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Abstract
A previous study (1) suggested that individuals with Gulf War Illness (GWI) had reduced
quantities of the neuronal marker N-acetyl aspartate (NAA) in the basal ganglia and pons. This
study aimed to determine whether NAA is reduced in these regions and to investigate correlations
with other possible causes of GWI, such as psychological response to stress in a large cohort of
Gulf war veterans. Individuals underwent tests to determine their physical and psychological
health and to identify veterans with (n=81) and without (n=97) GWI. When concentrations of
NAA and ratios of NAA to creatine- and choline-containing metabolites were measured in the
basal ganglia and pons, no significant differences were found between veterans with or without
GWI, suggesting that GWI is not associated with reduced NAA in these regions. Veterans with
GWI had significantly higher rates of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), supporting the idea
that GWI symptoms are stress-related.
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INTRODUCTION
Gulf War Illness (GWI) is a multi-symptom condition reported by veterans of the 1990–
1991 Gulf war (2,3). Symptoms, unexplained by standard clinical diagnoses, include chronic
fatigue, neurological symptoms and neurocognitive impairment among others (4). While a
variety of causative agents have been proposed, including exposure to stress (5), depleted
uranium (6), vaccinations (7), pyridostygmine bromide (8), pesticides (9), sarin (10) and
others (9), it is not clear which is the most likely causative factor (11,12,13).

Haley et al. used magnetic resonance spectroscopy (MRS) to examine the resonances of
three major brain chemicals, NAA and creatine- and choline- containing metabolites (Cr and
Cho, respectively) in 22 individuals with GWI (1, 14). In the basal ganglia and pons of
subjects with GWI (1) and particularly in a subgroup of 12 individuals with neurological
symptoms termed Syndrome 2, there was a decreased ratio of NAA to Cr (NAA/Cr),
indicating decreased neuronal mass (15). Symptomatic individuals had lower levels of the Q
alloform of the PON1 gene product, a paraoxonase involved in organophosphate metabolism
(16), suggesting that reduced neuronal mass due to exposure to sarin nerve gas during
deployment could explain the symptoms of GWI in terms of regional brain injury (17).

Our goals were to replicate these results in a larger sample of Gulf War veterans and to
investigate the relationships of GWI to NAA concentrations or NAA ratios, alcohol
consumption, depression, neuropsychological tests, PTSD status and symptoms and PON1
enzyme activity. We used magnetic resonance spectroscopic imaging (MRSI) to measure
metabolites in larger samples in the same brain regions and in the gray matter (GM) and
white matter (WM) of the major lobes, the hippocampus and the brainstem and explored
correlations between GWI symptoms and NAA, Cr, and Cho measures from these regions.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
This study was approved by the UCSF and VA Committees on Human Research, and the
Department of Defense Human Subjects Research Review Board (Fort Detrick, MD). All
patients provided informed consent prior to study.

Research participants
Gulf War veterans were recruited between 2002 and 2007 through contacts with physicians
at VA GWI clinics in Northern California, fliers distributed to Veterans hospitals and
clinics, brochures distributed to other programs serving Gulf War veterans and 30,219
recruitment letters mailed to a list of veterans of the Gulf War provided to us by the
Department of Defense. The purpose of the study was made clear to all potential research
participants.

A screening phone call established that potential participants had served in the Persian Gulf
War (this was later verified through VA records) and excluded individuals with potentially
confounding factors such as a history of psychotic or neurologic illnesses that could account
for GWI symptoms or the inability to undergo the neuroimaging studies due to metallic
implants or severe claustrophobia.

Exclusionary medical or neurological/psychiatric conditions that could explain GWI
symptoms were identified by a general medical exam, standard clinical blood tests and a
Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV Disorders (SCID) (18).

GWI was diagnosed using three different questionnaires based on the Center for Disease
Control (CDC) criteria, primarily symptoms of musculoskeletal pain, fatigue and
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neurocognitive dysfunction following deployment to the Persian Gulf War zone, and
administered on three separate occasions. We classified individuals as having GWI (n=81) if
they endorsed at least two of the same symptoms on all three questionnaires. Controls
(n=97) endorsed no single symptom more than once, and Intermediates (n=101) had all
other combinations of responses. We administered a self report questionnaire provided by
Dr. Haley identical to that used in previous reports to further categorize the individuals with
GWI into three distinct primary Haley syndromes (19). As Syndrome 2, “Confusion-ataxia”,
characterized by problems with balance and thinking, is considered the most severe (20, 21),
we included only these individuals in the statistical analysis in an effort to reveal more
statistically significant relationships.

