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INTRODUCTION TO THE NATURAL HISTORY

Alzheimer disease (AD) is a progressive, degenerative brain
disease that is the most common cause of dementia in elderly
persons. Clinically, patients with AD have impairments in
memory, language, praxis, and other cognitive functions
that develop very gradually but progress relentlessly. Longi-
tudinal studies leading to autopsy have shown that the most
common neuropathologic findings in elderly patients with
these symptoms are neuritic plaques (NPs) and neurofibril-
lary tangles (NFT's). Modern diagnostic criteria for AD rec-
ognize that AD is both a clinical and pathologic entity.
By definition, all patients with AD must have dementia, a
progressive loss of memory, and at least one other cognitive
function that is sufficiently severe to interfere with daily
functioning. To differentiate AD from other acquired neu-
ropsychiatric conditions associated with cognitive impair-
ment, the clinical diagnosis of AD is only made when no
other conditions could account for the patient’s progressive
cognitive impairment. Patients who meet the clinical criteria
for AD are very likely to have the characteristic neuropathol-
ogic features as well. Sometimes, however, the clinical diag-
nosis is not confirmed at autopsy, and hence the most widely
used criteria for AD reserve the term definite AD for those
patients in whom both clinical and neuropathologic data
support the diagnosis of AD.

Although progressive cognitive impairment is the core
or defining characteristic of AD clinically, patients with this
disease have other symptoms as well. Many patients also
have other neuropsychiatric symptoms including agitation,
psychosis, depressed mood, and personality change. These
other symptoms are not necessary for a diagnosis of AD
and tend to be quite variable both within a given patient
and from one patient to another. When they are present,
these symptoms can be a major problem for caregivers of
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AD patients, and behavioral problems have been linked to
an increased need for health services including nursing
home care.

The first definite symptoms of AD are often quite mild
and are difficult to differentiate from the mild memory loss
that is a frequent consequence of normal or usual aging.
Inevitably, however, the degenerative changes of AD be-
come sufficiently severe so the patient has difficulty with
daily functioning. The functional change can be observed
first in the performance of cognitively demanding tasks such
as handling money, remembering appointments, following
directions, and using appliances. As the disease progresses
and the patient’s cognitive abilities deteriorate, the patient
has difficulty in more functional domains including the
basic activities of daily living such as feeding, toileting,
dressing, and personal hygiene. In the later stages of AD,
patients are often unable to remember even very simple
things, have great difficulty talking and understanding lan-
guage, and may be confined to bed or to a chair. The average
life expectancy of a patient with AD after the initial diagno-
sis is approximately 10 years, but with a great deal of vari-
ability around that mean.

In the sections that follow, we review studies of the devel-
opment of the neurobiological changes responsible for AD.
Later, we briefly review the epidemiology of AD and review
in greater detail the development of the disease clinically.
In each section, we emphasize the need to understand AD
from alongitudinal perspective because both the underlying
neurobiology and clinical presentation of the illness vary
substantially across the course of illness. Because of intense
recent interest in understanding the very early development
of AD to develop preventive therapies, our presentation em-
phasizes recent findings on the earliest manifestations of
disease.

NEUROBIOLOGICAL STUDIES ACROSS THE
SEVERITY SPECTRUM

It has already been noted that the definitive diagnosis of
AD depends on neuropathologic changes that characterize
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the disease. No single neuropathologic lesion is in itself ade-
quate for the diagnosis of AD; rather, the neuropathologic
diagnosis of AD is based on the presence of multiple AD-
related lesions, the density of these lesions relative to the
age of the subject, and the absence of lesions characteristic
of other neuropathologic diseases. The absolute weight of
the brain is decreased relative to normal controls, but this
decrease is generally less than 10% relative to age-matched
controls, and it is neither diagnostic of nor specific to AD
(1). Gross examination of the brain in AD also reveals signif-
icant apparent atrophy, widening of the sulci, and erosion
of the gyri, but these changes also reflect advanced age with
significant overlap between AD and normal elderly controls.
However, the atrophy of the cortex is associated with signifi-
cant reductions in the numbers of neurons (2,3). For exam-
ple, Terry et al. reported 40% to 46% losses of large neurons
in the frontal and temporal cortices of specimens derived
from patients with AD (4). Similarly, Gomez-Isla and col-
leagues (5,6), using unbiased stereologic sampling tech-
niques, reported approximately 50% losses in neurons of
the superior temporal sulcus with even more pronounced
losses in specific cortical laminae. These neuronal losses were
observed not only in brain specimens from patients with
severe dementia, but also in specimens derived from patients
with relatively mild or questionable dementia. The magni-
tude of neuronal loss increases systematically with increasing
dementia severity and increasing disease duration. Neuronal
degeneration is not restricted to the cortex, but it is also
reflected in neuronal losses in subcortical nuclei such as the
nucleus basalis of Meynert (7) (the cells of origin of the
cholinergic input to the cerebral cortex), the locus ceruleus,
and raphe aminergic nuclei (8,9). Neuronal loss in these
subcortical structures, especially in the nucleus basalis of
Meynert (10), has also been found to correlate significantly
with dementia severity and cognitive deficits.

