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Abstract
Objective: Emerging evidence has shown that ambient air pollution affects brain 
health, but little is known about its effect on epileptic seizures. This work aimed 
to assess the association between daily exposure to ambient air pollution and the 
risk of epileptic seizures.
Methods: This study used epileptic seizure data from two independent data 
sources (NeuroVista and Seer App seizure diary). In the NeuroVista data set, 
3273 seizures were recorded using intracranial electroencephalography (iEEG) 
from 15 participants with refractory focal epilepsy in Australia in 2010– 2012. In 
the seizure diary data set, 3419 self- reported seizures were collected through a 
mobile application from 34 participants with epilepsy in Australia in 2018– 2021. 
Daily average concentrations of carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen dioxide (NO2), 
ozone (O3), particulate matter ≤10  μm in diameter (PM10), and sulfur dioxide 
(SO2) were retrieved from the Environment Protection Authority (EPA) based 
on participants’ postcodes. A patient- time- stratified case- crossover design with 
the conditional Poisson regression model was used to determine the associations 
between air pollutants and epileptic seizures.
Results: A significant association between CO concentrations and epileptic sei-
zure risks was observed, with an increased seizure risk of 4% (relative risk [RR]: 
1.04, 95% confidence interval [CI]: 1.01– 1.07) for an interquartile range (IQR) 
increase of CO concentrations (0.13 parts per million), whereas no significant 
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1  |  INTRODUCTION

Epilepsy is a common, serious, chronic neurological disor-
der that affects ~65 million people worldwide.1 It is charac-
terized by recurring seizures that can severely impact the 
quality of life and increase the risk of injury and mortality. 
As defined by the International League Against Epilepsy 
(ILAE), an epileptic seizure is “the transient occurrence 
of signs or symptoms resulting from abnormal excessive 
or synchronous neuronal activity in the brain.”2 Some sei-
zures are visible in electroencephalography (EEG) record-
ings and have evident clinical symptoms (termed clinical 
seizures), whereas others are present in EEG recordings 
but are asymptomatic (termed subclinical seizures).3

It has been demonstrated consistently that air pollu-
tion can threaten human health,4– 6 especially for cardio-
vascular and respiratory systems.7– 9 Recently emerging 
evidence shows that air pollution could also have adverse 
effects on brain health.10 Several studies have shown that 
air pollution is linked to the elevated risk of neurological 
disorders including stroke,11,12 migraine,13 cognitive defi-
cit,10,14 neurodegenerative diseases,15 and psychiatric dis-
orders.16 Epidemiological and animal toxicological studies 
have indicated that air pollution could induce oxidative 
stress and neuroinflammation and alter the immune re-
sponse of the brain.17  Neural activity can be affected, 
leading to changes in neurobehavioral functions.10,18 
Furthermore, changes in chemicals and compositions of 
environment exposure have been shown to affect brain 
metabolism and increase neuronal excitability, and they 
may induce seizures.17,19– 22  Thus air pollution may be a 
risk factor for epileptic seizures.

Recent studies have reported that air pollution is as-
sociated with the increased risk of hospitalization or out-
patient visits for people with epilepsy.23– 25 However, these 
hospital- based studies were limited to analyses of the 
numbers of hospital visits by patients with epilepsy, and 

the actual times of seizures were not considered. To date, 
no investigation has reported whether air pollution is as-
sociated with the risk of epileptic seizures. Uncovering 
an association between air pollution and epileptic sei-
zures may improve seizure prevention and prediction, 
and thereby improve the safety and health of people liv-
ing with epilepsy. In this panel study, we investigated the 
association between daily exposure to air pollutants and 
the risks of both clinical and subclinical seizures in partic-
ipants with epilepsy based on long- term seizure records.

