Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) 

BACKGROUNDER
What is COPD?

· Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) is a respiratory disease that causes the airways of the lung to be inflamed and/or become “obstructed” or blocked. The two major forms of the disease include chronic bronchitis and emphysema.  

· Chronic Bronchitis is an inflammation of the airways in the lungs, which leaves them irritated. Chronic Bronchitis is characterized by the creation of extra mucus that blocks the airways resulting in a person coughing, spitting or finding it difficult to draw a breath. 

· Emphysema damages and destroys lung tissue. Large air pockets develop in the lungs where the air becomes trapped and causes a person to struggle to draw a breath.

What causes COPD? 

· COPD is mainly caused by smoking but some research suggests that exposure to occupational pollutants and outdoor air pollution may contribute to developing COPD.

· Almost half of Canadians (45 percent) have at one time or another been a smoker, including 20 percent who are current smokers.
  

COPD Prevalence 

· COPD is the fourth leading cause of death among Canadians, behind heart disease, cancer and cerebrovascular disease. 

· Of all the leading causes of death COPD is the only one with increasing mortality rates.  

· There are an estimated 714,000 diagnosed patients in Canada; however studies have estimated that more than 50 percent of patients remain undiagnosed in the community.  

COPD Awareness in Canada 

· Fewer than half (46 percent) of all Canadians have heard of Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease and only 13 percent have heard of the acronym COPD. 

COPD in Women 

· COPD affects 4.8 percent of women, 3.9 percent of men
 

· In 2005, 425,300 Canadian women 35 years of age or over self reported a diagnosis of COPD
 

· Due to smaller lung capacities, women have significantly worse symptoms of COPD for the same severity of illness. 

· In 2003, 4,383 women died from COPD in Canada.
 As a comparison, in 2003, 5,060 women died of breast cancer

Diagnostic Behavior 

Spirometry is the most efficient way to accurately diagnose COPD. It is a simple breathing test that calculates the amount of air the patient’s lungs can hold, and the rate at which the air can be expelled. 

· Only 10 percent of Canadians have heard of spirometry. 

· Women are more likely to have heard of spirometry than men (13 percent vs. seven percent). 

· Only a quarter of Canadian GPs (28 percent) feel very comfortable interpreting spirometry results.
 

COPD Screening in Women 

· Research shows spirometry testing is unacceptably low for female COPD patients. 

· In 2002, only 20 percent of women who were potential candidates for COPD were sent for a spirometry test.6
· Physicians say their patients continue to be predominantly male. 76 percent say women make up the minority of their COPD patients. 
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