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Abstract
The rs1344706, an intronic SNP within the zinc-finger protein 804A gene (ZNF804A), was
identified as one of the most compelling risk SNPs for schizophrenia (SZ) and bipolar disorder
(BD). It is however not clear by which molecular mechanisms ZNF804A increases disease risk.
We evaluated the role of ZNF804A in SZ and BD by genotyping the originally associated
rs1344706 SNP and an exonic SNP (rs12476147) located in exon four of ZNF804A in a sample of
428 SZ, 385 BD, and 578 controls from the isolated population of the Costa Rica Central Valley.
We also investigated the rs1344706 SNP for allelic specific expression (ASE) imbalance in the
dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC) of 46 heterozygous postmortem brains.

While no significant association between rs1344706 and SZ or BD was observed in the Costa Rica
sample, we observed an increased risk of SZ for the minor allele (A) of the exonic rs12476147
SNP (p =0.026). Our ASE assay detected a significant over-expression of the rs12476147 A allele
in DLPFC of rs1344706 heterozygous subjects. Interestingly, cDNA allele ratios were
significantly different according to the intronic rs1344706 genotypes (p-value = 0.03), with the
rs1344706 A allele associated with increased ZNF804A rs12476147 A allele expression (average
1.06, p-value = 0.02, for heterozygous subjects vs. genomic DNA).
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In conclusion, we have demonstrated a significant association of rs12476147 with SZ, and using a
powerful within-subjects design, an allelic expression imbalance of ZNF804A exonic SNP
rs12476147 in the DLPFC. Although this data does not preclude the possibility of other functional
variants in ZNF804A, it provides evidence that the rs1344706 SZ risk allele is the cis-regulatory
variant directly responsible for this allelic expression imbalance in adult cortex.

Keywords
schizophrenia; bipolar disorder; ZNF804A; association study; rs1344706; allelic-specific
expression

1. Introduction
The zinc finger protein 804A (ZNF804A) gene represents a robustly replicated locus for
schizophrenia (SZ). The rs1344706 SNP, located in intron 2 of ZNF804A, was the first risk
variant to achieve genome-wide significance for psychosis (O'Donovan et al., 2008). Since
then ZNF804A has been extensively investigated, and the association of rs1344706 has been
further confirmed by a number of independent replications studies in several European
populations (Riley et al., 2010; Steinberg et al., 2011; Zaharie et al., 2012; Zhang et al.,
2011a; Zhang et al., 2012). Furthermore, a meta-analysis of more than 55,000 subjects
(Williams et al., 2011) found genome-wide significant association of rs1344706 with SZ (p
= 2.5×10–11), and the result was strengthened when bipolar disorder (BD) samples were
added into the meta-analysis (p = 4.1×10–13) even though the effect size remained relatively
small (odds ratio = 1.10, 95% confidence interval = 1.07–1.14). This intronic SNP remained
the most strongly associated marker in the gene, even after a fine-scale linkage
disequilibrium (LD) mapping (Williams et al., 2011), and extensive re-sequencing of
ZNF804A showed no evidence for a role of moderately rare non-synonymous coding
variants in the association of ZNF804A with SZ (Williams et al., 2011).

Attempts to replicate this association using Asian samples have been mixed. Significant
associations of rs1344706 with SZ risk were observed in Han Chinese and Indonesian
samples (Schwab et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2011b; Zhang et al., 2012). However, GWAS
replication studies (Li et al., 2011; Yue et al., 2011) and recent meta-analyses (Li et al.,
2012; Li et al., 2013) have shown that rs1344706 is not a risk SNP for SZ in the Chinese
population, suggesting potential genetic heterogeneity of SZ susceptibility at this locus.
Moreover, the rs4380187 SNP near ZNF804A almost met genome-wide significance (p =
5.66 × 10–8) in a recently published large-scale collaborative GWAS (Ripke et al., 2013).

