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Impaired Antiatherogenic Functions of High-density
Lipoprotein in Patients with Ankylosing Spondylitis
Christina Gkolfinopoulou, Efstratios Stratikos, Dimitris Theofilatos, Dimitris Kardassis,
Paraskevi V. Voulgari, Alexandros A. Drosos, and Angeliki Chroni

ABSTRACT. Objective.Ankylosing spondylitis (AS) is a chronic inflammatory disease associated with increased
risk of cardiovascular disease (CVD). High-density lipoprotein (HDL) exerts a series of antiathero-
genic properties and protects from CVD. We evaluated whether HDL antiatherogenic properties are
impaired in patients with AS.
Methods. HDL (apoB-depleted serum) was isolated from 35 patients with AS and 35 age- and
sex-matched controls. We measured the antioxidant capacity of HDL, the ability of HDL to induce
cholesterol efflux, the activity of HDL-associated enzymes paraoxonase-1 (PON1) and myeloperox-
idase (MPO), as well as the ability of HDL to induce Akt kinase activation.
Results. HDL from patients with AS had decreased antioxidant capacity and decreased ability to
promote cholesterol efflux from macrophages compared to controls. HDL-associated PON1 activity
was lower and HDL-associated MPO activity higher in patients with AS compared to controls. Higher
MPO activity correlated positively with lower antioxidant capacity of HDL in patients with AS. In
addition, HDL from patients with AS had impaired endothelial Akt kinase activating properties that
were inversely correlated with the MPO/PON1 ratio and positively correlated with the cholesterol
efflux capacity of HDL. 
Conclusion. HDL from patients with AS displays impaired antiatherogenic properties. Attenuation
of HDL properties may constitute a link between AS and CVD. (First Release August 1 2015; 
J Rheumatol 2015;42:1652–60; doi:10.3899/jrheum.141532)
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Ankylosing spondylitis (AS) is a chronic inflammatory
disease primarily affecting the skeleton, leading to chronic
pain in axial and peripheral joints and to functional impair-
ments1. In patients with AS, a higher early mortality of
1.6–1.9 times that of the general population has been
reported2,3. Studies of the causes of death among patients
with AS identified cardiovascular disease (CVD) as the

leading cause2,3. Several studies reported that AS was
associated with an increased risk for ischemic heart disease,
congestive heart failure, peripheral vascular disease, arterial
hypertension (HTN), and cerebrovascular disease4,5. Some
causes of heart disease have been proposed to be direct results
of AS, such as aortitis and aortic insufficiency with the
possible necessity of cardiac surgery, conduction disturbances
of the atrioventricular node with a probable subsequent
indication for a pacemaker, and myocardial involvement with
a possible compromise of left ventricular function6. Analyses
of vascular functional and structural variables associated with
atheroma development in patients with AS showed increased
carotid intima-media thickness (IMT) or flow-mediated
dilation, suggesting the presence of increased risk for athero-
sclerosis7,8. A systematic literature review and metaanalysis
proposed that patients with AS appear to be at a higher risk
of myocardial infarction2. Overall, these studies indicate that
the excess cardiovascular mortality seen in patients with AS
could be related to functional or structural arterial abnormal-
ities. Unraveling the mechanisms, as well as identification of
new biomarkers of increased risk for atherosclerosis, in
patients with AS is important for both prevention and
treatment.

Numerous clinical and epidemiological studies have
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demonstrated an inverse association between high-density
lipoprotein cholesterol (HDL-C) levels and the risk of
CVD9,10. HDL exerts a series of antiatherogenic functions,
such as the ability to promote cholesterol efflux from artery
wall macrophages, antioxidative activity including the ability
to protect low-density lipoprotein (LDL) against oxidation,
antiinflammatory effects, and protective effects on the
vascular endothelium11,12. HDL or its major apolipoprotein,
apolipoprotein A-I (apoA-I), can have direct effects on
numerous cell types that play roles in cardiovascular and
metabolic health including endothelial cells, vascular smooth
muscle cells, leukocytes, platelets, adipocytes, skeletal
muscle myocytes, and pancreatic β cells13. The various
effects of HDL/apoA-I include the modulation of intracellular
calcium, oxygen-derived free radical production, the activity
of numerous kinases and enzymes and expression levels of
various genes13. Previous studies have shown that during the
course of chronic inflammatory rheumatic diseases, such as
rheumatoid arthritis (RA) and systemic lupus erythematosus
(SLE), the antiatherogenic properties of HDL are affected.
Specifically, patients with RA and SLE were found to have
proinflammatory HDL14,15. In addition, the cholesterol efflux
capacity of HDL was impaired in RA patients with high
disease activity, as well as in SLE patients with the disease
under control16,17.