Clinical tests
We used the Clinician Administered PTSD Scale (CAPS) (22) both for a categorical PTSD
diagnosis and as a continuous measure of PTSD symptoms and the PTSD Checklist (23) and
the Mississippi Combat Scale (24) to assess self report PTSD symptoms. We also
administered the Lifetime Drinking History (25) and the Hamilton Depression Scale tests to
screen for other potential confounding factors.

Participants underwent a brief neurological screening to assess mental status, cranial nerves,
motor status, coordination, gait and sensory function. All participants were given
neuropsychological tests including the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale III (Wechsler,
1997), Test of Memory Malingering (27), Conner’s Continuous Performance Test (28),
Wechsler Memory Scale III logical memory subtest (29), Brief Visuospatial Memory Test
(30), Trail Making Tests A & B (31,32,33), California Verbal Learning Test (34), Grooved
Pegboard (35,36), Wide Range Achievement Test III reading and spelling subtests (37),
Short Categories Test (38) and Controlled Oral Word Association Test FAS and Animals
(39,40). Grip strength (41) was measured to assess lateralizing brain damage. The Fregly
Ataxia Test (42) was administered to quantify motor function as a possible indicator of
changes in the basal ganglia. Participants completed series of self-report questionnaires
including the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index (43), Trauma History Questionnaire (44),
Symptom Checklist-90-Revised (45), Beck Depression Inventory (46), Disease Burden
Assessment (SF-36V) (47) and Desert Storm Trauma Questionnaire (48).

PON1 genotype and activity was determined using published methods (49).

Magnetic resonance
Spectroscopy - Day 1—MRI and 1H MRS: 3D T1-weighted gradient echo MRI
(MPRAGE, TR/TE/TI = 10/4/300 ms, (1 × 1 × 1.5) mm3 resolution, angulated perpendicular
to the long axis of the hippocampus); DSE MRI (TR/TE1/TE2 = 5000/20/80 ms, (1 × 1 × 3)
mm2 resolution, 50 contiguous slices angulated along an imaginary line connecting the genu
and splenium of the corpus callosum −10°); PRESS (Point-Resolved Spectroscopy) 1H
MRS single volume spectroscopy from left and right basal ganglia and from the pons (TR/
TE = 1800/135 ms, 256 averages; basal ganglia spectra centered on the border between
putamen and globus pallidus: (20 × 40 × 16) mm3 left-right × anterior-posterior × inferior-
superior; pons (17 × 17 × 17) mm3) (Figure 1).

Spectroscopy - Day 2—MRI sequences from day one were repeated, followed by
multislice 1H MRSI (TR/TE/TI = 1970/135/170 ms, three laterally unrestricted axially
oblique 15 mm thick slices, angulated as the DSE MRI, (280 × 280) mm2 field-of-view, 36
× 36 phase encoding steps with circular k-space sampling). Typical slice positioning (Figure
2) allowed imaging of metabolites in the basal ganglia, the WM and GM of all major lobes,
midbrain and cerebellum. Lastly, we acquired 1H PRESS MRSI in the mesial temporal lobe
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including the hippocampus (TR/TE = 1800/135 ms, the PRESS volume of (100 × 80 × 15)
mm3 angulated along the long axis of the hippocampus, (210 × 210) mm2 field-of-view, 24
× 24 phase encoding steps with circular k-space sampling).

