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ABSTRACT:  Airflow limitation has two well-defined components, increased resis-
tance, which is found predominantly in the small airways, and loss of elastic recoil.

Small airways contribute to the increased resistance to flow by the narrowing of
the airway lumen.  Morphometric studies have shown that smokers have increased
epithelial abnormalities, cellular inflammatory infiltrates in the airway wall, increased
muscle and fibrosis, when compared with nonsmokers.  Along with these anatomical
changes, an increased percentage of airways <400 µm in diameter is found.  In
addition to the measured changes, other nonmeasurable, dynamic events occur in
the airways of smokers, which further decrease lumen diameter.  There is ample
evidence to show that the airways of smokers react to nonspecific stimuli by
constricting, which results in increased resistance and decreased forced expiratory
volume in one second (FEV1).  The pathological changes found in smokers, that
could be responsible for active muscle constriction and airway narrowing include:
1) airway epithelial damage, resulting in increased permeability and impairment of
other epithelial function; 2) chronic airway inflammation; 3) structural changes in
the airway wall; and 4) loss of alveolar attachments.

However, not all smokers develop the abovementioned airway abnormalities.  We
describe how smokers could develop either centrilobular emphysema (CLE), or
panlobular emphysema (PLE).  We have found that smokers with CLE have more
abnormal and narrower small airways, and flow limitation is correlated with the
small airway abnormalities and not with loss of recoil.  In contrast, smokers with
PLE have much less severe airway abnormalities, diffuse emphysema that can be
detected microscopically at a stage when FEV1 might be only mildly abnormal, and
early changes in elastic recoil as evidenced by the changes in the pressure-volume
curve of the lung.  Furthermore, in PLE, airflow limitation is correlated with loss
of recoil but not with abnormalities in the small airways.

We believe that the mechanisms involved in the pathogenesis of the two types of
emphysema in smokers are different; an airborne mechanism for CLE, possibly
related to airway hyperresponsiveness, and a bloodborne mechanism for PLE,  which
may be related to dysfunction of α1-antiproteases.  We conclude that the separation
of smokers based on their emphysema type is essential if we are to understand the
pathogenesis of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) in these subjects.
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The pathological hallmarks of chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) are inflammation of the small
airways (bronchiolitis) and destruction of lung paren-
chyma (emphysema).  The functional consequence of
these abnormalities is airflow limitation.

As flow is the result of a driving pressure (elastic
recoil) and of an opposing resistance (airway patency),
it is best to refer to the changes in flow seen in smokers
as airflow limitation, rather than airflow obstruction,
since both loss of elastic recoil and increase in airway
resistance play an important role in the observed decrease
in flow.  The bronchiolitis will contribute to airflow
limitation by narrowing and obliterating the lumen and
by actively constricting the airway.  On the other hand,

emphysema, by reducing the elastic recoil of the lung
through parenchymal destruction and increase in alveolar
size, as well as by reducing the elastic load applied to
the airways through destruction of alveolar attachments,
will also contribute to the airflow limitation charac-
teristic of smokers.  Although there is increasing evidence
that the large airways are inflamed in patients with COPD,
they are not believed to contribute directly to the air-
flow limitation in these patients.

In this review, we will emphasize the measurable
(morphometric) abnormalities of the airways as well as
the nonmeasurable (dynamic) events occurring in vivo
contributing to the airflow limitation in smokers and their
relation to parenchymal destruction-emphysema.
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The small airways: morphology-function correlations

Small airway abnormalities in "normal" smokers

By using the retrograde catheter technique, MACKLEM

and MEAD [1] demonstrated that, contrary to previous
beliefs, the airways <2 mm in diameter (small airways)
contributed to no more than one quarter of the total airway
resistance in dog lungs.  HOGG et al. [2] found, with the
same technique, that in excised normal lungs only 25%
of the total airways resistance was contributed by airways
<2–3 mm in diameter.  However, in smokers with mild
emphysema, there was a fourfold increase in peripheral
airway resistance,  whilst total airway resistance remained
unchanged.  More severe degrees of emphysema resu-
lted in a marked increase in total airway resistance, due
almost entirely to the increase in the peripheral airway
component.  This work established the then new, and
still prevailing, concept that peripheral airways are the
major site of increased resistance in smoke-induced
obstructive lung disease.

NIEWOEHNER et al. [3] were first to show that definite
pathological abnormalities could already be present in
the peripheral airways of young smokers.  This observa-
tion, along with the findings of HOGG et al. [2] that the
site of airflow limitation in smokers is found in the
small airways, created an enthusiasm for tests of small
airway function which was based on the notion that
these tests could become abnormal before flow limita-
tion (changes in forced expiratory volume in one second
(FEV1)) was obvious, and hence could identify the smo-
ker most likely to progress to chronic airflow limitation.

