embolism (white bars), as well as the degree of oxygenation
or injury. Hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction (HPV) could be either

b “normal” with reduced perfusion to regions of low end-capillary oxygen
content, ¢ “impaired” with no response, or d “reversed” with increased
perfusion to injured regions.

examined: (1) normal HPV function increased resistance expo-
nentially in regions with low end-capillary oxygen tension!8; (2)
impaired HPV function produced no change in resistance; and
(3) reversed HPV-reduced resistance regardless of oxygenation.
Measured outcomes included Fg,, ratio Fyny:Fin and ratio
arterial oxygen tension to fractional inspired oxygen (P,0,:F,0,).
In most cases, model conditions were intended to represent
patients upon admission, without supplemental oxygen (i.e., F,O,
=21%), mechanical ventilation, or positive airway pressure.
Conditions representing critical care patients are available as
supplementary material, with increased F;,; (Supplementary
Figs. 5-9), increased F;O, (Supplementary Fig. 10), and increased
mixed venous oxygen tension (e.g., owing to venovenous extra-
corporeal membrane oxygenation) (Supplementary Fig. 11).

Vasodilation in shunt regions can explain hypoxemia. The
variability in Fg,:Fiy; with respect to injury location and HPV
alterations is shown in Fig. 2. For simplicity, the extent of injury
in each simulation is restricted to only one height zone: lower,
middle, or upper. Perfusion defect is not considered in this figure.
Normal HPV function results in the lowest pulmonary shunt
fractions and lowest degree of hypoxemia, preventing P,0,:F;0,
<300 mmHg until F,; > 30%. Given a relatively small fraction of
injured lung, with Fi,; ranging from 0 to 30%, both a complete
shunt (i.e., zero oxygen uptake) and reversal of HPV (i.e., vaso-
dilation in injured regions) are necessary conditions for Fp:Fiy
>2 and P,0,:F,0, < 300 mmHg. By contrast, impairment of HPV
alone is not sufficient to produce reported levels of severe
hypoxemia at low values of Finjl. With HPV impairment, Fy,,
more closely follows F,; such that the ratio of Fg,, to Fy,; lies
between 0.7 and 1.3. For all considered alterations to HPV,
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Fig. 2 Effects of alterations to hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction (HPV). Severity of pulmonary shunt with respect to fractional injury extent (F.)), type
of HPV modification (blue: normal; red: impaired; yellow: reversed), injury location within one height level (light to dark color). Rows correspond to the ratio
of arterial oxygen tension to inspired oxygen fraction (P,0,:F0,), shunt fraction (Fsp,), and ratio of shunt fraction to injured fraction (Fsp,:Finp). Columns
correspond to varying degrees of impaired oxygen equilibration between capillary blood and alveolar gas in the injured region. Baseline perfusion gradient
was 30%, and reversed HPV was modeled with 72% reduction of vascular resistance in injured regions. Short-dashed line in the top row indicates P,O,:
FiO; =300 mmHg, a threshold for ARDS. Dotted and long-dashed lines in the bottom row indicate Fsp,:Fin ratios of 3.0 and 1.3, respectively, values

reported for COVID-19 and ARDS patients, respectively'.

focusing the injury in the lower zone (ie., those with higher
baseline perfusion) results in higher Fg,, and worse hypoxemia.
Note that the model does not exhibit P,0,:F,0, <190 mmHg,
owing to the selection of 21% inspired oxygen and assumption of
40 mmHg mixed venous oxygen tension (40/0.21 = 190.5). Lower
P,0,:F,0, ratios are expected in patients with pulmonary shunt
when higher F,O, is administered; however, the Fy,,:Fiyj ratio is
insensitive to increasing F;O,, especially if there is complete shunt
in the injured regions (Supplementary Fig. 10). Hypoxia is often
associated with mixed venous oxygen tensions below 40 mmHg,
which can also yield lower P,0,:F;0, ratios but still do not affect
Fhus except in the case of normal HPV function (Supplementary
Fig. 11). Interestingly, as Fi,; decreases in the reversed HPV
model, the Fy,,:Fiy; ratio increases, indicating that F,, decreases
more slowly than F,;. Note that the impaired HPV model
represents unaltered vascular resistances from baseline values,
and therefore corresponds to a model with relatively uniform
perfusion distribution.

