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Abstract

Many genetic studies for Alzheimer’s Disease (AD) have been focused on the identification of 

common genetic variants associated with AD risk and not on other aspects of the disease, such as 

age at onset or rate of dementia progression. There are multiple approaches to untangling the 

genetic architecture of these phenotypes. We hypothesized that the genetic architecture of rate of 

progression is different than the risk for developing AD dementia. To test this hypothesis, we used 

longitudinal clinical data from ADNI and the Knight-ADRC at Washington University and we 

calculated PRS (polygenic risk score) based on the IGAP study to compare the genetic 

architecture of AD risk and dementia progression. Dementia progression was measured by the 

change of Clinical Dementia Rating Sum of Boxes (CDR)-SB per year. Out of the 21 loci for AD 

risk, no association with the rate of dementia progression was found. The PRS rate was 

significantly associated with the rate of dementia progression (β=0.146, p.value= 0.03). In the case 

of rare variants, TREM2 (β=0.309, p.value=0.02) was also associated with the rate of dementia 

progression. TREM2 variant carriers showed a 23% faster rate of dementia compared with non-
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variant carriers. In conclusion, our results indicate that the recently identified common and rare 

variants for AD susceptibility have a limited impact on the rate of dementia progression in AD 

patients.
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Introduction

Alzheimer’s disease (AD) is a common and incurable form of dementia [1]. There is 

significant heterogeneity in the progression and in the symptomatology of the disease, but 

little understanding about the causes of this variability. Most genetic studies of AD have 

focused on the identification of common genetic variants associated with AD risk. The 

largest GWAS for AD risk included more than 74,000 AD cases and controls and found 

more than 21 loci associated with AD [2]. Some genes under these loci are involved in 

inflammation and the immune response [3]. Each locus only accounts for a small proportion 

of the variance in AD susceptibility [4], indicating that there are still additional genetic 

variants and genes associated with AD risk remaining to be identified.

Most studies identified variants that are associated with AD risk and no other aspect of the 

disease, such as age at onset or rate of dementia progression. There are multiple approaches 

to untangle the genetic architecture of these phenotypes. One approach is to use alternative 

endophenotypes such as imaging traits or biochemical biomarkers [5]. These intermediate 

phenotypes, such as levels of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) phospho-tau (ptau) can identify 

genetic variants associated with rate of progression. Thus far no genetic study of a relative 

large population focused on rate of dementia progression has been performed. We defined 

rate of dementia progression as the change in the Clinical Dementia Rating Sum of Boxes 

(CDR-SB) in patients diagnosed with AD [6]. We hypothesized that the genetic architecture 

of rate of progression is different to that of AD risk. This is supported by our previous 

studies in which we found that genetic variants associated with AD risk are also associated 

with age at onset and CSF Aβ level; however, the variants associated with CSF tau levels 

were associated with disease progression but not onset [6, 7].

It has been proposed that low frequency variants could explain some of the missing 

hereditability. As a result, some recent findings have identified low frequency variants with 

large effects in some of the genes under the identified loci that are independent of the GWAS 

signal, as in the case of SORL1 and ABCA7 [8–12]. In addition, low frequency coding 

variants in TREM2 [13–20] and PLD3 associated with AD risk have been reported. 

Polygenic Risk Scores (PRS) have been successfully used to collapse the effects of common 

variants and are useful to calculate the overall risk of an individual or to identify individuals 

at risk [21]. Even though the predictive power and accuracy of PRS are still insufficient to be 

applied in a clinical setting [22], it has been suggested that a PRS created from the 21 

genome-wide loci capture the overall genetic architecture of late-onset AD and may help to 

predict AD risk [23].
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In this study, we used longitudinal clinical data from the Alzheimer’s Disease Neuroimaging 

Initiative (ADNI) and the Knight Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center (Knight-ADRC) 

coupled with GWAS data in order to elucidate the genetic architecture of rate of dementia 

progression, which may help to identify additional pathways and genes implicated in AD.

Methods

Participants

Participants from this study were enrolled in two different longitudinal studies: the Knight-

ADRC at Washington University and ADNI. The recruitment, assessment and exclusion 

criteria methods for the Knight-ADRC study have been published previously [24]. Written 

informed consent was obtained from participants and their family members by the Clinical 

and Genetics Core of the Knight ADRC. The ADNI study has been previously described 

[25]. The IRB approval number for this study is 201104178.