2  |  METHODS

2.1 | Study population

This study used epileptic seizure data from two independ-
ent data sets. The first data set came from the NeuroVista 
(NV) study,26 a clinical trial of a seizure advisory system 

associations were found for the other four air pollutants in the whole study popu-
lation. Female participants had a significantly increased risk of seizures when ex-
posed to elevated CO and NO2, with RRs of 1.05 (95% CI: 1.01– 1.08) and 1.09 (95% 
CI: 1.01– 1.16), respectively. In addition, a significant association was observed 
between CO and the risk of subclinical seizures (RR: 1.20, 95% CI: 1.12– 1.28).
Significance: Daily exposure to elevated CO concentrations may be associated 
with an increased risk of epileptic seizures, especially for subclinical seizures.

K E Y W O R D S

air pollution, Australia, case- crossover design, epilepsy, seizures

Key points
• A total number of 6692  seizure counts were 

obtained from 49 participants with epilepsy 
during a total of 23  349 follow- up days using 
long- term intracranial electroencephalography 
(iEEG) and a seizure diary mobile application.

• A patient- time- stratified case- crossover design 
with the conditional Poisson regression model 
was used to determine the associations between 
ambient air pollutants and epileptic seizures.

• Daily exposure to carbon monoxide (CO) con-
centrations showed a positive association with 
the risk of epileptic seizures, especially for sub-
clinical seizures.
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and so far the longest continuous intracranial EEG (iEEG) 
recording in humans. Specifically, iEEG were recorded 
from 15 refractory patients with focal epilepsy in Australia, 
who were each implanted with a personal seizure ad-
visory device for a median follow- up period of 557 days 
(interquartile range [IQR]: 384– 725 days per participant) 
between June 2010 and August 2012. The device included 
16 intracranial electrodes implanted over the cortical sur-
face near the epileptogenic zone. The continuous iEEG 
recordings were transmitted wirelessly and collected on 
an external device. Both the clinical seizures and subclini-
cal seizures were included in this study. In total, 3273 sei-
zures (median: 151, IQR: 27– 429 seizures per participant) 
were recorded. All 15 participants had both clinical and 
subclinical seizures (total clinical seizures: 1539; total sub-
clinical seizures: 1734). For further information about the 
data collection procedure and patient demographics, read-
ers can refer to the initial clinical trial.26 The initial clinical 
trial and this study were approved by the human research 
ethics committee of St Vincent's Hospital, Melbourne, 
Australia. All patients signed informed consent before 
participation for the research analysis of their data.

The other data set was seizure diary (SD) data collected 
using the Seer mobile application, a freely available mo-
bile application to self- report seizures, and track seizure 
cycles and medication adherence. In total, 3419  self- 
reported seizures (clinical seizures) were collected from 
34 participants with a clinical diagnosis of epilepsy in 
Australia from January 2018 to February 2021. All 34 par-
ticipants with a minimum of three recorded seizures and 
at least 1.5 months of recording duration were included. 
The recording duration of each participant spanned be-
tween the time of their first and last reported seizures 
on the Seer mobile application. This study was approved 
by the human research ethics committee of St Vincent's 
Hospital, Melbourne, Australia. All patients provided 
written informed consent for the research analysis of their 
data.

2.2 | Exposure assessment

Hourly concentrations of ambient carbon monoxide (CO), 
nitrogen dioxide (NO2), particulate matter ≤10 μm in di-
ameter (PM10), ozone (O3), and sulfur dioxide (SO2) were 
measured by the Australian Environment Protection 
Authority's (EPA’s) air quality monitoring stations around 
the states of Victoria, New South Wales, Queensland, and 
Tasmania. The air pollutant data used in this study have 
been validated and quality assured by the EPA. The meas-
urement and reporting methods of air pollutants are ac-
credited by the National Association of Testing Authorities 
(NATA). We retrieved the hourly ambient temperature (at 

2 m above the land surface) and ambient dew point tem-
perature at 0.1°×0.1° spatial resolution from the ERA5 
data set (https://cds.clima te.coper nicus.eu/cdsap p#!/
home). All hourly observations were aggregated into daily 
mean data. In addition, we calculated daily mean relative 
humidity from the collected daily mean temperature and 
daily mean dew point temperature using an algorithm 
provided by the “humidity” R package.27  We linked the 
center of every participant's postcode with their nearest 
monitoring stations to obtain the participant's environ-
mental exposure data. The distribution of the distances 
to the nearest monitoring stations is shown in Figure S1. 
When data from the nearest station were missing, values 
from the second nearest monitoring station were used.

