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Abstract

Neurodegeneration refers to a large clinically and pathologically heterogeneous disease entity
associated with slowly progressive neuronal loss in different anatomical and functional systems of
the brain. Neurodegenerative diseases often affect cognition, e.g. Alzheimer’s disease (AD),
dementia with Lewy bodies and vascular dementia, or different aspects of the motor system, e.g.,
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, Parkinson’s disease and ataxic disorders. Owing to increasing
knowledge about the mechanisms leading to neurodegeneration, the development of treatments able
to modify the neurodegenerative process becomes possible for the first time. Currently, clinical
outcome measures are used to assess the efficacy of such treatments. However, most clinical outcome
measures have a low test-retest reliability and thus considerable measurement variance. Therefore,
large patient populations and long observation times are needed to detect treatment effects.
Furthermore, clinical outcome measures cannot distinguish between symptomatic and disease-
modifying treatment effects. Therefore, alternative biomarkers including neuroimaging may take on
a more important role in this process. Because MR scanners are widely available and allow for non-
invasive detection and quantification of changes in brain structure and metabolism, there is increasing
interest in the use of MRI/MRS to monitor objectively treatment effects in clinical trials of
neurodegenerative diseases. Particularly volumetric MRI has been used to measure atrophy rates in
treatment trials of AD because the relationship between atrophic changes and neuron loss is well
established and correlates well with clinical measures. More research is needed to determine the
value of other MR modalities, i.e. diffusion, perfusion and functional MRI and MR spectroscopy,
for clinical trials with neuroprotective drugs.
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INTRODUCTION

Definition and socio-economic impact of neurodegenerative diseases

The term neurodegenerative diseases refers to a large, clinically and pathologically
heterogeneous entity which encompasses all neurological disorders leading to dysfunction and
finally death of subsets of neurons in specific functional anatomical systems (1). The most
common neurodegenerative diseases of the brain are Alzheimer’s disease (AD), Parkinson’s
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disease (PD), dementia with Lewy bodies, Huntington disease and amyotrophic lateral sclerosis
(ALS). Because the definition of neurodegenerative disease used in this review is fairly broad,
it also allows for the inclusion of an entity which usually is not considered to be a typical
neurodegenerative disease: vascular dementia (VD). VD, particularly the subcortical variant,
can clinically mimic more typical neurodegenerative diseases, aggravate them or even co-exist
with typical neurodegenerative diseases, e.g. in the form of mixed dementia with AD.
Furthermore, while some of the drugs developed for the treatment of typical neurodegenerative
diseases can also show beneficial effects in VD or cerebrovascular disease, the co-existence
of vascular lesions might reduce treatment efficacy in others. Owing to these characteristics
and interactions with typical neurodegenerative diseases, inclusion of VD in this group seems
to be justified. Increasing age is the single, most consistent risk factor for the development of
neurodegenerative diseases and hence their incidence and socio-economic impact are expected
to grow with increasing life expectancy in developed countries. For example, the estimated
cost of dementia in the USA currently amounts to over $100 billion per year. However, because
the incidence of dementia is expected to double within the next 20 years (2), its cost will then
well exceed $380 billion per year.

Development and assessment of treatment efficiency of neuroprotective drugs

Owing to intensive research over the past few years, some of the basic pathomechanisms
leading to neurodegeneration are now slowly being revealed; for example, many of these
diseases share the phenomenon of protein aggregation, e.g. amyloid plagues in AD, Lewy
bodies in PD, polyglutamine aggregates in Huntington disease. However, it is still not clear if
those aggregates cause neurodegeneration, are an incidental epiphenomenon or may even be
involved in a protective mechanism. Nonetheless, several drugs, which promise to modify the
neurodegenerative processes effectively and not only to alleviate their consequences, are now
in development (3,4). After the mechanism of action and safety of a new compound have been
established in cell cultures and animal systems, its efficacy in humans has to be assessed in
clinical trials. This clinical stage of drug development usually has three phases. In Phase I,
safety and pharmacokinetics of the drug are established in humans. In Phase I, the efficacy of
the treatment is established in small patient samples and information necessary for the planning
of Phase Ill, e.g. determination of appropriate dosages, outcome measures and size of study
population and duration of trial, is obtained. Phase 111 studies are performed for regulatory
approval and must always include longitudinal placebo-treatment comparisons. The best
method to establish the efficacy of a neuroprotective treatment would be to determine directly
the number and function of neurons surviving due to this treatment. However, this is impossible
in patients and instead surrogate outcome markers, which are supposed to reflect reliably the
number of surviving neurons in a clinically meaningful way, are used. Currently, clinical
measures of disease severity, for example, degree of cognitive impairment and disability in
AD or muscle strength and forced vital capacity in ALS, are most often used for that purpose.
However, while clinical measures unquestionably reflect a very important aspect of disease
progression, i.e. impairment of function, they also suffer from limitations. Probably the most
important limitation is that clinical outcome measures do usually not allow for a distinction
between disease-modifying drug effects and purely symptomatic drug effects, i.e. functional
improvement but unchanged disease progress or only if complicated trial designs are employed
(5). Moreover, clinical symptoms only become manifest when the amount of neuron loss/
dysfunction has reached a certain threshold (usually around 50-70%), i.e. relatively late in the
whole disease process. Therefore, clinical outcome measures are not suited to detect disease-
modifying actions of a drug in the preclinical stage, i.e. in the phase when an effective treatment
would have the most impact. Furthermore, it is also possible that, while a treatment has an
immediate effect on the disease process, its effects on the clinical outcome measure only
become apparent with a delay and hence it might be wrongly dismissed as ineffective. Another
limitation of clinical outcome measures is their poor test—retest reliability. The poor test-retest
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reliability is mostly due to the fact that clinical outcome measures are influenced not only by
the disease process but also by a number of factors that are difficult to control, e.g. the patient’s
motivation, presence of other illnesses or adverse events of other drugs, events in the patient’s
life and learning effects in neuropsychological tests. Furthermore, many of the clinical scales,
e.g. unified Parkinson’s disease rating scale, are based on subjective semi-quantitative
assessments of functions resulting in substantial between-rater and between-site variability.
All those sources of variance result in considerable between-and within-subject variances that
diminish the statistical power to detect a treatment effect and therefore large study populations
and long observation periods are needed when clinical outcome measures are used.