Cognitive assessment

Individuals in the Knight-ADRC cohort were evaluated by personnel at Washington 

University [24, 26]. For ADNI, multiple sites evaluated the participants [25, 27]. Briefly, 

participants were evaluated in accordance with the Clinical Dementia Rating (CDR), where 

0 indicates cognitive normality, 0.5 is very mild dementia, 1 is mild dementia, 2 is moderate 

dementia, and 3 is severe dementia [28, 29]. The scores in each of the six areas are summed 

to yield a sum of box scores ranging from 0 (no impairment) to 18 (maximal impairment).

Figure 1 describes the inclusion and exclusion criteria for this study. Briefly, only 

participants with an AD diagnosis and CDR > 0 at their last visit were included in our 

analyses. Individuals with dementia caused by neurological diseases other than AD were 

excluded. For those samples with data available, individuals with cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) 

amyloid β peptide42 (Aβ42) with values equal or greater than 192pg/mL (ADNI) [30] or 

500pg/mL (Knight-ADRC) [31] were also excluded. Individuals with CSF Aβ42 levels 

below these thresholds have been shown to have fibrillar Aβ deposits in brain [32, 33], and 

individuals with higher levels do not shown Aβ brain pathology and are likely not have 

Alzheimer’s Disease. Therefore by removing individuals with high Aβ levels we are 

removing individuals that have very high likelihood of having a non-AD dementia. Non-

informative longitudinally measured CDR-SB was removed for each participant. Non-

informative longitudinal data is defined as data in which the CDR-SB is either 0 or 18 and 

remains constant over a period of time (Figure 2). Figure 2 shows spaghetti plots of CDR-

SB before and after QC of our data, when non-informative data was removed. A clear trend 

of progression is shown after QC. Only individuals with at least two visits and 1.5 year of 

follow-up were included.

Genotype data

Participants were genotyped with the Illumina 610 or Omniexpress chip (Illumina, San 

Diego, CA, USA). As part of routine quality control steps, single-nucleotide polymorphisms 

(SNPs) with minor allele frequency < 1%, call rates < 98%, Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium p-

values >10-6 and individuals with > 2% missing genotypes were removed from the analysis. 

Del-Aguila et al. Page 3

J Alzheimers Dis. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 January 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Imputation was performed as described previously [34]. Briefly IMPUT2 v2.3.2 software 

and the 1,000 genome (phase3 NCBI build 37) data were used as reference to impute up to 6 

million SNPs. To avoid the possibility of spurious association of population structure [35] 

and to confirm ethnicity of each sample, the two principal components (PCs) scores were 

used as covariates in the analysis. These PCs were obtained using PLINK v1.9 (http://

www.cog-genomics.org/plink2) [36] and Hapmap2 [37, 38] reference population data. Only 

individuals that clustered with the European-American cluster were included in the study. 

PLINK v1.9 was also used to find duplicate and related individuals which were eliminated 

from the analysis. There were 5,986,883 imputed and genotyped SNPs after removing SNPs 

with a call rate <95% or r2≤0.3.

Both, PLD3 and TREM2, genes were sequenced using pooled-DNA sequencing designed as 

described previously [17, 39]. All polymorphisms were validated by Sequenom and KASPar 

genotype in each individual included in the pool.

Neuropsychological data

A subset of individuals (n=460) from the Knight-ADRC cohort who met the criteria in 

Figure 1 underwent neuropsychological testing within one year of a cognitive assessment 

where the CDR had been assigned. Once individuals progress to CDR= 2 they typically have 

difficulty performing neuropsychological testing, so rarely a subject is tested after being 

rated CDR= 2. Therefore, the neuropsychological data captured early (CDR=0 to CDR=2) 

but not late changes (CDR=2 to CDR=3). Within these 450 participants, all underwent 

neuropsychological testing at least twice with a minimal interval between first and last 

testing of 1.5 years. We evaluated the following three episodic memory measures that are 

routinely collected as part of the Knight-ADRC cognitive battery: the picture version of the 

Free and Cued Selective Reminding Test with immediate recall, free recall portion (FCSRT-

free)[40]. The Wechsler Memory Scale-III (WMS-III) Logical Memory Immediate and 

Delayed Recall (logical memory); and Verbal Paired Associates (associate learning)[41].