2.3 | Statistical analyses

A patient- time- stratified case- crossover design was used 
to examine the associations between air pollutants and 
epileptic seizures. This design has been applied widely to 
investigate the effects of short- term environmental expo-
sures on the risk of acute events.28,29 The design compares 
exposure levels between the event periods (“cases”) and 
the self- matched normal periods (“controls”). Because the 
comparisons are conducted within individuals and within 
the same time stratum, this design is able to control for 
time trends and interpatient variations.29

In this study, the calendar month was selected as a fixed 
time window.30 Days with seizures were treated as “case” 
periods and control periods were selected by matching the 
same day of the week in the same calendar month and the 
same year for the same patients. We applied a conditional 
quasi- Poisson regression model that has been shown to be 
an alternative to the conditional logistic model but with 
the advantage of allowing for overdispersion and autocor-
relation31 to fit the time- stratified case- crossover design,

where Yt,s is the observed daily seizure counts on day t and 
stratum s, assumed to arise from a quasi- Poisson distribu-
tion. Stratum s was a stratum variable combining the year, 
calendar month, day of the week, and participant num-
ber to adjust for the long- term trend, inter- month, day of 
week, and interpatient variations. E(Yt,s) is the expected 
value of Yt,s, αs is the intercept, β is the coefficient, and 
Xt,s is the daily average concentration of a certain air pol-
lutant. To control for potential time- variant confounding 
factors, which are likely to have nonlinear effects,28 we in-
cluded the temperature (Tt,s), relative humidity (Ht,s ), sun 
radiation (Rt,s ) and precipitation (Pt,s ) using natural cubic 
spline functions S(), each with three degrees of freedom. 

https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!/home
https://cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!/home
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We also explored the associations between air pollutant 
concentrations and epileptic seizure risks by using natu-
ral cubic splines with three degrees of freedom for pollut-
ant variables in the conditional quasi- Poisson regression 
model described above.

Furthermore, we investigated the potential delayed 
(i.e., lagged) association between pollutant levels and epi-
leptic seizure risks, as it is possible that the pollutant level 
of the previous days (e.g., yesterday's exposure level) might 
affect the present day's seizure risk.32 The potential single- 
lag day association (i.e., l- day lagged association) was ex-
amined by shifting the pollutant level l- day forward and 
fitted in the model described above. We also investigated 
the accumulative effect of multiple- lag days by calculating 
the moving average pollutant level of the previous 0 to l- 
day and fitted in the model described above. The tempera-
ture, relative humidity, sun radiation, and precipitation 
were controlled with the same lag as pollutants.

Subgroup analyses were performed by stratifying the 
participants’ sex, data set, and seizure type. The associa-
tion results were measured by the relative risk (RR) of epi-
leptic seizures for an interquartile range (IQR) increase in 
the pollutant concentration.

2.4 | Sensitivity analyses

Sensitivity analyses were performed to examine the ro-
bustness of the results. First, we added any one of the 
other pollutants in the single- pollutant models (i.e., two- 
pollutant models) to examine the combined effects of 
two different pollutants. In addition, we used different 
degrees of freedom values (e.g., 4 and 5) in the S() func-
tion for meteorological variables to test the variation of the 

exposure- response association. Furthermore, we changed 
the time- stratified window length from a calendar month 
to 21 days and 14 days to control for the potential temporal 
trends other than the possible yearly, monthly, and weekly 
cycles. Finally, we incorporated the seizure counts of the 
previous month or week in the single- pollutant model to 
control for the potential impact of previous seizure counts 
on current seizures (reflecting autocorrelation).

All analyses were performed with R software (version 
3.5.2). The “gnm” package was used to conduct the con-
ditional Poisson regression. A two- sided p- value less than 
.05 was considered statistically significant.