Characteristics of an ideal outcome marker

As a consequence of the shortcomings of the clinical outcome markers, there is an increasing
need to complement them with objective and quantifiable outcome markers. Ideally, such an
outcome measure should fulfill the following criteria:

1. The relation between the outcome marker and the desired clinical outcome, e.g.
prevention of cognitive impairment in AD, should be clearly established.

2. The outcome measure should be objective and have a high test-retest reliability to
allow for assessment of treatment efficacy in a single patient and not only to assess
group effects.

3. The outcome measure should be representative of the stage of the neurodegenerative
process at which the drug is supposed to have its maximum effect, e.g. if the drug
effect is maximum during the preclinical stage, the outcome measure should reflect
the disease process in the preclinical stage.

4. The outcome marker should be representative of the supposed mechanism of action
of the drug, e.g. a measure of amyloid burden if drug is supposed to prevent amyloid
accumulation.

5. Its assessment should be non-invasive and well tolerated.
6. Its assessment should be inexpensive and not restricted to specialized centers.

Since neuroimaging methods, particularly MRI, fulfill at least some of those criteria (6), their
ability to replace clinical outcome measures for the assessment of putative neuroprotective
properties of a new drug is increasingly being investigated. Therefore, in the next section of
this review an overview about the strengths and shortcomings of the different MR modalities
for that purpose will be given. Another section will summarize the results of preliminary studies
using MR outcome measures to assess treatment efficacy in four of the most common
neurodegenerative diseases, i.e. AD, VD, ALS and PD. Results of studies using nuclear
medicine techniques for this purpose will also be briefly summarized. Finally, possible future
roles of MR in the development of neuroprotective drugs will be outlined.

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF DIFFERENT MR TECHNIQUES FOR THE
ASSESSMENT OF TREATMENT EFFECTS

In principle, MR neuroimaging modalities can be divided into two groups: (1) structural
techniques, i.e. volumetric MRI and diffusion-weighted (DWI) or diffusion tensor (DTI) MRI;
(2) functional techniques, i.e. perfusion MRI, blood oxygenation level-dependent (BOLD)
fMRI and MR spectroscopy (MRS).
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Volumetric MRI

Currently, volumetric MRI is the method of choice to monitor drug effects in neurodegenerative
diseases, especially in Phase 11 and 111 registration trials. There are several reasons for this.
First, clinical MRI scanners capable of such studies are available at most major hospitals, which
facilitates multi-center studies. Second, volumetric MR measures have been found to have very
high test—retest reliability (7). Third, and probably the most important, the relationship between
neuron loss and volume loss/atrophy in volumetric MRI has been well established in several
studies (8-10). Unfortunately, neuron loss and thus atrophic changes are not specific for
pathological neurodegenerative processes but are also a feature of normal aging. However,
large cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have shown that there are substantial qualitative
and quantitative differences in pattern and rate of atrophy allowing to distinguish between those
two processes. For example, in normal aging rates of global atrophy typically increase from
an annual rate of 0.2% per year at age 30-50 to 0.3—-0.5% per year at age 70-80 years and affect
frontal and parietal gray matter more than occipital and temporal gray matter whereas changes
in white matter are more diffuse (11). In contrast, atrophy rates in neurodegenerative diseases
are significantly higher, i.e. up to 2-3% per year (12,13) and affect different structures than in
normal aging, e.g. increased atrophy rates of limbic and temporal lobe structures in AD (14,
15) (Fig. 1). If the structures typically involved in the disease process are known and
anatomically well defined, as is the case, for example, for the hippocampus in AD, region of
interest (ROI) analyses can be sufficient to follow volume changes over time. If the affected
structures are less well defined or the disease process is more diffuse, computer-based types
of analyses, such as tissue segmentation, global boundary shift integral method (16) (Fig. 2),
voxel-based morphometry (17) or tensor-based morphometry (18), are better suited to
demonstrate volume loss over time. Many of the computer-based approaches have additional
advantages. First, they are mostly operator independent and therefore less affected by inter-
and intra-observer variability. Second, they allow an unbiased assessment of atrophic changes
across the whole brain, so that a priori assumptions of regions of interest are not required. This
is important because the structure most affected by the neurodegenerative process can vary
depending on the disease stage.

