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Abstract

Background: The association between short-term exposure to ambient air pollution and blood pressure has been inconsistent,
as reported in the literature.

Objective: This study aimed to investigate the relationship between short-term ambient air pollution exposure and patient-level
home blood pressure (HBP).

Methods: Patients with chronic cardiovascular diseases from a telehealth care program at a university-affiliated hospital were
enrolled as the study population. HBP was measured by patients or their caregivers. Hourly meteorological data (including
temperature, relative humidity, wind speed, and rainfall) and ambient air pollution monitoring data (including CO, NO2, particulate
matter with a diameter of <10 µm, particulate matter with a diameter of <2.5 µm, and SO2) during the same time period were
obtained from the Central Weather Bureau and the Environmental Protection Administration in Taiwan, respectively. A stepwise
multivariate repeated generalized estimating equation model was used to assess the significant factors for predicting systolic and
diastolic blood pressure (SBP and DBP).

Results: A total of 253 patients and 110,715 HBP measurements were evaluated in this study. On multivariate analysis,
demographic, clinical, meteorological factors, and air pollutants significantly affected the HBP (both SBP and DBP). All 5 air
pollutants evaluated in this study showed a significant, nonlinear association with both home SBP and DBP. Compared with
demographic and clinical factors, environmental factors (meteorological factors and air pollutants) played a minor yet significant
role in the regulation of HBP.

Conclusions: Short-term exposure to ambient air pollution significantly affects HBP in patients with chronic cardiovascular
disease.
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Introduction

Air pollution is a great hazard to public health [1-5]. Previous
studies have shown that long-term exposure to ambient air
pollution increases respiratory morbidity and cardiopulmonary
disease–related mortality [6,7], while short-term exposure
increases cardiovascular disease–related mortality and nonfatal
events [8]. The most prominent air pollutants that potentially
affect human health include nitrogen oxides (NOx, including
NO2 and NO), CO, O3, SO2, particulate matter with a diameter
of <10 μm (PM10), and particulate matter with a diameter of
<2.5 μm (PM2.5). Hypertension is among the most prominent
risk factors contributing to cardiovascular diseases, and the
potential detrimental effect of air pollution on blood pressure
(BP) is considered one of the mechanisms underlying the
exacerbation in cardiovascular outcomes. However, the
association between short-term or long-term exposure to ambient
air pollution and BP has been inconsistent in previous studies,
and most of these studies were epidemiological [9-12]. In this
retrospective study, we aimed to evaluate the effect of short-term
exposure to ambient air pollution on patient-level home blood
pressure (HBP).

Methods

Patient Population
We retrospectively enrolled patients with chronic cardiovascular
diseases (CVDs) who participated in telehealth care at National
Taiwan University Hospital (NTUH), Taipei, Taiwan, between
January 2009 and December 2013 as the study population. We
excluded patients who did not reside in Taipei City during the
study period. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants. The study was approved by the institutional review
board of NTUH. Chronic CVDs included coronary artery
disease, prior myocardial infarction, heart failure, peripheral
artery disease, prior stroke, and hypertension.

Telehealth Care Program
In this study, we used a fourth-generation telehealth program
developed by Anker et al [13]. The program was designed
specifically to offer home care for chronic CVDs. We had
previously described the details of this program [14-18]. Briefly,
single-lead electrocardiography, BP, heart rate, and oxygen
saturation were measured at home, daily and on demand, and
the data were instantaneously transmitted to the NTUH
Telehealth Center. Case managers would call patients or their
caregivers daily and on demand to evaluate patient conditions
and provide instructions as needed. There was a call center, and
full-time case managers and in-charge cardiologists were
available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. Medical decisions were
discussed with patients’ primary care physicians in the case of
any major acute event.