Although the evidence for association of ZNF804A with SZ remains compelling, the
function of the gene is still unknown. The gene is known to be expressed in the brain
(Hawrylycz et al., 2012), and is predicted to encode a 1210 amino acids protein, containing a
C2H2-type motif. This DNA-binding domain is characteristic of the zinc-finger protein
family, thus suggesting a role of ZNF804A in the regulation of gene expression in brain
(Donohoe et al., 2010). Moreover, the molecular mechanisms by which rs1344706 increases
disease risk have yet to be determined. The SZ associated A allele of rs1344706 appears to
correlate with reduced binding affinity for unidentified nuclear protein(s) in neural cells
(Hill and Bray, 2011). The A-risk allele has been associated with a higher ZNF804A allelic
expression in adult human brain, but does not seem to be the expression quantitative trait
loci (eQTL) directly responsible. The association might be through additional cis-regulatory
variants that are in high LD with the expressed SNPs rs4667001 or rs12476147 (Hill and
Bray, 2012; Williams et al., 2011).
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We investigated the role of ZNF804A plays in SZ and BD by: i) genotyping the rs1344706
and rs12476147 SNPs in a sample of 428 SZ, 385 BD, and 578 controls from an isolated
population from Costa Rica (DeLisi et al., 2001; Morera et al., 2003); and ii) analyzing the
rs1344706 allelic specific expression (ASE) in the postmortem dorsolateral prefrontal cortex
(DLPFC).

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Subjects and DNA samples

The association study cohort is composed of Costa Rican subjects: i) 3 extended families
with SZ and BD (N = 107); ii) unrelated individuals with diagnoses of SZ (n = 390) and BD
(n = 368); and iv) unrelated controls (N = 507) with no family history of SZ, BD, suicide or
hospitalization for psychiatric reasons, with no self-reports of suicide attempts, psychosis,
diagnosis of SZ, BD, or use of medications for depression or psychiatric conditions. A total
of 1372 subjects participated, including 422 SZ (44.1% male), 382 BD (42.1% male) and
507 control subjects (56.9% males). All subjects were ascertained in the Costa Rica Central
Valley (CRCV) by a psychiatrist, and only subjects whose four grandparents were of
Spanish descent were included in this cohort. At the time of blood sampling, for all study
participants structured interviews, summaries of hospital records, and family history
information was obtained by a trained interviewer. Details about enrolment criteria and
clinical definitions have been described elsewhere (Moon et al., 2011). The study was
approved by the Ministry of Health of Costa Rica and the ethics committee for the Hospital
Nacional Psiquiatrico and by the Institutional Review Board at the University of California
at Irvine. Written informed consent was obtained from all subjects.

Blood samples were collected from participants in Costa Rica and sent to the laboratory at
UC Irvine. Genomic DNA was purified from venous blood by using the salting-out method.
DNA samples were quantified using the SpectraMax Plus spectrophotometer (Molecular
Devices, Sunnyvale, CA), standardized for concentration, and arrayed into 96-deep-well
plates.

2.2 Genotyping
DNA samples were genotyped for ZNF804A SNPs rs12476147 by a pre-validated TaqMan
assay (Applied Biosystems, Foster City, CA) and for rs1344706 using an in-house
developed allele-specific PCR assay. Both assays were validated in house by Sanger
sequencing of random subjects.

For rs12476147 genotyping PCR reactions were performed on a 7900HT real-time sequence
detection system using the TaqMan Genotyping Master Mix and the TaqMan SNP
genotyping assay (Applied Biosystems). Optimal conditions were as follows: Step 1, 95°C
for 10 min; Step 2, 92°C for 15 s, 63°C for 60 s; repeated for 45 cycles. The genotype of
each sample was determined by measuring allelic-specific fluorescence using SDS 2.3
software for allelic discrimination (Applied Biosystems). PCR reactions for rs1344706
genotyping were carried out using the LightCycler 480 HRM Master Mix (Roche Applied
Science, Indianapolis, IN, USA) and a common forward primer (5′-ggattgggacgaggagaaa-3′)
and allele-specific reverse primers (5′-aaacactgaaacaaagaatcaaaaac[T/G]-3′). PCR cycling
was performed on a LightCycler 480 (Roche), under the following thermal conditions: Step
1, 95°C for 10 min; Step 2, 95°C for 10 s, 48°C for 15 s, 72°C for 20 s; repeated for 45
cycles. After amplification, samples were kept at 97°C for 1 min and 40°C for 1 min, then
melting curves were generated by ramping from 65 to 95°C at 0.02°C/s with continuous
fluorescence acquisition. The genotype of each sample was determined by measuring allelic-
specific fluorescence using the LightCycler® Software Version 1.5 (Roche).
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2.3 Statistical analysis
All procedures were performed using the R program (http://www.r-project.org/) and the
software package PLINK v1.07 {Purcell, 2007 #46}. Deviations from Hardy-Weinberg
equilibrium (HWE) were tested using the exact test {Wigginton, 2005 #45} implemented in
PLINK software. For each SNP, a DFAM (family-based association for disease traits)
analysis was performed. This procedure implements the sib-TDT and also allows for
unrelated individuals to be included (via a clustered-analysis using the Cochran-Mantel-
Haesnzel); asymptotic p-values were provided for minor alleles, and presented as non-
corrected. The level of statistical significance was set at 5%. Statistical power analysis was
examined using software using the genetic power calculator (Purcell et al., 2003) (http://
pngu.mgh.harvard.edu/~purcell/gpc/).