By studying smokers who had tests of pulmonary
function (including those reflecting the small airways)
before undergoing resection for lung tumours, investi-
gators at McGill University [4] developed a pathological
score to describe the microscopic changes in the small
airways of smokers, in order to study the correlations
between the morphology and the function.  Specifically,
they scored luminal occlusion, goblet-cell metaplasia,
squamous-cell metaplasia, mucosal ulcers, muscle
hypertrophy, inflammatory cell infiltrate, fibrosis, and
pigment deposition of the airway wall in airways smaller
than 2 mm in diameter.  This study showed that these
patients had similar but much more extensive abnorma-
lities in the small airways than those described by
NIEWOEHNER et al. [3], probably due to the fact that the
patients studied at McGill University were older, had
smoked more, and had some degree of COPD.  The first
abnormalities that could be seen in the older smokers
were changes in the epithelium with squamous meta-
plasia, and a chronic inflammatory infiltrate with a slight
increase in the connective tissue in the walls of the small
airways [4].  As the pathological and functional abnor-
malities progressed, the cellular inflammatory infiltrate
changed little, but there was a progressive increase in
the connective tissue pigment and muscle in the airway
wall.  Significant goblet cell metaplasia could be seen
in the most severely affected airways.

When the physiological measurements reflecting small
airway abnormalities, such as nitrogen wash-out test,

volume of isoflow, maximal mid-expiratory flow and
other function tests, e.g. the forced expiratory volume in
one second as percentage of forced vital capacity
(FEV1/FVC), mid flow rate and residual volume were
compared with the pathological score, all measurements
showed a progressive deterioration as the score for the
morphological abnormalities increased; however, only
the group with the most severe small airway score had
a substantial degree of emphysema.  The striking correlation
between the progression of physiological impairment
and the degree of small airway disease suggested that
inflammatory changes of the small airways made an
important contribution to the functional deterioration
seen in COPD, even in the presence of emphysema.
Furthermore, in subjects with normal FEV1/FVC ratio,
two tests of small airway function, the slope of phase III
of the nitrogen wash-out and the volume of isoflow of
the air-helium flow-volume loops, were able to detect
mild abnormalities of the small airways at a time when
other spirometric tests were normal [4].

Other investigators later confirmed these findings
using lungs obtained either at surgery or autopsy.  BEREND

and co-workers [5] showed that the tests of small air-
way function correlated best with the total pathology
score of the small airways and, in particular, with the
inflammatory score.  They also found that the closing
volume and the mid-expiratory flow correlated signifi-
cantly with a measure of airway luminal size [6].  In
another study, performing maximal expiratory flow-
volume curves in excised human lungs, BEREND and co-
workers [7] showed that flow in the trachea correlated
significantly with the total pathology score of the small
airways as well as the inflammation, fibrosis and emphy-
sema scores.  PETTY et al. [8] performed lung function
tests in lungs obtained at autopsy.  The lungs were divided
into two groups on the basis of a normal or abnormal
closing capacity, and the study demonstrated higher total
pathology, inflammation and fibrosis scores in the lungs
with higher closing capacity.  WRIGHT et al. [9] also
examined the morphological basis of small airway
obstruction in a group of smokers who underwent lung
resection.  When the FEV1 was normal, an increasing
number of abnormal tests of small airway function, such
as volume of isoflow, closing volume as a percentage of
vital capacity, and slope of phase III of the single-breath
nitrogen wash-out were associated with increasingly se-
vere fibrosis scores in membranous bronchioles and
with worsening intraluminal and mural inflammatory
scores of respiratory bronchioles (respiratory bronchio-
litis).

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that ciga-
rette smoke can elicit an inflammatory reaction in the
membranous and respiratory bronchioles early in life,
and this abnormality can be detected by tests of small
airway function, such as slope of phase III of the nitrogen
wash-out.  However, these early pathological and phy-
siological abnormalities do not progress in all smokers,
and the tests designed to detect the early physiological
abnormalities in the small airways do not predict the
15–20% of smokers who progress to chronic airflow
limitation [10].
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Once the pathological changes in the airways are
established, the striking correlation between the progres-
sion of physiological impairment and the degree of small
airway disease suggests that inflammation of the small
airways makes an important contribution to the function-
al deterioration seen in COPD, even in the presence of
emphysema.

Small airway changes in established COPD

Many other studies have addressed the pathological
changes of the small airways in smokers and their
relationship to the flow limitation found in COPD.  COSIO

et al. [11] compared abnormalities in the small airways
in smokers and nonsmokers dying accidentally.  Pul-
monary function status was not known; however, the
degree both of macroscopic and microscopic emphysema,
assessed by the mean linear intercept which measures
the airspace enlargement, was not different in smokers
and nonsmokers, suggesting that in most cases the effects
of cigarettes were mild.  Nonetheless, abnormalities in
the membranous and respiratory bronchioles of smokers
were quite apparent, showing increased goblet cells,
cellular inflammatory infiltrates, muscle and respiratory
bronchiolitis when compared with nonsmokers.  The
overall mean diameter of airways <2 mm was similar in
both groups, but smokers had a significantly greater
proportion of bronchioles smaller than 400 µm than
nonsmokers, and this proportion was closely related to
the total score of airway abnormalities.  Several other
studies have indicated that airflow limitation has a better
relationship with the proportion of very narrowed air-
ways of 200 and 350 µm diameter [8, 12, 13].  Of special
interest, this marked narrowing may also be associated
with hypoxaemia and right ventricular hypertrophy [12,
14–16].