Data Collection
Demographic, clinical (diagnosis of specific diseases), and
medication data were obtained from the electronic database of
NTUH. All biometric data were measured at home and
automatically transmitted to the NTUH server. Biometric data

were meant to be measured at least twice daily, ideally after
waking up and before sleeping, but each patient or caregiver
could have his/her own habit to select a time point and interval
within a day to measure biometric parameters. We used the
AViTA BPM65ZB sphygmomanometer (AViTA Corp), which
is an electronic digital upper arm BP monitor. Hourly
meteorological data (including temperature, relative humidity,
and wind speed) of Taipei City during the study period were
obtained from the Central Weather Bureau, Taiwan. Hourly
ambient air pollution monitoring data (including CO, NO2,
PM10, PM2.5, and SO2) during the same study period were
obtained from the Environmental Protection Administration,
Taiwan.

Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis was performed using the R software (version
3.4.2, The R Foundation for Statistical Computing). In statistical
testing, a 2-sided P value of ≤.05, was considered significant.
The distribution properties of continuous variables are expressed
as mean (SD) and median (IQR) values, and categorical
variables are presented as frequencies and percentages. The
differences in the distributions of continuous variables between
male and female subjects were examined using the Wilcoxon
rank-sum test. Differences in the distributions of categorical
variables were compared using the Fisher exact test. Multivariate
analysis was conducted by fitting multiple linear regression
models to estimate the adjusted effects of age, sex, comorbidities
(including hypertension, diabetes mellitus, cancers, atrial
fibrillation, heart failure, prior myocardial infarction, coronary
artery disease, prior stroke, and peripheral artery disease), heart
rate, antihypertensive agents, seasons, meteorological factors,
air pollutants, and other predictors of home systolic and diastolic
blood pressure (SBP and DBP).

Since the use of antihypertensive agents, values of
meteorological factors, and concentrations of air pollutants
varied over time, we defined and included the following three
groups of time-dependent covariates in our linear regression
analyses:

1. Antihypertensive agents: among the 6 most common classes
of antihypertensive drugs, we considered the classes of
antihypertensive medications and the number of classes of
antihypertensive medications used on the day of BP
measurement.

2. Meteorological factors: these included hourly averaged
outdoor temperature, relative humidity, and wind speed
within the hour of BP measurement.

3. Air pollutants: we determined hourly inverse-distance
weighted mean concentrations of 5 air pollutants (CO, NO2,
PM10, PM2.5, and SO2) and the amount of rainfall within
the hour of BP measurement, where the distances were
calculated from each patient’s home location to the 6 air
quality monitoring stations in Taipei City, based on the
corresponding latitudes and longitudes. Instant and
cumulated air pollutant concentrations at hours 0, 3, 6, 12,
and 18 and days 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 were included in the
multivariate analysis to evaluate the possible lag effect of
each pollutant.
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Simple and multiple generalized additive models (GAMs) were
fitted to assess the nonlinear effects of continuous covariates
and identify appropriate cut-off points for discretizing
continuous covariates, if necessary, during stepwise variable
selection. Further details on statistical analysis are provided in
Multimedia Appendix 1.

Results

Patient Population and Demographics
A total of 253 patients with CVD who participated in the NTUH
Telehealth Care Program from January 2009 to December 2013
were enrolled in this study. A total of 110,715 HBP

measurements were carried out accordingly for these patients.
The details of this patient population, including the per-patient
and per-measurement demographics and clinical characteristics,
have already been reported previously [18]. The data
distributions of the air pollutant concentrations are summarized
in Table 1. The mean temperature, humidity, and wind speed
had been reported previously [18]. The mean concentration of
NO2, PM10, PM2.5, CO, and SO2 were 23.67 (SD 6.80) ppb,

46.83 (SD 21.03) μg/m3, 27.96 (SD 10.77) μg/m3, 0.74 (SD
0.25) ppm, and 3.05 (SD 1.19) ppb, respectively. The air quality
standards recommended by the World Health Organization for
these pollutants, during the study period, were based on the
2005 version of the update [19].

Table 1. Data distribution of air pollutants from among 110,715 observations obtained by 253 patients included in this study.