3  |  RESULTS

This study included 49 participants (55% female) with a clini-
cal diagnosis of epilepsy collected from the NeuroVista (NV) 
and seizure dairy (SD) data sets in Australia (15 and 34 partic-
ipants, respectively). Table 1 shows participant information 
and seizure characteristics in the two data sets. Overall, a total 
of 6692 epileptic seizures (median: 71; IQR: 19– 201 seizures 
per participant) in 3639 seizure days (median: 50; IQR: 10– 
135 days per participant) were recorded during a total of 23 
349 follow- up days (median: 465; IQR: 272– 671 days per par-
ticipant) between 2010– 2012 and 2018– 2021.

The daily average concentrations of air pollutants and 
meteorological variables are shown in Table 2. The median 
daily average concentrations of air pollutants during the 
follow- up periods were 0.15 parts per million (ppm) for 
CO, 6.78 parts per billion (ppb) for NO2, 14.74 ppb for O3, 
15.02 µg/m3 for PM10, and 0.30 ppb for SO2. All daily con-
centrations of CO and SO2, and at least 95% of daily con-
centrations of NO2, O3, and PM10 were within Australian 

NeuroVista data set
Seizure diary 
data set Overall

No. of participants 15 34 49

Male 9 (60%) 13 (38%) 22 (45%)

Female 6 (40%) 21 (62%) 27 (55%)

Study period June 2010- Aug 2012 Jan 2018- Feb 
2021

June 2010- Feb 2021

Seizure types Clinical and subclinical Self- report 
(clinical)

Clinical and 
subclinical

Follow- up days 557 (384– 725) 432 (235– 652) 465 (272– 671)

Seizure days 80 (24– 167) 27 (10– 96) 50 (10– 135)

Seizure counts

Clinical 1539 (47%) 3419 (100%) 4958 (74%)

Subclinical 1734 (53%) NA 1734 (26%)

Note: Numerical data are presented as n (%) or median (interquartile range).
NA, not applicable.

T A B L E  1  Participant information and 
seizure characteristics
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air quality standards (Table S1). The correlations between 
air pollutants and meteorological variables are shown in 
Table S2. The pollutant concentrations are slightly and 
positively correlated with each other (R = 0.01– 0.43), ex-
cept for the negative correlations between O3 and CO, and 
between O3 and NO2 (R = – 0.30 and – 0.06, respectively).

Table 3 shows the overall associations between epilep-
tic seizures and air pollutants, and the results of the strat-
ified analyses. Overall, we observed a significant positive 
association between CO concentrations and epileptic sei-
zure risks, with an increased seizure risk of 4% (relative 
risk [RR]: 1.04, 95% confidence interval [CI]: 1.01– 1.07) 
for an IQR increase of CO (0.13 ppm), whereas no signifi-
cant relationships were found in the other four air pollut-
ants in the whole study population.

In terms of the associations in different sexes, female 
participants had a significantly increased risk of epileptic 
seizures when exposed to elevated CO (RR: 1.05, 95% CI: 
1.01– 1.08) and NO2 (RR: 1.09, 95% CI: 1.01– 1.16) concen-
trations, whereas no significant associations were found 
in male participants for any air pollutants.

The association results in the two data sets showed that 
there was a significant association between CO concen-
tration and epileptic seizure risk in the NV data set (RR: 
1.10, 95% CI: 1.03– 1.17), whereas no significant associa-
tions were found in the SD data set for any air pollutants. 
Further analysis of different seizure types in the NV data 
set revealed that the epileptic seizure risk significantly 
increased by 20% when considering only subclinical sei-
zures (RR: 1.20, 95% CI: 1.12– 1.28), for an IQR increase of 

T A B L E  2  Descriptive statistics for air pollutants and meteorological variables

NeuroVista data set Seizure diary data set Overall

CO (ppm) 0.19 (0.11, 0.30) 0.14 (0.10, 0.21) 0.15 (0.10, 0.23)