DWI and DTI

DWI and DTI allow one to study the random motion (diffusion) of water in brain tissue. If
unconstrained, the random motion of water is equally probable along any direction and
therefore isotropic. However, in tissues, the random motion of water is hindered by the physical
boundaries of the three-dimensional tissue microstructure and therefore occurs preferentially
perpendicular to those boundaries and becomes anisotropic. These properties make DWI
ideally suited to detect the effects of acute ischemia and DWI/DTI to detect neurological
diseases affecting the integrity of highly structured tissues such as white matter, e.g. multiple
sclerosis. However, as DWI and DTI are both relatively new MR modalities for clinical
applications, their value for the diagnosis of other neurodegenerative diseases and their
potential role in monitoring of treatment effects need first to be established. Therefore, DWI
and DTI currently do not play a role in Phase 11 trials. However, it is possible that a role for
these methods may be found in early Phase Il studies.

Perfusion MRI

The molecular processes leading to neurodegeneration are probably active and thus impairing
neuronal function years or even decades before the neurons actually start to die and result in
atrophic changes detectable by MRI. In this presymptomatic stage, successful therapeutic
interventions would have the greatest impact, as the functions could be preserved on the highest
level possible. However, it would also be very difficult to prove a neuroprotective effect in this
stage. Neuronal function is tightly coupled to neuronal energy metabolism, which again—at
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least under normal circumstances—is tightly coupled to brain perfusion. Therefore, MR
perfusion might be used to detect the neuronal dysfunction typically associated with early
stages of neurodegeneration (Fig. 3). In MR perfusion studies, endogenous water molecules
are ‘magnetically tagged’ in arteries providing the blood flow to the brain. These tagged water
molecules then diffuse across the blood-brain-barrier into the brain and alter the local
magnetization state of the brain tissue in proportion to the inflow of saturated protons (19).
Until now, [8F]fluorodeoxyglucose or [1°0]H,0 PET and 9*MT¢ hexamethylpropylenamine
oxime SPECT studies have been mostly used to measure perfusion/energy metabolism.
However, PET and SPECT are more expensive than MR examinations (20) and restricted to
specialized centers. Furthermore, they are less suited for the serial examinations necessary to
prove the efficacy of a therapeutic intervention because they involve exposure to radioactive
substances. Therefore, it is possible that particularly for serial perfusion measurements, MR
perfusion studies will supplement or even replace PET and SPECT in the future. The potential
of perfusion MRI to detect neuronal dysfunction in the early stages of neurodegeneration is
intriguing, but it is necessary to be aware that many aspects of brain perfusion are still not fully
understood. Therefore, in order to interpret treatment-induced perfusion changes in a
meaningful way, a thorough understanding of how perfusion and metabolism are affected by
the neurodegenerative process and by the neuroprotective drug will be necessary. In particular,
the following issues have to be considered: (1) the assumptions regarding coupling between
function and metabolism/perfusion (21) may no longer be valid (22) in disease states; (2)
perfusion measurements can be influenced by factors unrelated to the neurodegenerative
process, e.g. a concomitant small or large vessel disease or the ability of the subject to comply
with the conditions of a resting state examination; (3) the treatment may exert a positive
influence on perfusion/metabolism parameters without actually modifying the
neurodegenerative process; (4) test—retest reliability of MR perfusion studies has to be
rigorously established. However, provided that these issues can be addressed, perfusion MRI
may have in the future a role in early Phase I studies, to determine whether treatment provides
some sort of ‘signal’ of beneficial action.

Because of its non-invasive nature, its good spatial and temporal resolution and its wide
availability, fMRI using BOLD contrast has become the method of choice for the imaging of
neuronal activity. The BOLD signal results from a change in the oxy-/deoxyhemoglobin ratio
during neuronal activity (19). Currently, fMRI activation studies are mostly employed to gain
a better understanding of the neuronal networks involved in specific tasks in the healthy human
brain. Only a minority of them addresses the question of how these networks are altered in the
diseased brain. In addition, activation fMRI studies depend heavily on task performance and
generally have a low test—retest reliability (23). These limitations make them less suited for
the longitudinal studies needed to detect effects of potentially neuroprotective treatments.
Recent reports suggested that resting state fMRI might be used in much the same way as PET
and SPECT studies to detect early neuronal dysfunction in neurodegenerative diseases (24).
However, this method shows a large degree of variance in the detected signal, which makes
single subject observations difficult. Furthermore, the same issues outlined above for perfusion
MRI would also need to be addressed before using resting state fMRI studies for drug trials.
Taken together, similarly to perfusion MRI, in the future BOLD fMRI may eventually have a
role in Phase |1 studies.

