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ABSTRACT

Aim: This study aimed to address the need for adaptation of the current model of chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) care in Switzerland, particularly in regard to acute exacerbations, and how far
an integrated approach involving advanced nursing practice can meet those needs.

Methods: A state analysis guided by the PEPPA framework was initiated by the Pulmonology Clinic of
University Hospital Zirich. Literature describing the current provision of COPD care regarding
exacerbations in Switzerland and international qualitative studies describing the patient perspective were
systematically searched and summarised. The health providers’ perspective was investigated in three focus-
group interviews.

Results: A lack of systematic and state-of-the-art support for patient self-management in Switzerland was
described in literature and confirmed by the health providers interviewed. While care was assessed as
being comprehensive and of good quality in each individual sector, such as inpatient, outpatient,
rehabilitation and home settings, it was identified as being highly fragmented across sectors. The interview
participants described day-to-day examples in which a lack of support in COPD self-management and
fragmentation of care negatively affected the patients’ disease management.

Conclusion: The necessity of coordinating the transition between healthcare sectors and self-management
support and that these organisational boundaries should be addressed by a multi-professional team were
identified. Initial evaluation indicates that advanced practice nurses potentially have the skill set to
coordinate the team and address patients’ self-management needs in complex patient situations. However,
the legal foundation and a reimbursement system to ensure long-term implementation is not yet available.
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Introduction

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) is one of the leading causes of death worldwide and has
grown in importance over recent years [1]. COPD generally occurs alongside other concomitant diseases,
including cardiovascular, musculoskeletal, metabolic and psychological comorbidities [2], requiring
coordination of care. The onset of some comorbidities (e.g. cardiovascular) and exacerbations are directly
influenced by patients” health behaviour, meaning that coordination and self-management support are two
key areas in chronic disease management of COPD. To address those areas, new models of care have been
implemented and evaluated in various countries, some of them using a nurse-led approach [3]. As this
may also be a promising care model for the Swiss health system, careful evaluation is needed in this area.

Economic burden of COPD in Switzerland

400000 people with COPD live in Switzerland and COPD ranks as fourth on the list of leading causes for
mortality [4]. In a Swiss cohort study with more than 300 patients, the average number of exacerbations
per patient per year was 0.8 (sp 1.1), based on unpublished, post hoc analysis of Sievi et al. [5]. Chronic
care delivery accounts for 80% of costs in Switzerland and direct cost per COPD patient is estimated to be
between CHF 1506 and CHF 5752 per patient per year, plus indirect costs due to absenteeism at work due
to COPD between CHF 798 and CHF 5167 per patient per year [6]. Costs for stationary care (e.g.
treatment of severe COPD exacerbations), range between CHF 485 and CHF 2986 per patient per year,
which accounts for approximately half of the direct costs for COPD care [6].

Effect of patients” behaviour on economic burden and COPD outcomes

A substantial portion of costs and outcomes in COPD are directly influenced by patients’ health
behaviour. The number of acute exacerbations of COPD (AECOPDs) is decreased by influenza and
pneumococcal vaccination compliance, higher adherence to inhalation, smoking cessation [7], and physical
activity [8]. Mortality rates can be reduced by home oxygen therapy in selected cases [7], increasing
physical activity [9] and physical capacity by following a pulmonary rehabilitation program [10]. The
number of hospitalisations is reduced by patients” ability to recognise exacerbation symptoms and manage
them by following an action plan [11]. Thus, the promotion of health behaviour plays a key role in the
disease management of COPD.

The role of advanced nursing practice

Fostering healthy behaviour is one area of expertise of nurses, particularly advanced practice nurses
(APNs) who provide patient coaching and guidance regarding patients’ day-to-day self-management [12].
The International Council of Nurses defines a nurse practitioner/APN as ‘a registered nurse who has
acquired the expert knowledge base, complex decision-making skills and clinical competencies for
expanded practice, the characteristics of which are shaped by the context and/or country in which s/he is
credentialed to practice’. A Master’s degree is recommended for entry level by the International Council of
Nurses [13]. Expanded practice commonly refers to one area of expertise, pertaining either to a
phenomenon (e.g. delirium) or a patient group (e.g. COPD), and may involve specialised assessments,
performance of selected diagnostic interventions, ordering laboratory or diagnostic tests, prescription of
medication under delegation or supervision of a physician, referral to specialised treatment, and/or
coordination of services in complex situations [14].

