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The effects of cerebral amyloid angiopathy on integrity of the 
blood-brain barrier
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William H. Yonga, Negar Khanloua, and Harry V. Vintersa,b,c

aSection of Neuropathology, Department of Pathology and Laboratory Medicine, Ronald Reagan 
UCLA Medical Center and David Geffen School of Medicine, Los Angeles, CA, USA

bDepartment of Neurology, Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center and David Geffen School of 
Medicine, Los Angeles, CA, USA

cBrain Research Institute, Ronald Reagan UCLA Medical Center and David Geffen School of 
Medicine, Los Angeles, CA, USA

Abstract

Cerebral amyloid angiopathy (CAA), in which amyloid accumulates predominantly in the walls of 

arterioles and capillaries, is seen in most patients with Alzheimer disease (AD) and may contribute 

to compromise of blood-brain barrier (BBB) function seen in AD. We investigated the effects of 

CAA on BBB integrity by examining the expression of the endothelial marker CD31, basement 

membrane protein collagen IV (COL4), tight junction protein claudin-5, and fibrinogen, a marker 

of BBB leakage, by immunohistochemistry in the occipital cortex of autopsy brains with AD and 

capillary CAA (CAA type 1; n = 8), AD with noncapillary CAA (CAA type 2; n = 10), and AD 

without CAA (n = 7) compared with elderly controls (n = 10). Given the difference in 

pathogenesis of capillary and noncapillary CAA, we hypothesize that features of BBB breakdown 

are observed only in capillary CAA. We found decreased expression of CD31 in AD subjects with 

CAA types 1 and 2 compared with AD without CAA and an increase in COL4 in AD without 

CAA compared with controls. Furthermore, there was increased immunoreactivity for fibrinogen 

in AD with CAA type 1 compared with controls. These findings suggest that capillary CAA is 

associated with morphologic and possibly physiologic alterations of the neurovascular unit and 

increased BBB permeability in AD.
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1. Introduction

Alzheimer disease (AD) is characterized neuropathologically by the accumulation of 

amyloid-β (Aβ) in the brain parenchyma in the form of senile plaques (SPs) and in the 

vessels as cerebral amyloid angiopathy (CAA), neurofibrillary tangles (NFTs) composed 

predominantly of hyperphosphorylated tau, and neuron and synapse loss (Stewart et al., 

1992; Thal et al., 2008a; Vinters, 2015; Zlokovic, 2011). In CAA, Aβ deposits in the walls 

of arteries and arterioles and less commonly capillaries and veins, preferentially in small- to 

medium-sized blood vessels within the cortex and leptomeninges. In arteries and arterioles, 

there is replacement of the smooth muscle cells of the media and resultant weakening of the 

vessel walls (Vinters and Tung, 2015). CAA is seen in approximately 85%e95% of patients 

with AD and in 20%−40% of the nondemented elderly, with increased prevalence with age 

in the nondemented population (Charidimou et al., 2012; Vinters, 2001, 2015). It is a 

significant cause of spontaneous lobar hemorrhages in the elderly and is also associated with 

ischemic lesions including microinfarcts (Aguilar and Freeman, 2010; Soontornniyomkij et 

al., 2010). Aβ is formed from the cleavage of amyloid precursor protein (APP) by β-and γ-

secretase into 39–43 amino acid peptides (Thal et al., 2008b). Aβ42 and Aβ40 are the 

predominant forms in parenchymal and vascular amyloid deposits, with a higher Aβ40/Aβ42 

ratio in the arteries and arterioles compared with that in SPs and capillaries (Attems et al., 

2004; Thal et al., 2008b).

CAA preferentially affects the occipital cortex followed by the frontal, temporal, and 

parietal cortices (Gilbert and Vinters, 1983; Rosand et al., 2005) with the most severe CAA 

frequently seen in the parieto-occipital regions (Vinters,1987). Two types of CAA have been 

described: CAA type 2, in which mainly larger arteriolar vessels of the neocortex and 

leptomeninges are affected, and CAA type 1, or capillary CAA, in which both capillaries 

and larger vessels are involved (Carrano et al., 2011; Jeynes and Provias, 2006). The Aβ 
deposits of capillary CAA may also occasionally extend into the pericapillary neuropil, 

termed “dyshoric changes” or “dyshoric plaques” (Attems et al., 2010; Richard et al., 2010). 