Neuronal loss and degeneration are accompanied by sig-
nificant decreases in markers of synaptic density. Although
synaptic markers such as synaptophysin are reduced signifi-
cantly in the cerebral cortex, especially the frontal and pari-
etal cortices and in the hippocampus, with increasing age
(11), further losses are encountered in AD, whether assessed
by immunohistochemical techniques or by direct assessment
of synaptic specializations and profiles (3,12—14). The loss
of synaptophysin immunoreactivity in the frontal and pari-
etal cortices, and in the hippocampus, is among the strong-
est correlates of dementia severity (10,15,16). These losses
and correlations with cognitive function are not only evi-
dent at the immunohistochemical level, but they have also
been observed with quantitative enzyme-linked immuno-
sorbent assay techniques (10). This loss of synaptic markers
is not merely a reflection of the degeneration of the cortical
neurons noted earlier, but it also reflects the loss of presy-
naptic terminals and neuropeptide- and neurotransmitter-
containing vesicles.

Various specific lesions have been found to be associated

with AD. The most prominent are NPs and NFTs. How-
ever, these lesions are not exclusively associated with AD.
Age-related accumulations of NPs and diffuse plaques have
been noted in elderly persons who are otherwise normal.
Similarly, NFTs have been found in the brains of nonde-
mented elderly persons and in association with non—AD-
like neurodegenerative diseases (17). Although NP and
NFT lesions can be present in diseases other than AD, other
markers and clinical phenotypes can be used to distinguish
among them, and the presence of NPs and NFTs in the
absence of other confounding neuropathologic lesions pro-
vides the basis for the diagnosis of AD.

NPs are extracellular deposits of varying sizes with an
amyloid B-peptide core (AP) and neuritic inclusions. AP is
a 40 to 43 amino acid long peptide that is generated from
a larger peptide (Alzheimer amyloid precursor protein or
APP) by two cleavage events (18). The cleavage mechanisms
that lead to the production of AR from APP are under
intense investigation. B-Amyloid cleavage enzyme was iso-
lated and cloned and proposed as the enzyme responsible
for cleavage at the N-terminus (19-21). Cleavage at the C-
terminus is attributed to an as yet unidentified enzyme
termed y-secretase. Some evidence suggests that presenilin
1 may be the y-secretase (22), but this hypothesis is still
under investigation. That AR deposition plays a critical role
in the pathogenesis of AD was recognized with the accumu-
lation of evidence showing that mutations in the APP gene,
as well as mutations in the gene encoding for presenilin 1
and 2, were invariably associated with AD (23,24). Studies
in transgenic mice demonstrated that the introduction of
these mutations leads to the development deposition of AR
plaques and learning and memory deficits in some mutants
(25-27).

Despite the clear evidence implicating NP deposition
in the pathogenesis of AD, few studies have addressed the
relationship of NP deposition with the symptoms of AD
(dementia) during the early phases of the disease. Ascertain-
ment of the relationship between specific pathologic lesions
and symptoms of AD has been difficult, because most stud-
ies have focused on the neuropathology of AD at the termi-
nal stages of the disease, when dementia has been fully devel-
oped and neuropathologic lesions have been profuse.
Studies have suggested that increases in the densities of neo-
cortical NPs occur very early during the course of cognitive
deterioration (6,10,28—32), and they may be among the
initial pathologic events in the development of AD (31).
In some of these studies, brain specimens were grouped
according to the severity of dementia before death according
to the Clinical Dementia Rating (CDR) scale. The density
of NPs and AP immunoreactivity were then quantified in
different brain regions. These studies showed that increases
in NP density and quantitatively measured A} immuno-
reactivity are evident even in those patients who die at the
carliest stages of dementia, when dementia severity is very