Several proteomic studies have shown that a large number
of plasma proteins can associate with HDL and this can affect
HDL structure and functions18,19. Under conditions of
acute-phase reaction, as well as in chronic inflammation, the
HDL protein composition is altered, resulting in changes in
HDL function20,21. Among the proteins that associate with
HDL and play a role in its atheroprotective functions is
paraoxonase-1 (PON1), an enzyme linked to the
anti-oxidative, antiinflammatory, and endothelial repair–stimu-
lating effects of HDL19,22. Reduced plasma PON1 activity
has been proposed to be a risk factor for major adverse
cardiac events in humans23. Myeloperoxidase (MPO) is
another protein that, like PON1, binds to HDL and is linked
to oxidative stress and atherosclerosis24,25. Site-specific
oxidation of apoA-I on HDL by MPO has been linked to
impairment of cholesterol efflux capacity and acquisition of
proinflammatory functions26,27. Further, epidemiological
studies have shown an association of plasma MPO with CVD
in the general population25.

Given the observed impairment of HDL antiatherogenic
properties in patients with RA or SLE14,15,16,17, it is tempting
to generalize to other chronic inflammatory diseases such as
AS. Similarly to AS, both RA and SLE have been associated
with excess cardiovascular risk28. In contrast to AS, however,
RA and SLE are characterized by the presence of many
autoantibodies that may cause systemic inflammation29,30.
This pathology is absent in patients with AS29,30. It is
therefore possible that HDL atheroprotective properties are
not affected in AS and the increased predisposition to CVD