Systematic approach for APN role development

Although the positive impact of APN services on patients’ health and reduction of healthcare utilisation
has been shown in international research, the overall body of evidence is not robust and its effect on
patient outcomes is poorly understood. Therefore, a systematic approach, namely a participatory,
evidence-based, patient-centred process for the development, introduction and evaluation of APN roles
(PEPPA) has been highlighted [15, 16]. Following a systematic framework in the development of an APN
role fosters critical evaluation as to whether other models of care may be more suitable, functional or
cost-effective for patient care. The PEPPA framework describes nine steps from 1) defining the patient
population and describing the current model of care; 2) identifying stakeholders and patient perspectives;
3) describing the need for a new model of care; 4) identifying problems and goals to improve the model of
care; 5) defining the new model of care and the APN role within this model; 6) planning implementation
strategies; 7) implementing the APN role; 8) evaluation; and 9) long-term monitoring of the role.

The aim of this study was to describe the deficits and the need for adaptation of the current model of
COPD care in Switzerland, particularly in regard to AECOPDs. This will serve as a basis for critically
evaluating the potential of an APN approach to meet those needs.
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Methods and materials

Study design

To address the first aim, we followed the first four (of nine total) steps of the PEPPA framework and
adapted them slightly (table 1). The PEPPA framework provides little guidance regarding the research
method. For this project, we selected the methods for each step that suited our predefined time frame
(6 months) and available resources (maximum two working days per week during those 6 months), and
which promised to provide a robust basis for the new model of care.

We used a combination of methods. In the first step, we performed two literature reviews. On the one
hand, we reviewed existing quantitative evidence that described COPD care in Switzerland and on the
other hand, we synthesised qualitative studies that described patients” experience in COPD. In the second
step, we investigated health professionals’ perspectives using focus-group interviews. During the interviews,
we presented the summarised evidence from step 1 to the health professionals and assessed their
perspective on how the identified needs could be addressed in the Swiss setting.

In a final step, all three data sources were synthesised, which provided the basis for the development of the
new model of care (figure 1).

Scoping review of quantitative studies describing COPD care in Switzerland

The aim of the review was to identify quantitative studies describing the current service provision for
patients experiencing an exacerbation of COPD in Switzerland, including adherence to guidelines (e.g
guidelines from the Global Initiative for Chronic Obstructive Lung Disease). For this purpose, we
performed a scoping review of the evidence published in the previous 10 years. Studies were identified by
using the search terms ((“Switzerland”[Mesh]) AND “pulmonary disease, chronic obstructive”[Mesh])
AND (“disease progression”’[Mesh] OR COPD exacerbation) in MEDLINE/PUBMED in February 2018,
repeated on August 16, 2019.

Of the identified 33 studies, only one suited our aim completely [17]. Two further studies investigated
adherence to guidelines that were not specific regarding exacerbations; however, both were published
before 2009 (n=1) [18], or reviewed evidence before 2009 (n=1) [19] and were therefore not included in
the review. The other studies did not cover the topic of interest (n=30). Quality of the identified study was
assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme checklist [20].

Patient perspective: narrative review of qualitative studies

A narrative review with the aim of describing patients’ experience of an exacerbation was performed.
Search terms were defined using the PICO format (population: COPD; phenomena of interest: patient
experience; context: during acute exacerbations, at home or in hospital). On February 20, 2018, the
databases MEDLINE/PUBMED, CINAHL, EMBASE/OVID SP, PSYCINFO and ASSIA were searched with
the following search terms: (interview* OR experience* OR qualitative) AND pulmonary disease, chronic