MR-spectroscopy (MRS)

MRS allows for the non-invasive measurement of different markers of neuronal and glial
metabolism and function. Depending on the nucleus, different metabolic aspects can be
assessed, but because of its wide availability on clinical systems, 1H MRS is most commonly
used. The most prominent peak of the 1H spectrum belongs to N-acetylaspartate (NAA).
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Because under normal conditions NAA is exclusively synthesized in the mitochondria of
neurons (25), it is considered to be a marker of neuronal density and integrity. Other peaks in
the H spectrum belong to creatine/phosphocreatine (Cr), markers for energy metabolism, and
to choline-containing compounds (Cho), which are markers for cell membrane metabolism.
With shorter echo times around 10-35 ms, the peaks of the glutamate—glutamine complex and
of myo-inositol become visible. Owing to its properties, NAA seems particularly suited to
detect neurodegenerative processes even at early stages and therefore could theoretically be
used to monitor effects of a neuroprotective treatment (26). Measurements of NAA, Cr, etc.,
are possible on most clinical MR systems. However, in addition, the use of more demanding
techniques such as high-field systems (3-7 T) and/or special spectroscopic editing sequences
might also allow the study of the influence of the treatment on other metabolites thought to
play a role in neurodegeneration, e.g. glutamate, which plays a major role in forms of
neurodegeneration mediated by excitotoxicity or of glutathione an endogenous antioxidant
(27). However, NAA, Cr, glutamate, etc., are all part of complex metabolic processes, which
can be influenced at many levels. Therefore, in order to interpret treatment-induced changes
correctly, it is necessary to establish first that they indeed reflect a modification of the
neurodegenerative process and not simply an unspecific interaction of the drug with the
metabolism of those markers. Furthermore, the test—retest reliability of such spectroscopic
measurements has to be tested rigorously to ascertain that the detected changes indeed reflect
treatment effects. Finally, it has to be assumed that the brain region most affected by the
neurodegenerative process varies depending on the disease stage. To account for this, MRS
acquisition and post-processing techniques covering the whole brain and accounting for
different metabolite concentrations due to different brain regions and tissue composition would
have to be employed. Taken together, MRS may have a role in Phase Il studies.

Because of the well-documented relationship between neuronal loss and atrophy, volumetric
MRI is currently the most robust MR biomarker for the detection of disease-modifying effects
of putatively neuroprotective drugs. Further research is needed to decide the potential
applications of DWI/DTI for monitoring treatment effects. However, because atrophy occurs
rather late in the neurodegenerative process, MRI volumetry will probably not detect treatment
effects in very early, preclinical stages of the disease. Functional MR modalities sensitive to
neuronal dysfunction preceding the actual neurodegeneration might be better suited for this
purpose. Under the assumption of a thorough understanding of the interactions of the
neuroprotective drug with the different metabolic pathways, MRS seems the most promising
functional MR modality because it has some advantages compared with perfusion MRI or
resting BOLD fMRI. First, MRS has a rather low temporal resolution. Therefore, it is probably
better suited to detect reliably functional changes occurring over the time range of days or
weeks than techniques with a high temporal resolution such as resting BOLD fMRI or perfusion
MRI. Second, in addition to the measurement of NAA as a marker of neuronal survival, MRS
also allows one to assess the influence of the drug on some other important neurotoxic and
neuroprotective compounds.

POTENTIAL MR OUTCOME MEASURES FOR DIFFERENT
NEURODEGENERATIVE DISEASES

Dementia

The clinical hallmark of demential neurodegenerative diseases is the progressive impairment
of intellectual functions. With a prevalence of 15-21% in the population aged over 75 years
(28), dementias are the most common neurodegenerative diseases. By far the most frequent
form of dementia is Alzheimer’s disease (AD), while other forms, e.g. vascular dementia (VD),
Lewy body disease, frontotemporal lobe dementia and HIV-associated dementia, are less
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frequent. Because accurate clinical definition and identification of neuroimaging
characteristics of other forms of dementia are still being developed and the number of clinical
trials is limited (29,30), this review will concentrate on AD and VD.

Alzheimer’s disease

Because of its high incidence rate (5.9-10.8 cases per 1000 above the age of 75 years), most
efforts to find an effective treatment for dementia have focused on AD. Consequently, there
are already a number of drugs either approved or currently evaluated for the treatment of AD.
Generally, two large treatment groups can be distinguished. (1) Symptomatic drugs are drugs
that do not actually modify the neurodegenerative process but improve cognitive functions.
This group includes cholinesterase inhibitors such as donepezil, antioxidants such as a-
tocopherol and drugs supposed to stimulate neuronal growth factors such as propentophylline.
Until now, the majority of clinical trials have focused on cholinesterase inhibitors. (2) The
second group is drugs that actually try to modify specific pathological processes in AD, e.g.
drugs to reduce the amyloid plaque deposition, i.e. B- or y-secretase inhibitors, or vaccines
against B-amyloid plaques [a detailed discussion about all the treatment modalities currently
evaluated is beyond the scope of this review; more detailed review articles on this topic should
be consulted (4,31,32)]. Until now, of this group, only B-amyloid vaccines have been tested in
clinical studies (33,34).