mild or even questionable. The density of NPs and AR
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immunoreactivity then increase systematically as a function
of increasing dementia severity. In one study (29), elevated
levels of AB-42 were detected in multiple neocortical re-
gions before NFTs and significant immunoreactivity to ab-
normal tau (see later) could be demonstrated in the same
cortical regions. Increases in NP density and A immuno-
reactivity were observed in cases of mild dementia before
the density of neuropathologic lesions was high enough for
the patients to meet the threshold criteria for the definitive
diagnosis of AD.

NFTs constitute the second hallmark of AD neuropath-
ology. Immunohistochemical and biochemical studies have
shown that NFTs consist of paired helical filaments that
are abnormal aggregates of abnormally folded (33,34) or
phosphorylated (35,36) forms of the microtubule-associated
protein tau. The progressive involvement and distribution
of NFTs to different brain regions have been used to stage
the neuropathologic severity of AD (37,38). These studies
have suggested that the first signs of NFT are found within
the entorhinal cortex, followed by the hippocampus, and the
eventual involvement of virtually all regions of the isocortex.
There is also clear evidence that the density and severity of
NFTs increase as a function of increasing disease duration
(5,6). Thus, both the density of NFTs in any given brain
region and the regions of the brain affected increase with
increasing disease duration. In a study identical to that de-
scribed earlier, study subjects were grouped on the basis of
the severity of dementia before death, and the density of
NFT-bearing neurons in different brain regions was quanti-
fied as a function of dementia severity (39). The density of
NFTs in all brain regions increased as a function of increas-
ing dementia severity. However, moderate NFT involve-
ment was documented in the entorhinal cortex of elderly
patients with no clinical evidence of dementia (see also ref.
40). Neocortical NFTs were abundant only in patients with
moderate to severe dementia, and NFT density increased
as a function of increasing dementia severity. Although neo-
cortical NFT's were present in patients with moderate de-
mentia, NFT abundance was low or absent in patients with
mild or questionable dementia. Similar findings have been
reported in other studies (10,11,40). These studies suggest
that NFTs are most abundant in the entorhinal cortex,
where they can be observed in nondemented elderly subjects
as well as in patients with AD. NFTs involve neocortical
structures later in the course of the AD and are associated
with significant dementia. As dementia severity increases,
so does the density of neocortical NFTs. This correlation
of NFT density with dementia severity is not restricted to
the neocortex and to the hippocampus, but it also applies
to the subcortical nuclei, such as the forebrain cholinergic
nucleus basalis of Meynert (15). Thus, NFTs are a signifi-
cant neuropathologic feature of AD and contribute to the
progression of dementia.

In addition to the neuropathologic lesions associated
with AD, significant deficits in neurochemical functions

and indices have been observed (41). Chief among these
neurochemical deficits are deficits in neocortical indices of
cholinergic function and decreases in the concentrations of
several neuropeptides such as somatostatin and corticotro-
pin-releasing hormone (42). Deficits in several other neuro-
chemicals and neurotransmitters such as norepinephrine
and serotonin have also been reported, but their alterations
are not as profound and do not appear to be as consistently
observed (41,43,44). Deficits in the activity of cholinergic
marker enzymes (choline acetyltransferase and acetylcholin-
esterase) were among the first to be reported in AD (45,
46). Deficits in cortical cholinergic marker enzymes have
been among the most consistently replicated neurochemical
findings in AD. Some studies have reported that compensa-
tory mechanisms interact with cholinergic enzyme deficits
and lead to an up-regulation of high-affinity choline trans-
port (47). Irrespective of compensatory mechanisms that
may be engaged, the loss of cortical cholinergic enzyme
activity is associated with severe degeneration of cholinergic
neurons in the basal forebrain including the neocortically
projecting neurons of the nucleus basalis of Meynert (7).
The discovery of these profound forebrain cholinergic sys-
tem deficits and the growing understanding of the role of
the forebrain cholinergic system in learning and memory
(48) were pivotal to the development of the current thera-
peutic strategies in AD (49), which focus on the restoration
of these cholinergic deficits by inhibiting the activity of the
acetylcholine catabolic enzyme, acetylcholinesterase.