Perfusion gradients can exacerbate apparent venous admix-
ture. The interplay between baseline perfusion gradients and
vasodilation in the HPV reversal model is shown in Fig. 3. Again,
perfusion defect is not considered in this figure. Baseline perfu-
sion gradient varies between 0% and 100%, representing a range
of perfusion heterogeneity from uniform with 1/3-1/3-1/3 dis-
tribution at 0% gradient to 0-1/3-2/3 distribution at 100% gra-
dient. Pulmonary shunt and hypoxemia both become more severe
with increases in either the vasodilation (i.e., reduction in vascular
resistance) of injured regions as a result of reversed HPV or the
baseline perfusion gradient. Both of these factors determine the

overall degree of perfusion heterogeneity in the injured lung, and
in the specific case of injury focused in the lower lung, both
contribute to enhanced perfusion to the injured region. Hypox-
emia and shunt are more sensitive to the degree of vasodilation
compared to the baseline gradient. The ratio of Fy:Fiyj =3 is
represented in each panel by contours of Fg, at 30%, 60%, and
90% for Fj,; at 10%, 20%, and 30%, respectively. Note that
baseline perfusion gradient does not explicitly require the defi-
nition of upright vs. supine vs. prone positioning, but instead
simply reflects discrepant perfusion in three arbitrary lung
compartments.

Extensive perfusion defect can also explain hypoxemia. The role
of perfusion defect and pulmonary emboli is shown in Fig. 4,
demonstrating the amount of perfusion defect required to pro-
duce a ratio Fy:Fiyj > 3 for each type of altered HPV function.
Corresponding results for arterial oxygen saturation and oxygen
tension are provided in Supplementary Figs. 1-4. When pul-
monary emboli are located only in the injured compartments, or
present in both normal and injured compartments with equal
probabilities, no amount of perfusion defect is sufficient to pro-
duce Fyy:Finj = 3 in the models of either normal or impaired HPV
function. Ratios of Fg,:Finj >3 are observed only when extensive
perfusion defect (i.e., creating >60% perfusion defect) is con-
centrated within the noninjured compartments. By contrast, the
model of reversed HPV function can exhibit Fy,:Finj > 3 without
any pulmonary embolism. Increasing perfusion defect has no
effect on Fy,:Fip; when pulmonary emboli are uniformly dis-
tributed, but exacerbates Fgp,:Fiyj when focused within the non-
injured lung. Figure 4 demonstrates that increasing the size of the
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Fig. 3 Hypoxemia worsened by increased perfusion to the injured lung. Hypoxemia severity maps with respect to perfusion gradient and percent change
in vascular resistance within the injured compartment of the lower lung zone. Top row shows contours of the ratio of arterial oxygen tension to inspired
oxygen fraction (P,0,:F0,). Bottom row shows contours of the shunt fraction (Fsp,). Columns represent different levels of the fraction of lung injured ().
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Fig. 4 Role of perfusion defects in injured and noninjured lung regions. Influence of perfusion defect (PD) on the ratio of shunt fraction (Fg,,) to injured
fraction (Fi,p. Color reflects the fraction of injured lung, concentrated in the lower lung zone. Columns represent types of alterations to hypoxic pulmonary
vasoconstriction (HPV). Rows represent types of perfusion defect distributions. Baseline perfusion gradient was 30%, and reversed HPV was modeled with
72% reduction of vascular resistance in injured regions. Dashed lines indicate Fqp:Finj ratio of 3. Note that Fi; =

0% is not explicitly shown.

perfusion defect (concentrated in the noninjured compartments) Ventilation-perfusion mismatching can explain hypoxemia.
also reduces the amount of vasodilation required to produce Fg,,:  The role of ventilation-perfusion mismatching in the noninjured-
Fiyj 2 3 in the reversed HPV model. Nonetheless some degree of  perfused lung is characterized by its net effect on venous
vasodilation is required to explain Fg,:Finj > 3 for any perfusion — admixture in blood returned from only the noninjured lung

defects affecting <60% of the lung.

compartments. Figure 5 demonstrates the amount of venous
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Fig. 5 Contribution of ventilation-perfusion mismatch in the noninjured lung. Each line represents the fraction of venous admixture in perfusion from the
noninjured lung required to produce a ratio of total shunt fraction (Fg,,) to injured fraction (F) of 3, assuming complete shunt in the injured lung
compartments, and assuming impairment of hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction everywhere in the lung. Color indicates the fraction of injured lung (Fin)).
Baseline perfusion gradient was 30%, and injury was focused in the lower lung zone. Note that F,;= 0% is not explicitly shown.
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Fig. 6 Interplay between perfusion defect and altered hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction. Color indicates the amount of vasodilation required to
produce a ratio of shunt fraction (Fg,,) to injured fraction (Fi,) of 3, for a given fraction of injured lung (Fi,)) and fraction of noninjured lung with perfusion
defect. Baseline perfusion gradient was 30%, and injury was focused in the lower lung zone.

admixture required to produce Fyny:Finj> 3, assuming impaired
HPV everywhere in the model. As shown in Fig. 4, perfusion
defect greater than 60% is sufficient for F,,:Finj > 3 without any
vasodilation. Less perfusion defect is required if the noninjured
lung produces venous admixture. For example, Fy,, = 54% and
Fipj=18% is possible without HPV reversal and with <40%
perfusion defect when accompanied by 30-40% venous admix-
ture resulting from poor ventilation-perfusion matching in the
noninjured lung.