HALE et al. [17] extended the study of COSIO et al. [11]
by adding another group of 18 lungs of patients dying
with known and measured COPD.  This study is of
interest, since it clearly shows the progression of the
small airway pathological changes from nonsmoking
older individuals to smokers with mild disease and fin-
ally to smokers dying with COPD.  The cellular inflamma-
tory infiltrate, fibrosis, and muscle in the airway wall
progressed significantly in a stepwise fashion in the three
groups and, as expected from the initial study by COSIO

et al. [11], the number of airways <400 µm increased
accordingly.  The mean diameter of the small airways
tended to decrease, but the range of diameters was so
large that no statistical differences could be found even
between patients with the most severe COPD and
nonsmokers.  A similarly wide range was found in all
the airway inflammatory abnormalities measured in the
two groups of smokers, indicating that not every smoker
reacts in the same fashion to cigarette smoke; thus,
suggesting that some smokers are more prone to develop
small airway abnormalities than others.  Not surprisingly,
smokers dying of COPD had more emphysema in their
lungs than nonsmokers and patients with mild disease.
The degree of emphysema assessed macroscopically

correlated with all abnormalities found in the small air-
ways.  With this large degree of intercorrelation, it is not
surprising that in severe COPD, the degree of emphy-
sema might override correlations between morphology
of the small airways and function.  Nonetheless, HALE

et al. [17] found that the degree of airflow limitation
correlated not only with emphysema but also with the
average airway diameter and the proportion of airways
smaller than 400 µm, a function of the total pathologi-
cal score of the small airways.

Similar results were obtained by NAGAI and co-workers
[18] in patients dying with COPD.  In their study, flow
rates antemortem correlated with the degree of macro-
scopic emphysema, but also with the proportion of air-
ways smaller than 400 µm in diameter and the degree of
deformity of bronchioles.  They interpreted these findings
as decreases in flow being secondary both to emphysema,
causing loss of elastic recoil, and to airway abnormalities.
It was also clear from their study that for the same degree
of airflow limitation, smokers with lesser amounts of
emphysema had more diseased small air-ways, again
pointing towards the combined effect of loss of recoil
secondary to emphysema and increase in airways resistance
secondary to small airway abnormalities in    the production
of the airflow limitation in COPD.

Pathophysiology of lung destruction - emphysema

Centrilobular (CLE) and panlobular emphysema (PLE)
in smokers

An important component of the definition of emphy-
sema is the destruction of alveolar walls, which can be
detected microscopically even in smokers without evi-
dence of airspace enlargement, i.e. in smokers with normal
values of mean linear intercept [19].  The microscopic
measurement of this parenchymal destruction (destruc-
tive index (DI)) can, therefore, allow an early identifi-
cation of the disease, at a time when emphysema is not
detectable macroscopically.  The functional significance
of this early destruction is demonstrated by the correlation
with indices of airflow limitation and loss of elastic recoil
of the lung [19].

Lung destruction is evenly distributed in panlobular
emphysema and it is mainly localized in the centre of
the lobule in centrilobular emphysema.  Physiological
evidence suggesting that smokers could develop two
different types of lung destruction was provided by
EIDELMAN et al. [20].  They found that smokers with
COPD had different patterns of functional abnormalities.

Some exhibited pressure-volume curves typical of
emphysema and resembled those seen in α1-antiprotease
deficiency, with high compliance and low elastic recoil
pressure at high lung volumes.  About one half of their
subjects had low or normal compliance and, despite
similar elastic recoil, had lower FEV1 and pressure-volume
curves nontypical for emphysema.

Based on these findings, KIM et al. [21] reasoned that
such dissimilar functional behaviour ought to correspond
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to different parenchymal morphological abnormalities:
panlobular emphysema for the smokers with mechani-
cal characteristics similar to α1-antiprotease deficiency,
and centrilobular emphysema for the others.  They tested
this hypothesis in 34 patients undergoing lung resection
who had pulmonary function tests performed before
surgery.  Emphysema was assessed microscopically, cha-
racterized as centrilobular or panlobular using available
definitions, and quantified using the mean linear intercept.
Both types of emphysema could be found in this popula-
tion of smokers, 18 patients had centrilobular emphysema
and 16 had panlobular emphysema.  Mechanical proper-
ties were found to be different in the two types of emphy-
sema.  Patients with panlobular emphysema had a higher
compliance and a higher constant of elasticity (K) than
patients with centrilobular emphysema.  As the emphysema
worsened, compliance, K and the elastic recoil at 90%
of total lung capacity worsened in panlobular emphysema
but did not change in centrilobular emphysema.  Further-
more, losses of elasticity correlated significantly with the
extent of emphysema in lungs with panlobular emphysema
but not in centrilobular emphysema.  These findings
suggest that mechanical properties are different in the
two types of emphysema, and these differences become
more marked with the progression of the airspace enlarge-
ment, suggesting that the two types of lung destruction
are different from the start.