TABLE 1 Methods used to assess the need for an advanced practice nurse following steps 1-4

of the PEPPA framework

Step PEPPA framework [15] Adapted approach in our study Method
1 Define patient population  Define patient population Scoping review of quantitative
Describe current model Describe current model of care and studies that describe COPD
of care determine need for a new model of care in Switzerland
care (based on evidence)
2 Identify stakeholders Identify patient perspective on current  Synthesis of qualitative
Recruit patients model of care and determine need studies of patient
for new model of care perspectives (from various
countries)
3 Determine need for a new Identify stakeholders’ perspective on Focus-group interviews with
model of care current model of care and their stakeholders
4 Identify priority problems perceived view of the need for new
and goals to improve model of care and harmonise with
the model of care identified perspectives from

evidence and patient perspective

PEPPA: participatory, evidence-based, patient-centred process for the development, introduction and
evaluation of advanced practice nurse roles.
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Quantitative studies that describe
care of COPD during exacerbations
in Switzerland

A4

Focus group interviews > Synthesis of all
with health professionals three data sources
Synthesis of qualitative studies
of patient perspective >
(from various countries)
February-March 2018 April-June 2018 July-August 2018

FIGURE 1 Overview and timeline of different methods.

obstructive AND exacerbation*. Studies that were included explored the patient experience in connection
with an AECOPD and were published in a peer-reviewed journal. Studies were excluded if they referred to
a specific intervention, were written in a language other than German or English, included perspectives
other than those of patients, were solely congress abstracts and had been published in 2011 or earlier. The
restriction of time was chosen because a synthesis of qualitative research summarising the earlier studies
was published in 2012 [21]. Of 1331 screened articles, 15 qualitative studies fulfilled the criteria and were
included in the review. As the quality of the study was not an inclusion or exclusion criteria, no quality
appraisal was performed. Data were analysed with a content analytical procedure. The first level of the
index for the analysis and the synthesis of the data sources was developed deductively from the research
aims and the Chronic Care Model [22] and had the following four categories: 1) influencing factors for the
model of care; 2) organisation of care; 3) managing transitions; and 4) self-management support of
patients and caregivers. Subcategories (on level 2) were then inductively derived from the data. Data in the
same category were summarised.

Health providers’ perspective

Sample/participants

Three focus interviews with 6-10 health professionals each were planned. Purposive sampling was applied
with a broad range from different health professions as criteria.

Data collection

Health professionals were invited by e-mail to the focus-group interviews. Participants were informed of
the purpose and procedure of the interviews, that participation was voluntary, and anonymity was
guaranteed. The three interviews were scheduled between April and June 2018; two at the University
Hospital Ziirich and one at a rehabilitation centre in the area. The interview guide was 1) Where do you
see deficits and needs in the current care of COPD patients as regards prevention and management of
AECOPDs? and 2) From your perspective, what adaptations should occur in COPD care in future? In the
second hour of the interview, participants received two thematic prompts, which were results from a study
describing the performance of evidence-based COPD care bundles in the Swiss setting [17] and the review
of the patients” experience of a COPD exacerbation.

Ethical considerations

Data collection involving health professionals does not fall under Human Research Law in Switzerland,
therefore no submission to an ethics commission was undertaken. The audio records were transferred
directly after the interview onto a password-protected computer within the University Hospital Ziirich.
The interviews were transcribed, with the transcripts being coded and pseudonyms being used in the
transcript. All person- and setting-related information was anonymised.

Data analysis
Data were analysed with a content analytical procedure following the same index as for patients’
perspective. Data in the same category were summarised.
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Results

The current model of care and its deficits

Scoping review of quantitative studies describing COPD care in Switzerland

The identified study investigated the degree of implementation of acute and post-acute interventions for
AECOPDs. While diagnostic and therapeutic interventions were well and broadly realised, interventions to
promote health behaviour were only implemented to a minimal extent in the hospital setting [17]. Only
1.9% of patients received some form of self-management support, and reassessment of inhaler technique
took place in only 19.8% of patients. This striking lack of self-management support has also been reported
in international literature [23].

In addition to the systematic scoping review, we identified two studies that described the adaptation,
implementation and evaluation of the Canadian-developed 6-week self-management programme Living
Well with COPD in several cantons. The adapted programme showed a consistent positive effect on
quality of life and to some extent also on the prevention of new exacerbations [24, 25].