Figure 6 shows the amount of vasodilation required in the
HPYV reversed model. Similar to the result shown in Fig. 3, up to
70% reduction in vascular resistance of the injured compartment
is required for Fy,,:Finj > 3 when there is no ventilation-perfusion
mismatching in the noninjured-perfused lung. The required
amount of vasodilation is reduced as the size of the perfusion
defect increases, and as the amount of noninjured venous

admixture increases. For example, if Fi,;=18% and pulmonary
embolism results in 30% perfusion defect in the noninjured lung,
then Fy,:Fip;> 3 requires 59% reduced resistance with normal
ventilation-perfusion matching in the noninjured lung, but only
19.6% reduced resistance with 26% venous admixture from
noninjured ventilation-perfusion mismatch.

Response to inspired oxygen. The predicted response of the
model with 17% Fi,; to supplemental oxygen is shown in Fig. 7
for several possible scenarios including altered HPV in the
injured lung, extensive perfusion defect in the noninjured lung,
and venous admixture caused by ventilation-perfusion mis-
matching in the noninjured lung. In all scenarios, increasing F,O,
results in increased oxygenation assessed by either arterial oxygen
tension or saturation. However, increasing F,0, does not improve
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Fig. 7 Predicted response to increased fraction of inspired oxygen (F;05). Colors correspond to alterations in hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction (HPV)
within the injured lung compartments (blue: normal; red: impaired; yellow: reversed). Rows correspond to the ratio of arterial oxygen tension to inspired
oxygen fraction (P,0,:F0,), arterial oxygen saturation of hemoglobin (5,0,), and ratio of shunt fraction to injured fraction (Fg,:Fin). Columns correspond
to three different cases of perfusion defect in the noninjured lung (PD) and venous admixture owing to ventilation-perfusion mismatching in the noninjured
lung at 21% FO, (VA). In all cases, the injured fraction (Fi,)) was 17%, baseline perfusion gradient was 30%, and reversed HPV was modeled with 72%

reduction of vascular resistance in injured regions.

the P,0,:F,0, ratio until the mixed arterial blood is fully satu-
rated, which does not occur even at 100% F,O, for any model
with abnormal HPV. Note that the model of ventilation-perfusion
mismatching is the only model for which the ratio Fy,:Fiy is
sensitive to changes in F,O,, and is also the only model for which
Fony:Finj > 2 with normal HPV function.

Discussion
Our analysis based on a mathematical model of perfusion in
normal and shunted compartments suggests several possible
explanations for the severe hypoxemia observed in patients with
early-stage COVID-19. Despite a relatively small fraction of either
poorly aerated or nonaerated injured lung, our model predicts
that calculated shunt fractions in excess of three times the injured
fraction can be explained by (1) extensive perfusion defect, (2)
perfusion defect combined with ventilation-perfusion mis-
matching in the noninjured lung, or (3) hyperperfusion of the
small injured fraction, with up to threefold increases in regional
perfusion to the afflicted regions. Although perfusion defects
exacerbate pulmonary venous admixture, without perfusion
defect affecting >60% of the noninjured lung, some degree of
either injured vasodilation or noninjured ventilation-perfusion
mismatch is required to explain ratios of shunt fraction to injured
fraction >3.

An early stage of COVID-19 characterized by severe hypox-
emia but relatively minimal parenchymal involvement!>3 could be

recapitulated in this model with dramatic reductions to vascular
resistance in the injured regions. To replicate the reported values
for Fgy of 50% and Fg:Fiyj of 3 (implying Fi,; of 17%), our
model without perfusion defect or ventilation-perfusion mis-
matching requires reductions in injured resistance of 60% to 70%,
depending on the baseline perfusion gradient (Fig. 3). Approx-
imating vascular resistance using the Hagen-Poiseuille equation,
this change in resistance corresponds to an increase in vascular
diameter of 26-35%. Whether this degree of vasodilation from
baseline is physiologically plausible seems unlikely, given that
maximal vasodilation using inhaled nitric oxide may decrease
total pulmonary vascular resistance (PVR) by up to 50%!%20,
Although speculative, it may be possible that COVID-19 inter-
feres with the HPV feedback mechanism in such a way that
pulmonary arterioles do not constrict, and may even dilate, in
injured lung regions in which there is little or no oxygen transport
into the blood!®11:1321.22 Other evidence of vasodilation owing
to COVID-19 includes recent discovery of cardiovascular com-
plications reminiscent of vasodilatory shock and Kawasaki dis-
ease?3, which is associated with weakened walls of the coronary
artery.