As with neuropathologic studies of AD, most postmor-
tem studies assessing cholinergic markers in AD were de-
rived from patients with end-stage dementia. Those few
studies in which brain biopsies were obtained and choliner-
gic markers were assessed ante mortem were generally re-
stricted to patients who have a very early onset of dementia
or to patients with relatively advanced dementia (50-52).
Thus, although deficits in the activity of cholinergic marker
enzymes have been shown to correlate significantly with
dementia severity (43,53), the question whether these pro-
found deficits in cholinergic markers found in patients with
end-stage dementia extend to patients with much earlier
disease remained unanswered until recently. Using the same
strategy as that described for studying neuropathologic
changes in early dementia, Davis and colleagues assigned
patients to groups on the basis of their cognitive status at
the time of death according to the CDR scale (54). After
stratification of subjects to different dementia conditions,
the activity of cholinergic marker enzymes was assessed in
multiple neocortical regions that encompassed representa-
tive regions within the frontal, temporal, parietal, and occip-
ital cortices. Cholinergic marker enzyme activity was pro-
foundly diminished in patients with end-stage, severe
dementia, but neither the activity of acetylcholinesterase nor
the activity of choline acetyltransferase was reduced in sub-
jects with mild and moderate dementia. Although it can be
argued that adaptive changes compensate for cholinergic
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deficits in mild dementia (47), the most parsimonious inter-
pretation of these results is that cholinergic deficits are char-
acteristic of relatively advanced dementia and contribute
relatively less to the early phases of cognitive impairment
in AD.

Deficits in selected neuropeptides have also been consis-
tently reported in AD (41). The levels of somatostatin (SLI)
and corticotropin-releasing factor (CRF) are the most con-
sistently affected (55-57). Deficits in these neuropeptides
are often found to be as profound as those observed for the
cholinergic marker enzymes and are specific in that not all
neuropeptides are diminished in AD cortex (58,59). The
CREF deficits are accompanied by the up-regulation of CRF
receptors (60), whereas SLI receptors density is either un-
changed or down-regulated (56). Evidence of the relation-
ship of the concentration of these neuropeptides to the se-
verity of dementia has been sparse. Some insight into CRF
concentrations in earlier stages of AD has been gained from
negative correlations between CRF levels and duration of
illness (61), as well as from studies of cerebrospinal fluid
(62). Correlations between the severity of Alzheimer de-
mentia and cerebrospinal fluid CRF have been found, sug-
gesting that the CRF deficiency may be a relatively early
marker of AD. This relationship has not been observed con-
sistently (63,64), however. Postmortem studies of CRF and
SLI concentrations in the cortices of subjects stratified to
groups on the basis of their cognitive status at the time of
death have suggested that although the concentrations of
both neuropeptides are significantly and severely dimin-
ished in patients with severe or terminal dementia, only the
levels of CRF are significantly altered in patients with mild
to moderate dementia (65).

In the past few years, many epidemiologic studies have
addressed the possible protective effect of antiinflammatory
drug use with regard to AD (66,67). At a molecular level,
it is apparent that an inflammatory response accompanies
the neuropathologic features of AD (66—69). There is clear
evidence of an acute-phase response with up-regulation of
inflammatory cytokines such as interleukin 1 (IL-1) and IL-
6 and tumor necrosis factor-a, accompanied by an increase
in acute-phase proteins such as al-antichymotrypsin and
ay-macroglobulin (66). The complement system is active
in the AD brain (70, 71), with generation of the lytic mem-
brane attack complex and presumably with release of ana-
phylatoxins. Up-regulation of cyclooxygenase 2 in AD neu-
rons (69) suggests that inflammatory lipids may also be
involved in the pathogenesis of the discase. It has been hy-
pothesized that inflammatory responses can be autotoxic to
neurons and may exacerbate the fundamental pathology of
AD (72). The epidemiologic studies with antiinflammatory
agents and a prospective study suggesting some slowing of
disease progression after indomethacin treatment support a
role for inflammatory processes in AD progression (66).
Although studies seeking direct evidence of the role of in-
flammatory processes in the progression of AD and demen-

tia have been initiated only recently (73), one study has
examined cytokine gene expression during AD progression.
In this study, cytokine gene expression (IL-6 mRNA) in
the hippocampus was found to increase as dementia severity
progressed from moderate (CDR 2) to severe (CDR 5).
Neither the epidemiologic studies nor the neurobiological
studies directly address the cause and effect relationship
among AD, dementia progression, and inflammatory re-
sponses within the brain. These studies do suggest, however,
that even if inflammatory responses are not a critical feature
of the etiology of AD, they may nevertheless play an impor-
tant role in mediating the development and progression of
dementia.