NO2 (ppb) 8.04 (5.30, 11.74) 6.22 (3.15, 9.78) 6.78 (3.91, 10.46)

O3 (ppb) 14.78 (11.26, 19.29) 14.74 (8.65, 19.86) 14.74 (9.80, 19.70)

PM10 (µg/m3) 14.13 (10.21, 19.50) 15.54 (11.42, 21.24) 15.02 (11.00, 20.60)

SO2 (ppb) 0.52 (0.14, 1.17) 0.27 (0.09, 0.57) 0.30 (0.09, 0.69)

T (℃) 12.49 (9.26, 16.63) 14.41 (10.86, 18.61) 13.81 (10.27, 17.99)

R (%) 74.83 (67.80, 82.18) 71.55 (62.79, 78.84) 72.67 (64.45, 80.00)

P (mm) 0.25 (0.02, 1.26) 0.16 (0.01, 1.01) 0.19 (0.01, 1.09)

S (J/m2) 10 027 716 (6 168 135, 14 796 773) 9 220 435 (6 092 152, 13 232 344) 9 419 401 (6 120 211, 13 728 569)

Note: Data are presented as median (interquartile range).
Abbreviations: CO, carbon monoxide; NO2, nitrogen dioxide; O3, ozone; P, precipitation; PM10, particulate matter ≤10 µm in diameter; ppb, parts per billion; 
ppm, parts per million; R, relative humidity; S, sun radiation; SO2, sulfur dioxide; T, temperature; μg/m3, micrograms per cubic meter.

T A B L E  3  Association between epileptic seizures and an interquartile range (IQR) increase in pollutant concentrations in the single- 
pollutant model

CO NO2 O3 PM10 SO2

Overall 1.04 (1.01, 1.07)** 1.04 (0.98, 1.10) 0.99 (0.94, 1.05) 1.00 (0.97, 1.03) 0.98 (0.95, 1.00)

Sex

Female 1.05 (1.01, 1.08)* 1.09 (1.01, 1.16)* 0.97 (0.90, 1.04) 1.02 (0.99, 1.06) 0.98 (0.95, 1.02)

Male 1.02 (0.97, 1.07) 0.92 (0.83, 1.02) 1.10 (0.95, 1.28) 0.96 (0.92, 1.01) 0.99 (0.96, 1.01)

Dataset

NV 1.10 (1.03, 1.17)** 1.05 (0.96, 1.14) 0.98 (0.90, 1.06) 0.94 (0.88, 1.00) 0.93 (0.87, 1.00)

SD 1.00 (0.96, 1.03) 1.04 (0.97, 1.12) 1.01 (0.93, 1.10) 1.03 (1.00, 1.06) 1.03 (0.99, 1.06)

Seizure type

Clinical (NV) 0.99 (0.92, 1.06) 1.01 (0.91, 1.12) 0.93 (0.85, 1.02) 1.02 (0.95, 1.10) 0.99 (0.90, 1.08)

Subclinical (NV) 1.20 (1.12, 1.28)*** 1.09 (0.99, 1.20) 1.02 (0.93, 1.12) 0.87 (0.82, 0.93)*** 0.91 (0.85, 0.98)*

Note: The association was measured by the relative risk (RR) with 95% confidence interval (CI).
Abbreviations: Clinical (NV), clinical seizures from NeuroVista dataset; CO, Carbon monoxide; NO2, Nitrogen dioxide; NV, NeuroVista dataset; O3, Ozone; 
PM10, Particulate matter ≤10 µm in diameter; SD, Seizure dairy dataset; SO2, Sulfur dioxide; Subclinical (NV), subclinical seizures from NeuroVista dataset.
***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05.
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CO concentration, and decreased by 13% (RR: 0.87, 95% 
CI: 0.82– 0.93) and 9% (RR: 0.91, 95% CI: 0.85– 0.98) for 
subclinical seizures, for an IQR increase of PM10 and SO2 
concentrations, respectively, whereas no significant asso-
ciations were observed when considering clinical seizures 
for any air pollutants.