Small airway abnormalities in centrilobular emphysema
and panlobular emphysema

Another important difference between the two types
of emphysema is the extent of airway abnormalities.
Lungs with centrilobular emphysema had higher total
pathological scores of the small airways than lungs with
panlobular emphysema, mainly ascribable to increased
muscle and fibrosis in the airway wall.  Probably as a
result of the more severe pathological involvement,   lungs
with centrilobular emphysema had more airways smaller
than 400 µm in diameter than lungs with panlobular
emphysema.  Not surprisingly, the pathophysiology of
flow limitation in smokers, a function of airway resis-
tance and elastic recoil pressures, differs between the two
types of emphysema.  Flow was shown to decrease as
airway abnormalities increased in centrilobular emphy-
sema, but no relationship between flow and airway disease
could be found in panlobular emphysema.  In contrast,
flow decreases significantly as elasticity decreases in pan-
lobular emphysema but not in centrilobular emphysema.
Some patients with centrilobular emphysema exhibited
decreased flow with normal or even increased elastic
recoil pressures; whereas, in those with panlobular
emphysema flow limitation was always accompanied by
loss of recoil.  These findings clarify the pathogenesis
of airflow limitation in smokers, indicating that in
centrilobular emphysema it is primarily a function of
airway abnormalities with elastic recoil loss playing an
additive role.  By contrast, in patients with panlobular
emphysema, the flow limitation seems to be mainly a
function of reduced elastic recoil (fig. 1).

SAETTA and co-workers [22] have extended the obser-
vations of KIM et al. [21] by precisely assessing the extent
of lung involvement by either type of emphysema in
smokers.  They found that the centrilobular and panlo-
bular emphysemas can be present in pure form or may
overlap each other, and that, even in the mixed forms,
one type of emphysema is always clearly predominant.
The type of emphysema present and its extent had impor-
tant consequences on the degree of airway abnormalities
and on the mechanical properties of the lung.  Indeed
the pathological score for airway abnormalities was high-
est in the pure centrilobular lungs and decreased in a
stepwise fashion as the amount of panlobular emphysema
increased.  By contrast, lung compliance was highest in
panlobular lungs and decreased as the amount of centrilo-
bular emphysema increased.

Among smokers, the severity of small airway disease
correlates with the extent of centrilobular emphysema.
There is also a definite tendency for small airways in the
upper lung to be more diseased than those in the lower
lung, a topographical distribution that corresponds to
centrilobular emphysema [11].  It is also known that
disease in the small airways temporally precedes centrilo-
bular emphysema [4], and that emphysema lesions first
appear in the respiratory bronchiole, where the inflammatory
reaction, particularly macrophage accumulation, is most
intense [3, 4, 23].  We believe these various observations
are complimentary and support the hypothesis that small
airway disease is causally related to the development of
centrilobular emphysema.  LEOPOLD and GOUGH [24] also
showed that the small airways were usually inflamed in
lungs with centrilobular emphysema but in contrast seldom
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Fig. 1.  –  Schematic representation summarizing the possible pathogenetic
mechanisms of airflow limitation in smokers.



in patients with predominant panlobular emphysema.
Similar observations were reported by ANDERSON and
FORAKER [25], who felt that centrilobular emphysema and
panlobular emphysema were two different diseases.

These studies are of interest, because they not only
clarify the mechanisms of airflow limitation and the role
of the bronchioles in COPD, but confirm the possibility
of smokers developing two diseases with different patho-
genetic mechanisms.  The diffuse destruction seen in
panlobular emphysema might result from a bloodborne
mechanism.  On the other hand, the uneven pattern of
lung destruction seen in centrilobular emphysema is
associated with more severe abnormalities in the small
airways, suggesting that centrilobular destruction is re-
lated to airborne factors and intimately related to the
airway inflammatory process.   In favour of this hypothesis
are the findings of SAETTA and co-workers [22], who
investigated the relationship between the inflammation
of the small airways and the extent of parenchymal des-
truction using the destructive index (DI; [19]) in the lungs
of smokers with centrilobular and those with panlobular
emphysema.  In lungs with centrilobular emphysema a
close correlation between the inflammation of the airways
and the parenchymal destruction was evident.  This
correlation was not present in lungs with panlobular
emphysema.  Thus, it is likely that the inflammatory
reaction seen in and around small airways and respiratory
bronchioles spreads centrifugally to the parenchyma
surrounding these airways and eventually destroys the
alveolar walls attached to the airways, the respiratory
bronchioles and alveolar ducts.  The preservation of
alveolar structure and size with concomitant destruction
of alveolar ducts and respiratory bronchioles in centrilobular
emphysema would be in favour of this possibility.

