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One of the many frustrations about
Alzheimer’s disease is the persistent
ambiguity about its etiology and

pathophysiology. Fortunately, recent
research has yielded more information
about what could cause AD, and how to
identify it:

• Do patients’ careers influence their
dementia risk profile later in life? A study
reported in the American Journal of
Industrial Medicine 48;1:63-77 com-
pared 2.6 million death records collected
from 22 states between 1992 and 1998
to see what lines of work were associated
with neurodegenerative problems. The
results showed that the risk of presenile
dementia was greatest among dentists,
graders and sorters in non-agricultural
settings, which the authors speculate
could be caused by environmental fac-
tors. Biological scientists, teachers and
religious workers all seemed most likely
to develop Parkinson’s disease, while
bank tellers, hairdressers and aircraft
mechanics all had the highest odds of
dying of Alzheimer’s disease. Curiously,
members of the clergy appeared very
likely to develop any of these three con-
ditions.

• Another study (J Neurosci 25(34):
7709-7717) gives a clue why some of the
more introspective professions could lead
to AD. Researchers at the Howard
Hughes Medical Center at Washington
University reviewed images taken from
764 participants of all ages who were
scanned with no stimulus or task to per-
form. The images showed the brain in its
“default state,” and the activity patterns
matched up perfectly with the regions
that are initially damaged by Alzheimer’s.
The study’s author, Randy L. Buckner,
PhD said this shows AD could be caused
by the normal cognitive function of the
brain, as the metabolic activity may slow
over time in this region, leading to
dementia.    

• The theory of a relationship be-
tween blood flow and dementia was but-

tressed by a study in
Radiology 2005;236:
990-995. Researchers at
Leiden University
Medical Centre in the
Netherlands compared
MRIs from 17 late-onset
dementia patients with
either late-onset AD or
PD to 16 healthy con-
trols of the same age and
15 healthy young adults
with an average age of
29, and found that while the young sub-
jects had a mean total cerebral blood flow
of 742ml/min and the controls had
551ml/min, the dementia patients’ blood
flow was 443ml/min. While the findings
weren’t surprising, the authors noted this
adds to the evidence that vascular factors
raise the risk of dementia in old age. 

• This research could
potentially need to new
diagnostic possibilities,
but in the meantime
there are some new tech-
niques that are close to
the market. A new device
from Aspect Medical
Systems aims to diagnose
AD by converting the
data from an EEG into a
numerical value from 0
to 100 to determine

brain activity. According to a presenta-
tion at the Alzheimer’s Association In-
ternational Conference in June, the
device had an 81 percent accuracy rate in
one of three studies. The manufacturers
say this could help diagnose the condi-
tion at earlier stages, but it is still being
tested in more clinical trials.  PN
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New Research Ponders the Roots of Alzheimer’s

n Sure Shot. Getting a winter flu shot
may have more than the obvious benefit for
elderly patients. According to a retrospec-
tive study published in Stroke 2005;36:
1501-1506, it can also prevent a stroke.
Researchers conducted standardized inter-
views with patients to assess their vaccina-
tion status among other risk factors and
found that only 19.2 percent of stroke or
TIA patients had an influenza vaccination
compared with 31.4 percent in the control
groups. On multivariate analysis, this trans-
lated to an odds ratio of 0.46.

n NSAID Pressure Spike? Vioxx may
be getting all the attention for its adverse
effects, but two of the most commonly
used non-narcotic analgesics may also
increase the risk of hypertension in women.
A report in the August 15 online edition of
Hypertension concludes that acetamino-
phen and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs can raise the hypertension risk sig-
nificantly, regardless of whether or not they
were taken for headache. Specifically,

patients who took at least 500mg per day of
acetaminophen had an adjusted relative
risk of 1.93 among older women and 1.99
among younger women; for those taking
NSAIDs, the relative risks were 1.78 and
1.60 respectively. 

n Apnea Attack. Central sleep apnea
becomes more prevalent as patients get
older, and for those with neurodegenerative
diseases it could be a cause of death.
Researchers at the University of California
Los Angeles reported in August online edi-
tion of Nature Neuroscience that central
sleep apnea related to the loss of neurons
in the ventrolateral medulla could be a pos-
sible cause of death for elderly patients or
those with neurodegenerative diseases.
The murine model study showed that as
this part of the brain degenerated, apneas
grew progressively longer, eventually halt-
ing breathing entirely during sleep.

n Step-By-Step Orders. Every ischemic
stroke patient requires an individual
approach but creating standardized orders
for treatment center can go a long way
towards improving outcomes. Investiga-
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Just as the debate over the ethics of
stem cell research and federal fund-
ing for it reached fever pitch, with

Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-
Tenn) breaking from his party platform
to support the research, it seems there
may be a way to bypass the ethics of the
situation entirely. That is, unless anyone
has problems with skin cells being killed
to grow new tissues. 