Distinct from dyshoric plaques that are seen immediately adjacent to capillary Aβ deposits, 

pericapillary Aβ refers to parenchymal deposits around capillaries with or without CAA 

(Attems et al., 2010). Capillary CAA contains both Aβ40 and Aβ42, whereas pericapillary 

deposits are primarily composed of Aβ42 (Attems et al., 2010). AD patients with CAA type 

1 have been shown to demonstrate more widespread SP pathology compared with CAA type 

2 (Thal et al., 2010), and CAA type 1, but not CAA type 2, is strongly associated with the 

apolipoprotein E (APOE) ε4 allele, suggesting a difference in the pathogenesis of CAA 

types 1 and 2 (Attems and Jellinger, 2004; Attems et al., 2011; Thal et al., 2002).

CAA may both result from and exacerbate AD-related bloodbrain barrier (BBB) 

dysfunction. Brain microvessels isolated from transgenic mouse models of AD and CAA 

demonstrate increased BBB leakage, decreased expression of tight junction proteins, and 

increased matrix metalloproteinases (Hartz et al., 2012). However, few human studies have 

distinguished capillary CAA and noncapillary CAA in the assessment of BBB integrity in 

AD. In this study, we attempt to clarify the role of capillary CAA and noncapillary CAA on 

the alteration of the components of the neurovascular unit in AD brains by examining the 

immunohistochemical expression of the endothelial marker CD31, basement membrane 
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protein collagen IV (COL4), tight junction protein claudin-5, and fibrinogen, a marker for 

BBB leakage, in the brains of AD subjects with CAA types 1 and 2. Given the difference in 

pathogenesis of capillary and noncapillary CAA, we hypothesize that features of BBB 

breakdown are observed only in capillary CAA. Furthermore, the degree of AD 

neuropathologic change and cerebrovascular disease is compared between the groups.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Human subjects and brain tissue

We examined the autopsy brains of 25 subjects with AD in the UCLA Alzheimer Disease 

Research Center and Easton Center Brain Bank and 10 nondemented elderly subjects. The 

AD cases were subcategorized into those with CAA type 1 (CAA with capillary 

involvement), CAA type 2 (CAA without capillary involvement), and without CAA. All 

underwent complete neuropathologic examination by a neuropathology fellow and 

neuropathologist (HVV, WHY, or NK) from 2000 to 2015. Standard diagnostic criteria were 

used to assess the neuropathologic changes of AD (Braak and Braak, 1991; Montine et al., 

2012). AD cases demonstrated changes of relatively pure AD except for one case with 

combined AD and diffuse Lewy body pathology. One patient had familial AD due to a 

mutation in the APP gene. All AD subjects had a Braak and Braak stage of at least IV-V. 

The severity of CAA was graded according to the Vonsattel criteria (Vonsattel et al., 1991). 

All AD patients with CAA had moderate to severe CAA (Vonsattel grade II to III), and none 

of the elderly controls demonstrated CAA (Table 1). The investigation was conducted in 

accordance with the guidelines of the institutional review board of the UCLA Medical 

Center.

2.2. Neuropathologic examination and image analysis

AD brains were blocked and processed according to the routine UCLA dementia autopsy 

protocol, including sections from the frontal, temporal, parietal, and occipital cortices, 

hippocampus, entorhinal cortex and amygdala, basal ganglia, brainstem, and cerebellum. 

Immunohistochemistry was performed on formalin-fixed paraffin embedded tissue sectioned 

at 6 mm in thickness with antibodies to β-amyloid 1–42 (1:150, EMD Millipore, rabbit 

polyclonal, AB5078P), β-amyloid 1–40 (1:400, EMD Millipore, rabbit polyclonal, 

AB5074P), phospho-tau (1:200, Thermo Fisher, mouse monoclonal, AT8), and alpha-

synuclein (EMD Millipore, rabbit polyclonal, AB5038). Sections from the occipital cortex, a 

region preferentially affected by CAA, were additionally stained with the endothelial marker 

CD31 (1:20, Dako, mouse monoclonal, Clone JC70A), basement membrane protein COL4 

(1:200, Abcam, rabbit polyclonal, ab6586), tight junction protein claudin5 (1:100, Thermo 

Fisher, mouse monoclonal, 4C3C2), and fibrinogen (1:800, Dako, rabbit polyclonal). 

