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Brief Communication 
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A B S T R A C T   

We assessed the relationship of gamma oscillations with tau deposition in Alzheimer’s disease (AD) and other 
cognitive diseases, as both are altered during the disease course and relate to neurodegeneration. We retro
spectively analyzed data from 7 AD, tau positive patients and 9 tau negative patients, who underwent cerebral 
amyloid PET and tau PET, and EEG within 12 months. Relative gamma power was higher in tau positive (AD) 
patients than in tau negative patients (p < .05). In tau positive AD patients, tau burden was associated with a 
linear increase in gamma power (p < .05), while no association was present in the tau negative group nor with 
amyloid-β burden in either group. Thus, increase in the gamma power might represent a novel biomarker for tau 
driven neurodegeneration.   

1. Introduction 

Alzheimer’s Disease (AD) is the most prevalent cause of dementia 
worldwide (Anon, 2021) and its prevalence is expected to increase 
during the next years. The hallmarks of AD are progressive amyloid-β 
(Aβ) plaques and neurofibrillary tangles (tau) deposition, and the latter 
correlates with clinical symptoms, disease severity and speed of pro
gression (Digma et al., 2019; Pontecorvo et al., 2017). Currently, the 
only way to assess in-vivo tau deposition is through either lumbar 
puncture or cerebral tau PET. In AD, gamma oscillations (> 30 Hz) show 
early alterations in the disease course (Verret et al., 2012; Wang et al., 
2017). Here, we explored the alterations in the gamma band as proxies 
of cortical tau deposition in a memory clinic population. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Patients 

We analyzed data of 7 AD patients with significant amyloid and tau 
deposition and 9 patients with either a subjective cognitive decline or 
objective cognitive deficits without tau deposition from the Geneva 
Memory Center. We included patients who underwent cerebral tau PET 
and a low-density resting-state EEG within 12 months. This study was 
approved by the local ethics committee and has been conducted in 
accordance with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki (PB_2016- 
01382 (15-206)). 

Abbreviations: AD, Alzheimer’s disease; PET, positron emission tomography; SUVr, standard uptake value ratio; EEG, electroencephalography; Aβ42, amyloid-beta 
42. 
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2.2. EEG acquisition and analysis 

We selected 5 min of the clinical low-density resting state EEG (eyes- 
opened and closed, 25-channel, sampling rate = 256 Hz). The signal was 
band-pass filtered ([1–100 Hz]) and notch-filtered at 50 and 100 Hz. 
Sensors with poor signal-to-noise ratio were removed and interpolated. 
Independent component analysis and further visual inspection was 
performed to remove eye blinks and muscle artifacts, after which data 
were re-referenced to the average. The remaining signal was cropped 
into epochs of 1 s without overlap (Table 1). The power spectral density 
was calculated using a single Hanning taper and, for each EEG channel, 
the relative power in gamma band was defined as the percentage of the 
power between 30 and 98 Hz with respect to the total power. For sta
tistical analyses, we used both the relative gamma power calculated for 
each channel and also averaged over the 25 sensors. EEG analyses were 
carried out in Matlab. 

2.3. PET images acquisition and analysis 

PET images were realized using a Siemens Biograph mCT or Vision 
PET scanner. Cerebral tau-PET images were acquired using 18F-Flortau
cipir and amyloid-PET images were acquired using 18F-Flutemetamol 
(N = 14) or 18F-Florbetapir (N = 2). Global tau-PET SUVr was computed 
as previously described (Mishra et al., 2017), while tau and amyloid 
status (positive or negative) were assessed visually by an expert nuclear 
medicine physician (GV) following validated recommendations (Fle
isher et al., 2020). Subjects were classified as positive when they showed 
a significant uptake of the tracer (a confluent area higher than 65% of 
the average uptake measured in the cerebellum) in the posterolateral 
temporal, occipital or parietal/precuneus region in either hemisphere. 

2.4. Statistical analyses 

Differences in demographical and clinical data across tau-positive 
(tau-P) and tau-negative (tau-N) patients were assessed using Mann- 
Whitney U and Chi-squared test for continuous and categorical vari
ables, respectively. The relative gamma power (averaged over elec
trodes) was compared with a two-sided Mann-Whitney U-test, and the 
result was used to define the directionality of a one-sided cluster-based 
permutation test (Fieldtrip, 2000 permutations). The latter was used to 
identify clusters of electrodes that, across tau-P patients, showed a 
greater level of relative gamma power than the tau-N ones. We repeated 
these analyzes also for the delta [1–3 Hz], theta [4–7 Hz], alpha 
[8–12 Hz] and beta [13–29 Hz] bands. Values of relative gamma power 
were then used for correlation analyses, using a Spearman or a Pearson 
Correlation Coefficient. For each group (tau-P: N = 7; tau-N: N = 9) we 
did the following analyses. 1) We investigated the relationship of 
average relative gamma power with the global tau-PET SUVr and the 
amyloid-PET centiloid (p-values are Bonferroni-corrected for the two 
comparisons). 2) For electrodes belonging to the significant cluster, we 