Treatment trials using volumetric MRl in AD

As has been consistently shown by neuropathological studies (35,36), the earliest pathological
manifestations of AD, i.e. neuron loss and accumulation of neurofibrillary tangles and -
amyloid, are found in the perirhinal/entorhinal cortex and hippocampus. Volumetric MRI is
able to detect the volume loss in the hippocampus and entorhinal cortex not only in subjects
suffering from probable AD but also in those with mild cognitive impairment (MCI) (37-42).
MCI subjects, while not yet fulfilling the criteria for dementia, show below average
performance for age and education in one or more cognitive domains. Depending on which
cognitive domain is most affected, different subtypes of MCI are distinguished. It has been
shown that subjects who are primarily impaired in the memory domain (‘“amnestic MCI’) have
a significantly higher risk of developing AD [yearly decline to AD 10-15% (43)] than subjects
with normal memory. Therefore, amnestic MCl is often considered as the clinical manifestation
of incipient AD. Longitudinal volumetric MR studies have shown that the atrophy rates of
hippocampus and entorhinal cortex but also of other brain structures, e.g. ventricle size, whole
brain volume, cortical volume and cingulate gyrus (15,44-48), are good predictors for
conversion from healthy controls to MCI or from MCI to AD (Fig. 4). Power calculations have
shown that owing to their high test—retest reliability, such volumetric measurements would
allow one to reduce substantially the sample size required to detect drug effects in a clinical
study (49,50). Moreover, the fact that computer-based methods to determine atrophy rates of
larger structures, e.g. whole brain atrophy rate, have been found to be more reliable than manual
tracings of smaller structures, e.g. hippocampus (51), would allow one to use volumetric
measures even in the busy daily clinical routine. Until now, only three studies have used MR
volumetric outcome markers to assess the treatment efficacy in AD. The first was conducted
by Jack et al. (52), who used serial MRI measurements of the hippocampal volume and the
temporal horn volumes to monitor the effects of milameline in a multi-center trial. After an
interim analysis showed no treatment effect of milameline, the therapeutic trial was terminated
early. However, the MRI arm of the trial was continued and 192 patients (active drug, 100;
placebo, 92) with probable AD had a baseline MRI and a follow-up MRI 12 months later. MRI
measurements obtained across sites showed high consistency and thus demonstrated that
structural MRI measures can be successfully used as a marker of disease progression in multi-
site treatment trial. In another clinical trial, Fox et al. (34) used MRI to monitor the treatment
effects over 12 months in a double-blind placebo-controlled amyloid B-immunotherapy trial
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in 372 patients with probable AD. Whereas the treatment part of the study was terminated
prematurely because of reports of meningoencephalitis, the MRI follow-up was continued. The
results of this study were surprising because responders, i.e. patients with the expected immune
response and cognitive improvement, had a greater ventricular enlargement than patients
without treatment response. The significance of this finding is unclear. Larger patient groups
need to be followed for longer periods to determine if this is a consistent finding, e.g. due to
the removal of the amyloid from the brain or increased cell loss, or only a temporary
phenomenon due an hitherto unknown side-effect of the drug. Krishnan et al. (53) studied the
effect of donepezil on the hippocampal volume; 67 patients with mild to moderate AD were
treated over 24 weeks with donepezil (n = 33, six discontinued) or placebo (n = 34, 10
discontinued) and underwent cognitive and MR assessments every 6 weeks. Despite the fact
that this study was not powered to detect small treatment effects, hippocampal volumes
decreased significantly less (—0.4%) in the treatment group than in the placebo group (—8.2%).

MRS and fMRI and in AD treatment trials

In the same group of AD patients in whom they found a significant effect of donepezil on the
hippocampal atrophy rate, Krishnan et al. (53) also used MRS to measure changes of NAA
and myo-inositol in different brain regions. In contrast to the volumetric findings, the
spectroscopic findings were less conclusive. In the donepezil group, NAA tended to increase
in the first half of the trial but then decreased again to levels not different from baseline. In the
placebo group, NAA tended to stay unchanged or even decreased. Myo-inositol showed similar
trends to NAA.

Rombouts et al. (54) used BOLD fMRI to study the acute effect of a single dose of rivastigmine
on the activation patterns during a face encoding and a working memory task in seven patients
with mild AD. Three hours after a single dose of 3 mg of rivastigmine, the brain activation was
increased in the fusiform gyrus during the face encoding task and in the frontal lobe during the
working memory task compared with the untreated state. Whereas this study concentrated on
the acute effects of cholinesterase inhibition, the next study focused on long-term effects and
found similar changes. After treatment of nine MCI subjects with donepezil for about 6 weeks,
Saykin et al. (55), using BOLD fMRI, found an increased activation predominantly of the
dorso-lateral prefrontal cortex during a working memory task.