The associations between air pollutant concentra-
tions and epileptic seizure are shown in Figure 1. The 
associations between pollutant concentrations and ep-
ileptic seizure risks tended to be linear, except for NO2 
and O3. However, only CO concentration demonstrated a 
significant positive association with the risk of epileptic 
seizures. We found a close to “J” shaped association be-
tween the NO2 concentration and seizure risks. However, 
a significant association was observed only when NO2 
concentration was above 16.83  ppb (95th percentile of 
NO2 concentrations, RR: 1.11, 95% CI: 1.01– 1.22).

Associations between air pollutants and epileptic sei-
zures in two- pollutant models are shown in Figure 2. The 
deleterious effect of CO remained statistically significant 
after adjustment for any one of the other pollutants. SO2 
after adjustment for CO or NO2 showed a slightly negative 
association with seizures.

Figure 3 shows the lagged pattern of the associations 
between air pollutants and seizures. As for the single- lag 
day effect, CO at lag0- 1 and O3 at lag1- 3 showed significant 
positive associations with the risk of seizures, although 
NO2 at lag2 and PM10 at lag3  showed slightly negative 
associations with seizures, respectively. As for the effect 
of moving average of multiple lag days, except for CO at 
mv01- 03, other air pollutants did not show significant as-
sociations with seizures.

Sensitivity analyses suggested that our main results 
were robust when changing the degrees of freedom (df) 
from 3 to 5 for meteorological variables (Table S3), mod-
ifying the different time strata (Table S4), and adding 
the seizure counts of the previous month or week in the 
model (Table S5).

4  |  DISCUSSION

There are no studies so far, to the best of our knowledge, 
that have examined the impact of air pollution on the 
risks of epileptic seizures based on iEEG measures. This 
panel study quantified the association between ambient 

F I G U R E  1  Association between daily 
average concentrations of air pollutants 
and the relative risk (95% confidence 
interval) of epileptic seizures in study 
participants with epilepsy. (A) Carbon 
monoxide (CO). (B) Nitrogen dioxide 
(NO2). (C) Ozone (O3). (D) Particulate 
matter ≤10 µm in diameter (PM10). 
(E) Sulfur dioxide (SO2). Associations 
were examined using cubic splines 
with 3 degrees of freedom for pollutant 
variables in the conditional quasi- 
Poisson regression model. The median 
concentration of each pollutant was set as 
the reference value
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air pollution and the risk of epileptic seizures based on 
two independent long- term seizure data sets recorded for 
6 years (2010– 2012 and 2018– 2021) in Australia. Our find-
ings indicate that elevated CO concentrations, although 
within Australian air quality standards, could signifi-
cantly increase the risk of epileptic seizures. This positive 
association was observed in subclinical seizures but not 
in clinical seizures, which suggests that low- level CO ex-
posure may be more likely to associate with subclinical 
seizures, whereas it may not be strong enough to associate 
directly with clinical seizures.

Although mounting evidence has demonstrated ad-
verse neurological effects of exposure to air pollutants,10,33 
few studies have focused on associations between air 
pollution and epilepsy. According to a recent systematic 
review, six epidemiological studies in the literature have 
explored the impact of air pollution on epilepsy.19 Most of 
the studies were based on hospital databases or registers 
for epilepsy and delineated that air pollution has an ad-
verse influence on hospitalization or outpatient visits for 
epilepsy. For instance, a recent study based on 47 hospitals 
from 10 Chinese cities indicated that an IQR increase of 
CO and NO2 was correlated with an increased admission 

of 2.0% and 1.1% for epilepsy, respectively.23 Likewise, a 
study conducted in seven Chilean cities showed that the 
increase of air pollutant levels (CO, NO2, O3, SO2, PM10, 
and PM2.5) may be risk factors for epilepsy hospitaliza-
tion.24 Using hospital epilepsy hospitalization as a surro-
gate of epileptic seizures cannot capture many seizures not 
leading to hospital admission for various reasons (e.g., not 
severe enough, limited health care resources), and cannot 
record the time of seizures accurately. Our home- based 
epileptic seizure data obtained from long- term iEEG and 
a mobile application could overcome these limitations, 
which can give a more accurate estimation of the associ-
ation between air pollution and epileptic seizures. In this 
study, we found that CO concentration had a significant 
positive association with the risk of epileptic seizures (RR: 
1.04, 95% CI: 1.01– 1.07), but no significant associations 
were found for other air pollutants.