MedianMaximumMinimumMean (SD)Air pollutant

23.1963.014.4323.67 (6.80)NO2 (ppb)

42.60842.8711.6446.83 (21.03)PM10
a (μg/m3)

26.07140.398.1627.96 (10.77)PM2.5
b (μg/m3)

0.702.740.140.74 (0.25)CO (ppm)

2.7914.850.583.05 (1.19)SO2 (ppb)

aPM10: particulate matter with a diameter of <10 µm.
bPM2.5: particulate matter with a diameter of <2.5 µm.

Multivariate Analysis
Multivariate analysis was conducted by fitting multiple linear
regression models to estimate the adjusted effects of
demographic, clinical, and meteorological factors and air
pollutants on home SBP and DBP measurements. The use of
antihypertensive agents, values of meteorological factors, and
concentrations of air pollutants were all defined and computed
as time-dependent covariates. Multivariate analysis of the
predictors for SBP and DBP on fitting 1 multiple linear
regression model with the stepwise variable selection procedure
is shown in Tables 2-7. With regard to SBP and DBP, the
significant demographic and clinical characteristics are listed
in Tables 2 and 5, meteorological factors in Tables 3 and 6, and
air pollutants in Tables 4 and 7, respectively. The hourly
averaged temperature had a linear negative effect on both SBP
and DBP, while the other meteorological factors had significant
nonlinear correlations with home SBP and DBP, as reported
previously [18]. The exact statistical data for these
meteorological factors were not identical to those reported
previously, since this multivariate analysis was performed by
using a new model that also included air pollutants. Similarly,
CO, NO2, SO2, PM2.5, and PM10 concentrations were
significantly correlated with home SBP and DBP, and the effects

were considered nonlinear. The cut-off points for discretizing
the continuous covariates with nonlinear effects on the mean
values of SBP and DBP (mmHg) were determined objectively,
using the corresponding GAM plots during stepwise variable
selection. The GAM plots representing the relationships between
SBP and different environmental factors are shown in Figure
1-5. The bar plots of regression coefficient estimates for home
SBP and DBP are shown in Multimedia Appendix 2. The green,
blue, and red bars represent the demographic and clinical factors,
meteorological parameters, and air pollution parameters,
respectively. Of note, although the demographic, clinical,
meteorological, and air pollution parameters significantly
affected home SBP and DBP, it seemed that the “traditional”
factors (demographic and clinical) had a more prominent effect
on HBP than the environmental factors.

The multiple linear regression model for SBP (n=110,715;

R2=0.1286) indicates that the Pearson correlation coefficient
between the observed value of SBP and the model-predicted

value of SBP was 0.1286½=0.3586, and that for DBP

(n=110,715; R2=0.2219) indicates that the Pearson correlation
coefficient between the observed value of DBP and the

model-predicted value of DBP was 0.2219½=0.4711.

JMIR Public Health Surveill 2021 | vol. 7 | iss. 6 | e26605 | p. 3https://publichealth.jmir.org/2021/6/e26605
(page number not for citation purposes)

Huang et alJMIR PUBLIC HEALTH AND SURVEILLANCE

XSL•FO
RenderX

http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


Table 2. Multivariate analysis of the predictors for systolic blood pressure by fitting 1 multiple linear regression model with stepwise variable selection:
demographic and clinical characteristics.

