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Evidence on the health effects of desert dust remains unclear. Recently, a systematic review by 
the  World  Health  Organization reported  inconsistent  results across  different  studies  and 
geographical areas. The main sources of heterogeneity being the study settings, the exposure 
assessment methods and the epidemiological study designs. The, apparently simple, question 
“does desert dust impact human health?” requires a careful definition of what the relevant 
exposure of interest is and how health effects can be quantified. When investigating the 
short-term effects of desert dust on human health, four alternative exposure definitions can be 
used:
1) dust events as binary exposure; 2) particulate matter (PM) as continuous exposure modified by 
dust events; 3) independent effects of desert and anthropogenic sources of PM, in two-pollutant 
models, and; 4) independent effects of desert and anthropogenic PM accounting the effect  
modification  of anthropogenic  sources  by  dust events.
Besides  the  dust  exposure definition used, it is also important to consider the different patterns 
of dust advections across geographic locations and the relative toxicity of different PM sources.
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Modelling desert dust exposure events for epidemiological short-term health effects studies
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