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EARLY ORIGINS OF CHRONIC OBSTRUCTIVE PULMONARY DISEASE?  

 

 

LONDON – Three in four babies born extremely preterm exhibit lung function 

abnormalities in early adolescence, shows a study to be published online ahead of the 

print edition of the European Respiratory Journal. 

UK researchers have undertaken extensive respiratory assessments in children born 

extremely preterm, at 25 weeks gestation or less (normal gestation is 40 weeks), which 

reveal a wide spectrum of functional abnormalities in both the larger airways and lung 

periphery at 11 years of age. 

“Following extremely preterm birth, there is a high incidence of persistent lung function 

abnormalities among extremely preterm children born in the mid-1990s, which is largely 

obstructive in nature and likely to have long-term implications for future lung health,” said 

Sooky Lum, PhD, senior research fellow at the UCL, Institute of Child Health in London.   

“To minimise the risk of early onset chronic obstructive pulmonary disease in adulthood, 

efforts should be made to preserve existing lung reserves by encouraging these children to 

lead a healthy lifestyle with respect to diet, exercise and avoidance of smoking.” 

This research was part of the Medical Research Council-funded EPICure Study, which 

tracked all surviving babies born in the UK and Ireland at or below 25 completed weeks‟ 

gestation between March and December 1995.  The children were assessed for lung 

function and respiratory health at 2.5, 6 and 11 years of age and compared to classmate 

controls. 

Earlier this year, the same investigators published results from the entire national cohort of 

182 extremely preterm children and 161 classmate controls assessed in school. Baseline 

lung function assessed by spirometry was decreased and bronchodilator responsiveness 

increased among those born extremely preterm, including many who had not reported any 

respiratory symptoms during the previous year. 

In the current study, a wide range of tests was used to assess the nature of patho-

physiological changes at 11 years in survivors of extremely preterm birth and to ascertain 

whether these primarily reflect alterations in the lung periphery or in more centralised 

airway function. Detailed assessments were obtained from 49 extremely preterm children 

and 52 classroom controls who were representative of the entire cohort and who lived 
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within travelling distance of the specialised paediatric laboratory facilities at the UCL, 

Institute of Child Health, London. 

Lung function abnormalities were found in 78% extremely preterm children, with evidence 

of airway obstruction, ventilation inhomogeneity, gas trapping and airway 

hyperresponsiveness. However, levels of atopy and exhaled nitric oxide were similar 

between the groups, indicating that the underlying patho-physiology differs from that found 

in traditional „childhood asthma‟.   

“Being born extremely preterm is significantly associated with decrements in all lung 

function outcomes, these abnormalities being most marked in children with prior 

bronchopulmonary dysplasia,” said Dr Lum. “As measurements were limited to children 

who were sufficiently coordinated to perform the extensive range of lab-based tests, these 

findings may underestimate the true extent of lung dysfunction in extremely preterm 

children. The fact that these functional abnormalities have persisted into early adolescence 

among those born preterm suggests that the damage observed during infancy may be 

permanent.” 
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