Pr>|t|t valueSEParameter estimateCovariate

<.001152.20270.8216125.0560Intercept

<.001–4.57710.1133–0.5184Male

<.0014.13230.13700.5663AFa

<.00127.75030.10863.0135Coronary artery disease without myocardial infarction

.002–3.08200.1708–0.5264Coronary artery disease with myocardial infarction

<.00122.03790.14023.0896Cancer

<.001–33.05230.1228–4.0580Chronic heart failure

<.0018.25070.13361.1025CVAb

<.001–9.27440.1855–1.7202PAODc

<.00110.31610.40374.1642ARBd × ABe

<.0017.10440.26011.8479ARB × BBf

<.001–14.64510.2218–3.2486ARB × CCBg

<.001–4.13100.1743–0.7201BB

<.001–20.62230.3885–8.0115CCB × AB

<.001–6.72371.2350–8.3039CCB × ACEIh

<.001–13.52040.2950–3.9889CCB × BB

<.0014.57660.21871.0011CCB × Diuretics

<.00125.60130.28057.1806Diuretics × AB

.0013.39020.45551.5441Diuretics × ACEI

<.0017.94580.25492.0257Diuretics × BB

aAF: atrial fibrillation.
bCVA: cardiovascular accident.
cPAOD: peripheral arterial occlusion disease.
dARB: angiotensin receptor blocker.
eAB: alpha blocker.
fBB: beta blocker.
gCCB: calcium channel blocker.
hACEI: angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitor.
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Table 3. Multivariate analysis of the predictors for systolic blood pressure by fitting 1 multiple linear regression model with stepwise variable selection:
meteorological factors.

Pr > |t|t valueSEParameter estimateCovariate

<.001–49.98920.0127–0.6352Temperature

<.00141.43580.00450.1882DMa × temperature

<.00144.52230.00470.2101HTNb × temperature

<.00126.65040.00570.1528ARBc × temperature

<.0016.68180.00780.0520CCBd × temperature

<.001–3.64960.0059–0.0217Diuretics × temperature

.0023.07520.10080.31000.557 < Wind speed 12 hours ago ≤ 3.73

<.0014.74710.10990.52161.976 < Wind speed on day 0 ≤ 4.43

.032.17070.10440.22671.983 < Wind speed 1 day ago ≤ 3.895

.0023.17020.09900.31381.793 < Wind speed 2 days ago ≤ 3.634

.032.13800.09950.21281.587 < Wind speed 4 days ago ≤ 3.923

.0013.22210.09790.31551.855 < Wind speed 6 days ago ≤ 3.575

<.0015.36410.10000.5365Relative humidity ≤ 65.774 or > 84.596

<.0014.33640.10960.4753Relative humidity 6 hours ago ≤ 72.967 or > 92.905

.0013.23650.11780.3813Relative humidity 12 hours ago ≤ 56.324 or > 78.989

<.0013.53910.12090.4278Relative humidity 24 hours ago > 76.11

.0013.43620.10030.3446Relative humidity 2 days ago ≤ 67.752 or > 82.532

<.0013.99600.10440.4172Relative humidity 4 days ago ≤ 65.366 or > 82.318

<.0013.95270.13310.5261Relative humidity 6 days ago ≤ 58.849 or > 81.108

.001–3.49840.0593–0.2074Log rainfall

<.001–4.35640.0684–0.2981Log cumulated rainfall in the past 4 days

<.0014.22960.16520.6989Log rainfall 6 days ago < –0.106

aDM: diabetes mellitus.
bHTN: hypertension.
cARB: angiotensin receptor blocker.
dCCB: calcium channel blocker.
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Table 4. Multivariate analysis of the predictors for systolic blood pressure by fitting 1 multiple linear regression model with stepwise variable selection:
air pollutants.

