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Abstract
Electrical impedance myography (EIM), a non-invasive, electrophysiological technique, has
preliminarily shown value as an ALS biomarker. Here we perform a multicenter study to further
assess EIM’s potential for tracking ALS. ALS patients were enrolled across eight sites. Each
subject underwent EIM, handheld dynamometry (HHD), and the ALS Functional Rating Scale-
revised (ALSFRS-R) regularly. Techniques were compared by assessing the coefficient of
variation (CoV) in the rate of decline and each technique’s correlation to survival. Results showed
that in the 60 patients followed for one year, EIM phase measured from the most rapidly
progressing muscle in each patient had a CoV in the rate of decline of 0.62, compared to HHD
(0.82) and the ALSFRS-R (0.74). Restricting the measurements to the first six months gave a CoV
of 0.55 for EIM, 0.93 for HHD, and 0.84 for ALSFRS-R. For both time-periods, all three
measures correlated with survival. Based on these data, a six-month clinical trial designed to
detect a 20% treatment effect with 80% power using EIM would require only 95 patients/arm
compared to the ALSFRS-R, which would require 220 subjects/arm. In conclusion, EIM can serve
as a useful ALS biomarker that offers the prospect of greatly accelerating phase 2 clinical trials.

Keywords
Clinical trials; amyotrophic lateral sclerosis; electrical impedance myography

Introduction
Phase 2 trials in ALS are limited by the lack of a sensitive marker of disease progression (1).
To date, the ALS Functional Rating Scale-revised (ALSFRS-R) (2), strength measurements
via handheld dynamometry (HHD), functional vital capacity, and motor unit number
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estimate (MUNE) are being used, although the ALSFRS-R has generally become the
preferred tool (3–5).

One newer approach that may be useful for following disease progression and potential
response to treatment is the technique of electrical impedance myography (EIM) (6). In
EIM, a high frequency, low-intensity electrical current is applied to a limb, and the resulting
voltages are measured over a discrete region of muscle. The basic hypothesis is that changes
in the structure and composition of the muscle with disease will be reflected in alterations in
the localized impedance of the muscle. Unlike standard electrophysiologic techniques, EIM
does not measure the inherent electrical properties of the muscle but rather the effect of the
tissue on the applied current. In addition to showing abnormalities in a variety of other
neuromuscular conditions including myositis (7), spinal muscular atrophy (8), and disuse
atrophy (9), a single-center study found that EIM was a sensitive indicator of ALS
progression (10); a subsequent study in ALS SOD1-G93A rats confirmed those findings
(11). Advantages of EIM include that it is non-invasive, painless, rapid to apply, requires
minimal training, is highly reproducible (12), and can be applied to virtually any superficial
muscle.

In this study, we assessed EIM’s potential value as a biomarker of disease progression by
following a group of ALS patients over time and comparing EIM to HHD and ALSFRS-R.

Material and methods
Standard protocol approvals, registrations, and patient consents

The procedures followed were in accordance with the ethics standards of the responsible
committee on human experimentation and with the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, as revised
in 1983 and as overseen by the institutional review boards of all participating institutions; in
addition, written informed consent was obtained from all subjects. The study was performed
at eight sites (principal investigator initials in parentheses): Beth Israel Deaconesss Medical
Center (SR), Massachusetts General Hospital (WD), Upstate Medical Center (JS), Johns
Hopkins University (NM), University of Virginia (TB), Wake Forest University (JC, MC),
Emory University (MB), and University of Miami (SK).

Overall study design
This investigation was designed as a natural history study of ALS using EIM, HHD and
ALSFRS-R, with no planned interventions. Modified incremental MUNE was also included
in the study protocol; the results of that analysis have been reported previously (13). The
goal was to follow individuals for approximately one year with visits spaced at a maximum
of approximately three months apart; however, more frequent visits were encouraged.