Synthesis of qualitative studies describing the patients” perspective

Characteristics

Fifteen qualitative studies met the criteria and were included in the narrative review. Publication dates
were between 2012 and 2017 and were performed in the United Kingdom (4), Norway (3), USA (3),
Denmark (2), the Netherlands (1), Australia (1) and Taiwan (1) and included a total of 326 patients with
COPD Global Initiative for Chronic Obstructive Lung Disease stage 1-4 (140 female and 186 male).

Handling burdensome emotions

Fear was reported as the greatest source of distress for COPD patients. The knowledge that COPD is a
progressive disease troubled many patients. They were concerned about suffering in future, death, loss of
independence and missing important events in their lives [26, 27]. Patients reported exacerbations of
COPD as especially frightening episodes during which anxiety increases significantly and could result in
panic and mortal fear [26, 28-30]. Repeated experience of an exacerbation led over the years to a steady
increase in fear of breathlessness and death [31]. The fear negatively affected the patient’s ability to apply
self-management strategies to reduce symptom distress [29]. Additionally, patients reported feelings of
guilt and depression [32]. In handling their burdensome emotions, they experienced the following as
helpful: trust in their health care team, feeling heard and respected by their health care team, being
involved in decision-making, family support, faith in God, steady advances in medical science and
organising their affairs in case of death [27].

Managing COPD symptoms and therapy in daily life

Some patients reported putting great effort in following the recommendations of health professionals and
experienced an ongoing battle to maintain their state of health and well-being [26]. While the lack of
energy aggravates daily self-management [33], practical and emotional support from others was helpful
[34]. Patients struggled in particular with the recommendation of smoking cessation [35] and experienced
health professionals as being strongly focused on this topic [30]. Smokers acknowledged smoking as
contributing to COPD, but felt frustrated and/or deceived because smoking cessation would not stop the
progression of COPD [27] or because they experienced relapses [33]. However, some patients did report
motivation to change smoking behaviour after having experienced a pulmonary exacerbation [30].
Generally, patients experiencing dyspnoea put considerable effort into managing it and employed several
strategies such as the use of inhalers, nebulisers, continuous positive airway pressure or bilevel positive
airway pressure machines, and breathing techniques [36], as well as mental strategies for managing fear
and panic, which they had acquired in courses or through their own experiences [28, 30]. Despite these
efforts, patients experienced dyspnoea as difficult to control, which led to frustration and restriction of
daily physical activity [35]. Patients who had home oxygen therapy in particular experienced the
transportation of the devices as burdensome, which limited their participation in activities [34, 35], also
leading to restriction in social relationships [27]. Due to the disease and their symptoms (e.g. dyspnoea),
participants could not engage in their hobbies or the activities they liked to do and consequently felt
trapped in their homes and lonely [26, 27, 32, 34]. Younger patients experienced a significant reduction in
their performance capacity in connection with an exacerbation, so that they were unable to fulfil their
tasks at work or within the family, which alarmed them [32].

Recognising a pulmonary exacerbation and acting accordingly

Recognising an exacerbation and differentiating it from the day-to-day variation of symptoms was
perceived as difficult [29, 36, 37], with the evaluation of the exacerbation’s severity being experienced as
especially challenging. The evaluation was influenced by the patients’ varying attitudes and beliefs as to
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which symptoms and signs indicated a severe condition, which in turn affected the time point at which
they contacted their health care team [33, 38]. Other reasons for not contacting their team was a wish to
manage the situation on their own, avoiding a hospitalisation, feeling ashamed because of continued
smoking, other priorities in life and not wanting to disturb health professionals [29, 31, 33]. Help-seeking
behaviours were further impacted by earlier experiences of an exacerbation and the patients’ trust in the
health care team [33]. Of those patients who had received an action plan that describes AECOPD
symptoms and strategies on how to manage an AECOPD, the vast majority could not remember when
they had received the action plan and how they were instructed to use it. Nevertheless, most patients seem
to have understood that they should take medication on their own when getting worse [38]. Some patients
had an ambivalent attitude toward taking cortisone or antibiotics because of the side effects. Patients were
reluctant to contact health professionals or to take medication as prescribed although being aware of the
importance of the treatment [29, 37, 38]. Despite doubts regarding medication, patients perceived the
possibility of initiating medication on their own as generally positive because they did not have to arrange
an urgent care visit and could avoid travelling to their physician, which gave them a sense of security [38].

