
 

Blood test may help differentiate Parkinson's
from similar diseases
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Immunohistochemistry for alpha-synuclein showing positive staining (brown) of
an intraneural Lewy-body in the Substantia nigra in Parkinson's disease. Credit:
Wikipedia

A simple blood test may be as accurate as a spinal fluid test when trying
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to determine whether symptoms are caused by Parkinson's disease or
another atypical parkinsonism disorder, according to a new study
published in the February 8, 2017, online issue of Neurology, the
medical journal of the American Academy of Neurology.

In early stages of disease, it can be difficult to differentiate between
Parkinson's disease and atypical parkinsonism disorders (APDs) like 
multiple system atrophy, progressive supranuclear palsy and corticobasal
degeneration, because symptoms can overlap. But identifying these
diseases early is important because expectations concerning progression
and potential benefit from treatment differ dramatically between
Parkinson's and APDs.

"We have found that concentrations of a nerve protein in the blood can
discriminate between these diseases as accurately as concentrations of
that same protein in spinal fluid," said study author Oskar Hansson, MD,
PhD, of Lund University in Lund, Sweden.

The nerve protein is called neurofilament light chain protein. It is a
component of nerve cells and can be detected in the blood stream and
spinal fluid when nerve cells die.

For the study, researchers examined 504 people from three study groups.
Two groups, one in England and one in Sweden, had healthy people and
people who had been living with Parkinson's or APDs for an average of
four to six years. The third group was comprised of people who had been
living with the diseases for three years or less. In all, there were 244
people with Parkinson's, 88 with multiple system atrophy, 70 with
progressive supranuclear palsy, 23 with corticobasal degeneration and 79
people who served as healthy controls.

Researchers found the blood test was just as accurate as a spinal fluid
test at diagnosing whether someone had Parkinson's or an APD, in both
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early stages of disease and in those who had been living with the diseases
longer. The nerve protein levels were higher in people with APDs and
lower in those with Parkinson's disease and those who were healthy. In
the Swedish group, the protein levels averaged around 10 picograms per
milliliter. People with multiple system atrophy had levels averaging
around 20 pg/ml; those with progressive supranuclear palsy averaged
around 25 pg/ml; and those with corticobasal degeneration averaged
around 27 pg/ml.

Hansson said, "Lower concentrations of the nerve protein in the blood of
those with Parkinson's may be due to less damage to nerve fibers
compared to those with atypical parkinsonism disorders."

For the group in Sweden, the blood test had a sensitivity of 82 percent
and a specificity of 91 percent. Sensitivity is the percentage of actual
positives that are correctly identified as positive. Specificity is the
percentage of negatives that are correctly identified. For those in the
early stages of disease, the sensitivity was 70 percent and the specificity
was 80 percent.

"Our findings are exciting because when Parkinson's or an atypical
parkinsonism disorder is suspected, one simple blood test will help a
physician to give their patient a more accurate diagnosis," said Hansson.
"These atypical parkinsonism disorders are rare, but they generally
progress much faster and are more likely to be the cause of death than
Parkinson's disease, so it's important for patients and their families to
receive the best care possible and to plan for their future needs."

One limitation of nerve protein testing is that it does not distinguish
between the different APDs, however doctors can look for other
symptoms and signs to distinguish between those diseases.

The study was supported by the European Research Council, the
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Swedish Research Council, The Parkinson Foundation of Sweden, the
Swedish Brain Foundation, the Knut and Alice Wallenberg Foundation,
the Torsten Soderberg Foundation at the Royal Swedish Academy of
Sciences and the Swedish Federal Government under the ALF
Agreement.
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