PET and SPECT in AD treatment trials

PET and SPECT have also been used to assess different aspects of drug treatment in AD.
Several studies successfully used 11C-labeled acetylcholine analogues to measure
acetylcholinesterase (ACHE) activity in vivo in AD brains before and after treatment with
cholin-esterase inhibitors. Compared with healthy controls, cortical ACHE activity is reduced
in AD with the most prominent reductions in the hippocampus and parieto-temporal regions
(56-58). Treatment with a cholinester-ase inhibitor further deceased cortical ACHE activity
in AD by 30-40% (59,60). There are also several SPECT and PET studies which studied the
effects of choline esterase inhibitors on perfusion and glucose metabolism in AD over various
lengths of time (from a few weeks up to 1 year). In contrast to the fMRI studies, which assessed
treatment-induced changes of brain activation patterns, these studies measured changes of
perfusion and glucose metabolism under resting conditions. Generally, a good correlation
between cognitive changes and perfusion/metabolism changes was found, i.e. stabilization or
even improvement of perfusion and metabolic abnormalities was paralleled by a slowing of
further deterioration or even improvement of cognitive function (61-68). Recently, 11C-labeled
compounds which pass the blood-brain barrier and bind with high affinity to fibrillar amyloid
plaques have been developed and allow for the first time in vivo quantification of the amyloid
burden (69). This will help not only to improve the diagnosis of AD but also to study the effects
of various kinds of treatments on one of the histological hallmarks of the disease.
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MR in treatment trials of VD

VD is probably the second common form of dementia, with a prevalence of 4-10% of the
European and North American autopsy series and 22—-35% in Asian autopsy series (70).
However, variations in the definition of the clinical syndrome, vascular etiologies, imaging
criteria and different subtypes of VD (small-vessel disease vs large-vessel disease), make it
difficult to determine its true incidence and prevalence. The fact that other forms of dementia,
e.g. AD, can also be associated with significant amounts of vascular lesions contributing to the
cognitive impairment results in additional diagnostic and therapeutic problems. Therefore, the
identification of reliable diagnostic neuroimaging criteria well correlated with typical cognitive
deficits and thus allowing for assessment of treatment effects in VD has been difficult (71).
Current treatment strategies consist on the one hand in treating vascular risk factors, e.g.
hypertension and hypercholesterolemia. On the other hand, some of the compounds developed
for the treatment of AD, e.g. cholinesterase inhibitors, also seem to exert a positive effect on
cognition in VD (72). Although not specific for VD (73), cortical gray matter changes have
been found to be the most consistent predictor of cognitive decline in VD (74-77). Formal
studies to estimate the sample sizes to detect treatment effects in VD using cortical gray matter
changes as end-point have not yet been performed. Whereas VD has been the object of several
treatment trials (78), the number of studies using neuroimaging methods as outcome measures
in VD is relatively small. Broderick et al. (79) studied the effects of a treatment with aspirin
alone vs a treatment with aspirin and pentoxyfylline. Of the 105 patients included in this study
(diagnosed according to the DMS-I1I-R criteria for multi-infarct dementia), only 25 had
comparable MRI of good quality at baseline and at the completion of the trial. Whereas the
ventricular volume and the ischemic volume during the treatment phase increased significantly
in all patients independently of the treatment regimen, the neuropsychological test scores did
not change. However, it can be safely assumed that the number of subjects in this study was
too small to detect any differences between the two treatment arms on the imaging or the
neuropsychological measures. Sweet et al. (80) used changes in white matter hyperintensity
volume and whole brain volume to assess treatment effects of citicoline in 23 patients with VD
(diagnosed according to NINDS-AIREN and DSM-IV criteria). During the treatment trial
lasting 12 months (12 placebo, 11 citicoline), the volume of white matter intensities increased
and the whole brain volume decreased significantly whereas the cognitive outcome parameters
changed only insignificantly in both groups. Again, the number of subjects was too small to
detect any differences between the treatment arms.

SPECT and PET in VD treatment trials

There have also been a small number of PET and SPECT studies which assessed the effects
of rivastigmine and pentoxyfylline on glucose metabolism and perfusion. Similarly as for AD,
an improvement in these parameters was found, which was correlated with a cognitive
improvement (81,82).