for patients with AS is not related to HDL dysfunction. To
test this hypothesis, we evaluated the antiatherogenic
functions of HDL in patients with AS compared to controls.
More specifically, HDL from patients with AS were assessed
for their antioxidant properties using a cell-free assay [dichlo-
rofluorescein (DCF) assay]31,32 that has been used to show
the impairment of antioxidant properties of HDL in patients
with RA and patients with SLE14. Further, we measured the
ability of HDL to induce cholesterol efflux from
macrophages, considered one of the major antiatherogenic
functions of HDL33,34. In addition, the activity of
HDL-associated enzymes PON1 and MPO was measured,
because previous studies have shown that the impairment of
atheroprotective properties of HDL may be associated with
changes in PON1 and MPO activity19,26,27,35. Finally, we
examined the ability of HDL to induce Akt kinase activation.
HDL contributes to cardiovascular protection, particularly in
endothelial cells, by inducing intracellular signaling that leads
to the activation of diverse kinase cascades13. One of these
kinases is Akt, an enzyme that is activated upon phosphory-
lation.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Human subjects. Study subjects were recruited among patients diagnosed
with AS and/or followed at the outpatient Rheumatology Clinic of the
University Hospital of Ioannina, Greece. Forty patients were evaluated.
Patients diagnosed with AS should fulfill the 1984 modified New York
criteria36. AS disease activity was measured by the Bath Ankylosing
Spondylitis Disease Activity Index (BASDAI)37. A BASDAI score < 4 is
considered inactive disease. Exclusion criteria were hereditary dyslipidemia,
autoimmune conditions not pertinent to AS, active infection at the time of
the assessment, liver or renal disease, malignancy, alcohol abuse, pregnancy,
and lactation. Five patients were excluded — 2 for liver steatosis, 2 for renal
insufficiency, and 1 for alcohol abuse. All patients were under anti-tumor
necrosis factor-α (anti-TNF-α) therapy, while 6 of them were also taking
disease-modifying antirheumatic drugs (DMARD) and 1 also received
steroids. Controls were recruited who matched patients for age and sex and
met the above exclusion criteria. Subjects were defined as having CVD if
they had documented history of CVD events, such as myocardial infarction,
unstable angina, or cerebrovascular accident. In addition, subjects having a
body mass index (BMI) > 30 were classified as obese. The study subjects’
informed consent and approval from the institution’s ethical committee were
obtained.
Serum lipid and apolipoprotein concentrations. Serum was obtained from
blood samples after an overnight fast and stored at –80°C until use. Total
cholesterol, triglycerides, and apoA-I concentrations were determined using
the commercially available reagents Cholesterol LS (Labkit Chemelex SA),
Infinity triglycerides (Thermo), and ApoA1 (Labkit Chemelex SA),
according to the manufacturer’s instructions. HDL-C was determined in
apoB-depleted serum using the Cholesterol LS reagent. LDL cholesterol
(LDL-C) was calculated using the Friedewald equation38.
HDL preparation. The HDL-containing supernatant (apoB-depleted serum)
from subjects’ serum was isolated by the dextran-Mg2+ method as
described39. 
DCF assay. The antioxidant capacity of HDL, prepared by the dextran-Mg2+
method, was tested in the presence or absence of oxidized (ox) LDL by the
DCF assay as described31 with some modifications32. DCF-DA (2,7 dichlo-
rofluorescein diacetate; Molecular Probes/Invitrogen) was dissolved in fresh
methanol at 2.0 mg/ml and incubated at room temperature in the dark for 20
min, resulting in the release of DCF. Upon interaction with oxidants, DCF
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is oxidized to fluorescent DCF. To compare the HDL antioxidant properties
of affected and unaffected subjects, we normalized for differences in HDL-C
concentration. HDL (final concentration 50 μg cholesterol/ml) in the
presence or absence of oxLDL (final concentration 100 μg cholesterol/ml)
was added into a black 96-well plate in a final volume of 100 μl. The plate
was incubated at 37°C on a rotator for 1 h in the dark. At the end of this
incubation period, 10 μl of DCF solution (0.2 mg/ml) was added to each
well, mixed, and incubated for an additional 2 h at 37°C with rotation in the
dark. Fluorescence was measured with a plate reader (Fluo-Star Galaxy,
BMG LabTech) at an excitation wavelength of 465 nm and an emission
wavelength of 535 nm. All assays were performed in duplicate.
Measurement of PON1 activity. PON1 activity in HDL, prepared by the
dextran-Mg2+ method, was determined using paraoxon as substrate32,40.
Briefly, the assays were performed in a final volume of 250 µl containing 5
µl of HDL, 5.61 mmol/l paraoxon (paraoxon-ethyl, Sigma Aldrich), 2
mmol/l CaCl2, and 100 mmol/l Tris–HCl, pH 8.0. The rate of p-nitrophenol
formed by the hydrolysis of paraoxon was measured by monitoring the
increase in absorbance at 405 nm for 15 min at room temperature in a
microplate spectrophotometer. PON1 activity was expressed as units per liter
of HDL samples. One unit is the activity that catalyzes the formation of 1
µmol p-nitrophenol per minute.
Measurement of MPO activity. The activity of MPO in HDL, prepared by
the dextran-Mg2+ method, was determined as described16 using the
InnoZyme MPO activity assay kit (EMD Chemicals), according to the
manufacturer’s instructions. Briefly, 80 µl of HDL were added to a 96-well
plate with an immobilized polyclonal antibody specific for human MPO.
Activity of captured MPO was measured using a detection reagent
containing tetramethyl benzidine (TMB) and hydrogen peroxide. Following
color development, the reaction was stopped with sulphuric acid and the
absorbance of the oxidized TMB detected at 450 nm.
Cellular cholesterol efflux assay. The cholesterol efflux capacity of HDL
was quantified as described34,41. To begin, J774 mouse macrophages plated
in 48-well plates were labeled with 0.2 ml of labeling medium [0.25 µCi/ml
4(14C)cholesterol in Dulbecco modified Eagle’s medium DMEM (high
glucose) supplemented with 0.2% (w/v) BSA]. Following 24 h of labeling
and washing, cells were equilibrated for 24 h with 0.3 mM 
8-(4-chlorophenylthio)- cyclic adenosine monophosphate (cAMP) in 0.2 ml
of DMEM (high glucose) supplemented with 0.2% (w/v) BSA. Sub-
sequently, efflux media containing 2% v/v HDL, prepared by the dextran-Mg2+
method, in DMEM (high glucose) were added for 4 h. At the end of the
incubation, the supernatants were collected and the cells were lysed in 200
μl of lysis buffer (PBS containing 1% (v/v) Triton X-100) for 30 min at room
temperature by gentle shaking. The radioactivity in 50 μl of the supernatant
and 100 μl of cell lysate was determined by liquid scintillation counting. The
percentage of secreted (14C)cholesterol was calculated by dividing the
medium-derived counts by the sum of the total counts present in the culture
medium and the cell lysate. All assays were performed in duplicate. To
correct for plate-to-plate and day-to-day variations, HDL samples from the
same 3 control subjects were included on each plate.
Akt kinase activation assay. The human umbilical vein endothelial
cell–derived line EA.hy926 (300,000 cells/well in 6-well plates) was
cultured in DMEM (10% fetal bovine serum, 2% pen-strep) to 80%
confluence. Cells were starved for 4 h and then treated in the presence or
absence of HDL, prepared by the dextran-Mg2+ method, at a final concen-
tration of 40 µg apoA-I/ml for 20 min42. Western blot assays were performed
using antibodies for phospho-Akt (Ser473) or total Akt (Cell Signaling).
Image quantitation was performed using the ChemiDoc XRS+ Gel Imaging
System (Bio-Rad) and the Image Lab software (Bio-Rad). 
Statistical analysis. Statistical analyses were performed using GraphPad
Prism 5 (GraphPad Software) and IBM SPSS Statistics version 22 (IBM
Corp.) software. All data presented are mean ± SD, unless otherwise
indicated. Patient and control groups were compared using Student’s t test
for continuous variables and the chi-square test of association for categorical
variables. Where indicated, p was adjusted for sex, smoking, HTN, obesity,