Statistical Analyses

Longitudinal Regression—A linear mixed-model repeated measure framework was 

used to account for correlation between repeated measures in the same individual. The linear 

mixed model analysis was carried out using R statistical software [42] and the package nlme 

[43]. Change in CDR Sum of Boxes per year (CDR-SB) was set as the independent variable 

with the following covariates: baseline CDR, baseline age, sex, time of follow-up, years of 

education, the interaction between baseline CDR and time, and to avoid the possibility of 

spurious association due to population substructure, the two first principal components 

scores were included as covariates. A random effect for time and individual was included in 

the model with an AR(1) covariance structure. We are testing the interaction term 

SNP*times against CDR-SB, as well as the interaction term PRS*time. When we are testing 

the former, SNP and time are also included as covariates, in case of the latter; PRS and time 

are added in the model.

We also performed a gene-based CMC method using PLD3 and TREM2. In this analysis all 

the rare variants from each gene region was coded as “0” if the locus was a wildtype and “1” 
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if the participant carried a coding variant. In this way we can gain power in the analysis 

when we test for the null hypothesis that the gene is not associated with the change in CDR-

SB. The model was the same as described above. Similar models were used to evaluate 

whether TREM2 variants were associated with decline on cognitive tests.

Association of GWAS hits with AD risk and Disease Progression—From the 

longitudinal regression analysis, we explored the relationship between the 21 susceptibility 

loci with high risk of LOAD [2] which included SNPs in the SLC24A4-RIN3, SORL1, 
BIN1, PICALM, CASS4, PTK2B, CELF1, CD2AP, INPP5D, EPHA1, MS4A6A, CD33, 
FERMT2, ZCWPW1, NME8, DSG2, ABCA7, CR1, CLU, HLA-DRB5-HLA-DRB1 and 

MEF2C gene regions.

Computation of Polygenic Risk Score—We derived a weighted PRS [44], as 

described previously. In short, the odds ratios were modelled as reported in IGAP [2] using a 

logarithm of base 2 transformation. SNPs utilized for the score either have a high 

genotyping rate (around 95%) or were a proxy to the IGAP hits. PLINK v1.9 was used to 

calculate the PRS choosing the score function and the no-mean-imputation option to ensure 

that no scores would be imputed. The resulting mean was corrected by multiplying the allele 

count (Log OR Score). The original score did not include APOE, to analyze whether there is 

a genetic overlap between risk and progression beyond APOE. However, we also calculated 

another PRS that included APOE. APOE was modeled as previously, using a model that 

captures the entire variability of APOE 2 and 4 alleles [45]. Weights (OR) for each APOE 
allele was based on previous studies (i.e. ε2/ε2=0.6, ε2/ε3=0.6, ε2/ε4 =2.6, ε3/ε4=3.2, ε4/

ε4=14.9)[45].

The association results of the longitudinal regression models for Polygenic Risk Scored 

derived for Lambert hits was calculated by using the following equation, we also calculated 

the a Pseudo-R2 using the MuMIn package in R

CDR Sum o f Boxest = PRS ∗ time + CDRi ∗ time + Gender + Age + Education + PC1 + PC2 + PRS + CDRi
+ time . random = time ∣ ID and corAR1

ADNI material and methods—Data used in the preparation of this article were obtained 

from the ADNI database (www.loni.ucla.edu\ADNI). The ADNI was launched in 2003 by 

the National Institute on Aging, the National Institute of Biomedical Imaging and 

Bioengineering, the Food and Drug Administration, private pharmaceutical companies and 

non-profit organizations, as a $60 million, 5-year public-private partnership. The Principal 

Investigator of this initiative is Michael W. Weiner, M.D. ADNI is the result of efforts of 

many co-investigators from a broad range of academic institutions and private corporations, 

and subjects have been recruited from over 50 sites across the U.S. and Canada. The initial 

goal of ADNI was to recruit 800 adults, ages 55 to 90, to participate in the research -

approximately 200 cognitively normal older individuals to be followed for 3 years, 400 

people with MCI to be followed for 3 years, and 200 people with early AD to be followed 

for 2 years.” For up-to-date information see www.adni-info.org.
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Results