2.4 Postmortem Brain Samples
DLPFC samples were obtained from the University of California, Irvine Brain Bank (UCI
BB) and assayed in the allelic imbalance study. This cohort includes postmortem brain
tissues of 91 subjects (34 CTR, 17 SZ, 19 BD, 21 MDD; 70.3% male, mean age=50.0 ±
13.2 ). Written informed consent was obtained from the next of kin for each subject and the
study was reviewed and approved by UCI Institutional Review Board. A psychological
autopsy was conducted on all subjects consisting of an extensive review of the medical
examiner's conclusions, coroner's investigation, medical and psychiatric records, toxicology
results, interviews of the decedents’ next-of-kin, and results of gross neuropathology
examinations to exclude possible neurodegenerative disorders. All subjects that were
clinically characterized with the psychological autopsy method died suddenly without
prolonged agonal state. The human brain dissection and freezing protocol is described in
detail elsewhere (Jones et al., 1992). RNA was prepared from 80-100 mg of frozen tissue
samples, with Omni Prep Multi-Sample Homogenizer (Omni International, Kennesaw, GA).
Total RNA isolation was performed with TRIZOL™ reagent (Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA),
following the manufacturer's instructions. RNA was quantified by OD260/280 with a UV
spectrophotometer and treated with RNase-free DNase using the RNeasy MinElute columns
(Qiagen, Valencia, CA). The quality of the total RNA was finally evaluated using the
Agilent 2100 Bioanalyser RNA Chip (Santa Clara, CA). Genomic DNA was extracted from
tissues using the DNeasy Blood & Tissue Kits (Qiagen), following the manufacturer's
instructions.

2.5 Allele specific expression assay
Total RNA (500 ng) was reverse transcribed with oligo (dT) primers and MultiScribe
Reverse Transcriptase, using the TaqMan Gold RT-PCR Kit (Invitrogen), according to the
manufacturer's instructions. Allele specific expression for rs12476147 coding variant was
performed in cDNA from heterozygous individuals using a pre-validated TaqMan 5′-allele
discrimination assays (Applied Biosystems, Assay ID), see Section 2.2 Genotyping for assay
details. A 1.5 μl sample of the cDNA synthesized in the RT reaction was used in a real-time
PCR reaction (12.5 μl total assay volume). To investigate whether this assay could be
utilized to detect the allele difference accurately, genomic DNA from two homozygous
individuals were mixed in the following ratios: 8:1, 4:1, 2:1, 1:1, 1:2, 1:4, 1:8. These two
allele mixes were quantified by the same method. For normalization, the same assay was
also performed on 45 heterozygous genomic DNA samples. The average allele ratio from all
genomic DNA samples was used as a correction factor for all genomic DNA and cDNA
allele ratios, since this could be assumed to reflect a perfect 1:1 ratio of the two alleles and
could therefore be used to correct for any inequalities in allelic representation specific to the
assay (Bray et al., 2003). T-tests were performed using the average corrected allele ratio for
each genomic DNA and cDNA sample. The t-tests were two-tailed with unequal variance,
and p values <0.05 were considered to be significant. The real time PCR was performed in
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triplicate for each cDNA sample and the allelic imbalance ratio was expressed as Aquantity /
Tquantity.