The results of the studies summarized earlier provide
only a very general and global review of the tens of thou-
sands of published reports relevant to the pathogenesis of
AD. The results of the more recent studies, especially those
that relate to the progression of the disease and dementia,
have shed some new light on the pathophysiologic mecha-
nisms involved at the onset of dementia and its progression
during the disease process. These relatively recent findings
have suggested that, in contrast to some earlier views, the
deposition of amyloid plaques is integral to the onset and
progression of dementia, and, at least in some brain regions
such as the cerebral cortex, they may precede the involve-
ment of some of the other prominent deficits and lesions
(e.g., NFTs and cholinergic and neuropeptidergic deficits)
characteristic of later stages of the disease. These results have
also emphasized that many different lesions contribute to
AD neuropathology, and each lesion (NP, NFT, neuronal
loss, synaptic loss, cholinergic deficit, neuropeptide deficit,
inflammatory response, and countless others) contributes
significantly to the dementia symptoms of AD. Conversely,
these studies have shown that AD is not characterized by
random or general neural system failures, but rather that
the pathologic features of AD appear to follow a course of
progressive involvement of different neuronal systems, the
characteristics of which are only now beginning to be eluci-

dated.

CLINICAL AND NEUROPSYCHOLOGIC
STUDIES

Epidemiologic Studies of Persons at Risk

Precise estimates of the proportion of dementia cases that
are attributable to AD are difficult to obtain because few
population-based studies obtain autopsy data that would
enable a definitive diagnosis of AD. In most large-scale au-
topsy series, AD lesions are the primary neuropathologic
finding in more than 50% of all dementia cases (74). Studies
using clinical criteria also find that AD accounts for more
than 50% of all dementias, with mixed AD plus vascular
dementia and AD plus parkinsonism accounting for signifi-
cant proportions of the remaining cases (75). Pure vascular
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dementia and Lewy body dementia are also found with some
regularity, but they are both far less common than AD.
Because of the high prevalence of AD among dementia
cases, the epidemiology of dementia in old age is largely the
epidemiology of AD. Because AD is so much more common
than other types of old-age dementia, some clinical guide-
lines have argued that AD should be treated as a diagnosis
of inclusion rather than one of exclusion (76); that is, an
older person with dementia should be diagnosed with AD
unless there is substantial clinical evidence supporting an-
other cause of the dementia.

The prevalence of AD rises dramatically with age, and
age is the most potent risk factor for AD. Less than 1% of
new cases of AD are found in persons younger than age 65
years (77), and the prevalence of AD rises steadily after that.
By age 90, approximately 35% of persons remaining alive
will have AD (77). Men and women are equally vulnerable
to AD, but because women live longer than men on average,
there are more women than men with AD. Studies looking
at different ethnic and cultural groups have found that AD
is common in elderly persons from all ethnic and socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, but there may be some Asian ethnic
groups who are less vulnerable to AD (78). Environmental
risk factors for AD have been difficult to identify, but there
is some evidence that persons with higher educational at-
tainment are less likely to develop AD in old age (79). Neu-
robiological mechanisms that may account for the protec-
tive effect of education have not been elucidated, but it is
possible that persons with more education have a greater
reserve of brain capacity that enables those persons to re-
main cognitively intact for longer periods of time during
the early stages of AD.

Certain genetic factors have been identified that contrib-
ute to the development of AD. Specific genetic mutations
that cause AD have been identified in the gene coding for
the amyloid precursor protein, in the presenilin 1 gene, and
in the presenilin 2 gene (24,80). Persons who inherit one
of these mutations develop AD when they are quite young,
often as early as age 40 to 50 years. In families carrying one
of these mutations, the inheritance of AD follows the classic
pattern of autosomal dominant inheritance, with 50% of
cach generation developing the disease. Investigations of
these mutations are very important because of the informa-
tion they provide about possible pathophysiologic mecha-
nisms leading to the development of plaques, tangles, cell
loss, and dementia. From a population standpoint, however,
these genetically determined cases of AD are of less interest
because they constitute a small fraction of all cases observed
clinically. Most estimates are that less than 2% of all AD
cases result from specific genetic mutations (80).