Subjects
Participants were recruited consecutively. Inclusion criteria included: 1) age 18–85 years at
time of enrollment; 2) a history of probable, probable-laboratory supported (as defined by
the presence of fibrillation potentials in clinically unaffected limbs), and definite ALS by the
modified El Escorial criteria (14) or a positive gene test for a form of familial ALS; 3)
disease duration for no longer than five years from diagnosis; 4) FVC > 60%; and 5) average
limb muscle strength of greater than 3.5 on a modified manual muscle testing scale.

Exclusion criteria included: 1) presence of superimposed neuromuscular disease; 2)
presence of implanted pacemaker or other electronic device.
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Training, validation, and quality assurance
Prior to study initiation, all evaluators were taught the techniques of EIM and HHD at a
single training session. All evaluators were required to demonstrate test-retest repeatability
for EIM and HHD with less than 15% variation for each individual muscle studied in four
healthy individuals with repeated measurements being at least 3 h apart. Any new research
team members were required to be trained in the techniques and demonstrate similar
reproducibility. A single site visit was also made to all centers to help ensure accurate data
collection.

EIM
There are a number of approaches for performing EIM, both from the choice of impedance-
measuring device to electrode positioning. Given the multicenter nature of the study and the
need for a cost effective measure, rather than utilizing a multifrequency system as has been
the case in more recent work (8,11,15), we used the DF50® (Impedimed, Inc, San Diego,
CA). This instrument provides a numerical readout of the electrical impedance data
(resistance, reactance, phase, and impedance) at a single frequency of 50 kHz. Based on the
results of the earlier ALS study (10), we chose the 50-kHz phase as the primary measure to
follow.

Since ALS does not typically affect the whole body at once but rather spreads regionally
(16), we studied several muscles in each patient with the hope of capturing a muscle that
was most actively deteriorating during the study period. In order to assist with this, if a
patient was minimally weak in one arm and markedly weak in the other, the minimally weak
arm would be chosen with the expectation it would show greater decline during the study
period. In addition, since we were performing EIM using a far-current electrode approach
(17), limbs with joint or knee replacements were not studied. Thus, the following muscles
were measured unilaterally: biceps, wrist extensors, abductor pollicis brevis or abductor
digiti quinti (abductor pollicis brevis was chosen, unless a median neuropathy was
identified, in which case abductor digiti quinti was chosen), quadriceps, and tibialis anterior.
Figure 1 shows an example of the measurements being performed on the forearm extensor
compartment.

In order to ensure accurate electrode placement from visit to visit, predetermined specific
anatomic landmarks were used for electrode placement. The use of pinpoint tattoos was also
encouraged, although not employed routinely at all centers.

Intra-session repeatability was assessed for biceps brachii by repeating an identical set of
measurements at the completion of the entire EIM measurement session (i.e. biceps was
studied at the beginning and then again at the end, with the other EIM measurements
performed in between). Standard whole-body bioimpedance measurements were also made
on both sides (18), since such measurements also alter to some extent with ALS progression
(19).

Handheld dynamometry
Handheld dynamometry was performed with the MicroFet2 (Hoggan Industries, Logan, UT)
across all sites, using standard measurement technique of multiple upper and lower
extremity muscles. Mean values were calculated for each visit and used in the analyses.

ALSFRS-R
The ALSFRS-R was completed at the time of each visit with the assistance of the study
coordinator or research assistant.
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Data analysis
The main goal of this study was to identify each technique’s capability to assess decline in
the group of individuals over time. One convenient measure of this is the coefficient of
variation (CoV) of the rate of decline across a group of individuals (the standard deviation in
the rate of decline/mean rate of decline). Put simply, the lower the value of the CoV the
more powerful the potential biomarker. Thus, for each patient with a minimum of three
visits, random intercept and slope terms were specified within a linear mixed model set to
obtain slopes of each measure. Variances of slopes were obtained by specifying an
unstructured covariance configuration. In the few situations where the model did not
converge, the intercept was dropped from the model and therefore not estimated. From these
estimates, coefficients of variation of the slopes were estimated for EIM, HHD, and
ALSFRS-R. No data points were imputed.