3. Results
3.1 Association study

The rs1344706 and rs12476147 SNPs were genotyped in the entire cohort to investigate
their association with SZ and BD in the Costa Rica population. The genotyping success rate
exceeded 98%, and the accuracy was >99%, according to random duplicated genotyping of
5% of samples. No significant deviation from Hardy–Weinberg equilibrium was observed
either in cases, or in controls, or in both. The association analysis results of the genotyped
SNPs are presented in Table 1. The minor A allele of the rs12476147 SNP, located in the
exon 4 of the ZNF804A gene, showed association with an increased risk of SZ (p = 0.026,
one tailed) using DFAM. In this analysis, we used a one-tailed test, since rs12476147 had
been previously associated, so there was a prior direction of effect to assume. No significant
association between rs1344706 and SZ or BD was observed using DFAM.

3.2 Allelic Imbalance assay
The effect of the intronic risk SNP rs1344706 genotypes on ZNF804A allelic expression
was analyzed. The allele-specific expression differences can be identified by comparing the
relative levels of exonic SNP alleles (A and T) in RNA samples from subjects heterozygous
for rs12476147. We measured the allelic specific expression (ASE) of the rs12476147
coding variant, located in the last exon of the full-length ZNF804A mRNA (NM_194250),
and in strong LD with rs1344706. To make sure the ASE assay was accurate, we first
quantified the two alleles at SNP rs12476147 in genomic DNA mixes with known ratios.
The observed ratio presented a highly linear relation with the expected ratio (r2 = 0.99), thus
confirming that our assay could be used to differentiate two alleles, in the range of 0.125 – 8
A/T ratio (data not shown).

Genomic DNA from the DLPFC samples was genotyped for both the SZ risk SNP
rs1344706 and the exonic SNP rs12476147. The LD between these two SNPs was
calculated using PLINK, and pairwise LD analysis revealed substantial LD between the two
SNPs (r2 = 0.343, D′ = 0.952) (Figure 1).

The rs12476147 ASE was then evaluated in the DLPFC of the 46 heterozygous subjects.
ASE analyses were performed on all heterozygous subjects from the 4 diagnostic groups
merged together. A possible effect of diagnosis on rs12476147 ASE was tested, and there
was no difference among diagnostic groups (one-way ANOVA p-value=0.99).

Figure 1 illustrates ASE of ZNF804A at the expressed SNP rs12476147 in the DLPFC. A
non-significant over-expression of the rs12476147 A allele was detected in cDNA A/T allele
ratios compared to A/T allele ratios of rs12476147 observed in genomic DNA (average 1.03,
95% CI 1.00-1.06; p-value < 0.12, after correction for genomic DNA A/T assay).

Since the rs12476147 SNP is in strong, but not perfect, LD with the rs1344706 SNP, we
were able to test the effect of the rs1344706 genotype on ZNF804A allelic expression of
rs12476147. The 46 rs12476147 heterozygotes were further divided into 2 groups based on
the rs1344706 homozygous AA (N=19) and heterozygous CA (N=27) genotypes. cDNA
allele A/T ratios were significantly different depending on the intronic rs1344706 genotypes
(AA vs CA, p-value = 0.03). In the rs1344706 heterozygous group the cDNA allele ratio
was significantly higher than the genomic DNA allele ratio (average 1.06, 95% CI
1.02-1.09; p-value = 0.02), whereas in rs1344706 homozygotes, cDNA allele ratios did not
differ from the genomic DNA allele ratios (average 1.00, 95% CI 0.96-1.03; p-value=0.87).
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4. Discussion
The involvement of ZNF804A in SZ and BD was evaluated by a combined approach: i) we
genotyped the rs1344706 and rs12476147 SNPs in an independent sample of 428 SZ, 385
BD and 578 controls from the demographically well characterized population of the CVCR;
and ii) we analyzed the rs12476147 ASE in the DLPFC of 46 heterozygous postmortem
brains.