Pr>|t|t valueSEParameter estimateCovariate

<.001–5.58000.1186–0.6620Log CO concentration 3 hours ago

<.0014.04220.29651.1985Log cumulated CO concentration in the past 5 days

.0033.02760.14930.4520Log NO2 concentration

.0032.97520.11130.33112.571 < Log NO2 concentration 3 hours ago ≤ 3.654

<.0016.51360.11540.7517Log NO2 concentration 6 hours ago

<.0014.39710.09860.43332.188 < Log NO2 concentration 18 hours ago ≤ 3.185

<.0014.28100.10260.43923.062 < Log NO2 concentration 3 days ago ≤ 3.497

<.0013.59290.10270.36893.063 < Log NO2 concentration 4 days ago ≤ 3.483

.0042.87810.14350.41312.567 < Log NO2 concentration 5 days ago ≤ 3.507

<.0014.66500.10370.48373.059 < Log NO2 concentration 6 days ago ≤ 3.494

.0013.42560.10040.34383.043 < Log NO2 concentration 7 days ago ≤ 3.468

.0013.41050.32451.1068Log PM2.5
a concentration 3 hours ago < 2.284

<.0014.84810.10310.5000Log PM2.5 concentration 4 days ago ≤ 3.243 or > 4.378

.0052.83830.10760.3055Log PM2.5 concentration 6 days ago ≤ 3.034 or > 3.826

<.0014.66900.10320.48192.848 < Log PM10
b concentration 18 hours ago ≤ 3.828

<.0013.52161.00283.5314Log SO2 concentration 3 hours ago < –0.271

.0013.31640.13720.4552Log SO2 concentration 24 hours ago > 1.561

.012.50250.11870.2970Log SO2 concentration 5 days ago > 1.316

aPM2.5: particulate matter with a diameter of <2.5 µm.
bPM10: particulate matter with a diameter of <10 µm.
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Table 5. Multivariate analysis of the predictors for diastolic blood pressure by fitting 1 multiple linear regression model with stepwise variable selection:
demographic and clinical characteristics.

Pr>|t|t valueSEParameter estimateCovariate

<.00185.50880.768665.7236Intercept

<.001–15.66080.0793–1.2416Male

<.001109.65230.07838.5878Age < 72.424 years

<.001–9.16090.0916–0.8389AFa

.004–2.91050.1088–0.3166Coronary artery disease with myocardial infarction

<.0014.45720.09420.4197Cancer

<.001–11.05400.0806–0.8912CHFb

<.00136.06510.08963.2332CVAc

<.00114.83730.12791.8971PAODd

<.00125.09060.27226.8305ARBe × ABf

<.00134.79530.16365.6929ARB × BBg

<.001–24.74580.1369–3.3888ARB × CCBh

<.001–24.31910.1401–3.4067ARB × diuretics

<.001–12.98270.8297–10.7720CCB × ACEIi

.01–2.45830.1868–0.4592CCB × BB

<.00117.62740.12982.2884CCB × diuretics

<.001–13.84570.2494–3.4526Diuretics × AB

<.0016.49730.39432.5617Diuretics × ACEI

<.001–10.76750.1616–1.7401Diuretics × BB

aAF: atrial fibrillation.
bCHF: congestive heart failure.
cCVA: cerebrovascular accident.
dPAOD: peripheral occlusive arterial disease. 
eARB: angiotensin receptor blocker.
fAB: alpha blocker.
gBB: beta blocker.
hCCB: calcium channel blocker.
iACEI: angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor.
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Table 6. Multivariate analysis of the predictors for diastolic blood pressure by fitting 1 multiple linear regression model with stepwise variable selection:
meteorological factors.