Family (81) and population (82) studies have demon-
strated that persons who carry the €4 form of the apolipo-
protein E (Apo E) gene (APOE) have a greater likelihood
of developing AD than do persons who carry only the €3
and the €2 forms. Apo E is a cholesterol-transporting pro-

tein that is coded by a gene on chromosome 14. The gene
has three allelic forms, €3, which is by far the most common,
and two rarer forms, €2 and €4. Persons carrying the €4
form are at increased risk of developing AD, particularly
between the ages of 65 and 75 years. The mechanism by
which APOE genotype influences the risk of AD is currently
under investigation. From a clinical standpoint, APOE can
be useful for identifying persons at increased risk of develop-
ing AD. It is not useful in routine diagnostic evaluations,
however, because many patients who develop AD do not
carry the €4 allele, and some who do carry the high-risk
form of APOE do not develop AD (82). There is extensive
research to identify other common genes that influence the
likelihood of developing AD, but none have been identified
that consistently associate with the risk of AD as APOE
genotype does.

Predictive Neuropsychological Deficits

AD is a progressive disease with insidious onset in which
the underlying neurodegenerative changes probably begin
years before clinical symptoms are obvious. Studies of popu-
lations at risk of developing AD have been conducted to
determine whether there are changes in cognitive function
that can be detected with neuropsychological tests before
patients meet clinical criteria for the diagnosis of AD. For
these studies, persons who are cognitively normal but who
are at increased risk of developing AD, usually because of
old age, are followed longitudinally with a structured battery
of neuropsychological tests. After a period of 1 to 5 years,
the baseline performance of patients who have subsequently
been diagnosed with AD is compared with the remainder of
the population that has remained free of dementia. Several
studies using this model have demonstrated consistently
that impairment in memory is significantly worse at baseline
in those persons who subsequently are diagnosed with AD
(83—85). In most instances, the memory tests most im-
paired before diagnosis are those measuring delayed recall,
that is, recall of newly learned information but after a delay
of several minutes during which the subject must perform
other cognitive tasks. A deficit in the rate of new learning
for verbal material (e.g., a list of words) has also be found to
predict subsequent dementia in some studies (85). Language
function, particularly difficulty with naming, has also been
found to differentiate those persons who subsequently de-
velop dementia from others who remain free of dementia
(83). Occasionally, other cognitive tasks such as those plac-
ing great demands on executive function and working mem-
ory show deficits before the onset of dementia, but memory
impairment is uniformly the most pronounced deficit (84).
Evidence indicates that some of the predictive power of
poor performance on neuropsychological tests results from
the fact that memory deficits are, in part, a subclinical surro-
gate identifying those at increased risk because of old age
or presence of an APOEe4 genotype. Because studies have
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clarified that APOE genotype may confer additional risk of
AD primarily within a certain age range (86), it is likely
that APOE genotype and neuropsychological test perfor-
mance are independent predictors of dementia in most in-
stances. Analyses of data from these data on neuropsycho-
logical antecedents of dementia have consistently shown
that the memory and other deficits cannot be accounted
for simply by considering age as a predictor. Rather, it ap-
pears that deficits in memory and, to a lesser extent, lan-
guage and executive function are predictors of subsequent
dementia across a broad range of ages and for all APOE
genotypes.

Longitudinal Studies

Numerous longitudinal studies have documented the pro-
gression of cognitive, behavioral, and functional changes
throughout the course of illness. As expected, given the stud-
ies of populations at risk for AD described eatlier, studies of
very mild AD have documented that memory impairment is
the earliest and most prominent feature of the illness (87).
As a consequence, memory measures, particularly those em-
ploying a measure of delayed recall memory, are now fre-
quently used to identify persons thought to be in the very
carliest stages of AD or who may be at high risk of develop-
ing AD. As the disease progresses, deficits in both expressive
and receptive language and deficits in praxis and visuospatial
ability become quite pronounced. Longitudinal studies have
also documented that cognitive deterioration in AD is re-
lendessly progressive, with little evidence of improvement
(88).