Another factor that may contribute to high Fy,:Fy; is reduced
perfusion in well-aerated lung regions due to positive pressure
ventilation and application of positive end-expiratory pressure.
The reference value of Fg,,:Finj=3 was obtained in patients
recently admitted to intensive care and placed on mechanical
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ventilators!, although the levels of positive end-expiratory pres-
sure and driving pressure were not reported. We may speculate
that the degree of vasodilation required to explain hypoxemia
may be lower in patients not receiving positive pressure ventila-
tion. It is uncertain to what degree the ratio Fy,:Fin; may vary in
nonventilated patients compared to this reported value, as our
modeling assumptions result from circumstantial evidence and
small case series. A recent study using injected microbubbles
suggests that vasodilation occurs in some mechanically ventilated
patients with COVID-19 and is correlated with P,0,:F,0,,
however the sample size is small and the measurement technique
is nonspecific regarding the location of vascular enlargement and
the possibility of intracardiac shunt!!l.

Without vasodilation in the model, impairment of HPV alone
cannot reproduce the same extreme values of Fyu:Finj>2.
Instead, the Fy,,:Fiy ratio in the impaired HPV model is limited
by the magnitude of the baseline perfusion gradient, particularly
when the injured region also receives more baseline perfusion (see
Fig. 2). The value of Fg,:Finj = 1.3 reported for ARDS is well-
matched in our model with a moderate baseline perfusion gra-
dient of 30%, impairment of HPV, and injury focused in the
lower compartment (see Fig. 2). This suggests that HPV
impairment (e.g., owing to sedatives or anesthetic agents with
vasodilating effects) and prevalence of derecruitment in the
gravitationally dependent lung (typically dorsal regions in a
supine patient) are plausible factors contributing to the observed
Fyp,u:Fipy ratio of 1.3.

In COVID-19, the lower left and lower right lobes are most
commonly afflicted according to radiographic abnormalities>24,
and these are typically the gravitationally dependent regions of
the lung in either upright or supine positioning. However, even
with an extreme baseline perfusion gradient of 100% (corre-
sponding to 0-1/3-2/3 distribution), Fy,y:Fiy; in the model is still
limited to 2 at most. For example, in Fig. 3, Fg:Fiy; does not
exceed 3 even at 100% baseline perfusion gradient until the
resistance reduction is 40% for Fj,; = 10%, or 55% for F,; = 20%.
Therefore it appears unlikely that the degree of pulmonary shunt
reported in COVID-19 patients (Fgny =50% and Fepy:Finj = 3)
could occur without a substantial degree of vasodilation and
hyperperfusion in the small fraction of injured lung, if one also
assumes there is negligible venous admixture from other
mechanisms producing ventilation-perfusion mismatching.

Coagulation and thrombosis have been identified as prominent
symptoms of COVID-19, and in many cases are associated with
mortality owing to stroke, myocardial infarction, or pulmonary
embolism!41>2>, Clinical markers of coagulopathy in COVID-19
are higher for nonsurvivors compared with survivors, and
increase over time in nonsurvivors, but are relatively similar upon
admission?. A retrospective CT study reported pulmonary
embolism diagnosed in 22% of COVID-19 patients, with half of
those diagnoses made upon admission in the emergency
department?’. Thus, pulmonary embolism, microemboli, and
ventilation-perfusion mismatching could also explain hypoxemia
in early COVID-191°. In our model, heterogeneity of regional
ventilation:perfusion ratios is not explicitly considered, but rather
the net effects of ventilation-perfusion mismatching in the non-
injured compartment are represented as venous admixture spe-
cifically from the noninjured compartment. Ratios of Fy,:Fin; = 3
were not observed without either extensive perfusion defect
(affecting >60% of the noninjured lung), substantial reductions of
vascular resistance in the shunt compartments, substantial venous
admixture throughout the noninjured lung, or some combination
thereof (see Figs. 4-6).