Pr>|t|t valueSEParameter estimateCovariate

<.001–12.36000.0130–0.1608Temperature

<.001–7.82650.0135–0.1058Temperature 12 hours ago

<.0017.05900.07140.5042Temperature 18 hours ago ≤ 16.992 or > 28.649

<.0016.07220.01240.0753Temperature 7 days ago

<.00122.97180.00300.0694DMa × temperature

<.00126.94980.00320.0857HTNb × temperature

<.001–13.95880.0083–0.1161ABc × temperature

.001–3.35980.0096–0.0323ACEId × temperature

<.00113.55460.00460.0623ARBe × temperature

<.001–3.96490.0045–0.0177Diuretics × temperature

<.0014.49190.02500.1122Wind speed

.0082.66180.02300.0612Wind speed 18 hours ago

<.0014.26950.03180.1358Wind speed 3 days ago

<.0014.30140.08920.3835Wind speed 5 days ago > 3.734

<.0014.51450.17500.7900Wind speed 7 days ago > 4.56

<.0014.53590.07190.3259Relative humidity 6 hours ago ≤ 67.108 or > 91.436

.0023.07000.08360.2567Relative humidity 12 hours ago ≤ 57.1 or > 78.822

.012.52160.09830.2478Relative humidity 18 hours ≤ 34.851 or >77.249

.0023.15010.08930.2813Relative humidity 24 hours ago ≤ 47.631 or >77.286

.0013.41880.07280.2489Relative humidity 2 days ago ≤ 64.191 or > 81.286

<.0014.82810.07290.3521Relative humidity 4 days ago ≤ 64.291 or > 81.392

<.0013.62680.08520.3089Relative humidity 5 days ago ≤ 54.611 or > 76.3

<.0015.12020.09850.5044Relative humidity 6 days ago ≤ 54.383 or > 79.265

<.0016.12390.08560.5243Relative humidity 7 days ago ≤ 58.455 or >76.46

<.0013.64520.08240.3004Log rainfall > –2.252

.0032.97830.15380.4580Log rainfall 3 hours ago ≤ –0.372 or > 0.817

<.0014.43400.08560.3796–2.251 < Log rainfall 6 hours ago ≤ 0.379

<.0013.75420.08740.3282–2.246 < Log rainfall 12 hours ago ≤ 0.177

.051.97970.08460.1674–2.228 < Log rainfall 18 hours ago ≤ 3.202

<.0016.49610.06810.4425–2.165 < Log rainfall 2 days ago ≤ 0.145

<.0015.11620.06820.3491–2.168 < Log rainfall 4 days ago ≤ 0.068

<.0014.40030.06910.3042–2.153 < Log rainfall 5 days ago ≤ 0.026

<.0017.60910.06660.5065–2.193 < Log rainfall 7 days ago ≤ –0.266

<.0017.98050.06910.5517–2.044 < Log cumulated rainfall in the past 6 days ≤ –0.735

<.00110.70670.0538–0.5756Log cumulated rainfall in the past 7 days

aDM: diabetes mellitus.
bHTN: hypertension.
cAB: alpha blocker.
dACEI: angiotensin converting enzyme inhibitor.
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Table 7. Multivariate analysis of the predictors for diastolic blood pressure by fitting 1 multiple linear regression model with stepwise variable selection:
air pollutants.

Pr>|t|t valueSEParameter estimateCovariate

<.0014.09070.09700.3966Log CO concentration

<.001–12.28150.0759–0.9318Log CO concentration 12 hours ago

<.0015.75170.07130.4100–0.41 < Log CO concentration 24 hours ago ≤ 0.527

<.0013.75460.07430.2789Log CO concentration 2 days ago ≤ –0.426 or > 0.366

<.0015.03660.20961.0558Log cumulated CO concentration in the past 5 days > 0.034

<.0013.79210.20500.7773Log cumulated CO concentration in the past 7 days > 0.006

.032.15660.07630.1645Log NO2 concentration 6 hours ago

<.0014.93830.06890.34002.226 < Log NO2 concentration 18 hours ago ≤ 3.209

.032.12030.08870.1880Log cumulated NO2 cconcentration in the past 1 day > 3.163

<.0014.49840.13520.6081Log NO2 concentration 2 days ago < 2.695

.0073.40930.07270.24803.1 < Log NO2 concentration 3 days ago ≤ 3.6

<.001–6.19650.1572–0.9739Log NO2 concentration 7 days ago

<.0014.91880.13970.6872Log PM2.5
a concentration 1 day ago ≥ 2.734

.0033.02940.08710.2638Log PM2.5 concentration 2 days ago > 3.547

.012.49360.18690.4660Log PM2.5 concentration 3 days ago ≥ 2.598

.0033.02560.08270.2502Log PM2.5 concentration 6 days ago > 3.559

<.001–4.66220.1264–0.5895Log PM10
b concentration 1 day ago

.0082.67360.07680.20530.926 < Log SO2 concentration ≤ 2.325

.0062.77660.07180.19940.77 < Log SO2 concentration 3 hours ago ≤ 1.902

.0013.31440.06830.22640.73 < Log SO2 concentration 18 hours ago ≤ 1.819

.0052.79080.07260.20251.062 < Log SO2 concentration 24 hours ago ≤ 2.926

.0013.32700.06960.23160.772 < Log SO2 concentration 5 days ago ≤ 1.558

<.0013.66600.06820.25000.946 < Log SO2 concentration 6 days ago ≤ 1.604

<.0014.55780.11620.5296Log SO2 concentration 7 days ago

aPM2.5: particulate matter with a diameter of <2.5 µm.
bPM10: particulate matter with a diameter of <10 µm.
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Figure 1. Generalized additive model (GAM) plot showing the relationship between systolic blood pressure and CO exposure.