Some standard assessment tools have been developed to
measure the cognitive deficits in AD in a semiquantitative
fashion. Among the most commonly used assessment tools
are the Mini-Mental State Examination (89) , the Blessed
Test of Information, Memory, and Concentration (90), and
the Alzheimer’s Disease Assessment Scale (91). Each of these
instruments includes brief tests to assess dysfunction in cog-
nitive domains typically impaired in AD, particularly mem-
ory, language, orientation, and praxis. The Mini-Mental
State Examination and the Blessed test are quite brief and
are often used as screening instruments in research and clini-
cal practice. The Alzheimer’s Disease Assessment Scale was
developed as a tool for use in clinical trials and is almost
always used as one of the primary efficacy measures in clini-
cal trials of antidementia drugs (49,92). Longitudinal stud-
ies with each of these instruments have been performed.
Those studies demonstrate that the measured rate of cogni-
tive decline in AD is quite consistent from study to study
and across different populations (88,93). In addition, the
rate of cognitive decline in AD is curvilinear with time,
such that deterioration is quite slow at the start of the illness,
is faster during the middle years of illness, and is again slow
when patients reach the near terminal phase of the illness.
This relationship of rate of deterioration with stage of illness

has important implications for clinical trials of agents that
are expected to slow the rate of cognitive deterioration (88,
94).

Factors that may be associated with differences in the
rate of cognitive deterioration have been investigated exten-
sively. Apart from the relationship of rate with stage of dis-
ease described earlier, no other factors have been found to
affect the rate of deterioration consistently. Age, age of dis-
ease onset, gender, ethnicity, and APOE genotype have all
been examined as possible predictors, and none has consis-
tently been shown to affect the rate of decline. Once patients
develop the disease, cognitive function deteriorates relent-
lessly and at approximately the same rate regardless of these
variables (88,93,94).

Behavioral disturbances have also been investigated lon-
gitudinally, and it is clear that symptoms such as psychosis,
agitation, and depressed mood can be very disturbing both
to the patient and to caregivers. Because of the importance
of these symptoms in patient management, new tools have
been developed in an effort to provide reliable and valid
assessment of their severity. Commonly used tools include
the Neuropsychiatric Inventory (95), the BEHAVE-AD
(96), and the noncognitive subscale of the Alzheimer’s Dis-
ease Assessment Scale (91). In contrast to the cognitive defi-
cits of AD, however, these behavioral disturbances are quite
variable from one patient to another and over time in indi-
vidual patients (95,97). These disturbances are episodic
phenomena that wax and wane over the course of AD, with
little evidence of progression. Most trials of potential new
treatments for AD now include some assessment of these
symptoms, and the overall effectiveness of treatments for
AD is at least partly determined by the extent to which they
improve behavioral symptoms.

By definition, all patients with AD have some impair-
ment in their ability to perform daily activities (98). The
assessment of functional ability in patients with dementia
includes both an assessment of the basic activities of daily
living such as feeding, toileting, dressing, and grooming and
an assessment of more cognitively demanding, instrumental
activities of daily living such as handling money, using the
telephone, performing household chores, and using appli-
ances (99,100). The definition of basic activities of daily
living is quite consistent from study to study, but there is
much less consensus on the kinds of activities that must be
surveyed in any assessment of instrumental activities of daily
living. Longitudinal data are consistent, however, in demon-
strating that impairments in instrumental activities of daily
living appear very eatly in the course of AD, whereas impair-
ments in basic activities of daily often do not appear until
patients are quite cognitively impaired (100,101). Thus, any
comprehensive assessment of functional status in AD must
include both basic and instrumental activities of daily
living.

The longitudinal progression of functional impairment
is relentless, and functional abilities, once lost, are rarely
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regained (100,101). In this regard, functional impairment
follows a progression similar to that of cognitive decline.
Correlational studies invariably find a close relationship of
functional impairment with the degree of cognitive impair-
ment (101). There is some evidence that the severity of
behavioral symptoms, including psychosis and agitation, is
associated with some excess disability over that resulting
from cognitive impairment, but the contribution of behav-
ioral pathology to functional impairment is relatively small
(102). Overall, the trajectory of functional impairment in
AD follows the progressive downhill course determined by
cognitive loss.

CONCLUDING COMMENT

Development of effective treatments for AD will be facili-
tated by a detailed understanding of the neurobiological
mechanisms underlying the disease at each of its stages.
Testing of treatments for AD requires an understanding of
the clinical manifestations and consequences of the disease
at each of its stages. Studies investigating neurobiological
and clinical changes of the disease over its entire course are
providing the tools necessary to develop effective interven-
tions for the prevention and treatment of AD.
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