Experience of hospitalisations and pulmonary rehabilitation

Patients experienced hospitalisations as distressing and uncontrollable events [33]. Various patients
reported that they experienced a reduced mental or even delirious state during an exacerbation [30, 39].
They reported an intense need for a sense of security and experienced being or left alone in the room as
difficult [30]. As soon as their condition improved, a need for information regarding their condition and
treatment options arose [33] with patients wishing to be better informed by health professionals [21]. If
health professionals suggested participating in a pulmonary rehabilitation programme, patients evaluated
the recommendation in the context of their personal living situation, their previous experiences with
physiotherapy and narratives from other individuals [32]. Patients’ reasons for declining rehabilitation
were having the impression that the physical activity could aggravate dyspnoea, that they had already
integrated enough activity into their daily life, a perception of not being really ill, having no wish to be
confronted with COPD, or difficulties in combining it with work [40]. After an exacerbation, patients
needed several weeks for recovery to reach their previous state [31].

TABLE 2 Characteristics of health professionals

Interview 1 Interview 2 Interview 3
Length of interview min 80 80 80
Location Hospital Hospital Rehabilitation
centre
Total number of participants 6 6 6
Female/male 6/0 2/4 412
Age years
30-40 3 1 2
40-50 0 2 1
50-60 3 3 2
>60 0 0 1
Years of expertise with patients with COPD 7-20 (11) 4-25 (10) 3-26 (8)
range (median)
Profession
Pulmonology nurse 2 1 2
CNS palliative care 0 1 0
Pulmonologists 2 1 1
Physiotherapist 0 1 1
Nutritionist 0 0 1
Social worker 0 0 1
Pastoral care 1 1 0
Nursing home care 0 1 0
Pulmonary League nurse” 1 0 0

Data are presented as n, unless otherwise stated. CNS: clinical nurse specialist. #: The Pulmonary League
is a nonprofit organisation that represents a centre of competence for respiratory diseases in Switzerland.
It coordinates preventive policies (actions) and offers a variety of therapeutic services, mostly delivered
by nurses.
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Health professionals

Characteristics

The views of 18 individuals working in different clinical settings (inpatient, outpatient, rehabilitation and
home care) were investigated in three focus-group interviews. Sample characteristics are displayed in table 2.

Current model of care

Overall, the 18 participants rated the care in the individual sectors (inpatient, outpatient, rehabilitation,
home care) as comprehensive and of good to very good quality. However, all evaluated the care across the
sectors as highly fragmented. This is aggravated by the fact that due to the high prevalence of COPD
patients, a large number of health care providers are involved in the treatment of COPD patients,
especially in primary care. Further, this is a population suffering from multiple comorbidities often being
treated by various specialists. Participants observed that patients treated as outpatients or on a
nonpulmonary ward often do not receive treatment that adequately addresses COPD-specific care needs.
Health professionals felt that detailed assessments and care planning were performed in each sector but
not followed by the next sector. They perceived this as a waste of resources. They observed that some
patients arrived with nonrealistic expectations (e.g. pulmonary rehabilitation) and hypothesised that this is
probably caused by insufficient information of the patients by the previous caregiver (e.g. hospital ward).

The participants of the focus groups described a lack of systematic, coordinated and state-of-the-art
support for patients’ self-management. They perceived a crucial need for supporting patients in acquiring
knowledge and skills regarding their disease, but acknowledged that this kind of support is time intensive
and rarely available in daily practice. Some felt that patients are confronted with many different and
uncoordinated expectations and recommendations from health professionals with the lack of coordination
regarding the recommendations (e.g. smoking cessation) leading to resistance on the part of the patient.
Some health professionals also critically indicated that they did not feel sufficiently prepared for
supporting behaviour change in patients and that patients are not always open to education and
counselling. Exacerbation action plans were seen as an important element, but they were not well
implemented and those few patients who had one did not seem to follow them in decision-making. The
participants described examples from everyday practice in which a lack of support for COPD
self-management and the fragmentation of care negatively affected the patients” disease management. The
incorrect use of inhalation devices and inappropriate nutrition recommendations were mentioned as
examples, resulting in both cases in adverse outcomes for patients. They further highlighted that patients
with COPD suffer from emotional distress, which may be aggravated by social isolation and feelings of
guilt and fear from threatening symptoms such as dyspnoea. They reported that the screening of
emotional distress in the current model of care is not systematically implemented and if psychological
support is offered to patients, they often decline it. Current rehabilitation programmes in Switzerland
focus mainly on physical activity and rarely take day-to-day management of COPD into account.