diabetes mellitus, CVD, and statin use as covariates using general linear
model univariate analysis. Analysis of the distribution of the data by the
D’Agostino and Pearson omnibus K2 normality test showed that, except for
the values obtained from the DCF assay, all other data do not follow a normal
distribution. Therefore, correlations between variables were evaluated using
the Spearman’s correlation coefficient for nonparametric data. P values 
< 0.05 were considered significant.

RESULTS
Study group characteristics. Thirty-five patients with AS
were compared to 35 age- and sex-matched controls for alter-
ations in their HDL atheroprotective properties. On average,
patients had longstanding disease with low disease activity
(BASDAI < 4; Table 1). All patients received treatment with
anti-TNF-α drugs (infliximab), 6 also received DMARD
(methotrexate), and 1 also received methylprednisolone.
There was no statistical difference for C-reactive protein
values between patients with AS and controls. The demo-
graphic, lifestyle, and clinical characteristics of patients and
controls are summarized in Table 1. BMI and percentage of
smokers were similar in patients and controls. There were
more subjects using statins among patients, but this did not
reach statistical significance. Further, there was no significant
difference for the presence of CVD, HTN, diabetes, and
obesity between patients with AS and controls. Serum total
cholesterol, HDL-C, LDL-C, and apoA-I concentrations did
not differ statistically between patients with AS and controls.
Serum triglyceride levels were lower in patients with AS
compared to controls. Similar lipid profiles between patients
with AS with inactive disease and controls have been
reported43. Disease-related treatment followed by improve-
ment of disease activity has been shown to result in the
improvement of lipid profile of patients with AS44,45,46. 
Antioxidant capacity of HDL. HDL samples were assessed
for their antioxidant properties using the DCF assay31,32. In
the absence of oxLDL, HDL (used at equal HDL-C concen-
tration) from both patients and controls produced similar
fluorescence signal levels, indicating comparable oxidation
status. However, in the presence of oxLDL we saw a marked
increase in fluorescence signal when using HDL from
patients with AS compared to HDL from the control group,
indicating that the capacity of HDL to suppress the oxidative
potential of oxLDL is reduced in patients with AS (p 
< 0.0001; Figure 1). Similar results were obtained when the
values for patients with AS and controls who were under
statin treatment were excluded (p < 0.0001).
HDL-mediated cellular cholesterol efflux. Measurement of
cholesterol efflux from macrophages using 2% apoB-depleted
serum showed that HDL from patients with AS had decreased
capacity to promote cholesterol efflux compared to HDL
from controls (p < 0.0001; Figure 2A). The cholesterol efflux
capacity of HDL in patients with AS remained decreased
compared with controls (p < 0.005), even when cholesterol
efflux values were normalized for HDL-C levels (Figure 2B).
The cholesterol efflux capacity of HDL in patients with AS
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was also lower compared to controls when the values for
patients with AS and controls using statins were excluded 
(p < 0.0001 and p < 0.05 without or with normalization for
HDL-C levels, respectively).