Genetically and geographically isolated populations provide several advantages for studying
genes related to complex diseases. The CVCR population is a recently founded population,
which displays similar features to other genetic isolates with few founders, therefore
presenting a homogenous population suitable for studying genes underlying complex genetic
disorders. In fact, chromosomal areas of interest have already been identified in this cohort
for both SZ (Cooper-Casey et al., 2005; DeLisi et al., 2002; Walss-Bass et al., 2006) and BD
(Freimer et al., 1996).

We were unable to confirm the association of rs1344706 with schizophrenia in our CVCR
cohort. This is consistent with some recent GWAS replication studies, and recent meta-
analyses conducted with Chinese population cohorts (Li et al., 2011; Li et al., 2013). The A
allele frequency of rs1344706 in our control group was 0.60, which is similar to the
frequencies reported for samples with European ancestry. However, we observe a significant
association with an increase risk of SZ for the minor A allele of the exonic SNP rs12476147
(p-value = 0.026), which is in agreement with published data (Williams et al., 2011). In this
analysis, we use a one-tailed test, since rs12476147 had been previously associated, so there
was a prior direction of effect to assume. Further, given the extent of LD between rs1344706
and rs12476147, it can be argued that a specific allele at rs12476147 (the allele most
commonly found with the A risk allele at rs1344706) could be identified a priori.

One possibility to explain our non-significant association with SZ of rs1344706 is
insufficient power to detect a significant difference. In fact, the statistical power sufficient to
replicate findings with relatively low relative risk is a critical determinant of the success of
any replication study. An odds ratio of 1.38 and 1.23 was reported for association of SZ with
rs1344706 and rs12476147, respectively (O'Donovan et al., 2008; Williams et al., 2011),
and odds ratios are usually expected to be lower in replication studies. Our post-hoc power
analysis shows that with the present sample size, the study has 35% and 44% power for the
rs1344706 and rs12476147 SNPs respectively to detect a significant association.

There is growing evidence that allele-specific differences in gene expression, arising from
cis-acting regulatory polymorphisms, are an important source of phenotypic variability,
including susceptibility to complex disorders (Bray et al., 2003; Sadee, 2009). Allelic
imbalance is a robust and accurate tool to identify cis-regulatory variation while minimizing
confounding trans-acting factors, including tissue preparation methods and post-mortem
interval as well as trans-acting genetic events (Bray and O'Donovan, 2006; Pastinen and
Hudson, 2004; Stamatoyannopoulos, 2004; Yan and Zhou, 2004). Allelic differences in
expression appear to be context specific, for example, with regard to tissue-type, and the
effects of cis-regulatory polymorphism on gene expression can differ widely between tissues
(Sun et al., 2010; Wilkins et al., 2007; Zhang et al., 2009). Moreover, differential allelic
expression across multiple regions of the adult human brain has been reported (Buonocore et
al., 2010). Therefore, it's important that ASE analysis focuses on relevant target tissues.

We used ASE to assess cis-regulatory variation of ZNF804A expression, and to what extent
the SZ risk SNP rs1344706 accounts for ASE, in the DLPFC of postmortem human brains.
The DLPFC was chosen since this brain region has been consistently implicated in the
pathogenesis of SZ. Moreover, functional imaging genetic studies have shown an
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association between rs1344706 and altered connectivity of DLPFC with other cortical
regions (Esslinger et al., 2009; Paulus et al., 2013; Rasetti et al., 2011). We observed
significant allelic expression imbalance of ZNF804A, indicating heterozygous cis effects on
ZNF804A expression in the DLPFC. In contrast with previously published results (Hill and
Bray, 2012; Williams et al., 2011), genotype at rs1344706 was found to have a significant
effect on ZNF804A allelic expression in adults, with the SZ risk allele associated with
increased ZNF804A allelic expression. Our data provide evidence for a possible functional
role of the rs1344706 SNP, thus suggesting that this variant may be the cis-regulatory
element directly responsible for ZNF804A allelic expression imbalance. Our results fit
reasonably well with the previously published study showing rs1344706 as a functional
polymorphism, with potential effects on ZNF804A expression through altered DNA-protein
interactions (Hill and Bray, 2011), and are also consistent with the previously reported
association between the rs1344706 risk allele and higher total ZNF804A expression in the
adult DLPFC (Riley et al., 2010).