MRI and MRS, and MRSI processing—Whole brain three-tissue intensity based
segmentation was rendered on T1-weighted MRI, which assigned a probability of WM, GM
or cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) to each slice as previously described (50). Using a non-linear
fluid transformation, we warped each brain to a marked atlas template to determine lobar
regions and sub-cortical nuclei in each subject (50). We combined these localized markings
with the segmentation results to obtain right and left frontal, temporal, parietal and occipital
volumes of GM, WM and CSF for each subject, in addition to volumes of brainstem,
cerebellum and right and left thalami, lenticular nuclei and caudate. Automated baseline
correction and fitting of MRS data used a parametric model of known spectral components
(metabolites) to fit metabolite resonances and a nonparametric fit of the baseline (51,52,53).
Resonances for NAA, Cr- and Cho-containing metabolites were fitted and peak area ratios
calculated. For absolute metabolite quantification, peak areas were normalized to the median
signal intensity from CSF in the lateral ventricles determined from the proton-density-
weighted MRI obtained in the same session as the metabolite data. To account for different
GM, WM and CSF contributions to the spectral regions of interest between subject, the
subject-specific spectroscopy voxels were aligned with the corresponding subject-specific
tissue-segmented and lobar labeled MRI data obtained in the same imaging session and
tissue fractions were calculated as previously described (54). Due to both excessive patient
movement during MRI and technical problems with the additional quantitation procedures,
about 25% of spectra (equally distributed across the three groups) were unavailable for
molar quantitation. Spectral processing yielded NAA, Cr, and Cho concentrations in
institutional units (i.u.), not corrected for relaxation times, as well as ratios of NAA/Cr,
NAA/Cho, Cr/Cho and NAA/(Cr+Cho) in pons, cerebellum, midbrain, and right and left
basal ganglia and from WM and GM in the frontal, parietal, temporal and occipital lobes.

Statistical Analysis
Statistical analysis was aimed at detection of a significant group effect for Gulf War Illness
diagnosis or Haley Syndrome 2. Participants with Intermediate diagnosis of GWI were
excluded from initial analysis as our aim compared GWI with controls. The linear modeling
framework (55) was used to determine effects of GWI or Haley Syndrome 2 diagnostic
groups on all outcomes. The response variable of the model was the MRI/MRS/MRSI
regional measure and the explanatory variables were group (Gulf War status or Haley
Syndrome 2 status), gender, age, CAPS score, Beck Depression Inventory score and total
lifetime drinking. The models were fitted using SAS 8.2 (http://www.sas.com). A
hierarchical design was used in which a set of plausible models was assessed by the
sequential addition or removal of variables. Nested models were compared using F-tests
applied across all outcome measures of a particular type, i.e. from a particular imaging type
(MRI, MRS or MRSI) or across all neuropsychological outcome measures. The explanatory
covariates were retained for all outcomes of a type provided they were significant for a large
proportion (>20%) of outcomes at the alpha = 10% level or if they were considered
scientifically imperative to include. The uniformity of the model was imposed within each
outcome type to ensure consistent model structure across outcome measures, enabling the
comparison of results across outcomes and avoiding overfitting. The simultaneous testing
strategy also helped to eliminate confounding variables and the problem of chance variables
being found significant. Because gender was a significant covariate for many regional MRI,
MRS and MRSI measures and the number of females was small, the analysis was re-run
using data from the males only and the gender variable omitted.
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RESULTS
Study group characteristics

Persian Gulf War veterans were solicited primarily through fliers and direct mailing.
Approximately 1384 packets of information about the study were mailed to veterans who
then passed the screening phone call and 279 veterans with no exclusionary factors
underwent all research related procedures generally completed within two days.

There were no significant differences of age, education, gender, race, military status at the
beginning of the Gulf War conflict or military status at the time of the study between the
GWI, intermediate and control groups (Table 1). However, individuals with GWI had a
significantly higher rate of PTSD as diagnosed by the DSM-IV criteria and a significantly
higher CAPS score, indicating greater PTSD symptomatology (Table 1).

PON1 genotype and enzymatic activities
There were no differences in PON1 genotype, or paraoxonase activity between non-
symptomatic veteran controls and those with GWI or Haley Type 2 syndrome (data not
shown).