Participants

The number of participants, after passing our inclusion criteria, with longitudinal cognitive 

assessment is presented in Table 1; they were grouped into 2 cohorts, ADNI (721) and 

Knight-ADRC (778). Briefly, a total of 1499 individuals with AD were included in the 

analysis after passing our inclusion criteria (Figure 1). The combined cohort was 52% male, 

the Knight-ADRC cohort was 44% males and the ADNI cohort and 60% male. The average 

year of education in the combined cohort was 14.5 years. Participants in the ADNI cohort 

had an average of 15.6 years of education and participants in the Knight-ADRC cohort had 

an average of 13.6 years of education. The follow-up time was longer in Knight-ADRC 

(4.83 years) than ADNI (3.23 years). In both cohorts, most participants had very mild 

dementia (CDR 0.5) at baseline. Likely because of the longer follow up time in the Knight-

ADRC cohort, the percentage of moderate dementia and severe dementia cases at the final 

follow-up assessment was higher in the Knight-ADRC (61.2%) than the ADNI (21%) 

cohorts.

Sex and disease progression

Before running the association analyses with the genetic variants, we wanted to identify the 

most important covariates for rate of progression. After adjusting for CDR at baseline, 

follow up time, age, education and the first two principal components, we found a very 

significant association of sex with rate of progression, in which females progressed 20.8% 

faster than males (β=0.225, p= 8.62×10−05; Table 2 and Figure 3). Both datasets, the Knight-

ADRC and the ADNI dataset contributed to the association of sex with disease progression 

(β=0.21, p= 0.004 and β=0.15, p= 0.09, respectively).

Role of APOE in rate of dementia

APOE is the strongest genetic risk factor for AD, Dementia with Lewy Bodies (DBL) and 

progression from mild cognitive impairment (CDR 0.5) to AD dementia. Individuals with 

memory complaints not caused by AD may not present develop progressive memory decline 

and should have a lower APOE ε4 frequency. To test this hypothesis, we analyzed the 

association of APOE genotype for any individual with longitudinal data, as well as, the 

individuals from each step of the inclusion criteria filter (Figure S1). We found a very strong 

association of APOE with change in CDR-SB/year when every individual with clinical 

longitudinal data was included (p=2.94×10−11; Figure S1). This association is still strong 

even after non-AD subjects are removed Figure S1). This association was mainly driven by 

ADNI in both cases; this was expected because ADNI, by study design, recruit a large 

number of MCI, not all with AD. When individuals with high CSF Aβ42 levels were 

removed (>192pg/mL (ADNI) or >500pg/mL (Knight-ADRC)), the strength of association 

dropped again (β=0.124, p=2.58×10−03; Figure S1). To show the effect of APOE in rate of 

progression we did a comparison between the betas of 1) APOE4− vs APOE4+ and 2) 

APOE4− vs APOE 4 vs APOE 44 Figure S2. As noted in the tables having one APOE4 only 

increase the rate of progression in 1.16 times (FigureS2A) and having two APOE 4 alleles in 

1.25 times (FigureS2B). However, the effect of one APOE4 allele in AD risk is either 2.6 or 
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3.2 (ε2/ε4, ε3/ε4) and two alleles is 14.9(ε4/ε4) [45]. These results suggest that the effect of 

APOE in rate of progression is lower than for AD risk.

Overlap between the genetic architecture of AD risk and progression

None of 21 GWAS loci associated with AD risk were associated with change in CDR-SB, 

even at nominal level. Table 4 shows the p-value for rate of progression for each of the 21 

most significant SNPs reported as AD risk by the International Genomics of Alzheimer’s 

Project (IGAP). It is important to note that in this analysis, for APOE we are reporting the p-

value for rs769449, which is the SNP reported on the original manuscript. rs769449 is a 

proxy of rs429358 (r2=0.81), the SNPs that codes for APOE4 allele. Therefore, rs769449 

does not capture all the information as APOE 4, neither the entire APOE genotype.