MR in treatment trials of ALS

ALS is the most common degenerative motor neuron disease [incidence 2 per 100 000 (83)].
Histopathologically, it is characterized by the degeneration of motor neurons in the cortex,
brainstem and spinal cord. Clinically it manifests by progressive muscle weakness, muscle
wasting and fasciculations and finally leads to death within 3-5 years. The diagnosis of ALS
is based on clinical criteria. Currently, there exists no established diagnostic biomarker for this
disease. Different neuroimaging modalities have been studied regarding their usefulness for
diagnosis and disease progression in ALS. Resting SPECT and PET examinations show
hypoperfusion/hypometabolism in the motor cortex, while activation studies have shown
abnormal activation patterns. Hyperintensity of the corticospinal tract, sometimes extending
into the spinal cord on To-weighted or FLAIR MRI has been described in ALS. However, these
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hyperintensities have a low specificity because they also can be found in other
neurodegenerative diseases or even in healthy subjects (84-89). Furthermore, the contrast of
conventional MR varies depending on the acquisition parameters and in the absence of
quantitative relaxation rate determination, the interpretation of these abnormalities depends on
the subjective judgment of the rater. Preliminary results suggest that DTI might be superior to
detect changes in the corticospinal tracts because it provides quantitative measures of the
integrity of fiber tracts (89) and even might detect abnormalities in the absence of clinical
symptoms (90). Atrophic changes of the corticospinal tracts and beyond the motor system have
also been reported (91,92). Several studies using MRS have shown a good correlation between
clinical disease severity and NAA reduction in the motor cortex/corticospinal tract (93-96).
While there is a substantial overlap between patients and healthy controls particularly in the
early stages, limiting the use of MRS for diagnostic purposes, the NAA reductions become
more prominent as the disease progresses (97,98). These findings suggest a role for MRS
assessment of disease progression and as an come measure for clinical drug trials. However,
until now, no formal studies to determine the sizes necessary to detect treatment effects using
NAA or other MRI measures have been performed. Nonetheless, three small studies used
changes in AA to assess treatment efficacy in ALS. Kalra et al. (99) studied the effect of
riluzole, the only currently available drug with a proven, but modest, effect on disease
progression, in 19 patients with probable or definite ALS. In the treatment group (n = 11), there
was a significant increase in NAA/Cr compared with baseline values after treatment with
riluzole for ~24 days, whereas it decreased significantly in patients without treatment.
However, only one patient in the treatment group also improved clinically. The same group
(100) used NAA as an outcome measure to assess treatment effects of brain-derived
neurotrophic factor (BDNF) in 11 patients with probable or definite ALS (placebo, six; BDNF,
five). After 4 weeks of treatment, NAA/Cr was not different in patients treated with BDNF
compared with those who received placebo. The lack of change of NAA/Cr correlated with
the lack of clinical efficacy. A similar study assessed the efficacy of gabapentin for the
treatment of ALS. Eight patients suffering from ALS underwent MRS before and after initiation
of treatment with gabapentin for about 4 weeks. At the end of the treatment period NAA/Cr
was not different from the NAA/Cr in 10 untreated ALS patients studied with the same protocol
(101).

MR in treatment trials of Parkinson’s disease

PD is clinically characterized by the triad of tremor, rigor and bradykinesia but also includes
other non-motor features such as autonomic dysfunction and cognitive and psychiatric changes.
Histopathologically, it is characterized by the loss of dopaminergic projections from the
substantia nigra to the basal ganglia and Lewy bodies in the surviving neurons. Its prevalence
in industrialized countries is estimated at about 1% of the population older than 60 years
(102). Despite increasing knowledge about the pathways of neurodegeneration in PD in recent
years, the exact mechanism leading to neuronal death in this disease is still unclear. Therefore,
the treatment of PD has been mainly symptomatic and aimed at alleviating the motor symptoms
of the disease. However, in the last few years, neuroprotective treatments such as a-tocopherol,
selegiline or coenzyme Q10 have been used in an attempt to slow the disease progress (103).
The diagnosis is still based on the clinical findings and a diagnostic marker for this disease is
currently not available. At present, the main role of MR in PD is differentiation of PD from
other diseases with parkinsonism, e.g. multisystem atrophy, vascular parkinsonism and normal
pressure hydrocephalus. Attempts to use volumetric MR measures or nigral changes in T1 or
T,*for diagnostic purposes mostly failed, because either they became obvious only in advanced
stages of the disease or were not well correlated with the clinical severity (104). However,
recent reports suggest that MRI using special inversion—recovery sequences (105) or DTI
(106) might be more sensitive to detect neurodegeneration in PD. Further research is needed
to establish the value of these techniques in larger patient samples.
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PET and SPECT in treatment trials of Parkinson’s disease

Summary

PET and SPECT using radioactively labeled dopamine analogues allow one to measure the
density of postsynaptic dopaminergic receptors and have been employed not only for diagnostic
purposes but also to monitor disease progression in clinical trials. However, nuclear medicine
techniques also allow one to assess the function of the presynaptic dopaminergic system by
using [18F]Dopa PET to measure Dopa decarboxylase activity, tropane-based tracers to assess
the concentration of presynaptic dopamine receptors and [11C]dihydrotetrabenazine to measure
vesicle monoamine transporter density. Although these techniques certainly give a unique
insight into different aspects of the dopaminergic system, it has to be kept in mind that their
use in treatment trials is based on the unproved assumptions that changes in the dopamine
receptor/transporter density can be attributed solely to the neurodegenerative process and that
a unspecific influence of the neuroprotective treatment on them does not exist. Three large
trials have used SPECT/PET in addition to clinical variables as outcome measure. The REAL-
PET study used [*8F]Dopa PET to monitor change of [18F]Dopa uptake in the putamen in
patients suffering from early Parkinson’s disease. During a 2-year treatment period these
patients received either ropinirole (dopamine agonist) or levodopa (dopamine precursor).
While patients treated with ropinirol showed a significantly better preserved striatal and nigral
[18F]Dopa uptake compared with patients treated with levodopa, levodopa treatment showed
greater effect on clinical outcome measures (107). Another multi-center study (CALM_PD),
which used SPECT and a dopamine transporter ligand to compare the effects of another
dopamine agonist pramipexole and levodopa, found the same discrepancy between imaging
and clinical outcome measures (108). The possibility that levodopa treatment might actually
enhance loss of striatal neurons was further supported by the ELLDOPA study, which
compared treatment with levodopa with treatment with placebo and found that striatal loss of
tracer binding was greater in patients treated with levodopa (109). In addition, [*8F]Dopa has
also been used to assess transplant function and survival in small treatment trials using
restorative approaches, e.g. transplantation of human or porcine fetal mesencephalic cells, for
treatment of Parkinson’s disease (110).