Concentrations and ratios of brain metabolites
MRS studies showed that all study groups had very similar measures of regional metabolite
concentrations. No statistically significant differences were found between metabolite
concentrations of individuals with GWI and the control group using either standard t-tests
that did not account for other variables, or the full linear model. Absolute metabolite
concentrations and the resonance area ratios for the right basal ganglia (mean +/− SD) in
males only are shown in Table 2. Of all males enrolled in the study, 17% of the controls,
24% of the intermediates and 31% of the GWI individuals did not have right basal ganglia
spectral data for analyses for the following reasons: data acquisition was not performed
(either because the participant did not agree to MR scanning, or did not complete the MR
examination) or spectral data quality was considered insufficient for computation of
metabolite ratios. It is unclear to what extent the higher percentage of missing data in GWI
might be related to illness or if it affected our ability to detect group differences.
Nevertheless, right basal ganglia showed no significant metabolite group differences (ratios
or absolute concentrations). Of the seven measures given in Table 2, six show an effect in
the unexpected direction, with an estimated effect size between 0.01 and 0.19, and the
measure in the expected direction had an effect size of 0.0. Overall, this clearly indicated
that the data support the absence of any clinically relevant effects.

There were no significant group differences in data from the left basal ganglia and pons
(data not shown). Additionally, there were no statistical differences in metabolite
concentrations in the mesial temporal lobe including hippocampus and brainstem
determined by PRESS SI (n=97) and multislice MRSI (n=97) between GWI and control
groups. Even when multiple comparisons were not accounted for, we found no significant
group differences for any of the metabolite measures in GM and WM of the main lobes,
thalami, lenticular nuclei, caudate, brainstem, cerebellar vermis and hippocampi.
Furthermore, exploration of structural imaging measurements including hippocampal
volume, volumes of all subcortical structures and the GM, WM or CSF volumes of the right
or left frontal, parietal, temporal or occipital lobes showed no differences between any of the
groups, even without correcting significance levels for multiple comparisons. Additionally, a
comparison of individuals with Haley Syndrome 2 (with single voxel MRS n=32; PRESS SI
n=15; MRSI n=15) with the veteran control group revealed no significant differences in any
measures with either t-tests or linear analysis.
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Explanatory variables
The explanatory variables of depression and alcohol use were significant at the 0.1 level for
less than 5% of the regional measures in the linear model and were therefore dropped from
the model. Additionally, the linear model analyses were rerun with the CAPS score dropped
as an explanatory variable in order to check that PTSD symptomatology was not masking
any effect, but there were still no significant differences between the GWI and control
groups.

DISCUSSION
Our MRS findings do not replicate the previous reports by Haley et al. (1) of reduced NAA/
Cr in the basal ganglia and pons. We studied a larger number of GWI individuals than
reported by Haley (n=81 vs n=22 symptomatic veterans, including 51 males with metabolite
ratio information), compared them to a larger number of control veterans without symptoms
(n=97 vs n=18, including 68 males with metabolite ratio information), and we employed
virtually identical methods for patient assessment and MRI/MRS. Furthermore, we used
MRSI in 97 GWI participants and controls, an additional MRS method to examine
metabolite spectra from the basal ganglia and pons, and to explore areas of the brain not
previously targeted. We believe, therefore, that the discrepancy in the results is unlikely due
to less stringent spectroscopic techniques or to a lack of statistical power for our study. The
time elapsed between Haley’s study (1) and acquisition of our data (2 to 7 years) may be
associated with a normalization of brain abnormalities, although classifying symptoms
persisted. Taken together, our inability to demonstrate changes in brain NAA in patients
with GWI suggests that reduced NAA, if it ever occurred, is not a long-lasting feature of
GWI. The lack of neuropsychological differences between GWI and control participants in
our study also supports the idea that elapsed time between combat exposure and
participation in this study may have obscured any differences that once existed.

We found no differences between control and GWI groups in PON1 genotypes or
paraoxonase activities. These results do not support the view that exposure to sarin or other
organophosphates is responsible for GWI symptoms and are in agreement with the Veterans
Administration Research Advisory Committee on Gulf War Veterans’ Illnesses which
concluded that evidence for an association between GWI and low-level exposure to nerve
agents such as sarin is “inconsistent or limited” (56). However, differences were found
between GW veterans with suspected sarin exposure and unexposed veterans in a recent
study (57) that showed exposed veterans to have reduced total brain GM and hippocampal
volumes compared to unexposed controls. Positive correlations were also found between
total WM volume and measures of executive function and visuospatial abilities in this group
(57).

