
 

Does HIV infection affect brain connectivity
and cognitive performance?
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A new study has shown that compared to HIV-negative young adults,
those positive for HIV infection with limited or no treatment history had
significant disruptions in whole brain structural networks, poorer
strength and efficiency of connections, and corresponding reductions in
cognitive performance. Performance on learning/recall tasks was worse
with increasing abnormalities in brain structural organization, as reported
in Brain Connectivity. 

In the article "Topological Organization of Whole-Brain White Matter in
HIV Infection," the researchers describe the novel aspects of this study
in which the subjects were young HIV-positive adults without previous
treatment that could confound brain connectivity measures. In addition,
the measures of cognitive performance used were functionally relevant
to the detectable changes in brain connectivity.

Laurie Baker, University of Missouri-St. Louis, Sarah Cooley,
Washington University in St. Louis, MO, and coauthors from University
of Southern California, Keck School of Medicine (Los Angeles, CA),
Brown University (Providence, RI), University of Cape Town and MRC
Unit on Anxiety & Stress Disorders (Cape Town, South Africa), and
Missouri Institute of Mental Health concluded that anatomical brain
connectivity - as determined in this study using magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI) to assess the organizational structure of white matter and
whole brain networks - is a useful, noninvasive biomarker of white
matter disruption in HIV infection.

"The most interesting aspect of this study was that it was performed in 
young adults with limited or no history of HIV treatment. It is extremely
rare to detect any changes in brain structure and function in a population
of young adults unless there is a serious neurological disease or condition
present," states Christopher Pawela, PhD, Editor-in-Chief of Brain
Connectivity. "The fact that the authors were able to detect changes in
such a resilient young population gives credence to the hypothesis that
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HIV infection is associated with brain alternations and corresponding
abnormalities in cognitive abilities."

Research reported in this publication was supported by the National
Institute of Mental Health under Award Number MH085604. The
content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily
represent the official views of the National Institutes of Health. 
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