Two recent breakthroughs have
shown that not only is it possible to grow
stem cells from adult skin cells, even
those cultivated from embryos can be
derived without the loss of the embryo.
In the August 21 online edition of
Science, researchers from Harvard Uni-
versity announced they had successfully
converted skin cells into what appeared
to be the sort of stem cells found in
embryos.  A few days before, scientists
from Edinburgh University managed to
turn embryonic stem cells into stable
nerve stem cells that could theoretically
be used to regenerate tissues lost to neu-
rodegeneration.

However, in both of these studies the
authors noted that there are still many
technological hurdles to overcome. The
Harvard researchers noted that there are
still several difficulties that stand in the
way of applying the material to humans,
while the Scottish scientists said it is still

a significant leap from growing stem cells
in culture to rebuilding the neural net-
works of a patient with Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Hopefully future research will
address these issues and find solutions—
without the din of the technology’s
detractors.  PN
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more effective for preventing migraine with
aura than aspirin alone for patients who have
undergone a transcatheter closure of an atri-
al shunt. The European study found that
while transcatheter closure of shunts led to
early exacerbation of migraine symptoms in
21 of the 71 patients who were given aspir-
ing therapy and development of new mi-
graine symptoms in nine, 42.3 percent of
those taking aspiring alone experienced
migraine with aura compared to 12.2 percent
of those taking clopidogrel and aspirin. 

n MS Misses Siblings. A new study
from Lancet Neurology published online on
August 22 challenges a long-held convention
about multiple sclerosis and how it appears.
While previous studies have indicated an
older sibling of an MS patient was more like-
ly to develop the condition than a younger
one, researchers from the University of
British Columbia and Oxford University
reviewed information taken from 10,995 MS

patients with that of 26,336 healthy siblings
and found no association between birth
order and the risk of developing the condi-
tion. In groups of at least seven siblings
where one had MS, the affected individual
was usually one born late in the birth order.

n Keppra Kept Seizures Down. Levet-
iracetam (Keppra) fared well in its first dou-
ble-blind, randomized, placebo-controlled
study as adjunctive therapy for myoclonic
seizures. The results of the phase III trial
presented at the 26th International Epilepsy
Congress showed that of 121 patients who
experienced myoclonic seizures who were
already on at least one other AED, 58.3 per-
cent in the levetiracetam group experienced
a 50 percent or greater reduction in seizure
frequency compared to 23.3 percent in the
placebo arm. Thirteen patients in the leve-
tiracetam group also became seizure free
during the 12-week evaluation period com-
pared to two who were on placebo. 

tors with the Coverdall Acute Stroke Pilot
Registry monitored six hospitals that imple-
mented standardized orders for six interven-
tions associated with quality of care, includ-
ing deep vein thrombosis, antithrombotic
medications within 48 hours and smoking
cessation counseling found that 19 percent
more patients received these treatments
after standardization. A seventh hospital that
participated in the registry but did not imple-
ment standardized stroke orders failed to
show any improvement. (Neurology 2005;
65:341.360-365)

n Clopidogrel for Pain. A common
blood thinner may also have a place as a
pain treatment in a certain patient popula-
tion. According to Heart 2005:91:1173-
1175, combining clopidogrel with aspirin is
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Six months after it was voluntarily taken off the market in a flurry of contro-
versy, there’s finally some good news about natalizumab (Tysabri): The con-
troversial MS drug fared well in a safety review. Manufacturers Biogen Idec

and Elan Corporation announced there were no new cases of progressive multifo-
cal leukoencephalopathy (PML), the condition that prompted its removal earlier
this year. In all, the 2,000 MS patients in the review contained only thee confirmed
cases of PML in MS patients who took Tysabri and one case in a subject with
Crohn’s Disease, with the other cases reported in the press not being confirmed in
the review. The companies have announced that when they have completed more
research into the link between PML and natalizumab in other patient groups, they
will report the results to the FDA along with additional data from clinical trials.
According to a company spokesperson, this may happen as soon as the early fall.

For now, the companies are taking preliminary steps to restart clinical trials of
Tysabri in MS. Executives on a conference call said they were optimistic that the
treatment could return to the market for some patients. PN

Tysabri Safety Review Looks Promising

                               