Massive pulmonary embolism is often accompanied by dys-
pnea and chest pain25, but is also commonly silent??. With mild
or moderate pulmonary embolism, ventilation-perfusion

mismatching in noninjured regions and/or vasodilation in injured
regions remain necessary to explain FohuiFinj2 3. A case report
using dual-energy CT demonstrated no obvious indications of
pulmonary emboli in the well-aerated lung, but rather vasodila-
tion of pulmonary arteries and hyperperfusion adjacent to
infected regions, concluding that a likely explanation for hypox-
emia involves “intrapulmonary shunting towards areas where gas
exchange is impaired”10. Another case report found pulmonary
embolism as well as vasodilation in the regions of ground glass
opacification?!. Vascular enlargement has been a common
radiographical finding?2. A recent study highlighted the pre-
valence of perfusion defects affecting large lung fractions in
mechanically ventilated patients with severe COVID-19, as well
as dilation of peripheral vessels?. Thus, there is strong clinical
evidence of vascular dysregulation in the lungs, and there may be
potential for poorly aerated injured regions to exhibit at least
impairment of HPV if not vasodilation.

Compounding the effects of large perfusion defects with
abnormal HPV, a given ratio of Fe,:Fin; may be obtained at a
lower level of vasodilation in the injured region (see Fig. 6). A
recent study of COVID-19 patients requiring mechanical venti-
lation reported dead space fractions (i.e., ratio of dead space
volume to tidal volume) as high as 45% at the time of intubation*.
Although this cohort may represent a later stage of COVID-19,
these findings support the notion that disease progression is
accompanied by perfusion redistribution away from aerated
regions. If thrombotic pulmonary emboli occur during the early
stages of COVID-19 as well, this could amplify the apparent F,,
and hypoxemia. In cases of increased physiologic dead space,
ratios of Fy,:Finj=3 may occur with lower, more plausible
reductions of resistance in injured regions (30 to 50%), compared
with the 60-70% reduction required without considering any
physiologic dead space (see Fig. 6). The required amount of
vasodilation is even less when there is non-negligible venous
admixture from the noninjured lung, which can result from
maldistributed ventilation and perfusion associated with pul-
monary embolism!7-31. Thus, it seems plausible that microemboli
and ventilation-perfusion mismatching can explain COVID-19
hypoxemia with or without hyperperfusion of the small fraction
of injured lung. Responsiveness to increased inspired oxygen may
help identify the relative contributions of pulmonary shunt and
ventilation-perfusion mismatching (see Fig. 7)32. Another factor
that may contribute to systemic hypoxia is increased oxygen
uptake by lung tissues, which may account for up to 20% of total
oxygen metabolism in patients with lung injury compared with
only 5% at baseline33.

The purpose of the model was to quantitatively assess the
plausibility of the hypothesis that severe hypoxemia in early
COVID-19 is the result of hyperperfusion within a small amount
of injured lung. Three mechanisms were considered: (1) altera-
tions to hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction, (2) thrombosis-
mediated perfusion defects, and (3) ventilation-perfusion mis-
matching in the noninjured lung. The model demonstrates that
vasodilation of injured, unoxygenated regions appears to be a
plausible yet unnecessary explanation for the reported severity of
hypoxemia in early COVID-19, particularly when accompanied
by amplification of venous admixture due to thrombotic pul-
monary emboli and/or ventilation-perfusion mismatching
throughout the noninjured lung. Hypoxemia in early COVID-19
may be explained by relatively small changes in all three factors
simultaneously, or by larger changes in only one or two factors,
and this should be further investigated.

Methods
Model description. The lung model was partitioned into 12 compartments
(Fig. 1), representing three different height levels each partitioned into four
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compartments: injured-perfused, normal-perfused, injured-nonperfused, and
normal-nonperfused. The three height levels with different gravitational potentials
loosely correspond to West zones>%. The normal, shunt, and dead space com-
partments correspond to those of the Riley model>>36. Perfused compartments
received deoxygenated mixed venous blood and returned end-capillary blood with
oxygen content determined by injury severity. The model described time-averaged
gas exchange, i.e., neglecting within-breath and within-beat fluctuations. Normal
lung compartments had normal oxygen equilibration such that end-capillary
oxygen tension (P.O,) equilibrated with alveolar oxygen tension (P5O,). Injured
lung compartments had limited or zero oxygen equilibration such that P.O, was
either equal to mixed venous oxygen tension (P,O,) or a weighted average of P,O,
and P,O,:

P.0, =P,0, +B'(PA027PVOZ) (1)

Note that in the normal lung compartments, B was assumed to have a value of 1. A
value of 0 for B corresponds to a complete shunt with no oxygen equilibration.
Oxygen tensions were assumed to be P,O, =40 mmHg and P,O, = 100 mmHg,
representing patients upon admission without supplemental oxygen. These values
result from the alveolar gas equation, with 21% inspired oxygen, 47 mmHg water
vapor pressure at 37 C, 40 mmHg arterial carbon dioxide tension, and 0.8
respiratory quotient:

40 mmHg @)
0.8

Perfusion distribution in the model reflected the relative vascular resistance in each
compartment. First, baseline resistances (Ry,;) were determined to establish a
baseline perfusion gradient in three equal-sized normal compartments (i.e., in the
absence of any injury). Baseline perfusion gradient was defined as half the range of
perfusion across all height levels divided by the average. Baseline vascular resis-
tance (Rp,s) at each height level (h), relative to baseline total PVRy,s, was deter-
mined as follows:

P,0, =0.21 - (760 mmHg — 47 mmHg) —

Q[Ol
Qo) @)

where Q is total pulmonary perfusion (i.e., cardiac output), and Qs is baseline
perfusion at each height level. Vascular resistance was then adjusted in injured
regions to reflect possible abnormalities arising in COVID-19. Three types of
modification were examined: (1) normal HPV function increased resistance
exponentially in regions with low P.O,!8; (2) impaired HPV function produced no
change in resistance; and (3) reversed HPV-reduced resistance by a factor 0 < K< 1
regardless of oxygenation. The following equations were used:

Rbas (h) = PVRbas

R.. () 1 4+ 100e~2%:/10 HPV normal
RIL(h) =<1 HPV impaired (4)
bas K HPV reversed

where Ry, is resistance of the injured compartment. Finally, a fraction of alveolar
dead space with perfusion defect was defined for each injured (F,q;) and noninjured
(Fpdn) compartment at each height level, corresponding to infinite resistance and
zero perfusion. Following these modifications and now accounting for injured and
dead space partitions at each height level with altered vascular resistance, total PVR
was computed by the parallel combination of compartmental resistances.

| Fuyh) - (1= Fa®) ) ( (1= Euy(m) (1 Fpaa®)
R 2 Ry () Ry ()

)

Perfusion to each nth compartment was then allocated in inverse proportion to

compartmental resistance.

F,

Q _ pyr. (7) ©)
tot R

n

where R, is the resistance of the nth compartment and F,, is the fraction of the total
lung represented by that compartment. End-capillary oxygen content (C.O,) was
computed based on P.O, for each compartment:

C.0, = 1.34 - [Hb] - S0, + 0.0031 - PO, 7)
where [Hb] is hemoglobin concentration and S.O, is oxygen saturation of
hemoglobin determined by the Severinghaus equation fit to the oxygen-
hemoglobin dissociation curve”:

23400 ) ! ®)

80, =(1+—5—""——
<2 ( P.03 4150 - PO,

Mixed venous oxygen content (C,O,) was calculated in the same manner. Mixed
arterial oxygen content (C,0,) was then determined as a perfusion-weighted
average of compartmental end-capillary oxygen contents.

CaOZ = Z(Ccol)n‘ QQV‘ (9)

Shunt fraction (Fg,,) was defined as the ratio of unoxygenated to total blood flow:
C~0, - C,0,
Fshu == A _ 0o
C..0, - C,0,
where C.+O, represents an ideal noninjured compartment with end-capillary
oxygen tension equal to alveolar oxygen tension.

(10)

Simulations and outcomes. Measured outcomes included Fp, ratio Fohy:Finj and
ratio P,0,:F,0,. Simulations were conducted over a range of F;,; from 0 to 30%. For
example, 15% of the lower lung zone injured reflects an overall Fiy; of 5%, because
the lower zone represents 1/3 of the total lung. For simplicity, the extent of injury
in each simulation was restricted to only one height zone: lower, middle, or upper.
Baseline perfusion gradient varied between 0 and 100% representing a range of
perfusion heterogeneity from uniform with 1/3-1/3- distribution at 0% gradient to
0-1/3-2/3 distribution at 100% gradient. Perfusion defect extent was simulated
between 0 and 80% of the lung, uniformly distributed or concentrated within either
the injured or noninjured compartments. Mixed venous oxygen tension was varied
between 20 and 100 mmHg, representing a wide range of possibilities encom-
passing hypoxia, normal physiology, and venovenous extracorporeal membrane
oxygenation. Additional simulations representing critical care patients used
increased F,O, between 21 and 100%, and increased Fy,, between 0 and 80%. The
degree of impaired oxygen equilibration in the injured compartment varied
between 0 and 20%, where 0% represents complete shunt and 100% represents
complete equilibration with alveolar gas. Ventilation-perfusion mismatching in the
noninjured lung was simulated by varying B in Eq. (1) to produce a specified level
of venous admixture at 21% F,O,. As hypoxemia caused by ventilation-perfusion
mismatching is generally responsive to increased F;0,%2, the simulated venous
admixture was linearly reduced from the specified value to zero as the F,0,
increased from 21% to 100%.