MR measures fulfill many of the criteria of an ideal outcome marker, i.e. have reasonably good
test—retest reliability, are widely available, are non-invasive and, compared with other
neuroimaging modalities such as PET, are inexpensive. In addition, several preliminary studies
have shown that MR measures have the potential to be used to assess the efficacy of
neuroprotective treatments in a variety of neurodegenerative diseases, e.g. AD and ALS.
However, in order to establish MR measures as outcome markers for a neurodegenerative
disease, the following requirements need to be fulfilled: (1) the relationship between the MR
outcome measure and the neurodegenerative process modified by the drug has to be clearly
established, which requires rigorous correlations of the MR measures with histopathological
studies in patients or in representative animal models; (2) the MR measure has to be well
correlated with a clinical measure that is meaningful to the patient, e.g. independent living,
memory function or life expectancy; (3) in order to ensure that treatment effects can be detected
by the MR measure, adequate patient populations and sample sizes for clinical trials need to
be defined. Until now, the only MR measures meeting these requirements are measurements
of brain atrophy rate in AD. More research will be necessary to ensure that these requirements
are also fulfilled by the other potential MR measures. However, despite the promise of MR
techniques for treatment trials, it has also to be acknowledged that at least at the moment there
are some questions or some forms of neurodegenerative diseases where nuclear medicine
techniques might be superior to MR techniques, e.g. for measurement of amyloid burden in
AD or for evaluation of treatment efficacy in neurodegenerative diseases affecting well-defined
neurotransmitter systems such as Parkinson’s disease.
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Driven by the need to find a cure for a disease group with increasing socio-economic impact,
the knowledge about genetic and environmental risk factors of the different neurodegenerative
diseases is growing. Therefore, in the near future it might be possible that persons with a high
risk of developing a certain form of neurodegenerative disease can be identified and eventually
also treated long before the neurodegenerative processes actually lead to neuronal death. Hence
it will be necessary to develop new MR measures that will be able to detect the very first
manifestations of a disease. Potential new measures are, for example, MR tracers for the
detection of amyloid deposits, which are currently being developed (111). As it is likely that
different genetic subtypes of a neurodegenerative disease will show different responses to the
different treatment strategies, it would be helpful to identify MR measures which may predict
the response of a treatment in the individual patient so that the treatment with the highest
prospect for success can be chosen from the beginning. The combination of different imaging
modalities, e.g. volumetric MRI with perfusion MRI or fMRI, or volumetric MRI with SPECT/
PET, will not only add to the understanding of the disease processes but also help to interpret
treatment effects better. Finally, MR measures might also be helpful to identify patients at risk
of developing adverse effects during a treatment, e.g. patients suffering from VD at risk of
suffering from micro- or macroscopic bleeding due to a treatment intended to improve
cerebrovascular perfusion.

However, developments should not be restricted to improvements of the different MR
techniques but should also be aimed at the optimization of current trial designs to take full
advantage of the properties that MR measures. Traditional drug trials usually assess drug effects
by comparing the disease progression between a treated and an untreated patient group.
However, differences between the two groups result not only from treatment effects but also
from inter-individual differences of natural disease progression between the two groups. Those
inter-individual effects can be reduced by trial designs in which subjects serve as their own
controls. Because of their high test—retest reliability, MR measures would allow one to assess
the individual natural disease progression over a relatively short drug-free baseline or placebo
period (e.g. 6 months), which then can be compared with the individual disease progression
during an equally long treatment period.
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choline containing compounds
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Figure 1.

Serial MRI over a period of 2 years (left to right). (a) AD patient, age 67 years, MMSE at the
first examination, 25; MMSE at the last examination, 14. Rapid tissue loss in the hippocampal
region with enlargement of the lateral ventricles. (b) Healthy elderly control (HC). Mild,
generalized tissue loss
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Figure 2.

Change in cortical and ventricular volume over a 2-year interval in a healthy elderly control
(HC) (left) and an AD patient (right). Higher intensity on subtraction image (top) shows greater
degree of tissue loss over 2-year interval. Blue shading (bottom) shows the region within which
cortical BSI is measured; yellow shading shows the region within which ventricular BSI is
measured. Images courtesy of Mr Frank Ezekiel, MR Unit, VA Medical Center, San Francisco
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Figure 3.

Group mean effect of hypoperfusion in AD versus cognitive normal elderly measured by ASL-
MRI at cluster level p < 0.05. Pa, parietal lobe (angular gyrus); PC, posterior cingulate; mFG,
medial frontal gyrus; daC, dorsal anterior cingulate area. Images courtesy of Drs Nathan
Johnson and Norbert Schuff, MR Unit, VA Medical Center, San Francisco
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Figure 4.
Measurement of the entorhinal cortex over 2.2 years in a cognitively normal subject (HC) and
an AD patient. Image courtesy of Dr AT Du, MR Unit, VA Medical Center, San Francisco

NMR Biomed. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2007 March 13.