Sections were incubated with the primary antibody followed by either horse anti-mouse or 

horse anti-rabbit secondary antibody conjugated to horseradish peroxidase (MP7402 & 

MP7401; Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA). Antibody reactivity was visualized with 

N,N’ diaminobenzidine as chromogen (no. SK-4100; Vector Laboratories) and 

counterstained with hematoxylin. Positive and negative controls for the 

immunohistochemical studies were performed. Slides were then scanned and digitized using 

the ScanScope image scanner (Aperio Technologies), and intensity of CD31, COL4, 
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claudin-5, and fibrinogen staining semiquantitatively analyzed using the Positive Pixel 

Count algorithm in the ImageScope program with the following parameters: hue value of 0.1 

and hue width of 0.175 for CD31, COL4, and fibrinogen, and hue value of 0.1 and hue width 

of 0.5 for claudin-5. The color saturation threshold was 0.19 for CD31, COL4, and 

fibrinogen, and 0.07 for claudin-5 to minimize detection of background staining. The 

positivity (percentage of positive pixels) was calculated from the number of positive pixels 

divided by the total number of pixels (positive and negative) and multiplied by 100. Five 

random areas each from the gray matter and white matter were evaluated and averaged to 

assess for staining in each region. Sections were cut at the same thickness and parameters 

kept constant across groups for each antibody. SPs, NFTs, and Aβ-positive vessels were 

counted according to the method of Jeynes and Provias (2006) in which 10 contiguous 

fields, encompassing the full cortical thickness, were examined to assess the density of 

lesions per field, except at 200× magnification instead of 250 (Table 2).

CAA severity has been shown to correlate with atherosclerosis and arteriosclerosis (Ellis et 

al., 1996; Tian et al., 2004; Yarchoan et al., 2012). Assessment of the degree of 

atherosclerosis was based on gross and microscopic estimates of stenosis of the major 

branches of the circle of Willis, including basilar and vertebral arteries, on a 4-point scale (0 

= none; 1 = mild, <20%; 2 = moderate, 20%−50%; 3 = severe; >50%). We assessed 

arteriolosclerosis in the subcortical white matter vessels to avoid overlap with CAA-affected 

vessels. The degree of arteriolosclerosis was evaluated by calculating the sclerotic index (SI) 

of arteriolar vessels with exterior diameters ranging from 50 to 200 mm in the white matter, 

as described by Yamamoto et al. (2009) except examined on COL4 immunostained sections 

in 10 arteriolar vessels per case.

2.3. Statistical analysis

The intensity of CD31, COL4, claudin-5, and fibrinogen immunoreactivity as well as 

sclerotic index (SI) were compared between the subgroups of AD patients and nondemented 

elderly subjects using the nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis test with Dunn’s correction for 

multiple comparisons. Differences in degree of atherosclerosis between the groups were 

assessed using the X2 test. Associations between density of SPs, NFTs, and CAA-involved 

vessels were assessed using multiple linear regression analysis corrected for age and gender. 

A p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

3. Results

3.1. Demographics

The demographic characteristics of subjects with AD and elderly controls are shown in 

Table 1. There were 8 subjects with AD and CAA type 1 (average age = 78.8 ± 9.8 [SD] 

years, range = 68 to 101), 10 subjects with CAA type 2 (average age = 78.2 ± 10.9 years, 

range ¼ 64–96), 7 AD patients without CAA (average age = 78.3 ± 19.8, range = 61–115), 

and 10 nondemented elderly controls (average age difference in age 72.7 ± 7.8, range = 64–

89). There was no significant between the groups.

Magaki et al. Page 4

Neurobiol Aging. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 October 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



3.2. Immunohistochemical analysis

CD31 immunoreactivity was decreased in the brains of both AD subjects with CAA type 1 

and AD subjects with CAA type 2 compared with AD subjects without CAA in the gray 

matter (p < 0.01) (Fig. 1). This decrease was also seen in the white matter in AD patients 

with CAA type 2 compared with AD subjects without CAA (p < 0.05). The specificity of the 

commercially available claudin-5 antibody has been demonstrated in prior studies, including 

in human brain tissue (Pienaar et al., 2015). Claudin-5 showed diffuse immunostaining 

restricted to the endothelium as reported previously (Viggars et al., 2011). There was no 

difference in the endothelial expression of the tight junction protein claudin-5 between the 

groups (Fig. 2).

Although COL4 was increased in the gray matter in AD subjects without CAA compared 

with elderly controls (p < 0.05) (Fig. 3), this increase was not seen in AD whshown a 

decrease in tight junction proteins, including claudini either CAA type 1 or 2. No difference 

in vascular COL4 immunoreactivity was seen in the white matter. Kalaria and Hedera (1995) 

have shown vessel profiles with negative staining for CD31 and CD34, another vascular 

endothelial marker, but retained staining for COL4 (Kalaria and Hedera, 1995) and increased 

hydroxyproline, the main component of COL4, in microvessels in AD brains (Kalaria and 

Pax, 1995). We also found a decrease in CD31 and increase in COL4 in AD brains, but this 

varied with the presence or absence of CAA.