Two EIM values were assessed: the mean EIM 50-kHz phase slope from the five muscles
and the steepest single-muscle slope from each patient. Mean EIM phase slope was
computed by averaging the individual slopes of five muscles. Variance of the mean slope
was computed assuming the independence of the single muscle EIM phase values so that if
Vi is the variance of the EIM phase slope used in calculation of the mean slope then standard

deviation of the  . The steepest slope of decline in phase was also
computed. For this measure, linear regression was used to obtain the EIM phase slope over
time for each of the five muscles. Subsequently, for each patient, the steepest (most
negative) slope was identified from each of the five individual muscle slopes. For ALSFRS-
R, the simple summed score was used to calculate the slope of decline. For HHD, the
average value of all measured muscles was used, although a ‘steepest slope’ approach,
analogous to that used for EIM, was also evaluated. Cox proportional hazards analysis was
used to assess the relationship between rate of decline and survival across patients. Finally,
in order to determine how well each individual measure would perform in a hypothetical
clinical trial, a power calculation was performed as previously described using a random
effects model (10). Unless otherwise specified, results are given as mean +/− standard
deviation.

Results
Enrollment and demographics

From a total of 89 subjects, 60 had three or more visits with complete or near-complete data
sets. The majority of subjects who had less than three visits failed the screening visit or did
not return for testing after the first measurement session; a smaller proportion had only two
full visits. The proportion of males to females was unexpectedly elevated at 3:1 with a mean
age of 56.1 +/− 12 years. The mean number of visits was 5.1 (range 3–11) and the mean
length of follow-up was 304 days (range 94–501). Mean disease duration at the time of
enrollment from the onset of symptoms was 2.5 +/− 1.8 years. Nine of the 60 subjects (15%)
had bulbar-onset disease, a proportion just slightly lower than that reported in other recent
trials (3,20,21).

EIM repeatability
The mean intra-session between-measurement variation in biceps phase was 11.9% with an
intraclass correlation coefficient of 0.90.

EIM alterations over time compared to HHD, and ALSFRS-R
Table I provides the CoVs and their 95% confidence limits (22) in the rate of decline both
after one year and after six months. At one year, EIM (both mean and steepest), HHD, and
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ALSFRS-R all had CoVs well below 1.0, although EIM steepest slope fared best, with a
CoV of 0.62; this result also compared favorably to that identified for MUNE of 0.72 as
previously reported (13). At six months, the steepest slope EIM values had an even lower
CoV of just 0.55; the three other parameters, while still less than 1, were considerably
higher. Whole-body bioimpedance analysis data from each side showed very high
coefficients of variation in the rate of decline for phase (over 4.0) and was not evaluated
further. Figure 2 shows the six-month trajectories of the EIM data (both the steepest slope/
patient and the mean value/patient), ALSFRS-R and HHD for each for each the 50 patients
who had three or more visits within the first six months of study are in gray; the thick black
line in each plot represents the group mean values. The plots are normalized to each
patient’s baseline visit for ease of comparison.

These values are translated into patient numbers in Table II, which shows the number of
subjects needed, based on the six-month data, for a hypothetical clinical trial as described
previously (10), assuming an 80% power to detect a treatment effect of 20%, at alpha =
0.05, one-tailed.

Correlation with survival
Twenty-four of the 60 subjects died during follow-up, 21 due to respiratory insufficiency
secondary to ALS, three due to other causes (two myocardial infarctions and one head
injury); these latter subjects’ data were not considered ALS deaths and censored
accordingly. Table III shows the Cox proportional hazards regression correlating the four
parameters both at one year and at six months. At one year and at six months, steepest EIM
phase, ALSFRS-R, and HHD all showed a significant correlation to the likelihood of death
from respiratory insufficiency, although mean EIM phase did not.

Discussion
This study demonstrates the potential power of EIM to assess ALS progression in just six
months, confirming and extending the original 2007 observation (10). Moreover, it
demonstrates that the technique itself is clinically meaningful in that the rate of decline in
steepest EIM phase, like ASLFRS-R and HHD, correlates to survival. The data also suggest
that EIM may outperform the modified incremental MUNE method for tracking ALS
progression (13), although MUNE remains a more direct measure of motor neuron loss.