Polygenic Risk Scores (PRS) aggregates the effects that multiple genetic markers (both 

protective and risk variants) confer to individuals for a specific complex trait. PRS can be 

employed as a measure to identify the extent of overlap between the genetic architecture of 

co-morbid complex traits. For this reason, we decided to calculate a PRS based on the IGAP 

results to test the potential overlap in the genetic architecture between AD risk and 

progression. The PRS rate reached a nominal association with cognitive decline (β=0.146, 

p=0.03) as shown on Table 5; this association became more significant when APOE 
genotype was added (β=0.054, p=9.51×10−03), as expected. It is important to notice that the 

amount of variability explained by the PRS or APOE or APOE+PRS (Table S1) is lower 

than the variability explained by these variants for case-control studies [23].

TREM2 and PLD3

In our low frequency variant analyses for PLD3, only one variant was associated with faster 

progression in the carriers (Table S2). The gene-based analysis for PLD3 did not reach a 

statistically significant association with rate of progression (Table 3). On the other hand, 

individuals carrying TREM2 coding variants experienced faster progression than non-

carriers, the carriers declined at 1.67 CDR-SB/year and non-carriers by 1.37 CDR-SB/yr, 

(p=0.02) (Table 3 and Figure 4). There was one TREM2 variant in exon 2, rs143332484 

(p.R62H; Table S3), that reached nominal significance at p=0.027. This variant was already 

associated with AD as reported previously in the European-Americans [17] population.

Using a subset of 460 individuals from the Knight-ADRC cohort who had sufficient 

longitudinal neuropsychological data, we found that individuals carrying TREM2 variants 

declined at a faster rate on the FCSRT-Free Recall measure of episodic memory (p=0.02). 

Carriers of TREM2 variants also trended towards a faster decline on logical memory 

(p=0.07). There was no effect of TREM2 variant status on the rate of decline for associate 

learning. Overall, this data suggests that TREM2 variant carriers with AD have a faster rate 

of decline in episodic memory

Discussion

In order to understand the genetic architecture of AD, it is important to study multiple 

aspects of the diseases [46]. Here, we present a genetic study of rate of progression of AD. 

An interesting finding in this study is that in our data set, women have a twofold (22.5%) 
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faster progression for cognitive decline, consistent with other recent reports [47, 48]. This 

suggests that the more rapid progression of AD in women is not due to longevity, higher 

rates of obesity, diabetes and other conditions [47] which increase the likelihood of 

developing AD, but rather to a specific pathogenic mechanisms that affects women.

However, the main hypothesis of this study was to investigate whether the genetic 

architecture of the rate of progression is different than AD risk. We ran analyses using 

common variant markers from two different cohorts with longitudinal data. Among the 

known 21 common susceptibility loci associated with risk of LOAD, no association with our 

progression analysis with CDR-SB was found. To increase the power in our analysis, we 

calculated, from the same 21 loci, a PRS. The main idea behind PRS is that it sums the 

additive effects of several variants with small effects individually in both directions 

(protective and risk) [44]. Therefore the best PRS will capture all the genetic architecture of 

a disease in one value or clinical test. Our study showed that even though the results for the 

PRS rate were nominally significant, without (p=0.03) and with APOE genotype 

(p=9.51×10−03), it did not reach the strength of association observed in previous studies in 

which the PRS showed a stronger association with risk for disease in a similar size dataset 

(p-value of the PRS without APOE = 1.21×10−03 and with APOE the 5.29×10−34 [49]. 

These results indicate that overall genetic architecture for rate of progression is different to 

that of AD risk, although the AD risk has a subtle effect in rate of progression.

In the gene-based collapsing analysis, we observed a nominal association for TREM2 
(β=0.309, p=0.02) but not for PLD3 (β= 0.268, p=0.06) in the decline of AD patients. 

TREM2 variant carriers have a faster rate of dementia progression. This finding suggests 

that TREM2 plays a role in rate of progression. The role of TREM2 in the biology of AD is 

not clear, but some studies suggest that TREM2 may be involved in the clearance of Aβ [50, 

51]. If TREM2 helps clear Aβ, it is possible that variants that reduce TREM2 activity could 

accelerate AD pathogenesis and lead to faster AD progression, congruent with our findings.