Fibrinogen immunoreactivity was significantly increased in the white matter of AD patients 

with CAA type 1 compared with elderly controls (p < 0.05). However, there was no 

significant difference in the brains of AD subjects with CAA type 2 and AD subjects without 

CAA compared with elderly controls (Fig. 4) suggesting that the presence of capillary CAA 

is associated with BBB dysfunction in AD brains. There was no significant difference in 

fibrinogen immunoreactivity in the gray matter among the groups.

3.3. Assessment of cerebrovascular disease

Atherosclerosis has been demonstrated to correlate with AD pathology in a study of 1000 

dementia cases, including more than 400 with a primary diagnosis of AD, with over 77% of 

AD patients demonstrating atherosclerosis of the circle of Willis compared with 47% in 

control brains (Yarchoan et al., 2012). Similarly, we found that 83% (50% mild, 13% 

moderate, and 21% severe) of AD patients had some degree of atherosclerosis of the circle 

of Willis, significantly higher compared with 50% (30% mild, 20% moderate, 0% severe) of 

elderly controls. There was no difference in the prevalence of atherosclerosis between the 

subgroups of AD patients. Furthermore, there was no significant difference in the degree of 

arteriolosclerosis of white matter arterioles as measured by the SI between the different 

groups (AD with CAA type 1: 0.25 ± 0.04 [SD]; AD with CAA type 2: 0.22 ± 0.05; AD 

without CAA: 0.21 ± 0.04; elderly controls: 0.24 ± 0.06).

3.4. Associations with AD pathologic change

In the assessment of AD neuropathologic changes in subjects with AD and CAA type 1, 

NFTs were significantly associated with Aβ40 immunoreactive noncapillary CAA (R2 = 

0.727, p < 0.05) with increase in density of Aβ40-positive vessels with increase in density of 
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NFTs, but there were no associations with SPs or capillary CAA. There was also a positive 

association between noncapillary CAA and capillary CAA on Aβ42 immunohistochemistry 

(R2 = 0.903, p < 0.05).

4. Discussion

Cerebrovascular dysfunction has increasingly been recognized to play a significant role in 

the pathogenesis of AD and other dementias (Nelson et al., 2016). The normal BBB is 

characterized by endothelial cells with abundant mitochondria, few pinocytic vesicles, and 

interendothelial tight junctions (Claudio, 1995). AD patients demonstrate morphologic 

abnormalities of the neurovascular unit such as endothelial atrophy, degeneration of smooth 

muscle cells, and disruption and thickening of the basement membrane (Farkas and Luiten, 

2001; Kalaria and Hedera, 1995). Zipser et al. (2007) have demonstrated thinning and focal 

loss of endothelial cells highlighted by factor VIII in brains with severe AD changes, 

suggesting that endothelial damage plays a role in leakage of plasma proteins. 

Ultrastructural studies have shown decreased mitochondrial area and density in the cerebral 

capillary endothelium, increased pinocytotic vesicles, greater numbers of interendothelial 

junctions per unit of vessel length, increased numbers of pericyte profiles per vessel profile, 

and increased cleft index, suggesting a leakiness of the BBB in AD brains (Baloyannis and 

Baloyannis, 2012; Claudio, 1995; Stewart et al., 1992).

In CAA, Aβ is deposited in the basement membranes of capillary walls and between smooth 

muscle cells in the tunica media (Carare et al., 2013). Deposition of amyloid in the vessel 

walls may both result from and contribute to BBB dysfunction via direct interaction of toxic 

Aβ with the neurovascular unit, impaired transvascular clearance across the BBB, and 

perivascular drainage of Aβ (Carare et al., 2013; Ramanathan et al., 2015; Zipfel et al., 

2009). Although some ultrastructural studies of predominantly arteriolar CAA have 

demonstrated a thinned but relatively preserved endothelium, examination of capillary CAA 

has found shrinkage and degeneration of endothelial cells and vessel occlusion, leading to 

blood flow disturbances and ischemic injury (Attems and Jellinger, 2004; Thal et al., 2008a, 