These studies set a new basis for the investigation of
lung disease in smokers.  If the intimal pathogenetic
mechanisms in the two types of emphysema in smokers
are different, as the evidence suggests, the study of
cigarette-induced lung disease as a single entity will
further delay the understanding of COPD.

Role of airway inflammation in the 
limitation of airflow

There is ample evidence demonstrating that the air-
ways of smokers react to nonspecific stimuli by constric-
ting, and this constriction results in increased resistance
and decreased FEV1.  Many authors [26–32] believe that
smokers might have hyperreactive airways, and that this
hyperreactivity might contribute to the natural history of
COPD.  Others [33, 34] believe the contrary, that the
hyperresponsiveness found in smokers is a consequence
of the already decreased airway dimensions and lower
FEV1.  However, recent longitudinal studies by RIJCKEN

and co-workers [35] have shown that hyperresponsive-
ness precedes the decline in lung function in smokers,
emphasizing that the behaviour of the bronchial muscle
in some individuals will make them prone to loss of lung
function when exposed to cigarette smoke.  Regardless
of whether hyperresponsiveness is primary or secondary

to airway geometry, there is sufficient evidence indicating
that airways of smokers constrict when exposed to
nonspecific stimuli, and that smokers constrict more than
ex-smokers and nonsmokers.  The severity of hyperres-
ponsiveness in smokers is of a lesser degree than in
asthma, probably because the abnormal conditions of the
airway smooth muscle and atopy, that are the basis for
the hyperresponsiveness in asthmatics, are not present in
most smokers with COPD.  However, the abnormalities
found in the airways of smokers could contribute to the
constriction of a normal airway muscle.  Hence, regardless
of the presence or lack of muscle hyperresponsiveness,
muscle constriction in smokers is probably an important
component of airflow limitation in COPD.

A number of pathological changes could be respon-
sible for active muscle constriction and airway narrowing
in COPD.  These include:  1) airway epithelial damage
resulting in increased epithelial permeability and impair-
ment of other epithelial functions; 2) chronic airway
inflammation; 3) structural changes in the airway wall;
and 4) loss of alveolar attachments.  The role of the
epithelium and inflammation may be the key to the
pathogenesis of airway narrowing.  Most of the knowledge
in this area is derived from animal work, and has been
linked with the pathogenesis, inflammation and airway
constriction of asthma.  However, in many respects this
could also apply to COPD.

Airway epithelial damage

The protective barrier formed by the airway epithe-
lium is altered by cigarette smoke.  Denuded epithelium,
mucosal ulcers and goblet and squamous metaplasia are
consistently found in airways of smokers.  Numerous
studies have shown that cigarette smoke causes airway
epithelium to become more permeable to electron-dense
tracers with damage to junctional complexes [36–39].
The altered epithelium permeability leaves underlying
afferent nerve endings and irritant receptors exposed to
bronchoconstrictor and other proinflammatory substan-
ces.  Thus, the dysfunction of the epithelial cells could
contribute to bronchoconstriction and airway inflamma-
tion.  Finally, altered integrity of the epithelial barrier
permits access of plasma exudate to the airway lumen
and also has mechanical and inflammatory effects on the
small airway.

Once across the epithelial barrier, plasma exudate and
its associated macromolecules, immediately fill the
interstices between epithelium projections [40].  Liquid-
filled interstices could amplify the degree of luminal
compromise in at least two ways.  Firstly, luminal cross-
sectional area is reduced as the interstices fill with fluid
[41].  Secondly, plasma proteins could alter the surface
tension of the airway lining fluid, which can further
compromise the airway lumen by producing points of
instability and closure of the airways [42].

Airway epithelium has the potential to contribute to
the development of airway inflammation through different
mechanisms.   One possible mechanism is the recruitment
and activation of neutrophils, through the 15-lipoxygenase
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pathway, by airway epithelial cells [43–47].  Another
system implicated in airway inflammatory responses,
which could be triggered by the alteration of the epithe-
lial surface, is the sensory nerves.  Nonadrenergic,
noncholinergic sensory nerve fibres, present in the airway
epithelium, smooth muscle and blood vessels, release
tachykinins, including substance P, neurokinin A and
neurokinin B.  Stimulation of these nerves causes a
constellation of responses known as neurogenic inflamm-
ation, which includes airway mucous secretion, increased
airway microvascular permeability, exudation of plasma
into the airway lumen [48–51], contraction of smooth
muscle in vitro [52–54], interactions with mast cells [55,
56], chemotaxis and adhesion of neutrophils in the air-
way circulation [57, 58], activation of monocytes to
release inflammatory cytokines, such as interleukin-6,
and degranulation of eosinophils which can further damage
airway epithelium [59, 60].  An increased number of
eosinophils has recently been reported in bronchial biopsies
of nonatopic smokers with symptoms of chronic bron-
chitis [61, 62], indicating that airway eosinophilia is not
an exclusive characteristic of asthma, but may also be
present in chronic bronchitis.