Figure 2. Generalized additive model (GAM) plot showing the relationship between systolic blood pressure and SO2 exposure.
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Figure 3. Generalized additive model (GAM) plot showing the relationship between systolic blood pressure and NO2 exposure.

Figure 4. Generalized additive model (GAM) plot showing the relationship between systolic blood pressure and PM10 exposure. PM10: particulate
matter with a diameter of <10 μm.
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Figure 5. Generalized additive model (GAM) plot showing the relationship between systolic blood pressure and PM2.5 exposure. PM2.5: particulate
matter with a diameter of <2.5 μm.

Discussion

Principal Findings
Human health is significantly correlated with genomic and
environmental factors. Wild [20] defined the “exposome” in
2005 as a concept that “encompasses life-course environmental
exposures (including lifestyle factors), from the prenatal period
onwards.” Among these factors in the exposome, air pollution
poses a major threat to human health. Exposure to ambient air
pollution, either over the short or long term, increases
cardiovascular mortality accordingly [6,8]. The detrimental
effect of air pollution on BP is considered one of the
mechanisms leading to this outcome. However, the association
between short-term or long-term exposure to ambient air
pollution and BP is inconsistent in the literature. Among the
routinely monitored air pollutants, PM2.5 is considered one of
the most dangerous agents influencing human health. Brook et
al [8] adequately described the association between particulate
matter air pollution and CVD, suggesting that exposure to
ambient PM2.5 would potentially increase BP. A few
mechanisms explaining why PM2.5 increases BP have been
reported before: (1) altering the autonomic nervous system to
favor a sympathetic tone [21], (2) increasing oxidative stress
through endogenous proinflammatory mediators or
vasculo-active molecules [22,23], (3) directly influencing the
vascular endothelium [24,25], and (4) inducing abnormal DNA
methylation [26,27]. Many studies have investigated the
association between exposure to ambient PM2.5 and BP, which
has been reported before, but the effect was inconsistent. To
date, 4 meta-analyses have addressed this issue. Liang et al [9]
reported positive associations among PM2.5, SBP, and DBP.
Zhang et al [10] reported that a high SBP is significantly
associated with the exposure to PM2.5, while a high DBP is only
associated with the exposure to PM10, but not PM2.5. Cai et al

[11] reported that short-term exposure to SO2, PM2.5, and PM10

was significantly associated with an increased risk of
hypertension. The association between BP and air pollutants
other than PM has not been investigated in detail. In a recent
meta-analysis by Yang et al [12], short-term exposure to ambient
air pollution was significantly associated with hypertension
(PM10, PM2.5, SO2, and NO2), SBP (PM2.5 and SO2), and DBP
(PM10, PM2.5, SO2, and NO2). However, these meta-analyses
were mainly performed on the basis of epidemiological studies.
To our knowledge, our study is the first to investigate the
relationships among demographic, clinical, meteorological
factors, air pollutants, and HBP at the patient level.