2009; Vinters et al., 1994). Kalaria and Hedera (1995) have shown loss of staining of the 

endothelial markers CD31 and CD34 in capillaries but retained basement membrane COL4 

immunoreactivity in AD brains. However, other studies have demonstrated no difference in 

CD31 staining between moderate-to-severe AD, subclinical AD, and control patients in 

frontal and temporal cortices (Lepelletier et al., 2017). Zhang et al. (1998) found no 

difference in endothelial markers in brains with severe arterial and arteriolar CAA, with or 

without AD, compared with controls. These variances may be due to the degree of AD 

pathologic change, regional differences, and severity and type of CAA examined. We found 

decreased CD31 immunostaining in both AD patients with CAA type 1 and AD patients 

with CAA type 2 compared with AD patients without CAA, suggesting that endothelial 

degeneration is associated with both types of CAA even though the arterial endothelial 

basement membrane appears to be relatively spared from direct deposition of Aβ (Keable et 

al., 2016). Few studies have differentiated the 2 types of CAA in evaluating the association 

between CAA and BBB dysfunction (Carrano et al., 2011). Carrano et al. (2012, 2011) have 

shown a decrease in tight junction proteins, including claudin-5, occludin, and zonula 

occludens-1, in amyloid-laden capillaries that showed increased fibrinogen leakage and were 
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furthermore surrounded by NADPH oxidase-2 immunopositive activated microglia; this 

suggested that neuroinflammation and reactive oxygen species contribute to the endothelial 

toxicity of Aβ and disruption of the BBB in capillary CAA. We did not detect differences in 

claudin-5 expression between elderly controls and AD patients with or without CAA, but we 

did not discriminate between vessels with and without amyloid deposition. Interestingly, 

exposure of Aβ42 to brain microvessel endothelial cells in rats have shown to result in 

redistribution of claudin-5 from the plasma membrane to the cytoplasm without change in 

protein levels, suggesting that alterations in the localization of tight junction proteins may 

also contribute to BBB dysfunction (Marco and Skaper, 2006).

Collagen content in cerebral microvessels increases with age, leading to vessel wall stiffness 

and luminal narrowing, likely predisposing to ischemic injury (Uspenskaia et al., 2004). 

Thickening of the capillary basement membrane with increase in collagen content, which 

could disrupt transport into and out of the brain, has also been reported in the brains of 

subjects with AD and Parkinson disease (Farkas et al., 2000; Kalaria and Pax, 1995; Tian et 

al., 2006). Furthermore, these vascular changes appear to occur early in the course of disease 

as COL4, perlecan, and fibronectin, components of the perivascular extracellular matrix, 

were increased in both subclinical AD subjects and AD patients compared with controls, 

without a further increase in AD patients compared with those with subclinical AD 

(Lepelletier et al., 2017). However, other studies have shown no difference in the collagen 

content in the cerebral vasculature. Keable et al. (2016) found no difference in COL4 and 

fibronectin staining between young, elderly, and CAA brains, many with AD. A different 

group demonstrated that the decrease in vascular smooth muscle actin immunoreactivity in 

AD patients was exacerbated by arteriolar CAA but found no difference in collagen staining 

in leptomeningeal arteries and arterioles among AD patients with CAA, AD patients without 

CAA, and elderly controls (Merlini et al., 2016). We found increased COL4 

immunoreactivity in cortical vessels in AD brains without CAA, but not in AD brains with 

CAA, compared with elderly controls. Interestingly, Tian et al. (2006) have shown a negative 

correlation between degree of CAA on Aβ42 (but not Aβ40 or total Aβ) staining and COL4 

immunoreactivity in the frontal cortex when only examining leptomeningeal arteries. Thus, 

the apparent discrepant results may be partially explained by the difference in degree and 

type of CAA and the type of vessels examined. These studies suggest that unlike some other 

microangiopathies in which deposition of collagen in the vessel wall, or fibrosis, 

accompanies the degeneration of smooth muscle cells, the replacement of the vessel wall 

with Aβ instead of increased collagen may underlie the increased risk of vessel rupture and 

hemorrhage in CAA (Zhang et al., 1998).

