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AT L A N TA —  Aspirin, even at low dos-
es, appears to prevent age-related declines
in gray and white matter integrity in
brain regions that typically show the ear-
liest neuropathological changes associat-
ed with Alzheimer’s disease, according to
Lee Ryan, Ph.D., of the departments of

psychology and neuroscience of the Uni-
versity of Arizona at Tucson, who pre-
sented her findings at the annual meeting
of the Society for Neuroscience.

These results, generated with diffusion-
weighted MRI, provide visual evidence
that aspirin has a neuroprotective effect
on the normal brain. It supports previous
epidemiologic evidence that long-term
use of NSAIDs, including aspirin, de-
creases the risk of developing Alzheimer’s
disease.

Study participants included 23 cogni-
tively healthy older (over 60 years) adults
who were taking aspirin as a health pre-
caution against vascular accidents, hy-
pertension, or mild arthritic symptoms.
Most of this group took the equivalent of
one baby aspirin a day (81 mg) for up to
15 years. The control group consisted of
25 age-matched subjects not taking any
NSAIDs. 

Diffusion-weighted (DW) MRI scans
were carried out on a 3-T scanner using a
radial fast spin-echo method. DW-MRI is

thought to be “exquisitely” sensitive to the
presence of inflammation and other neu-
ropathologic processes in white and gray
matter, Dr. Ryan said. Four regions of in-
terest were analyzed: the medial temporal
lobe and adjacent hippocampal white mat-
ter and the posterior cingulate and adja-
cent white matter in the splenium. 

With DW-MRI, lower apparent diffu-
sion coefficient (ADC) values in gray mat-
ter and higher fractional anisotropy (FA)
values in white matter, compared with
controls, are thought to reflect preserva-
tion of brain integrity.

Dr. Ryan found that aspirin users had
significantly lower hippocampal mean
ADC values and higher mean FA values in
the adjacent white matter region than did
controls. About 25% of both groups were
positive for apolipoprotein E (ApoE), and
similar protective effects from aspirin were
found in individuals regardless of their
ApoE status.

ADC values were not significantly dif-
ferent between groups in the posterior cin-
gulate. Aspirin did, however, appear to pre-
vent age-related functional changes in the
posterior cingulate and splenium that were
seen in those who did not take aspirin.

“We can’t say anything about the mech-
anism of why diffusion is changing, but
our data support the idea that aspirin,
even at low doses, may confer some posi-
tive effect on brain function,” Dr. Ryan
said. “Diffusion MRI may be a sensitive
measure for assessing the influence of
anti-inflammatory drugs and interventions
that might decrease the risk of Alzheimer’s
disease.” ■
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‘Our data support
the idea that
aspirin, even at
low doses, may
confer some
positive effect on
brain function.’

DR. RYAN
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