There are some notable findings in this study. First, at the patient
level, ambient air pollution was significantly associated with
HBP, both SBP and DBP, and the culprit pollutants included
all of the 5 pollutants (PM10, PM2.5, SO2, NO2, and CO) that
were included in this study. The association between HBP and
ambient air pollution was surprisingly nonlinear, given that
most previous studies used a linear model to evaluate the effect
of ambient air pollution on BP and hypertension. Yang et al
[12] suspected that the relationship between ambient air
pollution and BP was nonlinear, and this may be the reason why
even meta-analyses that have been well performed could not
adequately explain the association between ambient air pollution
and BP because most previous studies mistakenly used a linear
model. One of the strengths of this study was that we considered
HBP rather than office BP measurements, which was the case
in most of the previous studies. HBP is now considered a more
important predictor than office BP for future coronary and
cerebral events [28]. All ambient air pollutants investigated in
this study significantly affected HBP, while in prior
meta-analyses, only some of the ambient air pollutants were
significantly associated with hypertension, SBP, and DBP. This
could explain why ambient air pollution poses a great hazard
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to human health. Data regarding medication in this study are
also important. No study thus far has investigated whether
antihypertensive agents play a role in the association between
ambient air pollution and BP. Our prior study [18] showed that
short-term exposure to low ambient temperature significantly
increases HBP, and that this effect could be modified by
antihypertensive agents. In this study, the potential confounding
effect of medications was also considered, but ambient air
pollutants still showed significant associations with HBP.
Limited by the statistical model, the exact effect of each class
of antihypertensive agents on the relationship between ambient
air pollution and HBP could not be fully elucidated. Of note,
although there were significant associations between
environmental factors and HBP, demographic and clinical
factors seemed to play an even more important role in HBP, as
shown in Multimedia Appendix 2. Nonetheless, since
hypertension has such a marked impact on human health, a
holistic approach for BP control, including adequate
modification of environmental exposure (both meteorological
factors and ambient air pollutants), should be adopted. The
importance of air pollution control cannot be overemphasized.

Limitations
This study has a few limitations. First, this was a retrospective
registry with a relatively small number of patients. Second, the
study population comprised patients with chronic CVD with
great adherence and health insights as they opted to participate
in a telehealth care program. Thus, whether the study results
can be extrapolated to other patient populations should be
carefully considered. Third, individual ambient air pollutant
concentrations were calculated using a spatial model that might
not reflect true personal exposure. Jiang et al [29] reported that
even people who were geographically close could have distinct
personalized exposomes. Without precise assessment of personal
environmental exposure, further evaluation of the associations
between the environment and human health seems futile. Jiang
et al [29] reported that novel wearable devices that are capable

of assessing both biotic and abiotic exposure may be used to
solve this problem. As shown in our previous study [18] and in
this study, meteorological factors (including temperature,
relative humidity, and wind speed) and ambient air pollutants
(NO2, PM10, PM2.5, CO, and SO2) had significant effects on
human health at the patient level and should be considered in
future studies on abiotic exposure among exposomes. Fourth,
the possible interactions among air pollutants, including
synergistic effects and collinearity, were not addressed in this
study. Fifth, this study reports a nonlinear relationship between
BP and ambient air pollutants, but further evaluation of the
dose-effect curve was limited by the current statistical methods.
Similarly, the interactions between ambient air pollution and
other environmental factors, such as meteorological factors,
were not addressed in this study. Multiscale entropy is a novel
nonlinear method that has been applied to predict outcomes in
a few clinical settings, including trauma [30], after cardiac arrest
on mechanical circulatory support [31], acute stroke [32], and
autonomic imbalance after myocardial infarction [33]. Further
studies may also apply this method to evaluate the effect of
ambient air pollution on BP. Sixth, this study only investigated
the effect of short-term exposure to ambient air pollution; the
effect of long-term exposure remains unknown. Seventh, ozone
is an important air pollutant associated with an elevated BP
[34-38]. However, during the study period (2009-2013), ozone
was not routinely monitored by the Environmental Protection
Administration in Taiwan; hence, it was not feasible to evaluate
the relationship between ozone and HBP in the current study.
Finally, the lag effect of each air pollutant on BP was not
precisely determined in this study because of the complexity of
the statistical analysis.

Conclusions
Short-term exposure to ambient air pollution significantly affects
both home SBP and DBP in patients with chronic CVD, and
the relationship between ambient air pollution and HBP is
nonlinear.
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