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LETTER TO THE EDITOR
Mast cell infiltration of airway smooth muscle in
asthma

Liesker and colleagues report mast cell numbers in the airway
smooth muscle in asthma are not increased compared to
normal control subjects.1 There are methodological concerns
with their analysis, and they do not cite several studies which
report that mast cell numbers are in fact increased.

Regarding the methodological concerns, the figure the
authors show actually demonstrates very few mast cells
within the airway smooth muscle bundles. In spite of this
they are recording very high mast cell counts even in normal
subjects, and counts that are much higher for normal
subjects than those in previous studies.2–5 In some normal
biopsies they have counted up to 260mast cells/mm2 in the
smooth muscle. If this were the case, there would be more
mast cells than smooth muscle cells in the bundle. It is
evident in the figure provided that the mast cell count
within the muscle bundles is nowhere near their mean
125mast cells/mm2. Using the scale bar provided in the
figure, we estimate that the mast cell count within the
bundles shown is approximately 15mast cells/mm2. This
suggests that the authors are also counting mast cells in the
adjacent mucosa. Since mast cell numbers in the adjacent
mucosa are generally similar in both asthma and normal
subjects, and present in higher numbers than within the
muscle bundles as shown in the figure, this will interfere
with their analysis. The authors only count two random high-
powered fields rather than the entire airway smooth muscle
bundle on a section. It is not transparent how they selected
random areas and whether they validated that these areas
were representative. This also raises the question of
whether they were including mast cells outside the airway
smooth muscle bundle. In our own study,2 we paid particular
attention in making sure that only mast cells within the
airway smooth muscle bundles were counted. These were
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also counted manually, not using an automated system as
suggested by Liesker and colleagues. If in their normal
biopsies mast cells are present in the airway smooth muscle
bundles at a concentration of 125mast cells/mm2, then
representative examples should have been shown. Since this
work is in contradiction to several studies from independent
research groups which have confirmed increased mast cell
numbers in the airway smooth muscle from asthmatic
subjects compared to normal controls, all of these studies
and not just ours should have been cited and discussed.2–5
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