One unusual feature of the analysis is our use of a single muscle to represent the overall rate
of progression in each patient. However, using a single muscle to indicate the status of the
entire individual is not novel as it is the underlying assumption of MUNE. By assessing the
most rapidly progressing muscle (i.e. the one with the steepest slope) from each patient, we
are able to maximize the rate of progression for the analysis and thus further improve the
CoV. The reason we believe this approach works is that ALS does not typically affect the
entire body simultaneously, but rather spreads regionally (16). Most measures, such as the
ALSFRS-R and HHD, rely on data from many body regions to reduce random noise,
providing a rate of change for the patient as a whole. However, this has the untoward effect
of diluting out the detection of disease progression since relatively unchanging regions –
both those that are end-stage and those that are only early in the disease course – will reduce
the mean rate of decline and hence increase the CoV. With EIM it is possible to obtain
highly repeatable data from one muscle (12), and thus safely employ single muscle data in
the analysis. In contrast, for example, utilizing a single-muscle ‘steepest slope’ approach for
HHD does not work because the technique is far less reliable; an identical analysis using
single muscle HHD data gave high CoVs in the rate of decline of 2.0 at year and 1.5 at six
months. With MUNE, one is restricted to measuring the same one or two muscles in each
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patient, and therefore no attempt can be made to identify the region that is most rapidly
deteriorating during the study period.

This single muscle approach has to be meaningful, however, and that the rate of progression
from this muscle correlates with survival in this group of individuals supports its validity as
a potential biomarker. Whereas both HHD and ALSFRS-R had stronger correlations to
survival both at six months and at one year than EIM, given that this biomarker would likely
be used in phase 2 clinical trials where initial evidence of potential efficacy is sought, the
trade-off for higher sensitivity to decline versus a correlation to survival is likely acceptable.
Why the mean EIM rate of decline showed no relationship with survival is not clear and
requires further study, although limitations with EIM measurement technique (discussed
below) could have contributed. One limitation of the single muscle analysis approach is that
coexistent compression neuropathies or radiculopathy could confound the data. While the
former were excluded for ulnar- and median-innervated muscles, concomitant radiculopathy
was not.

We found the mean intra-session variation in EIM phase measuring biceps was 11.9%,
which was considerably higher than the value of 4.71% we previously reported in normal
subjects over more extended periods of time (12). This worse value likely reflects several
different factors, including lack of regular practice in performing the technique given the
relatively few patients enrolled at each site and limitations of the device utilized, compared
to the system utilized in that previous study. The device used provided only a numerical
read-out, and the accuracy of the data could not be verified except by repeating the
measurement several times to confirm its stability. Moreover, the device is not calibrated to
the lower impedance values encountered in such localized measurements, being designed for
whole-body bioimpedance measurements. Assessing the two separate components of the
phase, the reactance and resistance, helps highlight the device/measurement limitation. The
reactance is about 1/10th the magnitude of the resistance and is thus more sensitive to noise.
Consequently, the reactance values varied by 12% on average; in contrast, the more easily
obtained resistance varied by only 3%. Accordingly, improved instrumentation would likely
further enhance the reproducibility of the technique and possibly its sensitivity to ALS
progression.

One unexpected finding of this study was that the CoV for ALSFRS-R was unusually low
(0.74 at one year, and 0.84 at six months). Another, smaller natural history study also
evaluated change in the ALSFRS-R over time and showed a similarly low CoV of 0.76 (23).
However, placebo groups from past clinical trials have shown consistently higher CoVs for
the ALSFRS-R. For example, the celecoxib study showed an ALSFRS-R CoV of 1.3 (3) and
in a recent meta-analysis of creatine studies, the value was 1.26 (calculated from 186
patients overall) (24). The explanation for these inconsistencies is unclear, but could reflect
inherent differences on a subjective measure such as the ALSFRS-R in a natural history
study compared to an actual clinical drug trial (25).