Limitations of our study include the relatively small sample sizes and variability in time of 

follow-up of the cases for cognitive decline between ADNI and Knight-ADRC. 

Furthermore, CDR-SB is a one measure, but certainly not the only measure, of dementia 

progression. Finally, because of the lack of a validation cohort, our GWAS findings are 

meant for hypothesis generation for future larger studies.

In conclusion, common and rare markers are associated with AD progression, which 

indicates that they play a role in the development of disease over time, but their effect size is 

relatively small. These suggest that there is a different genetic architecture for AD risk and 

AD progression.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. 
General flowchart for subject inclusion criteria and SNP selection for longitudinal analysis.
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Figure 2. Longitudinal change in CDR-SB
(A) This plot represents the longitudinal values before QC. (B) This plot represents the 

longitudinal values after QC, when non-informative data was removed. The increasing CDR-

SB is shown clearly following QC.
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Figure 3. Sex is associated with higher change in CDR-SB
Females (2) have a faster dementia progression, β= 1.49 than Males (1), β=1.26.
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Figure 4. TREM2 variant carriers have a faster increase in CDR-SB than non-carriers
TREM2 carriers (1) have a faster rate of dementia progression, β=1.67 compared to non-

carriers (0), β=1.37.
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Table 1

Demographic Characteristics and Baseline and Last measurement of CDR

Variables TOTAL ADNI WU

Total of Participants 1499 721 778

Male (%) 51.7% 60.2% 43.8%

Baseline age, mean(SD) y 75.0(7.8) 74.5(7.1) 75.5(8.4)

Age onset, mean(SD), y 73.0(8.9) 71.9(7.7) 73.3(9.3)

Educational level, mean(SD),y 14.6(3.3) 15.6(2.9) 13.6(3.4)

Sum of box, mean(SD) 7.7(5.1) 5.7(4.1) 9.8(5.1)

Follow-up time, y 4.1(2.5) 3.23(2.0) 4.8(2.6)

Baseline CDR 0 (%) 11.4% 4.8% 17.6%

Last CDR 1.4(0.9) [0.5–3] 1.0(0.7) [0.5–3] 1.8(0.9) [0.5–3]

APOE e4+ % 62.3% 65.9% 59.0%

Abbreviations: CDR, Clinical Dementia Rating. APOE, Apolipoprotein E. Y, years
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Table 2

Association results of the longitudinal regression models for Sex

CDR-SB (N:1,499)

Beta P Male (%)

Sex*time 0.225 8.62×10−05 51.6

The model for longitudinal regression was adjusted for CDR baseline, Follow-up time, sex, age, education, the first two principal components 
(PC1, PC2) and the interaction term CDR baseline* follow-up time.
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Table 3

Association results of the longitudinal regression models for PLD3 and TREM2

CDR-SB (N:1,460)*

Beta P Number of Carriers

PLD3* time 0.268 0.07 58

TREM2* time 0.309 0.03 69

The model for longitudinal regression was adjusted for CDR baseline, Follow up time, sex, age, education, the first two principal components (PC1, 
PC2), the interaction term CDR baseline* follow-up time, and PLD3 or TREM2 status (presence or absent).

*
The number of individuals included in these analyses is lower than in the overall study because the sequence data was not available for all 

participants.
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Table 5

Association results of the longitudinal regression models for Polygenic Risk Scored derived for Lambert hits

CDR-SB (N=1,499)

Beta? P

PRS*time 0.146 0.029

APOE*time 0.045 0.041

PRS+APOE*time 0.054 9.51×10−03

The model for longitudinal regression was adjusted for CDR baseline, follow-up time, sex, age, education, the first two principal components (PC1, 
PC2) and the interaction term CDR baseline* follow-up time. The beta and p values are the results for the interaction terms of PRS, APOE and PRS
+APOE and time in the model. Abbreviations: PRS, Polygenetic Risk Score. APOE, Apolipoprotein E. P, p-value.

?
The effects of APOE genotype on AD risk are not additive. APOE is added to the model the scale of PRS is totally different to the scale without 

APOE, and therefore the effect size can not be compared directly.
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