The inflammatory effects of the tachykinins are, in
part, controlled by neutral endopeptidase,  an enzyme
that binds to the surface of the specific cells that are the
site of action to tachykinins and cleaves and inactivates
them.  Neutral endopeptidase activity is found specifi-
cally in epithelium, glands, nerves and smooth muscle
[63].  The abolition of neutral endopeptidase activity by
stripping the epithelium or by inhibition of this enzyme
by specific inhibitors is known to increase smooth mus-
cle responses to bronchoconstrictor substances [64].  If
airway epithelium is shed or altered, any effects of tachy-
kinins may be more pronounced, not only on airway
smooth muscle, but also on the mucosa and submucosa

Respiratory epithelium seems to modulate directly the
responsiveness of bronchial smooth muscle by the release
of inhibitory factors for smooth muscle contraction.  In
fact, the respiratory epithelium has a high density of β-
adrenoreceptors, higher than bronchial smooth muscle
[65].  The increased smooth muscle relaxation in res-
ponse to isoprotorenol in bronchial rings with intact
epithelium compared with preparations denuded of epithe-
lium highlights the importance of the β-adrenoreceptors
in the epithelial smooth muscle interaction [66].  Further-
more, removal of the epithelium in canine bronchial rings
increases the contractile responses evoked by acetyl-
choline, histamine and 5-hydroxytryptamine [67].  Thus,
the absence of epithelial cells potentiates the reactivity
of the underlying smooth muscle.  These mechanisms
seem to be modulated by inhibitory factors released by
the epithelial cells.  These factors have been identified
[68], although their exact nature is unknown.  Interestin-
gly, the airway mucus may inactivate these factors [69].

In summary, the integrity of the epithelial surface seems
to be necessary for the normal function and regulation
of the airways.  Loss of the epithelium and/or possible
replacement of normal epithelial ciliated cells by goblet
or squamous cells might be one of the initial events in
the development of an inflammatory reaction and airway

narrowing in smokers.  Albeit small, the chronicity of
the stimulation could perpetuate the process and enhance
the progress of the pathological changes in smokers.

Chronic airway inflammation

Most of the studies of small airways in smokers have
analysed the inflammation of the airways in a quantitative
fashion.  Qualitative morphometric studies are much
fewer.  This is an area badly in need of study,  since a
better understanding of the inflammatory process is the
clue to the unveiling of the pathogenesis of this disease.
In the previous section, we reviewed how injury to the
epithelium, the first structure encountered by cigarette
smoke, could promote and perpetuate an inflammatory
reaction in the airway.  There is ample evidence that
inflammatory cells and their mediators are key elements
in the development of disease in general and of the
airways in particular.  A myriad of cell components and
mediators have been described with the potential to
maintain inflammation, recruit other inflammatory or
effector cells, and produce bronchoconstriction.

Inflammation per se may be responsible for mild air-
flow limitation [4, 8, 69], and it has been suggested that
inflammation may lead to functional bronchiolar constric-
tion by releasing mediators of inflammation that may act
directly on bronchiolar smooth muscle [70].   The chroni-
city of inflammation would, in turn, produce other changes,
such as fibrosis of the airway,  and could possibly in-
crease the smooth muscle either directly as a result of
inflammation or indirectly as a result of chronically in-
creased muscle tone.  These changes, by increasing the
thickness of the airway wall, will promote airway narrow-
ing and airflow limitation.  Finally, inflammation of the
airways could play an important role in the destruction
of the alveolar walls attached to the airways, and this
loss of alveolar attachments would further contribute to
airflow limitation by deforming and narrowing the airway
lumen.

Neutrophils.  Neutrophils are prominent in the small
airways of smokers, and their numbers correlate signif-
icantly to the amount of cigarettes smoked [71].   In ani-
mal studies, exposure to cigarette smoke and other irritants
promotes neutrophils to appear promptly in the airways.

The mechanism by which cigarette smoke causes neu-
trophil accumulation remains speculative, but several
possibilities can be postulated.  Cigarette smoke causes
alveolar macrophages, which are found abundantly in the
respiratory bronchioles of smokers, to release chemo-
tactic factors which recruit neutrophils [72].  Components
of cigarette smoke, such as nicotine, have been found to
be chemotactic for human neutrophils, although they do
not affect degranulation or superoxide production [73].
Absorbed constituents of smoke could alter endothelial
cells or neutrophils directly, or the adherence of neutrophils
to endothelium.  Adhesion of neutrophils to vascular
endothelial cells is critical for recruitment of these cells
from the circulation to inflammatory tissue sites.  This
adhesion requires specific interactions between neutrophil

M. SAETTA, R. FINKELSTEIN, M.G. COSIO1510



surface glycoproteins, including the beta2-class of inte-
grins (CD11/CD18), and endothelial cell surface proteins,
including intercellular adhesion molecule-1 (ICAM-1)
and endothelial-leucocyte adhesion molecule-1 (ELAM-
1) [74–79].  It is believed that epithelium derived ICAM-
1 dependent neutrophil-epithelial cell adhesion plays an
important role in the pathophysiology of inflammatory
airway disease.  COX et al. [80] showed that bronchial
epithelial cells markedly increase the survival of human
neutrophils in vitro via the release of granulocyte colony-
stimulating factor (GM-CSF) and granulocyte-macrophage
colony-stimulating factor (GM-CSF), indicating that
epithelial cells could modulate the cellularity of the
inflammatory response in the acute phase of the smoker
injury, whilst the epithelial cell layer is still intact.