Reporting summary. Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Research Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
Data sharing not applicable to this article as no data sets were generated or analyzed
during the current study.

Code availability
A Matlab script for evaluating the mathematical model described herein is available in
the Supplementary Information.

Received: 18 May 2020; Accepted: 27 August 2020;
Published online: 28 September 2020

References

1. Gattinoni, L. et al. COVID-19 does not lead to a ‘typical’ acute respiratory
distress syndrome. Am. J. Respir. Crit. Care Med. 201, 1299-1300 (2020).

2. Bos, L. D., Paulus, F., Vlaar, A. P., Beenen, L. F. M. & Schultz, M. J.
Subphenotyping ARDS in COVID-19 patients: consequences for ventilator
management. Ann. Am. Thorac. Soc. https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.202004-
376RL (2020).

3. Gattinoni, L. et al. COVID-19 pneumonia: different respiratory treatments for
different phenotypes? Intensive Care Med. 46, 1099-1102 (2020).

4. Ziehr, D. R. et al. Respiratory pathophysiology of mechanically ventilated
patients with COVID-19: a cohort study. Am. J. Respir. Crit. Care Med. 201,
1560-1564 (2020).

5. Pan, F. et al. Time course of lung changes on chest CT during recovery from 2019
novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pneumonia. Radiology 295, 715-721 (2020).

6. Wang, Y. et al. Temporal changes of CT findings in 90 patients with COVID-
19 pneumonia: a longitudinal study. Radiology 296, E55-E64 (2020).

7. Ottestad, W. & Sevik, S. COVID-19 patients with respiratory failure: What
can we learn from aviation medicine? Br. J. Anaesth. [Online ahead of print]
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bja.2020.04.012 (2020).

8. Tobin, M. J., Laghi, F. & Jubran, A. Why COVID-19 silent hypoxemia is
baffling to physicians. Am. Respir. Crit. Care Med. 202, 356-360 (2020).

9. Gattinoni, L. et al. Lung recruitment in patients with the acute respiratory
distress syndrome. N. Engl. J. Med. 354, 1775-1786 (2006).

10. Lang, M. et al. Hypoxaemia related to COVID-19: Vascular and perfusion
abnormalities on dual-energy CT. Lancet Infect. Dis. [Online ahead of print]
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30367-4 (2020).

11. Reynolds, A. S. et al. Pulmonary vascular dilatation detected by automated
transcranial doppler in COVID-19 pneumonia. Am. J. Respir. Crit. Care Med.
[Online ahead of print] https://doi.org/10.1164/rccm.202006-2219LE (2020).

8 | (2020)11:4883 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18672-6 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications


https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.202004-376RL
https://doi.org/10.1513/AnnalsATS.202004-376RL
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bja.2020.04.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30367-4
https://doi.org/10.1164/rccm.202006-2219LE
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

ARTICLE

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

Dunham-Snary, K. J. et al. Hypoxic pulmonary vasoconstriction: from
molecular mechanisms to medicine. Chest 151, 181-192 (2017).

Archer, S. L., Sharp, W. W. & Weir, E. K. Differentiating COVID-19
pneumonia from acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS) and high
altitude pulmonary edema (HAPE): therapeutic implications. Circulation 142,
101-104 (2020).

Lodigiani, C. et al. Venous and arterial thromboembolic complications in
COVID-19 patients admitted to an academic hospital in Milan, Italy. Thromb.
Res. 191, 9-14 (2020).

Connors, J. M. & Levy, J. H. COVID-19 and its implications for thrombosis
and anticoagulation. Blood 135, 2033-2040 (2020).

Santolicandro, A. et al. Mechanisms of hypoxemia and hypocapnia in
pulmonary embolism. Am. J. Respir. Crit. Care Med. 152, 336-347 (1995).
Altemeier, W. A., Robertson, H. T., Mckinney, S. & Glenny, R. W. Pulmonary
embolization causes hypoxemia by redistributing regional blood flow without
changing ventilation. J. Appl. Physiol. 85, 2337-2343 (1998).

Rudolph, A. & Yuan, S. Response of the pulmonary vasculature to hypoxia
and H+ ion concentration changes. J. Clin. Invest. 45, 399-411 (1966).
Pagano, D. et al. A comparison of inhaled nitric oxide with intravenous
vasodilators in the assessment of pulmonary haemodynamics prior to cardiac
transplantation. Eur. J. Cardio-Thorac. Surg. 10, 1120-1126 (1996).
Fullerton, D. A. et al. Effective control of pulmonary vascular resistance with
inhaled nitric oxide after cardiac operation. J. Thorac. Cardiovasc. Surg. 111,
753-763 (1996).