This study had several limitations. First, the proportion of males to females was higher than
expected at 3:1. The excess of males in this study was entirely coincidental, but does need to
be considered since the proportion is not representative of the ALS population as a whole.
Secondly, compared to most trials, our subjects enrolled after having been symptomatic for a
relatively long time (30 months). This could have influenced the results of both our CoV
analysis and the correlation to survival, although the effect is difficult to predict. Thirdly, we
did not include a control population in this study. The underlying assumption was that all of
the parameters being studied here, including EIM, should not change substantially over a
severalmonth to one-year period of time in healthy individuals. Although we have not
studied this question explicitly for EIM, an earlier reproducibility study did confirm stability
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of measurements in a group of 30 healthy individuals over an average of 113 days (range 7–
279 days) (12). Study of EIM over longer periods of time in normal subjects in a multicenter
fashion is clearly warranted, as it would help establish the true inter-session repeatability.
Fourthly, since the study continued for several years due to sluggish recruitment, at many
sites the investigators performing the measurements changed, adding another source of
potential variation, despite additional training. Finally, we did not evaluate bulbar and
appendicular onset patients separately. Although the proportion of patients with primary
bulbar onset in our study was only slightly below that of other recent studies, it remains
possible that EIM may be less effective in this group of individuals and that a measure that
incorporates bulbar dysfunction, such as the ALSFRS-R, would be more effective.
Nevertheless, nothing precludes performing EIM on such muscles, including the tongue; this
remains an area for future study.

In summary, these results provide evidence that EIM can serve as a practical and sensitive
method for the assessment of ALS progression in just six months. However, only by
demonstrating its power to identify a treatment effect earlier and with fewer patients than
standard measures will it be determined if EIM is actually also an effective biomarker of
drug effect. The development of dedicated EIM devices (26) will help make it possible for
ALS investigators to readily employ this technique to determine if that is the case.
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Figure 1.
Set-up for EIM on wrist extensors as performed in this study. The current-emitting
electrodes are placed on each palm and the voltage-measuring electrodes are placed over the
muscle of interest. The wires extend to the impedance-measuring device (not shown). In
more recent work, this approach has been replaced by one in which the current-emitting
electrodes are placed in close proximity to the voltage-measuring electrodes.
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Figure 2.
Six-month relative trajectories for all 50 subjects for (a) EIM steepest slope, (b) EIM mean,
(c) ALSFRS-R, and (d) HHD; mean value is in black, individual patient values in gray.
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Table I

Coefficients of variation in rate of decline at one year and at six months.

One year Six months

Outcome
measure

Coefficient of
variation in

rate of decline

95%
confidence
interval

Coefficient of
variation in

rate of decline

95%
confidence
interval

EIM Phase-steepest slope 0.62 0.47–0.77 0.55 0.41–0.69

EIM Phase-mean 0.66 0.50–0.83 0.76 0.56–0.97

HHD 0.82 0.59–1.0 0.92 0.63–1.2

ALSFRS-R 0.74 0.55–0.93 0.84 0.58–1.1
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Table II

Number of patients needed per arm for a placebocontrolled trial*.

Outcome measure Patients needed per study arm

EIM steepest 95

EIM mean 182

HHD 266

ALSFRS-R 220

*
Assuming a six-month, placebo-controlled study, aiming to identify a 20% treatment effect with 80% power, one-tailed, p < 0.05.
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Table III

Correlation to survival.

One year data Six months data

Outcome measure
Cox hazards ratio
(95% CL) p-value

Cox hazards ratio
(95% CL) p-value

EIM Phase-steepest 1.68 [1.21–2.32]    0.0018 1.40 [1.02–1.90]    0.035

EIM Phase-mean 1.02 [0.73–1.44]    0.903 0.89 [0.59–1.36]    0.59

HHD 2.47 [1.64–3.72] < 0.001 1.93 [1.30–2.87]    0.0012

ALSFRS-R 5.81 [2.68–12.6] < 0.001 2.49 [1.47–4.22] < 0.001

Values given as mean +/− standard deviation; CL: confidence limit.
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