Accompanying the structural alterations of the neurovascular unit, AD brains demonstrate 

BBB dysfunction early in the disease process (Viggars et al., 2011; Zlokovic, 2011). BBB 

permeability increases with age and is increased even further in vascular dementia and AD 

(Farrall and Wardlaw, 2009). BBB breakdown has been shown to precede SP development in 

mouse models of AD (Ujiie et al., 2003) and possibly even precede cognitive decline, 

suggesting that BBB breakdown may be an early event in the pathogenesis and progression 

of dementia (Kalaria, 1999; Skoog et al.,1998). Levels of serum proteins normally excluded 

from the brain, such as fibrinogen, have been shown to be increased in the brain parenchyma 

and blood vessels of AD patients and mouse models of AD, with levels appearing to 
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correlate with Aβ pathology and Braak stage (CortesCanteli et al., 2015; Fiala et al., 2002; 

Hultman et al., 2013; Viggars et al., 2011). In a study that showed a correlation between 

increases in prothrombin leakage with Braak stage, no difference in prothrombin levels was 

seen between AD with and without CAA, suggesting prothrombin leakage may be 

independent of or precede the development of CAA (Zipser et al., 2007). On the other hand, 

Wisniewski et al. (1997) demonstrated increased permeability to albumin only in vessels 

laden with amyloid or surrounded by amyloid plaques. Another group reported a strong 

association between increased fibrinogen deposition and severity of CAA as well as with the 

homozygous APOE ε4 genotype (Hultman et al., 2013).

We found a significant increase in fibrinogen immunoreactivity in the white matter of AD 

patients with CAA type 1 but not in AD patients with CAA type 2 or AD subjects without 

CAA, implicating capillary CAA in the BBB leakage seen in AD. Interestingly, no 

difference was seen in the gray matter, where vessels are preferentially involved by CAA. As 

there were no differences in the degree of arteriolosclerosis between the groups, the 

differences cannot be solely attributed to hypertensive arteriopathy, which also increases 

vascular permeability (Kalaria, 1999; Wardlaw et al., 2003).

In addition to gray matter, AD patients show significant pathologic change in the white 

matter, previously attributed largely to cerebrovascular disease but which may also be due to 

amyloid pathology (Roher et al., 2003). AD brains show increased interstitial fluid (ISF) in 

the white matter; furthermore, decreased perivascular drainage of ISF and solutes is 

associated with advancing age, APOE ε4 allele, AD, and CAA (Roher et al., 2003; Weller et 

al., 2015). This is postulated to result from decreased motive force from stiffening of the 

vessel walls with age and deposition of proteins such as Aβ within the basement membranes 

of the perivascular drainage pathways (Weller et al., 2015). White matter abnormalities seen 

on MRI, such as white matter hyperintensities and dilated white matter perivascular spaces, 

have been used as a marker of small vessel disease and may reflect impaired ISF drainage 

(Charidimou et al., 2015; Weller et al., 2015). These white matter changes are commonly 

seen in dementia and have been thought to result from arteriolosclerosis and ischemia, with 

associated BBB dysfunction and leakage of plasma proteins; more recently, impaired 

drainage of ISF, especially in association with CAA, has been implicated (Weller et al., 

2015, 2008). It has been further demonstrated that the frequency and severity of dilatation of 

white matter perivascular spaces correlate with severity of CAA and cortical Aβ load, 

suggesting that CAA may impede white matter ISF drainage in AD (Charidimou et al., 

2014; Roher et al., 2003; van Veluw et al., 2015). The vascular basement membrane plays an 

important role in the formation and maintenance of the BBB (Morris et al., 2014), and ISF 

formation is dependent on active solute transport across the BBB (Bakker et al., 2016). 

Thus, CAA may be the link between impaired perivascular Aβ drainage and BBB 

dysfunction.

CAA type 1 and CAA type 2 are distinct not only morphologically but genetically and 

possibly in pathogenesis, with CAA type 1 strongly associated with the APOE ε4 allele 

(Attems and Jellinger, 2004; Richard et al., 2010; Thal et al., 2010), whereas CAA type 2 

may be associated with the APOE ε2 allele, especially in nondemented individuals (Love et 

al., 2014). AD patients with CAA type 1 also demonstrate more widely distributed SPs 
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(Attems et al., 2011). Most AD patients show some degree of CAA, with approximately a 

quarter having severe CAA, but only half demonstrate capillary CAA (Ellis et al., 1996; 

Thal et al., 2008a). Slightly over 10% of elderly nondemented subjects demonstrate capillary 

CAA (Thal et al., 2008a). We found a positive association between Aβ42 immunoreactive 

capillary CAA and noncapillary CAA in the occipital cortex, in agreement with Jeynes and 

