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Dear Editor,
BioMed Central, Advances in Rheumatology.
We read with great interest the article “Effect of food
intake and ambient air pollution exposure on ankylosing
spondylitis disease activity” [1] by Narjes Soleimanifar et
al. The authors touch on an important aspect of managing patients with ankylosing spondylitis (AS), especially given the increasing interest in the role of genetic,
environmental and dietary factors in the pathogenesis
and severity of disease. However, we would like the authors to clarify certain aspects of their work, which we
strongly believe will be beneficial for the readership of
Advances in Rheumatology.
The authors utilized a case-control study design to
compare the effects of diet and ambient air pollution exposure on disease severity between patients with AS and
healthy controls. We are curious to know why the authors chose this design as we think it is not the most appropriate study design to answer this question. It is
challenging to know whether exposure or not (in this
case diet and ambient air pollution) affects disease severity if the participants under investigation do not have
the disease. From this study, it is unclear if the healthy
controls would have experienced worsened disease activity as a natural progression if they were not exposed. We
think a cohort design of patients with AS (retrospective
or prospective) would have been more appropriate. As
such, we think the conclusion drawn by the authors that
living in areas with lower ambient pollution might be a
solution for AS, is not supported by the available data.
The authors did not present any limitations to their
study. Given the retrospective nature of case-control
studies and their susceptibility to bias, specifically recall
bias [2], it would be important for the readership of Advances in Rheumatology, if the authors provided more
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detail regarding how nutritional status was assessed.
How reliable was the food-frequency questionnaire and
how did they reduce the potential for recall bias?
In recent years, it has been suggested that certain
foods with anti-inflammatory properties (such as the
Mediterranean diet) could play a significant role in disease progression in patients with ankylosing spondylitis
[3]. Sundstrom B et al. were able to demonstrate a positive correlation between arachidonic acid in plasma
phospholipids and AS disease activity [4]. Relationship
between exposure to environmental metals (thereby possibly air pollution) and spinal mobility in AS has also
been demonstrated [5].
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