The future model of care

After having presented the main results of the previous two literature reviews, the health professionals
identified three key areas that should be addressed in the future model of care. These are described in the
following sections.

Coordination of care

There was complete consensus that the coordination and communication between the providers is the key
area for improvement and must be addressed in a future model of care. The health professionals
emphasised that “We have to develop a culture that focuses beyond the doorstep of each institution.”
Health professionals assessed the potential for improving patient outcomes as high in this area, but
acknowledged that this sort of coordination will be time intensive and that it needs the legitimation of the
care team. The coordinating person should also provide and ensure the access to COPD-specific care in
the primary care setting, including the outpatient care and home settings, but also on wards that are not
specialised for pulmonary medicine. The interviewees saw two possibilities: either the coordinating person
provides the COPD-specific care by contacting the patient directly or educates and trains the health
professional on site.

State-of-the-art support of self-management

There was further consensus that patients need self-management support that is ongoing and more
holistic. They critically assessed that especially outpatient rehabilitation programmes should focus not only
on physical activity, but also include a range of relevant topics, including inhalation, nutrition and
management of burdensome emotions as recommended by the Swiss Pulmonary Medicine Association
[41]. However, the health professionals highlighted that pulmonary rehabilitation is just one pillar of
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self-management support, but that ongoing support at home is necessary in order to enable patients to
transfer knowledge and behaviour change in their daily routine. Especially patients with home oxygen
need ongoing support so that they integrate the therapy into their daily lives without detrimental effects
on social relationships. The interviewees emphasised again that addressing self-management topics should
be coordinated by one person and that the person must have excellent communication skills and be
knowledgeable about how to foster behaviour change.

Screening and management of psychiatric comorbidities

The interviewees agreed that a systematic screening of emotional burden should be established, and
psychological support offered. They suggested a screening of emotional distress by a health professional
who is known to the patient and has ideally established a trustful relationship. They assume that this will
enhance the probability that patients would accept psychological support.

Regarding the structure of the new model of care, the interviewees suggested that one person should be
assigned to each patient to coordinate with all of the other health professionals, plan self-management
support systematically and address new topics (such as palliative care services or advance directives) over
the course of the disease. The health professionals assessed that the coordination person must have a
broad skill set, including medical knowledge about COPD and important comorbidities, decision-making
skills and good communication skills. They suggested that the coordinating person should be a physician
or an ANP. Due to the high number of patients, a team approach involving several persons will be
necessary. The health professionals suggested that each patient should be seen at least once per year in
stable phases and that the frequency of consultation shall be adapted in instable phases. Ideally, the
coordinating service should be aligned to one specific institution, but must have the legitimation to access
the different sectors.

Discussion

This study describes the current deficits and needs in COPD care in Switzerland based on two literature
searches and actual experiences of health professionals. Three key areas were identified that should be
addressed in the future model of care, which were coordination of COPD-specific care, state-of-the-art
self-management support and screening and management of emotional burden.

Interventions to promote health behaviour (e.g. smoking cessation, after AECOPDs) are not only poorly
implemented in Switzerland, but also in various other countries [23, 42]. The interviewed Swiss health
professionals reported poor confidence in their skills to promote behaviour change as a main barrier.
Reviewing international evidence confirmed that this lack of skills is an area for improvement [43]. The
promotion of behaviour change needs complex skills and patients highlighted the importance of a trustful
und respectful relationship to health professionals and mentioned openness to behaviour change after
exacerbation. A triangulation of these three perspectives (scientific literature, patients’ and health
professionals’ perspective) indicates that a coordinated approach for self-management is the key to success,
especially longer term.