Provias (2006) who also showed positive correlations between capillary CAA and 

noncapillary CAA in the occipital and temporal cortices. In addition, our cohort 

demonstrated a positive association between NFTs and noncapillary CAA on Aβ40 

immunohistochemistry. Previous studies have shown both Braak stages and Aβ42 positive 

plaques to have a high correlation with the severity of Aβ42 immunoreactive capillary CAA, 

with only a low correlation with noncapillary CAA (Attems and Jellinger, 2004; Attems et 

al., 2004). Tian et al. (2003) demonstrated a negative association between SPs and CAA 

when examining CAA in 4 different cortical regions combined. However, Jeynes and Provias 

(2006) demonstrated a positive correlation between CAA Aβ42 and Aβ8–17,40 peptide forms 

of SPs in the superior temporal cortex and between 3 different amyloid peptide forms of 

CAA and SP Aβ40 in the occipital cortex, although SP Aβ42 was negatively correlated with 

capillary CAA. The somewhat discrepant associations between CAA and AD pathology may 

be due to differences in severity and type of CAA, the examination of different Aβ peptide 

forms, and regional variation (Attems et al., 2004; Jeynes and Provias, 2006; Tian et al., 

2003).

The APOE ε4 allele is the strongest genetic risk factor in sporadic AD and interacts with 

known vascular risk factors for AD such as hypertension and diabetes mellitus (Liu et al., 

2013; van der Flier and Scheltens, 2005). Unfortunately, only 4 of our AD patients had 

APOE genotypes available; 3 subjects had the ε3/ε4 genotype (2 in the AD without CAA 

group and 1 in the AD with CAA type 2 group) and 1 AD subject with CAA type 1 had a 

homozygous ε4/ε4 genotype. However, the strong association of AD and capillary CAA 

with the APOE ε4 allele has already been demonstrated (Thal et al., 2010; Yu et al., 2015), 

and our sample size would have been too small to detect a difference, which is 1 limitation 

of this study (Boche et al., 2008). Another limitation is the patchy nature of CAA and SPs. 

For consistency, we evaluated only cortical CAA, but the focus on either cortical or 

leptomeningeal vessels in different studies in the assessment of CAA may also underlie the 

variability in results.

Vascular changes are a significant component of morbidity in AD and other dementias. 

Impaired clearance of Aβ via degradation, transport across the BBB, and clearance along 

perivascular drainage pathways through the vascular basement membranes may lead to 

accumulation of Aβ in the form of SPs and CAA in AD (Nelson et al., 2016; Zlokovic, 

2011). Stiffening of vessels from arteriolosclerosis and changes in the basement membrane 

components from aging and cerebrovascular disease may underlie impaired perivascular 

clearing (Keable et al., 2016; Weller et al., 2009). The role of CAA in the pathogenesis of 

AD is unclear, but Aβ deposition and BBB dysfunction may lead to further decreased 

clearance of Aβ, exacerbating Aβ accumulation, increased propensity for hemorrhage, and 

leakage of blood-derived proteins into the brain parenchyma resulting in neuronal 

dysfunction (Zlokovic, 2011). Understanding the pathogenesis of CAA, an important 

substrate of dementia, and its relationship to BBB breakdown, what may be an early event in 
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AD, will help shed light on mechanisms of neurodegeneration and ultimately facilitate 

development of potential preventative and therapeutic strategies.
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Fig. 1. 
Immunostaining for CD31 in the gray and white matter of AD subjects with CAA type 1, 

AD subjects with CAA type 2, AD subjects without CAA, and nondemented elderly subjects 

demonstrates (A) decreased staining for CD31 in the gray matter of AD subjects with CAA 

type 2 and (not shown) AD subjects with CAA type 1 compared with (B) AD subjects 

without CAA. This decrease is also seen in the white matter for AD patients with CAA type 

2 compared with AD patients without CAA. (C) CD31 staining as mean ± SD. * p < 0.05, 
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** p < 0.01. Abbreviations: AD, Alzheimer disease; CAA, cerebral amyloid angiopathy; 

GM, gray matter; WM, white matter.
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Fig. 2. 
Immunohistochemistry for claudin-5 in the gray matter of (A) AD subjects with cerebral 

amyloid angiopathy (CAA) type 1, (not shown) AD subjects with CAA type 2, (not shown) 

AD subjects without CAA, and (B) nondemented elderly subjects demonstrates no 

significant difference in endothelial claudin-5 immunoreactivity between the groups. The 

white matter also shows no difference in claudin-5 staining. (C) Claudin-5 staining as mean 