Apart from the difference in home- based data sources, 
the large difference in the air pollution concentration ex-
posure is another reason that our findings cannot be di-
rectly compared with previous studies. Compared with 
previous studies conducted in high air pollution coun-
tries, such as China and Chile,23– 25 the present study was 

F I G U R E  2  Association between 
epileptic seizures and air pollutants in 
two- pollutant models. The point and 
the bar lines show relative risk (RR) 
and 95% confidence interval (CI) for an 
interquartile range (IQR) increase in 
a certain air pollutant by adjusting for 
another kind of air pollutant. The red bar 
indicates significant relative risk where 
the 95% CI does not include 1.00
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conducted in Australia, and most of the daily air pollutant 
concentrations were within Australian air quality stan-
dards (see Table S1). Consistent evidence has shown that 
exposure to high levels of air pollution is associated with 
markers of neuroinflammation and neuropathology that 
may be linked to neurodegenerative conditions34 as well 
as epilepsy.35,36 In this study, apart from CO, the other 
four studied air pollutants (NO2, O3, SO2, and PM10) did 
not show significant associations with the risk of epileptic 
seizures, which is possibly due to their low concertation 
levels.

In addition, apart from epileptic seizures with clinical 
symptoms (clinical seizures), we have taken advantage 
of the iEEG recordings in the NV data set to investigate 
the relationships between ambient air pollution and sub-
clinical seizures (electrographic seizures without obvious 
clinical symptoms). Studies have suggested that subclin-
ical seizures have an adverse effect on cognition37 and 
may also associate with some psychiatric and compulsive 
disorders.38  Therefore, it is important to explore the ef-
fects of air pollution on subclinical seizures. Our results 
in the NV data set demonstrated that, unlike clinical sei-
zures, significant associations were observed between air 

pollutants (CO, PM10, and SO2) and subclinical seizures, 
even though PM10 and SO2  showed a negative relation-
ship. Furthermore, consistent with the results for the 
clinical seizures in the NV data set, no significant asso-
ciations were found in any pollutants in the SD data set. 
It should be noted that all seizures recorded in the SD 
data set were essentially clinical seizures, as only seizures 
with clinical symptoms can be noticed and reported by 
participants. Therefore, one possible interpretation of 
our finding is that low- level air pollution may be more 
likely to affect subclinical seizures but may not be strong 
enough to directly associate with clinical seizures.

The results of the discrepancy effects stratified by sex 
revealed that females had a higher risk of seizures for the 
increase in CO and NO2 concentration than males. One pos-
sible explanation is the sex differences in outdoor activities 
and behavior patterns (e.g., smoking, exercise, etc.), which 
may cause a difference in the environmental exposure.39 
However, further analysis is not possible in this study due to 
the lack of individual- specific environmental exposure and 
activity information. Future work is warranted to study the 
potential reasons for sex differences in the relationship be-
tween ambient air pollutants and epileptic seizures.

F I G U R E  3  The relative risk (95% 
confidence interval) of epileptic seizures 
associated with an interquartile range 
(IQR) increase of air pollutants using 
0– 3 lag days in the single- pollutant model. 
Lag0, lag1, lag2, and lag3 represent the 
corresponding single lag day. Mv01, mv02, 
and mv03 represent the moving average 
of the previous 0– 1 days, 0– 2 days, and 
0– 3 days, respectively. The red bars 
represent significant relative risk where 
the 95% confidence interval (CI) does not 
include 1.00
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Evidence has shown that short- term exposure to low- 
level CO could impair cognitive functions40 and even in-
crease the risk of mortality.41 Acute exposure to CO can 
cause neurotoxic symptoms like headaches, dizziness, 
and disorientation by reducing the amount of oxygen 
reaching the brain and tissues.42 At high concentrations, 
CO poisoning might induce seizures.43,44 A study in rats 
indicated that CO could regulate cerebral blood flow in 
epileptic seizures.45 Even though the underlying causes 
and pathways involved are unclear, our findings provide 
important clues for further exploration of the effect of CO 
exposure on epileptic seizures.

