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Professor Arfan Ikram and his team’s 

research is focused on dementia and the 

processes taking place in the brain that lead 

up to a diagnosis of dementia.   

 

Professor Ikram works with a rich dataset 

of 15,000 individuals aged over 45 who are 

participating in the 25 year long Rotterdam 

Study.  

 

The Rotterdam Study gives rich and valuable 

insights due to the fact that participants are 

studied at close hand and in-depth; each 

study participant is seen by the clinical 

research team, they each have MRI scans 

of their brains and the Study is one of the 

first to make use of new genetic innovations 

to capture genetic information about 

participants. Professor Ikram’s group is 

also one of the first worldwide to look in-

depth at gait patterns (the way a person 

walks) and build this into its understanding 

of dementia. Electronic gait measurements 

have so far only been used in small 

experimental settings.  

 

Combining this data, Professor Ikram and 

his team have taken as a research focus 

data collected from the cohort to see what 

happens in the brain many years before a 

formal diagnosis of dementia is reached 

and analyse what factors might influence 

this process. 
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Results & next steps 

• From analysing participants in the Rotterdam Study, Professor Ikram’s team found a 

 clear link between cardiovascular risk factors and dementia. The team shows 

 that if all of the cardiovascular risk factors were removed from all of the 

 participants in the study (no smoking, no diabetes, no hypertension), a third of all 

 dementia cases would theoretically be prevented. This powerful finding can now be 

 used to empower people to alter their behaviour to reduce the risk of developing dementia. 

• Professor Ikram’s group also found that brain damage that occurs during aging also 

 showed strong associations with poor gait. This suggests that the processes involved in 

 dementia affect a wide variety of brain functions, not only cognition.

“The Rotterdam Study at Erasmus MC was one of the first studies to make use of new genetic 

innovations to capture genetic information about participants. The ability to analyse such 

research data that can see what has happened in the brain many years before dementia is 

diagnosed is vital to helping solve this major medical issue of our time.” 

Impact

New technological advances, for example in imaging, genetics, and biomarkers, will enable 

researchers to look at more subtle changes in the brain.  With further funding, Professor Ikram 

and his team could utilise such new technologies to help develop a deeper understanding of 

dementia and its causes. Professor Ikram also wishes to conduct studies into the remaining 

70 per cent of dementia cases that cannot be explained by currently known risk factors. 

This would include further investigation of the pre-clinical phases of dementia and aim to 

investigate people at even younger life phases. Such research would potentially enable 

researchers to trace back to the earliest origins of dementia, crucial in the prevention of  

this disease. 
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