Rotzinger, D. C., Beigelman-Aubry, C., von Garnier, C. & Qanadlj, S. D.
Pulmonary embolism in patients with COVID-19: Time to change the
paradigm of computed tomography. Thromb. Res. 190, 58-59 (2020).
Caruso, D. et al. Chest CT features of COVID-19 in Rome, Italy. Radiology
296, E79-E85 (2020).

Riphagen, S., Gomez, X., Gonzalez-Martinez, C., Wilkinson, N. & Theocharis, P.
Hyperinflammatory shock in children during COVID-19 pandemic. Lancet 395,
1607-1608 (2020).

Inui, S. et al. Chest CT findings in cases from the cruise ship ‘Diamond
Princess’ with coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). Radiol. Cardiothorac.
Imaging 2, €200110 (2020).

Leisman, D. E., Deutschman, C. S. & Legrand, M. Facing COVID-19 in the
ICU: Vascular dysfunction, thrombosis, and dysregulated inflammation.
Intensive Care Med. 46, 1105-1108 (2020).

Zhou, F. et al. Clinical course and risk factors for mortality of adult inpatients
with COVID-19 in Wuhan, China: a retrospective cohort study. Lancet 395,
1054-1062 (2020).

Poyiadi, N. et al. Acute pulmonary embolism and COVID-19. Radiology
[Online ahead of print] https://doi.org/10.1148/radiol.2020201955 (2020).
Tapson, V. F. Acute pulmonary embolism. N. Engl. J. Med. 358, 1037-1052
(2008).

Stein, P. D., Matta, F., Musani, M. H. & Diaczok, B. Silent pulmonary
embolism in patients with deep venous thrombosis: a systematic review. Am. J.
Med. 123, 426-431 (2010).

Patel, B. V. et al. Pulmonary angiopathy in severe COVID-19: Physiologic,
imaging and hematologic observations. Am. J. Respir. Crit. Care Med.
rccm.202004-14120C https://doi.org/10.1164/rccm.202004-14120C (2020).
Huet, Y. et al. Hypoxemia in acute pulmonary embolism. Chest 88, 829-836
(1985).

Petersson, J. & Glenny, R. W. Gas exchange and ventilation-perfusion
relationships in the lung. Eur. Respir. J. 44, 1023-1041 (2014).

Jolliet, P. et al. Relationship between pulmonary oxygen consumption, lung
inflammation, and calculated venous admixture in patients with acute lung
injury. Intensive Care Med. 22, 277-285 (1996).

34. West, J. & Dollery, C. Distribution of blood flow and ventilation-perfusion
ratio in the lung, measured with radioactive CO2. J. Appl. Physiol. 15, 405-410
(1960).

35. Riley, R. L. & Cournand, A. ‘Ideal’ alveolar air and the analysis of ventilation-
perfusion relationships in the lungs. J. Appl. Physiol. 1, 825-847 (1949).

36. Riley, R. L. Development of the three-compartment model for dealing with
uneven distribution. in Pulmonary Gas Exchange: Ventilation, Blood Flow, and
Diffusion (ed. West, J. B.) vol. 1 67-85 (Academic Press, 1980).

37. Severinghaus, J. W. Simple, accurate equations for human blood 02
dissociation computations. J. Appl. Physiol. 46, 599-602 (1979).

Acknowledgements
This study was supported by National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute Grants U01-HL-
139466 and RO1-HL-142702.

Author contributions

JH., V.M, JH.T.B,, and B.S. conceived and designed research. J.H. performed experi-
ments and analyzed data. ].H., V.M., .H.T.B., and B.S. interpreted results of experiments,
drafted manuscript, edited and revised manuscript, and approved final version of
manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/541467-
020-18672-6.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to J.H.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Lieuwe Bos, Stephen Rees and
the other, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer review of this work.
Peer reviewer reports are available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affiliations.
Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
37 Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2020

| (2020)11:4883 | https://doi.org/10.1038/541467-020-18672-6 | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9


https://doi.org/10.1148/radiol.2020201955
https://doi.org/10.1164/rccm.202004-1412OC
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18672-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18672-6
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Modeling lung perfusion abnormalities to explain early COVID-19 hypoxemia
	Results
	Model overview
	Vasodilation in shunt regions can explain hypoxemia
	Perfusion gradients can exacerbate apparent venous admixture
	Extensive perfusion defect can also explain hypoxemia
	Ventilation-perfusion mismatching can explain hypoxemia
	Response to inspired oxygen

	Discussion
	Methods
	Model description
	Simulations and outcomes

	Reporting summary
	Data availability
	Code availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




