
Comment on ‘Diagnostic delay in patients
with rheumatoid arthritis, psoriatic arthritis
and ankylosing spondylitis: results from the
Danish nationwide DANBIO registry’

Sørensen and Hetland state in their article1 and in their reply to
a comment by Sykes et al2 a dramatic decrease of the delay in
diagnosis for patients with ankylosing spondylitis since the year
2000. The results of their study can be summarised in the fol-
lowing way:
▸ For patients with a disease onset 10 years ago and a diagnosis

made in the following 10 years, the delay in diagnosis was
0–10 years, average 5 years.

▸ For patients with a disease onset 6 years ago and a
diagnosis made in the following 6 years, the delay in diagno-
sis was 0–6 years, average 3 years.

▸ And for patients with a disease onset 2 years ago and a diag-
nosis made in recent 2 years, the delay in diagnosis was 0–2
years, average 1 year.
The authors neglected in their analysis and interpretation all

the patients with recent symptom onset who were not yet diag-
nosed and are therefore not part of their database. Additional
diagnoses have to be expected mainly for patients with recent
disease onset, and the average delay in diagnosis found in the
DANBIO register seems to be a realistic approximation only for
former disease-onset decades, that is, for patients with symptom
onset 20–40 years ago (see figure 1 for further illustration).

In 1989 Fries et al3 had already pointed out this fallacy in a
similar study and referred to it as ‘right censoring’. ‘Right cen-
soring’ in its stricter sense, however, refers to a bias that is
observed in survival studies which start with a population at risk
and follow-up this population prospectively to a certain time
point. Since Sørensen and Hetland1 did not follow-up such a
population prospectively, we prefer not to speak here of right
censoring in the original meaning but rather of an incorrect ana-

lysis and incorrect data interpretation that led to the fallacious
results.

Sørensen and Hetland quote a publication by Salvadorini
et al4 as having found similar results. However, the same fallacy
occurred when Salvadorini et al interpreted their data as has
already been pointed out in a comment5 to their publication.

Sykes et al2 already mentioned in their comment to the publi-
cation by Sørensen and Hetland1 the mistake of not accounting
for missing observations (further diagnoses expected in the
future), yet this important aspect seemed to be fully ignored by
the authors in their reply.

In summary, the conclusions drawn by Sørensen and
Hetland1 from their data analysis are not justified, and the study
does not support a reduction in diagnostic delay. This does not
exclude the possibility that the delay of time to diagnosis may
indeed have been reduced between 2000 and 2011 as a result of
modern imaging, new approaches to diagnosis, and more aware-
ness in general.6 However, in order to demonstrate this reduc-
tion reliably, we need another 20 years passing by.
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Figure 1 Distribution of the delay in diagnosis by the date of disease
onset (first symptoms), as found in a survey of 1996 with 1380
patients with ankylosing spondylitis responding, and biasing limitation
(red dash-dotted line) due to missing observations (diagnoses to be
expected in the future).
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