PON1 and MPO activities of HDL. Measurement of PON1
and MPO activity using equal HDL volume for each sample
showed that the HDL-associated PON1 activity was signifi-
cantly lower (p < 0.05) and the HDL-associated MPO activity
significantly higher (p < 0.05) in patients with AS compared
to controls (Figure 3A, C). Normalization of PON1 and MPO
activities for HDL-C levels showed that HDL-associated
PON1 activity was also significantly lower (p < 0.05) and
MPO activity significantly higher (p < 0.05) in patients with
AS compared to controls (Figure 3B, D). Similar results were
obtained when the values for patients with AS and controls
who were under statin treatment were excluded (p < 0.05 for
PON1 activity with or without normalization for HDL-C
levels; p < 0.05 for MPO activity without normalization for
HDL-C levels, and p < 0.005 for MPO activity with normal-
ization for HDL-C levels).

When all measurements were adjusted for equal HDL-C
levels, the relationship between HDL-associated PON1 or
MPO activity and the antioxidant or cholesterol efflux
capacity of HDL from patients with AS was examined by
Spearman’s rank correlation. While there was no correlation
between PON1 activity and antioxidant or cholesterol efflux
capacity, neither between MPO activity and cholesterol efflux
capacity, the analysis showed that higher MPO activity corre-
lated positively with worse antioxidant function of HDL from
patients with AS (r 0.359, p = 0.020). 

1655Gkolfinopoulou, et al: Dysfunctional HDL in AS

Table 1. Clinical characteristics, lipids, and lipoproteins of patients with AS and controls. Values are mean ± SD
unless otherwise indicated.

Patients, n = 35 Controls, n = 35 p* p (adjusted)**

Age, yrs 46.1 ± 13.3 45.3 ± 12.6 0.840
Men, n (%) 30 (86) 26 (74) 0.232
Disease duration, yrs 19.0 ± 11.1 —
BMI, kg/m2 24.9 ± 4.8 24.7 ± 2.3 0.806
CRP, mg/dl 4.9 ± 3.2 3.7 ± 3.0 0.110
BASDAI (0–10) 3.2 ± 0.7 —
Anti-TNF-α use, n (%) 35 (100) —
DMARD use, n (%) 6 (17) —
Steroid use, n (%) 1 (3) —
Current smokers, n (%) 13 (37) 12 (34) 0.803
CVD, n (%) 1 (3) 1 (3) 1.000
HTN, n (%) 8 (23) 3 (9) 0.101
DM, n (%) 1 (3) 0 0.314
Obesity, n (%) 5 (14) 1 (3) 0.088
Statin use, n (%) 9 (26) 3(9) 0.057
Total cholesterol, mg/dl 170.1 ± 38.9 182.5 ± 49.6 0.249 0.232
HDL-C, mg/dl 49.9 ± 17.2 49.3 ± 13.7 0.855 0.627
LDL-C, mg/dl 105.4 ± 40.2 110.3 ± 48.8 0.649 0.491
Triglycerides, mg/dl 89.1 ± 45.6 114.8 ± 54.1 0.035 0.005***
apoA-I, mg/dl 144.1 ± 49.8 165.7 ± 42.0 0.054 0.202