It should be noted that the observed ZNF804A allelic imbalance is small; therefore it's
crucial to use a large sample size. However, since ASE assays can only be performed on
heterozygous subjects for a coding SNP, the sample sizes in published allelic imbalance
studies using human brain are typically modest (Bray et al., 2003; Fukuda et al., 2006; Sun
et al., 2010). Because small sample sizes reduce the statistical power, and since no effect of
diagnosis on rs12476147 ASE was observed, we analyzed the ASE on the rs12476147
heterozygotes from four diagnostic groups merged together, thus reaching a sample size of
46 subjects. Furthermore, the majority of the approaches that have been used to detect ASE
are end-point readings of PCR, and therefore they may not be accurate enough in
quantifying the ratio between the two alleles. In order to have a higher sensitivity, in our
ASE assay we used real time PCR with Taqman probes to distinguish the two alleles (Chen
et al., 2008).

There are some differences between our results and previously published studies (Hill and
Bray, 2012; Schultz et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2011), which can be explained for some of
the above reasons. A recently published paper (Schultz et al., 2013) showed significant
difference in general ZNF804A expression mediated by the rs1344706 SNP, and the A risk
allele was associated with lower prefrontal ZNF804A expression in patients (Schultz et al.,
2013), whereas the opposite effect in controls has been observed by prior analyses (Riley et
al., 2010). The expression profile of ZNF804A appears to be different between patients and
healthy controls in terms of an opposite effect of the risk allele. No effect of rs1344706
genotype on ZNF804A allelic expression was reported in adult brain regions (Hill and Bray,
2012; Williams et al., 2011), leading to the conclusion that the observed allelic expression
imbalance was not directly attributable to rs1344706, at least in the adult brain. In fact,
rs1344706 genotypes were found to have a significant effect on ZNF804A allelic expression
in second-trimester fetal brain tissue, however with the SZ risk allele associated with a
reduced expression (Hill and Bray, 2012). This is in contrast with our findings, but one
possible explanation could be the reversal of fetal expression trajectories. It has been shown
that fetal expression changes are negatively correlated with those in other stages of life, thus
suggesting that select fetal expression changes are reversed at different times across the
lifespan (Colantuoni et al., 2011), in fact ZNF804A general expression appears to be
increased in fetal brain compared to levels found in adult prefrontal cortex. Finally, it is
possible, but not likely, that rs1344706 might be indirectly related to the ASE we have
observed, as it could be in LD with the unknown causal variant, or could be related to
general ZNF804A expression, these possibilities will require further analysis in independent
cohorts.
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In conclusion, using a powerful within-subjects technique that detects cis-acting influences
on gene expression, we have demonstrated an imbalanced allelic expression of ZNF804A in
DLPFC. Our ASE assay detected a significant excess of the rs12476147 A allele in
heterozygous subjects for the SZ risk SNP rs1344706. Further we confirmed a prior
association of the SZ risk SNP rs12476147 in the CVCR isolated population. Although our
data do not exclude the possibility of other functional variants in ZNF804A, they provide
support for rs1344706 risk allele as the cis-regulatory variant directly responsible for
ZNF804A allelic expression imbalance.
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Figure 1. ZNF804A allelic specific expression in DLPFC
TOP: The structure of the 3′ end of the ZNF804A gene is shown (drawn to scale; exons are
represented by boxes, introns by horizontal lines). The two genotyped SNPs are listed, and
their location is indicated by lines relative to the ZNF804 gene. Below the gene scheme, the
three identified haplotypes are represented as horizontal lines, the thickness of which is
proportional to the haplotype frequency. Risk alleles are indicated by uppercase letters.
BOTTOM: Individual data points (grey dots) represent the A/T allele ratio at the expressed
rs12476147 SNP. gDNA ratios, cDNA ratios, and cDNA ratios divided into rs1344706
homozygotes (hom) and rs1344706 heterozygotes (het) are shown. The mean value for each
distribution is also indicated by a horizontal bar. cDNA allele ratios are significantly higher
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than gDNA allele ratios in the rs1344706 heterozygotes (p-value = 0.02). Moreover, there is
a significant difference in cDNA allele ratios between homozygotes and heterozygotes for
the rs1344706 SNP (p-value = 0.03).
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