
Interpreting results 

Simple algorithm for interpreting spirometry

Is FEV1/FVC less than LLN
for age*?

Is FVC less than LLN?
(<80% predicted)

Obstruction

Severity: use % predicted FEV1

Mild   60–80%
Moderate  >40–59%
Severe   ≤40%

Positive bronchodilator 
response?

Adults:   increase in FEV1
   (or FVC) ≥12% 
       and >200 mL

Children: increase in FEV1
        (or FVC) ≥12%

YES NO

NO

NO

YES

YES

Reversible 
airflow 

limitation

Non-reversible 
(fixed) airflow 

limitation

NormalRestrictive pattern
(refer for confirmation

and diagnosis)
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*If the spirometer does not provide LLN for age, 
use the following:
<85% for adolescents up to 19 years
<80% for 20–39 years
<75% for 40–59 years
<70% for 60 years and older.



Identifying 
ventilatory defects

Volume

Fl
ow

Volume

Fl
ow

Volume

Fl
ow

Volume

Fl
ow

Abnormal Ventilatory Function

Normal Obstruction Restriction Mixed
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Spirometry Performed

Types of ventilatory defects

Obstruction Restriction Mixed defect

Problem Expiratory airflow 
limitation: unable to blow 
out quickly

e.g. asthma, COPD, overlap 
of asthma and COPD

Limitation to inspiration: 
small lungs

e.g. obesity, pulmonary 
fibrosis, pleural/chest wall 
disease, weak inspiratory 
muscles

Small lungs and unable to 
blow out quickly

Spirometry 
findings

Reduced FEV1/FVC  ratio Low FVC but normal or 
high FEV1/FVC ratio

Reduced FEV1/FVC ratio 
plus low FVC