*p calculated by Student’s t test for continuous variables and chi-square test of association for categorical variables.
**p calculated by general linear model univariate analysis including sex, smoking, HTN, obesity, DM, CVD, and
statin use as covariates. *** Adjustment for each covariant independently of the others resulted in p values between
0.016 and 0.047. AS: ankylosing spondylitis; BMI: body mass index; CRP: C-reactive protein; BASDAI: Bath
Ankylosing Spondylitis Disease Activity Index; anti-TNF-α: anti-tumor necrosis factor-α; DMARD:
disease-modifying antirheumatic drugs; CVD: cardiovascular disease; DM: diabetes mellitus; HTN: hypertension; 
HDL-C: high-density lipoprotein cholesterol; LDL-C: low-density lipoprotein cholesterol; apoA-I: apolipoprotein A-I.

Figure 1. HDL antioxidative capacity in patients with AS and controls. The
fluorescence intensity resulting from oxidation of DCFH by test HDL 
(50 μg cholesterol/ml), prepared by the dextran-Mg2+ method, in the
presence or absence of oxLDL (100 μg cholesterol/ml) was measured in a
spectrofluorometer as described. ***p < 0.0001. AS: ankylosing spondylitis;
C: controls; P: patients; AU: arbitrary units; HDL: high-density lipoprotein;
DCF: dichlorofluorescein; oxLDL: oxidized low-density lipoprotein.
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A recent study proposed that the MPO/PON1 ratio could
be a useful marker for coronary artery disease (CAD) risk
assessment through modulation of HDL properties47. As
shown in Figure 3E, HDL-associated MPO/PON1 ratio is
significantly higher for patients with AS compared to controls
(p < 0.05). Exclusion of values for patients with AS and
controls that were using statins resulted in similar results 
(p < 0.05).
Akt kinase-activating properties of HDL. Incubation of
endothelial cells with HDL (used at equal HDL-apoA-I
concentration) from patients with AS resulted in a reduced
ratio of phosphorylated (p) Akt/Akt compared to cells
incubated with HDL from controls (Figure 4A), indicating
that HDL from patients with AS has reduced capacity (p <
0.005) to promote signaling events through Akt activation.
Similar results were obtained after normalization for HDL-C
levels (p < 0.001; Figure 4B) and after exclusion of values
for patients with AS and controls that were using statins (p <
0.001 for values without normalization for HDL-C levels and
p < 0.01 for values after normalization for HDL-C levels).

The pAkt/Akt ratio in endothelial cells after treatment with
HDL from patients with AS showed an inverse correlation
with the HDL-associated MPO/PON1 ratio in patients with
AS (r -0.294, p = 0.046). In addition, the pAkt/Akt ratio was
positively correlated with the cholesterol efflux capacity of
HDL from patients with AS, after normalization for HDL-C
levels (r 0.354, p = 0.020). A positive and stronger correlation
between the pAkt/Akt ratio and the cholesterol efflux
capacity of HDL was also observed for control subjects 
(r 0.520, p = 0.0007).

DISCUSSION
Autoimmune rheumatic diseases have been associated with
atherosclerosis and increased risk of cardiovascular morbidity

and mortality48. The impairment of HDL atheroprotective
properties as a mechanism that leads to increased atheroscle-
rotic risk has been studied for the rheumatic diseases RA and
SLE14,15,16,17. Extension of these conclusions to AS should,
however, be done with caution because of significant differ-
ences in the pathology among these diseases. Specifically,
RA and SLE are characterized by the presence of many
autoantibodies that may cause systemic inflammation, a
pathology that is absent from AS29,30. Because systemic
inflammation could be the reason behind the impairment of
HDL-mediated atheroprotection in RA and SLE, this issue
has to be addressed separately in AS. Further, earlier studies
reported increased levels of HDL-associated serum amyloid
A and reduced plasma PON1 activity in patients with 
active AS, suggesting impaired HDL antiatherogenic
functions45,49,50.