± SD. Abbreviations: AD, Alzheimer disease; CAA, cerebral amyloid angiopathy; GM, gray 

matter; WM, white matter.
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Fig. 3. 
Immunohistochemistry for collagen IV (COL4) in the gray and white matter of AD subjects 

with CAA type 1, AD subjects with CAA type 2, AD subjects without CAA, and 

nondemented elderly subjects shows increased COL4 staining in the gray matter in (A) AD 

subjects without CAA compared with (B) elderly controls. (C) COL4 staining as mean ± 

SD, * p < 0.05. Abbreviations: AD, Alzheimer disease; CAA, cerebral amyloid angiopathy; 

WM, white matter; GM, gray matter.
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Fig. 4. 
Immunostaining for fibrinogen in the gray and white matter of AD subjects with CAA type 

1, AD subjects with CAA type 2, AD subjects without CAA, and nondemented elderly 

subjects demonstrates increased vascular and parenchymal fibrinogen immunoreactivity in 

the white matter of (A) AD patients with CAA type 1 compared with (B) elderly controls. 

(C) Fibrinogen staining as mean ± SD, *p < 0.05. Abbreviations: AD, Alzheimer disease; 

CAA, cerebral amyloid angiopathy; WM, white matter, GM, gray matter.
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Table 1

Subject demographics and neuropathologic assessment

Case Age in
years

Gender Break
stage

CERAD
plaque
score

Level of AD
pathologic change

CAA

AD with CAA
type 1

    1 79 M VI 3 High Severe

    2 78 F VI 2 High Severe

    3 68 F VI 3 High Severe

    4 101 M V 2 High Severe

    5 73 M V 2 High Severe

    6 75 M VI 3 High Severe

    7 76 M VI 1 Intermediate Moderate

    8 80 M VI 3 High Severe

AD with CAA
type 2

    1 76 M VI 3 High Severe

    2 93 F VI 3 High Moderate

    3 69 F VI 3 High Severe

    4 86 F IV-V 3 Intermediate-high Moderate

    5 82 F VI 3 High Severe

    6 78 M VI 2 High Severe

    7 68 M VI 2 High Severe

    8 64 F VI 1 Intermediate Severe

    9 96 F VI 2 High Moderate

    10 70 M VI 2 High Moderate

AD without
CAA

    1 65 F VI 2–3 High No CAA

    2 115 F IV-V 2 Intermediate-high No CAA

    3 81 F V 3 High No CAA

    4 63 VI, also DLBD 3 High No CAA

    5 61 M VI 3 High No CAA

    6 70 M VI 3 High No CAA

    7 93 M V-VI 1–2 Intermediate-high No CAA

Nondemented
elderly

    1 71 M II 0 Low No CAA

    2 76 F <IV 0 Not No CAA

    3 66 M I 0 Low No CAA

    4 79 F II 0 Not No CAA

    5 64 F <IV 0 Not No CAA

    6 67 M I 0 Not No CAA
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Case Age in
years

Gender Break
stage

CERAD
plaque
score

Level of AD
pathologic change

CAA

    7 75 F III-IV 0 Low No CAA

    8 65 M I-II 0 Not No CAA

    9 75 M I 0 Not No CAA

    10 89 M <IV 0 Low No CAA

Key: AD, Alzheimer disease; CERAD, Consortium to Establish a Registry for AD; CAA, cerebral amyloid angiopathy; DLBD, diffuse Lewy body 
disease.

Neurobiol Aging. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 October 01.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Magaki et al. Page 22

Table 2

Density of neuropathologic lesions of Alzheimer disease (AD) per 200× field

SP Aβ40 SP
Aβ42

CAA
Aβ40

CAA
Aβ42

Cap
CAA Aβ40

Cap
CAA Aβ42

NFT

AD with CAA type 1 2.9 9.6 2.2 1.3 4.1 3.7 3.8

AD with CAA type 2 5.3 16.4 1.6 0.9 0.0 0.0 7.3

AD without CAA 3.5 12.3 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.0 4.5

Nondemented elderly 0.0 1.6 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Key: CAA, cerebral amyloid angiopathy; cap CAA, capillary CAA; NFT, neurofibrillary tangles; SP, senile plaques.

Neurobiol Aging. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 October 01.


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Materials and methods
	Human subjects and brain tissue
	Neuropathologic examination and image analysis
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Demographics
	Immunohistochemical analysis
	Assessment of cerebrovascular disease
	Associations with AD pathologic change

	Discussion
	References
	Fig. 1.
	Fig. 2.
	Fig. 3.
	Fig. 4.
	Table 1
	Table 2



