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We thank Ben Mulhearn1 for his correspondence on our article.2 The correspondence raises the important question of whether moderate-dose to high-dose glucocorticoid (GC) therapy is an independent risk factor for COVID-19-related death or whether this association is rather due to confounding by indication.
First of all, we would like to re-emphasise that causal interpretation of results based on data from a cross-sectional observational study like the one we report is not possible. The only study design that rises to the level of demonstrating cause and effect is the randomised controlled trial. Confounding by indication is a particularly important and very common type of bias in observational studies, and it occurs when an exposure appears to be associated with an outcome (distorted association), but the outcome (eg, ‘death’) is, in fact, caused by the indication for which the exposure was used, that is, the indication (eg, ‘disease activity’) prompted the exposure (eg, ‘GC therapy’).3

For these reasons, in our manuscript we explicitly caution against interpreting our estimates causally. Specifically, we use non-directional and non-causal language, reporting an ‘association’ of GC prednisolone-equivalent dosage >10 mg/day with COVID-19-related death and avoiding language that could imply a causal relationship.
Due to space constraints, in our discussion we focused on other aspects of the results. However, this correspondence provides an opportunity for us to extend the discussion about the interplay between disease activity and GC therapy, bearing in mind that this aspect is particularly important for the treating clinician. Indeed, the benefit to risk ratio of GC in the context of rheumatic diseases has been a matter of significant debate for many years.4

In our data set, the vast majority of patients who did not receive GCs or received them in prednisolone-equivalent dosages equal to or less than 10 mg/day were … 
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