In our current study, we show that HDL atheroprotective
properties, such as cholesterol efflux ability and antioxidant
capacity, are also impaired in patients with AS. Moreover,
the atheroprotective properties of HDL in patients with AS
are impaired despite the fact that all patients with AS had
received disease-related treatment and the disease was clini-
cally under control. This suggests that changes in the
functions of HDL can occur even in the absence of marked
systemic inflammation and remain persistent even in clini-
cally managed disease. 

Differences between patients with AS and controls were,
in all cases, unaffected by normalization for HDL-C levels,
confirming that our results reflect differences in HDL compo-
sition and functionality. Specifically, we find that despite
normal serum HDL-cholesterol and apoA-I levels, patients
with AS have HDL with (1) reduced capacity to promote
cholesterol efflux from macrophages, (2) impaired antiox-
idant properties, (3) decreased PON1 activity, (4) increased
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Figure 2. HDL-mediated cholesterol efflux in patients with AS and controls. The capacity of HDL (2% v/v),
prepared by the dextran-Mg2+ method, to promote total cholesterol efflux from J774 mouse macrophages treated
with chlorophenylthio-cAMP, was measured as described. All assays were performed in duplicate. A. Values are
expressed as % cholesterol efflux of total cell cholesterol. B. Values are expressed as % cholesterol efflux of total
cell cholesterol divided by HDL-C concentration in mg/dl. **p < 0.005; ***p < 0.0001. AS: ankylosing
spondylitis; C: controls; P: patients; HDL: high-density lipoprotein; HDL-C: HDL cholesterol; cAMP: cyclic
adenosine monophosphate.
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MPO activity, and (5) impaired endothelial Akt kinase
activating properties. The cholesterol efflux capacity of HDL
from macrophages was demonstrated to have a strong inverse
association with carotid IMT and the likelihood of angio-
graphic CAD34 and more recently to be inversely associated
with the incidence of cardiovascular events in a popula-

tion-based cohort33. The proinflammatory/antiinflammatory
properties of HDL were shown to distinguish patients with
CVD or CVD equivalents from control subjects better than
HDL cholesterol51 and were associated with an increased
prevalence of carotid plaques and with a higher IMT in
patients with SLE52. Therefore, the impairment of cholesterol

1657Gkolfinopoulou, et al: Dysfunctional HDL in AS

Figure 3. HDL-associated PON1 and MPO activity in patients with AS and controls. HDL-associated
PON1 (A, B) and MPO (C, D) activity was measured using 5 µl and 80 µl of HDL, respectively, prepared
by the dextran-Mg2+ method, as described. A. Values are expressed as HDL-associated PON1 activity in
u/l. B. Values are expressed as HDL-associated PON1 activity in u/l divided by HDL-C concentration in
mg/dl. C. Values are expressed as HDL-associated MPO activity in ng/ml. D. Values are expressed as
HDL-associated MPO activity in ng/ml divided by HDL-C concentration in mg/dl. E. HDL-associated
MPO/PON1 ratio. *p < 0.05. AS: ankylosing spondylitis; C: controls; P: patients; HDL: high-density
lipoprotein; HDL-C: HDL cholesterol; PON1: paraoxonase-1; MPO: myeloperoxidase.
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efflux and antioxidant capacity of HLD in patients with AS
may in part underlie the increased CVD-associated mortality
for this patient group.

HDL can turn from antiinflammatory to proinflammatory
during periods of acute or chronic inflammation because of
changes in HDL proteomic and lipidomic composition20,21.
Changes in proteomic composition can lead to decreased
PON1 activity and increased MPO activity19,27. The latter
enzyme also affects HDL cholesterol efflux capacity26,27.
Both PON1 and MPO activities have been linked to cardio-
vascular risk23,25. In our study, we determined lower
HDL-associated PON1 activity and higher HDL-associated
MPO activity in patients with AS compared to controls. None
of the 2 enzyme activities were correlated with the cholesterol
efflux capacity of HDL from patients with AS, suggesting
that other changes in HDL composition or other factors are
responsible for the reduced cholesterol efflux capacity of
HDL in these patients. Regardless, the HDL-associated MPO
activity was found to associate with the impairment of the
antioxidant capacity of HDL from patients with AS, similarly
to what has been previously shown for patients with RA15.

