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Discovering a test to detect those at risk of developing Alzheimer's 
Disease 

 
 

Why the research was conducted 
What disease or treatment of knowledge gap was studied? 

 
To develop a new test for the earlier detection of Alzheimer’s disease 

Why was this area of research needed? 
(i.e. what is the diagnosis, treatment or care challenge that this research targeted?) 

 
One of the main obstacles to finding a treatment for Alzheimer’s disease is the difficulty in 
detecting the condition in the earliest phases. We set out to find a blood test that could 
be used as part of the process for recruiting people to clinical trials. To do this we needed 
a large number of people with a blood sample we could test and where Alzheimer’s 
processes had been measured in spinal fluid or using brain imaging. We could have set up 
such a study, but it would have been enormously expensive and taken many years. Using 
pre-existing samples and data we were able to perform the study at minimal cost and 
very quickly. 

 
 
 

When and by whom the research was conducted 
Which organisation(s) conducted the research? 
(name, and URL if you wish) 

 
University of Oxford, Maastricht University with support from several other European 
universities and expertise input from several pharma companies. 

Which organisation(s) funded the research? 
(name, and URL if you wish) 

 
This research was funded through the Innovative Medicines Initiative programme, which 
is half funded by the European Commission and half funded by the pharmaceutical 
industry through its European association. The universities conducting this research were 
funded by public money through this research grant. Several pharma companies provided 
scientific experts as part of the research team. 

When was the research undertaken (which years)? 
 
2013-2018 



The data that was used for the research 
Which data sources were used? 

 
This research reused data from patients who had previously consented to be part of long- 
term monitoring studies in their individual countries (known as cohort studies) These 
cohort studies had previously been set up to study the causes, natural history and 
progression of Alzheimer’s disease. Each cohort study had already accumulated many 
years of data on each of its volunteer patients. 

Which countries were involved in providing the data? 
 
Several different European countries were involved. 

Which kinds of patient and health conditions were included? 
 
We included more than 1000 research patients from these cohorts. Some had Alzheimer’s 
disease, some were apparently unaffected, and some had an intermediate state called 
Mild Cognitive Impairment. 

What kinds of health data, from which data sources? 
(e.g. clinician observations, labs, medicines, genomics… from one large hospital, from a national registry…) 

 
A wide range of data was used including clinician observations and measurements such as 
those for memory, test results including brain imaging and biochemical tests from spinal 
fluid and other information such as genetic results. 
The data came from people who had consented many years before to contribute their 
data and biological samples for medical research, on an ongoing basis. These are called 
cohort studies. 

How were the data collected or obtained, or accessed remotely? 
 
These data were collected in the course of the original cohort study in which each person 
was participating, in their country. 

What was the legal basis for using the data? 
(e.g. anonymous, consent obtained, public interest, scientific purposes) 

 
Informed Consent 
Everyone in our study gave fully-informed consent for their data to be used for research. 

How was participant identity protected, and the data kept securely? 
 
All the data was pseudonymised and only the clinical data necessary for the study we 
conducted was transferred. Data was held in secure database stored in accordance with 
information governance arrangements at the recipient university. 



What kind of analysis was undertaken on the data? 
(just a few lay-friendly words to describe the main techniques used) 

 
We used the pre-existing cohort data to identify people with different amounts of 
Alzheimer’s disease pathology. We compared the results from their data with the results 
of new tests we performed on their biological samples. 

 
 
 

The potential societal benefits that are hoped for from the research 
What type scientific result was obtained? 
(e.g. evidence of safety, disease understanding) 

 
A new biomarker and a test for use in clinical trials. 

What kind of innovation was developed or validated? 
(e.g. new drug, better care pathway, method for earlier diagnosis) 

 
We are in the final stages of analysis and dissemination of the results to the scientific 
community. The result looks very promising indeed and we have good evidence 
suggesting that we have moved closer to the test that science and clinicians need in order 
to perform more effective clinical trials in this condition. We need to do more technical 
work to turn our results into a test that could be used in clinics across Europe but we have 
reached that point using pre-existing data and samples far quicker and at considerably 
less cost than would otherwise have been possible. 

In which countries will the outcome be available, as findings, a product or service? 
(e.g. in country x, globally, openly published) 

 
We will make the results widely available to the scientific community globally and without 
restriction. 

Which health systems or other ecosystems will benefit from using it? 
 
All health systems globally. 

Which kinds of patient will benefit from this innovation? 
 
Patients of the future who will benefit from the increased effectiveness of trials of drugs 
and other approaches to prevent dementia. 

Further information 

Scientific research paper: 
 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13195-018-0428-1 

 