Air pollution may impact brain metabolism, thereby 
increasing susceptibility to seizures.19 Air pollution com-
ponents can indirectly enter the bloodstream and the brain 
through the lungs and the gastrointestinal tract by changing 
the permeability of the blood- brain barrier.17,19,46,47 In ad-
dition, pollutants can directly influence the brain through 
the olfactory nerve from the nose.19 Inflammation and oxi-
dative stress have been identified as the main mechanisms 
for the damage to the central nervous system induced by 
air pollution.17 Inflammatory reactions in the brain can en-
hance neuronal excitability, impair cell survival, and alter 
the innate immune response.47 Experimental findings have 
indicated that brain inflammation can contribute to the oc-
currence of seizures.48  Moreover, chronic mitochondrial 
oxidative stress and resultant dysfunction have been impli-
cated as contributing factors to render the brain more sus-
ceptible to epileptic seizures.49 Inflammation and oxidative 
stress have also been identified as the main factors asso-
ciated with epileptogenesis.19,49 Other potential pathology 
mechanisms include cerebrovascular damage, neuron 
damage through activating reactive microgliosis, and as-
troglia and microglia activation.17,19 Given the complex 
nature of air pollution, the neurological effects of air pol-
lutants are probably a result of the synergistic interaction 
of the multiple pathways.17 Further research into the asso-
ciation between air pollutant exposures and epileptic sei-
zure risks is of crucial importance to better protect health, 
especially given the current trend of climate change.

There are some unique strengths of this study. This is 
the first panel study so far to investigate the association be-
tween air pollutants and epileptic seizures. The data of ep-
ileptic seizures obtained from long- term iEEG recordings 
have higher accuracy than the previous hospital- based 
studies performed using medical records. In addition, this 
is the first study to investigate the impact of pollutants at 
low concentration levels on subclinical seizures, and the 
results showed that CO exposure, although within the 
Australian air quality standard, could contribute to the in-
creased risks of subclinical seizures. Finally, we used the 
time-  and patient- stratified case- crossover design to inves-
tigate the association between air pollution and epileptic 

seizures. The designed self- matching approach controlled 
for inter- patient variations and the temporal trends or cy-
cles of epileptic seizures and air pollution.

We should also acknowledge several limitations. The po-
tential inaccuracy of self- reported seizures by patients in the 
SD data set might underestimate the influence of air pollu-
tion on seizures. In addition, we used the ambient air pollu-
tion levels in participants’ postcodes as proxies for individual 
exposures, which inevitably introduces some measurement 
errors and could underestimate the associations. Moreover, 
because of the difficulty in obtaining long- term epileptic 
seizure data from individuals, only 49 participants with ep-
ilepsy were included in this study, which may have limited 
the statistical power to detect associations. Additional larger 
studies are warranted to further evaluate these effects.

Knowledge gained from our study could have import-
ant clinical and public health implications. Our findings 
suggest that CO exposure could be explored as a poten-
tial new feature for seizure- risk forecasting, which may 
be used to reduce the uncertainty of seizures and guide 
epilepsy management. Furthermore, our study could also 
drive new potential approaches to reduce seizure risks 
by managing behavior when pollutant levels are high or 
using air filtration systems to reduce exposure to high CO.

In conclusion, our study found that daily exposure to 
elevated CO, even though within the Australian air quality 
standard, is significantly associated with the increased risk 
of epileptic seizures, especially for subclinical seizures. These 
findings indicate that CO exposure could be a potential sei-
zure risk factor, and further larger- scale studies are warranted 
to explore the effect of CO exposure on epileptic seizures.
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