A previous study suggested that in patients with coronary
artery disease the reduced HDL-associated PON1 activity led
to the reduction of endothelial Akt phosphorylation at Ser473,
inhibition of eNOS-activation, and subsequent loss of the

endothelial antiinflammatory and endothelial repair-stimu-
lating effects of HDL22. Another study demonstrated that
MPO-oxidized HDL results in lower Akt phosphorylation in
endothelial cells, as well as reduced endothelial repair in
mice53. HDL from patients with AS showed reduced capacity
for endothelial Akt phosphorylation at Ser473 compared to
controls. This reduction was not correlated to HDL-associ-
ated PON1 or MPO activity when all measurements were
adjusted for equal HDL-C levels. However, it was correlated
to the HDL-associated MPO/PON1 ratio, indicating a
combined effect of changes in HDL composition on
HDL-mediated endothelial Akt phosphorylation and sub-
sequent signaling. This is consistent with a recent study that
proposed the serum MPO/PON1 ratio as a potential indicator
of dysfunctional HDL47.

The pAkt/Akt ratio in endothelial cells after treatment with
HDL showed a positive correlation with the HDL-mediated
cholesterol efflux capacity in controls and a weaker, but
statistically significant, correlation in patients with AS. This
finding may suggest that in endothelial cells, the efflux of
cholesterol can activate signaling pathways and that
impairment of HDL cholesterol efflux capacity also affects
HDL-mediated signaling. Further studies are needed to
elucidate the interactions between HDL-mediated signaling
and cholesterol efflux pathways. 
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Figure 4. Activation of Akt kinase by HDL from patients with AS and controls. A. The property of HDL (40 μg
apoA-I/ml), prepared by the dextran-Mg2+ method, to activate the Akt kinase in HUVEC-derived line EA.hy926
was measured as described. Cellular pAkt (Ser473) and total Akt levels were measured by immunoblotting (a
representative set of images is shown in the upper panel). Western blots were scanned and quantified by Image
Lab software (lower panel). The normalized levels of pAkt against total Akt in the treated cells are shown as fold
activation relative to the non-treated cells. B. Values are expressed as levels of pAkt against total Akt in the treated
cells with HDL, calculated as fold activation relative to the non-treated cells, divided by the HDL-C amount in
µg for each sample. **p < 0.005; ***p < 0.001. C: controls; P: patients; HDL: high-density lipoprotein; HDL-C:
HDL cholesterol; AS: ankylosing spondylitis; HUVEC: human umbilical vein endothelial cell; apoA-I:
apolipoprotein A-I; pAkt: phosphorylated Akt. 
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A limitation of our present study is that we have no
pretreatment data for the subjects. Such data would allow the
examination of the relationship between inflammation or
autoimmunity and HDL atheroprotective functions in patients
with AS and whether treatment improves the HDL atheropro-
tective functions in these patients. Such analyses will be
approached in future studies.

Overall, this is, to our knowledge, the first study to
evaluate antioxidant, cholesterol efflux, and signaling
capacity of HDL from patients with AS. The attenuation of
HDL properties observed in patients with AS suggests a
molecular link between AS and CVD. The fact that the disease
was substantially controlled by therapy in our patient group
suggests that the impairments in HDL atheroprotective
properties observed in patients with AS are not dependent on
a persistent highly active inflammatory status. It is possible
that specific mediators of chronic immune responses or other
genetic factors can influence HDL functions in a persistent
manner and do not allow easy recovery to normal levels when
the disease is under control. Our results provide novel insight
into the increased cardiovascular risk observed in AS2,3,6,7,8,
suggesting that AS affects HDL composition and function and
this may result in increased atherosclerosis and cardiovascular
risk. Therefore, the functional integrity of HDL may be an
important, still unexplored longterm prognostic marker to
evaluate risk for atherosclerosis and CVD in patients with AS. 
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