The traditional belief that the neutrophil is the key cell
in the pathogenesis of emphysema should be reassessed.
Our own studies [81] have shown that the number of
total cells in the alveolar wall are directly related to the
degree of lung destruction measured by DI.  However,
neutrophils were inversely related to DI, suggesting that
other cells might be involved in the destruction of the
lung.  Moreover, WRIGHT [82] found neutrophils to be
present in the airway wall tissue, independent of the
presence or absence of emphysema.  Thus, the role of
the neutrophil in the development of emphysema is not
clear and other possible mechanisms ought to be ex-
plored.

Lymphocytes:  In the large airways of smokers with
chronic bronchitis an increased number of T-lymphocytes
has been found in comparison with nonsmoking controls
[83, 84].   Increased numbers of cells expressing inter-
leukin-2 receptor (a marker of recent activation) and of
cells expressing very late activation antigen-1 (a marker
of chronic activation) have also been demonstrated in
these subjects [84].  The simultaneous presence of both
activation markers suggests the presence of T-lymphocytes
at different stages of activation in chronic bronchitis.
Interestingly, an increased number of activated T-lympho-
cytes in the large airways is also a characteristic feature
of bronchial asthma, indicating a morphological similarity
between these two inflammatory diseases.

One study has examined the presence of lymphocytes
in the small airway of smokers.  BOSKEN et al. [71]
measured B-lymphocytes and T-lymphocytes in the airways
of smokers with and without airflow obstruction.  The
number of B-lymphocytes in the entire wall and the
adventitia accounted for about 15% of the total inflamma-
tory cells, and it was the only cell type statistically
increased in numbers in the airways of smokers with
obstruction when compared with those without airflow
obstruction.

Much remains to be learned about the inflammation
of the small airways in smokers.  Available results are
of interest and point towards a possible alteration in the
lymphocyte regulation in smokers that might be initiated
locally in the lung and eventually be detected in the
blood, at least in heavy smokers [85–89].  The study of
lymphocyte inflammation in the small airways and its
relationship to the inflammation of the parenchyma

might give some clues about the mechanisms of lung
destruction in these subjects.

The function of the lymphocyte infiltration in the lung
of smokers is not known.  However, it is known that
lymphocytes play an important role in the inflammatory
response.  Lymphokines produced by activated T-cells,
such as interferon-gamma (IFN-γ), interleukin-4 (IL-4),
interleukin-5 (IL-5), and GM-CSF, are key mediators in
the cellular immune response [90–91].  They are active
in the control of many other cellular lines, such as
eosinophils, neutrophils, mast cells and monocytes, and
are able to activate and degranulate these effector cells
[91].  Furthermore, CD4+ and CD8+ lymphocytes are
key cells in the regulation of B-lymphocytes and in the
cell-mediated and humoral immune systems; and, finally,
lymphocytes may play an important role in the pathogene-
sis of emphysema in subjects with alpha1-antiprotease
deficiency [92–96].

In this respect, recent findings from our laboratory are
of interest [97].   In a series of 21 lungs obtained surgically,
we have found that the number of T-lymphocytes·mm-3

of lung tissue correlated strongly with the degree of
microscopic emphysema, whilst a negative correlation
was found between the number of neutrophils and lym-
phocytes.  Furthermore, the numbers of neutrophils and
lymphocytes were negatively correlated, suggesting that
as long as the inflammation in the lung is acute (neutrophil
predominant) there is no emphysema.  However, when
the inflammation becomes lymphocytic, emphysema ap-
pears and is related to the load of T-lymphocytes.  These
findings may open new avenues to the pathogenesis of
lung destruction in smokers.

Structural changes in the airway wall

Several reports [4, 9, 98] have shown that as obstruc-
tion worsens so does the airway fibrosis and this, along
with the inflammatory infiltrate, will contribute to in-
crease the thickness of the airway wall and to decrease
the airway lumen.  Muscle in the airway wall is also
increased in smokers when compared with nonsmokers
[11], and it worsens as the airflow decreases further [17,
99].  Of interest are the findings of KIM et al. [21] who
reported that smokers with centrilobular emphysema had
significantly more muscle in the small airways than
smokers with panlobular emphysema, even though the
inflammatory infiltrate was quantitatively similar in both.
Furthermore, for the same FEV1, smokers with centrilo-
bular emphysema are more reactive to methacholine than
smokers with panlobular emphysema [100].   Thus, muscle
is increased in smokers, is able to constrict and at times
to hyperreact, and it will passively contribute to increase
airway wall thickness.