Across various countries, coordinated and self-management-focused models have been shown to be
effective in improving clinical results: In a cluster randomised study, which included 22 hospitals in three
countries, the implementation of a care pathway reduced the short-term readmission rate in the 11
intervention hospitals. In contrast to the control group hospitals, the care pathway of the 11 hospitals of
the intervention group included significantly more interventions supporting smoking cessation, education
regarding inhalation, nutrition assessments and interventions in patients with underweight, more
follow-up appointments and, when needed, support at home [44]. Furthermore, a meta-analysis including
26 studies from 11 countries demonstrated that integrated disease management improved quality of life,
exercise capacity and reduced the hospitalisation rate internationally [45]. The costs of integrated care with
moderate to intensive support in self-management range between GBP 500 and GBP 600 per patient per
exacerbation in the UK setting (including costs for physician and specialised nurse) [46], which seem to be
low at first. No cost-benefit analysis for integrated care models for AECOPDs is available for Switzerland
and is still needed.

Fear was reported as the most burdensome aspect of COPD from the patient perspective, which was
confirmed by health professionals. They estimated that while anxiety and depression is a major topic in
this population, it is often not recognised and is underdiagnosed. Elevated levels of depression and anxiety
in COPD have been reported internationally, especially for those experiencing repeated AECOPDs [47]. As
recommendations of the frequency and methods of screening are not provided in current COPD
guidelines [7] they are scarcely addressed in current models of AECOPD care. Different approaches in
screening and management of anxiety and depression have been reported across populations. For example,
in patients with cystic fibrosis, an annual screening with the Patient Health Questionnaire and Generalised
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Anxiety Disorder 7 Questionnaire is recommended [48] and has been found feasible and well-accepted by
patients, although assessed as time intensive by staff in clinical practice [49]. In cancer, the distress
thermometer (a one-item screening tool) has been broadly implemented [50]. These examples for
screening and management of emotional distress may function as a framework for the development of a
concept for the new model of care for COPD patients.

On first evaluation, the skill set of an APN fits the identified needs for adaptation of a future model of
care. However, if using an APN approach, the following points have to be considered. First, successful
programs used a multi-professional approach [45], indicating the need for a close collaboration within the
core team. A team that should include at least a physician, a physiotherapist and the APN. Depending on
patient’s needs, they can be supplemented with additional professionals, such as a nutritionist, social work,
psychotherapist or pastoral care. Second, the costs for self-management support and coordination activities
are not fully covered by health insurance (accounting system) in some countries, including Switzerland.
Services delivered in own authorities by APNs are not regulated in legislation in Switzerland, probably one
reason why no accounting system for APN services exists. The main reason for this omission may be the
relatively short time since the introduction of the APN role in Switzerland (since 2000). Other
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development members such as Ireland, the United Kingdom,
the Netherlands, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United States, have a long-standing tradition of
APN roles [51]. Currently, various efforts are in progress at this time to clarify the situation at the national
and international level [51]. Not addressing this lack of clarity will be a critical barrier for the adoption
and the long-term sustainability of an APN-led programme. Third, in various countries, including
Switzerland, care models are traditionally physician-led. The acceptance of an APN-led care model may
therefore pose a challenge for its adoption and should be addressed early in the development of the
programme.

Limitations

Our methodological approach provided a solid foundation for the evaluation of an APN approach within
the set timeframe. The main limitation is that we synthesised the perspective of patients and did not
interview patients ourselves; therefore, the needs are described in general and are not specific to the Swiss
setting.

Conclusion

Coordination of transition between acute, rehabilitative and home care, support of self-management and
screening of emotional burden have been identified as the three key areas, all with high potential for
improving patient outcomes and consequently lowering costs. Internationally, those programmes applying
a multi-professional approach were the most promising for patient outcomes, in which an APN may
function as a partner next to the patient and family and coordinate between different health professionals.
This is a promising approach for the Swiss setting as well, especially as APNs are specialised in complex
chronic care provision. However, legislative and accounting systems do not yet provide the necessary
framework for such solutions and therefore the long-term sustainability of such programmes is in
question.
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