The major significant difference between GWI and control groups was a higher prevalence
of PTSD and higher CAPS scores in the GWI group, indicating greater PTSD symptoms. A
recent study found that GW veterans who recovered from PTSD had larger hippocampal
volumes that those with chronic PTSD or current depression, suggesting that smaller
hippocampal volume may be a risk factor for lack of recovery from PTSD or a reversible,
state dependent PTSD effect (58). While the symptoms of PTSD and GWI have little in
common, the effect of psychological stress on general health is well-documented (59).
Deployment to the Gulf War resulted in higher risks for both PTSD and chronic fatigue
syndrome (60) and studies of veterans returning from the Gulf War suggested that many of
the symptoms of GWI are caused by exposure to stress (e.g. 11,12). GWI is a multi-
symptom syndrome with significant overlap with diseases such as fibromyalgia, chronic
fatigue syndrome, depression and irritable bowel syndrome. PTSD is a potential causative
agent of fibromyalgia (61,62), chronic fatigue syndrome (61) and irritable bowel syndrome
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(63), and is often co-morbid with depression. Potential mechanisms for these links include
disturbance of cortisol levels (64), thyroid hormone (65) and elevated nitric oxide/
peroxynitrite (66). These findings, taken together with our results, support the idea that
psychological stress, mediated by metabolic means, is a significant causative factor in GWI.

The Veterans Administration Research Advisory Committee on Gulf War Veterans’
Illnesses concluded that “GWI is associated with diverse biological alterations that most
prominently affect the brain and nervous system” (56). While our studies do not support
changes in brain NAA levels and ratios, there is the possibility of other neurological
changes. Psychological stress may also be just one factor contributing to GWI. Kang et al.
(67) found that the higher rate of chronic fatigue syndrome in Gulf War veterans was only
partially correlated with the degree of stress experienced while deployed and suggested that
the increased risk of GWI might be related to “an additional unique environmental factor”.
Pyridostygmine bromide pills used as prophylaxis treatment against nerve agents and
exposure to pesticides have been causally associated with GWI (56) and their effects on the
central nervous system may be potentiated by stress in animal models (56,68). Furthermore,
the combination of multiple chemical exposures and stress may have more potent effects
than one factor alone (56).

As we observed no significant changes in brain NAA, Cr or Cho measures nor significant
regional brain volume loss in patients with GWI, but instead a higher prevalence of PTSD
and PTSD symptoms, we conclude that this symptom complex is most likely related to
exposure to psychological stress during deployment and not to loss of or persistent injury to
neurons in the basal ganglia and pons.
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Figure 1.
Voxel placement in the right and left basal ganglia (left and middle) and pons (right) for
single voxel MR spectroscopy (see Methods for details).
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Figure 2.
Slice placement for multislice MR spectroscopic imaging (MRSI)
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Table 1

Characteristics of study groups.

Control Intermediate Gulf War Illness

n (female) 97 (15) 101 (7) 81 (7)

Haley Syndrome 2 2 9 21

Age (years) 44.6 ± 9.9 45.1 ± 9.8 44.6 ± 8.8

Education (years) 14.7 ± 2.1 14.6 ± 2.9 14.3 ± 1.8

Race (n) White 61 58 52

Black 16 15 11

Hispanic 9 16 9

American Indian 0 2 1

Asian 3 3 2

Pacific Islander 4 2 2

Other 4 3 2

No data 0 2 2

Military status at start of Operation Desert Shield (n) Active duty 70 68 58

National Guard 9 8 6

Reserves 17 23 15

Non-military civilian 1 0 0

No data 0 2 2

Present Military status (n) Active duty 0 1 0.

National Guard 4 4 1

Reserves 16 8 6

Civilian 77 86 72

No data 0 2 2

Current CAPS Score 6.0 ±2.1* 18.9 ±24.9* 28.2 ±29.2*

individuals with PTSD (%) 3.1 ** 17.8 ** 34.6 **

N= total number of individuals. Number of females included in the total given in parentheses.
PTSD = meets DSM-IV criteria for diagnosis, 3 individuals do not have these data.
CAPS score range: 0–136, comprising 17 PTSD symptoms: Each symptom can be scored 0–8

*
p<0.05, Kruskal-Wallis χ2 test indicates groups differ significantly, GWI> Intermediate, Control

**
p<0.05 χ2 test indicates groups differ significantly, GWI> Intermediate, Control
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