Both the walls, internal and external to the smooth
muscle layer, are thicker in smokers with airflow limita-
tion than in smokers without airflow limitation, and
increasing thickness is associated with smaller airway
diameters [101].  The effect of such thickening is not
only to decrease the airway lumen, but also to alter the
mechanical behaviour of the small airways.  MORENO et
al. [102] elegantly showed that, as the muscle constricts,
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the thickness of the wall increases and encroaches on
the lumen, in such a way that the thicker the airway wall
internal to the muscle the greater the narrowing result-
ing from a given degree of smooth muscle shortening.

Wall thickness and fibrosis are not only confined to
the internal part of the airway but also external to the
smooth muscle layer [102].  The mechanical effects of
fibrosis and increased airway wall thickness external to
airway smooth muscle are different from those of increased
thickness of the internal wall.  The data of GUNST et al.
[103] suggest that in normal airways the forces of lung
elastic recoil provide an elastic afterload to peripheral
airway smooth muscle, and impede its ability to shorten.
This elastic load increases as lung volume and recoil
increase.  According to the interdependence theory, the
pressure applied to the outer surface of intrapulmonary
airways is equal to the sum of forces applied to the outer
surface of the airway by the attached alveolar walls
expressed as a fraction of the external surface area of
the airway.  As the airway wall thickens, the attached
alveolar walls become shorter, the forces on the airway
wall decrease, the outer airway surface area increases
and, hence, the pressure applied to the airway decreases.
MACKLEM [104] has postulated that the thickening ex-
ternal to the smooth muscle can influence the relationship
between smooth muscle contraction and airway narrow-
ing by uncoupling the lung's elastic recoil forces from
the airway smooth muscle, allowing it to shorten exces-
sively.

Loss of alveolar attachments

It would seem logical to speculate that loss of the
alveolar support around the airways ought to have an
important effect on the patency of the small airways and,
consequently, on the lung function, if it were to occur
in smokers.

ANDERSON and FORAKER [105] were the first to link
pulmonary parenchymal and small airway disease in
smokers.  They postulated that inflammation of the small
airways extends to the parenchyma, leading to weaken-
ing and destruction of the alveolar walls; this loss of
alveolar attachments to bronchiolar walls then leads to
a reduction in the calibre of the airways because of loss
of radial traction forces.  SAETTA and co-workers [106]
tested this hypothesis and, indeed, demonstrated that the
inflammation of the small airway walls correlated closely
with the destruction of alveolar attachments in smokers.
Furthermore, when compared to nonsmokers, smokers
had fewer intact alveolar attachments for any particular
diameter of small airways.  Functionally, the loss of
alveolar attachments was found to correlate significantly
with loss of elastic recoil, increase in closing volume and
decrease in FEV1 [106, 107].  NAGAI and co-workers
[108] examined lungs obtained at autopsy from patients
with moderate to severe chronic airflow obstruction and
emphysema, and found that the loss of normal alveolar
attachments was closely related to emphysema.  The
deformity index, used to describe the irregularity in shape
and deformity of peripheral airways, was related to the

loss of alveolar attachments and to the decreases in flow
in these patients.  Thus, it seems apparent that emphy-
sematous changes around the airways will significantly
interact with airway patency in the production of airflow
limitation.

Conclusion

The role of the pathological changes of small airways
in the airflow limitation in COPD and their relationship
to parenchymal destruction is complex, and goes far
beyond morphometric measurements of pathological score
and luminal sizes.

Increasing evidence suggests that dynamic events
constantly triggered by cigarette smoking can accentuate
narrowing and promote a chronic inflammatory process,
resulting in thicker, inflamed, deformed and narrow
airways with emphysematous changes around them.
Possibly alteration of the epithelium is the initial event
after the first few cigarette puffs.  We have described
how the epithelium can initiate and maintain the inflamma-
tory process in the airway wall and at the same time
constrict the otherwise normal airway muscle.  The
neutrophil is probably first recruited in the airways;
however, it seems that eventually alteration of the T-cell
subsets ensues.  Similar events may take place in the
lung parenchyma, and evidence is appearing which casts
doubt about the role of neutrophils and supports the role
of mononuclear cells in the pathogenesis of lung destruc-
tion [81].

Following the airway inflammatory process, fibrosis
of the wall then occurs, with increase in wall thickness
that would accentuate the airway narrowing produced by
muscle constriction.  The inflammatory process seems
to migrate centrifugally towards the parenchyma,  destroy-
ing it and increasing airway narrowing even further.  It
is probable that these mechanisms play an important role
in centrilobular emphysema, and that the uncontrolled
inflammatory process in the membranous and respira-
tory bronchioles is eventually responsible for the centrilo-
bular destruction of the lung and for the airflow limitation
observed in this form of emphysema.  By contrast, in
panlobular emphysema, airflow limitation seems to be
due mainly to loss of recoil and to have little relation to
airway abnormalities (fig. 1).  We can conclude that the
separation of smokers based on their emphysema type is
essential for a better understanding of the pathogenesis
of airflow limitation in these subjects.
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