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Objective of the study:  
 Chronic inflammation and biological aging are associated with age-related features of 

the brain. 

 If CRP, IL-6, and suPAR are measures of chronic inflammation, we would expect them 
to predict individual differences in aging and health outcomes. Here, we expect that 
suPAR is the better measure of chronic inflammation.  

 A previous study of 1800 older adults found associations between CRP and IL-6 with 
cross-sectional brain aging measures but did not find associations between baseline 
CRP and IL-6 and the evolution of MRI findings 4 years later1. Since CRP and IL-6 are 
acute-phase reactants2,3, they may not necessarily capture chronic ongoing effects to 
the same extent as suPAR4–6. 

 Many studies of systemic inflammation and changes of the brain are done in older 
populations1,7 (65+ years where you’d expect most to show advanced signs of aging) 
or in non-representative samples8, e.g., often small clinical samples (depression, etc.) 
or overly healthy populations9,10 (healthy community volunteers with many exclusion 
criteria). This limits our ability to understand the association of chronic inflammation, 
aging and health in the broader population. 

 The Dunedin cohort is a population-representative and relatively large midlife cohort 
which will make an investigation of the association between CRP, IL-6 and suPAR and 
midlife brain aging particularly informative. 
 

 Main hypothesis: Inflammation has deleterious effects on aging and the brain. We 
hypothesize that elevated CRP, IL-6 and suPAR will be associated with thinner cortex, 
smaller cortical surface area, larger white matter hyperintensity (WMH) volume, 



 2 

decreased fractional anisotropy (FA), and smaller hippocampal volume. These brain 
morphological differences are all indicative of early signs of accelerated brain aging. If 
suPAR is a better measure of chronic inflammation than CRP and IL-6, we would 
expect suPAR to be more strongly associated with these signs of accelerated brain 
aging than CRP and IL-6.  

  
Data analysis methods:    
 
Primary analysis: (with additional sensitivity analyses controls for sex, BMI, smoking and, 
in analyses of suPAR, controls for CRP and IL-6) 
 Cross-sectional age 45 associations: Between each inflammatory biomarker 

individually (CRP, IL-6, suPAR) with average measures of:  
o cortical thickness 
o surface area 
o WMH volume 
o hippocampal volume 
o fractional anisotropy 

 
Secondary analyses:  

 Longitudinal associations between age 38 inflammation with age 45 brain:  
o Associations between each inflammatory biomarker (measured at age 38) 

with cortical thickness, surface area, WMH volume, FA and hippocampal 
volume at age 45 

o Associations between each inflammatory biomarker (measured at age 38) 
with brain age gap estimate (brainAGE) at age 45 

 Cross-sectional age 45 associations: 
o Parcel-wise associations between CRP, IL-6 and suPAR with SA and CT 
o Spatial correlations between parcel-wise maps of CRP, IL-6, and suPAR 

for associations with SA and CT 
o Average cortical volume (for comparisons with literature) 
o All other subcortical volume associations 
o Tract-wise FA associations in John Hopkins atlas 
o Brain age gap estimate (brainAGE) 

 
NOTE: As brainAGE associations with suPAR have been reported in another manuscript, it 
is not considered a primary measure of this study; however, associations with CRP and IL-
6 have not previously been reported. 
 
Variables needed at which ages:  
Brain Variables: 

 Average cortical thickness, surface area, hippocampal volume, WMH volume, FA 
and total cortical volume 

 Parcel-wise cortical thickness and surface area 
 All aseg subcortical volumes 
 Brain-age and brainAGE 
 Tract-wise FA for John Hopkins atlas 

 
Systemic inflammation: 
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 CRP, IL-6, and suPAR at age 38 and 45 
 
Additional covariates: 

 Sex, BMI, current smoking status at 38 and 45 
Significance of the Study (for theory, research methods or clinical practice):  

 Aging is a lifelong process and there is increasing awareness that to best 
intervene on age-related diseases, interventions must be applied earlier in life. 
Chronic inflammation is thought of as a common pathway through which many 
different age-related diseases arise. Most studies of inflammation are in the 
wrong cohorts (too old or too ill) and with the wrong biomarkers (acute 
inflammation markers). In this study we have the potential to clarify whether links 
between systemic chronic inflammation and brain aging are already present in 
midlife in a population representative birth cohort.  

 Chronic inflammation contributes to accelerated aging of the body. It is currently 
unknown to what extent aging of the body contributes to aging of the brain. This 
study will help us understand whether a known contributor to accelerated aging 
of the body (chronic inflammation) is associated with early signs of aging in the 
brain. 

 By comparing widely used inflammation markers (CRP and IL-6) with a novel 
inflammation marker (suPAR) in a study of the brain in midlife adults, we hope to 
advance our knowledge of the extent to which each of these markers index 
systemic chronic inflammation. 
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