correlated the local relative gamma power with the SUVr of the region of 
interest underlying the electrode placement, according to published 
guidelines (Okamoto et al., 2004). We excluded P9 and P10 as their 
projections are not described in Okamoto et al. and ran local correlations 
for the remaining 13 electrodes. For Fz, Cz and Pz, we used the average 
gamma power of each preponderant cortical area for each hemisphere 
(e.g. F3/F4 for Fz). The reported p-values are Bonferroni corrected for 
the number of electrodes tested. 

3. Results 

Of the 16 selected patients, 7 had a significant cortical tau deposition 
(i.e. tau-P), while 9 did not (i.e. tau-N). All tau-P patients also showed 
amyloid deposition on cerebral amyloid-PET, confirming the presence of 
AD pathology. Among tau-N patients, only one showed amyloid depo
sition on amyloid-PET. Demographic data and patients’ characteristics 
are summarized in Table 1. 

3.1. Gamma oscillations are increased in presence of cortical tau 
deposition, but not in the presence of amyloid 

The average relative gamma power was higher in tau-P than in tau-N 
patients (p = .042, Fig. 1A). Correlation analyses revealed a strong 
positive correlation between the average gamma power and tau PET 
SUVr in tau-P patients (rhoPearson = 0.88, p = 0.018), but not in tau-N 
(rhoSpearman = 0.7, p = 0.087, Fig. 1B). No significant correlation was 
found between the average relative gamma power and the global amy
loid burden in neither group (not shown). 

3.2. Gamma oscillations are increased in frontal and parietal electrodes 

Tau-P patients showed higher gamma power than tau-N patients in 
frontal and parietal electrodes (Fp2, Fz, F3, F4, F7, Cz, C3, C4, Pz, P3, 
P4, P7, P8, P9, P10, p = .009, Fig. 1C). Moreover, in tau-P patients, a 
positive linear correlation between relative gamma power and local 
SUVr was found at the parietal electrodes (rhoPearson = 0.93, p = 0.03 
and for P3; rhoPearson = 0.95, p = 0.016 for P4). No difference was found 
for the other frequency bands between tau-positive and tau-negative 
patients. 

4. Discussion 

EEG alterations have been observed in a large cohort of preclinical 
AD patients (Gaubert et al., 2019), advancing the hypothesis of complex 
compensatory mechanisms. Here, we found that gamma oscillations are 
increased in tau positive patients, while no difference between groups 
exists in other frequency bands. In tau-P patients, we also find a positive 
linear correlation between relative gamma power and global tau SUVr 
(rho = .88, p = .018), while no correlation was found either in tau-N 
patients or with amyloid, suggesting a certain specificity of gamma os
cillations with tau-related neurodegeneration. Interestingly, gamma 
oscillations also locally correlate with tau in parietal electrodes. These 
overlie the parietal and the precuneus cortices, which are known to 
show early tau-driven neurodegeneration in the course of AD (Frontz
kowski et al., 2022). Tau protein accumulation is known to promote 
network hyperexcitability and in an AD murine model its reduction 
resulted in a decreased hyperexcitability, independently from the pres
ence of Aβ42 (Tok et al., 2022). Moreover, a recent study in AD patients 
found a positive linear correlation between the amplitude of 
TMS-evoked potentials at the level of the posterior parietal cortex and 
the levels of tau and p-tau in CSF (Casula et al., 2022). Hence, we hy
pothesize that the presence of tau protein and neurodegeneration could 
locally disrupt the physiological rhythms, forcing the remaining neurons 
to increase their activity to maintain the excitatory/inhibitory balance. 
Among the main limitations of this study, in addition to the small sample 
size due to its retrospective and exploratory nature, we acknowledge the 

Table 1 
Patients’ characteristics and summary. Summary of patient demographic and 
clinical data. Significant values are highlighted in bold. Summary results are 
reported as median values [inter-quartile range].   

Tau negative 
(N ¼ 9) 

Tau positive 
(N ¼ 7) 

p- 
value 

Age, years 73 [70–76] 71 [69–72.5]  0.339 
Gender (female), n (%) 1(11%) 7(100%)  0.002 
Education, years 14 [11–16] 12 [11.5–16.5]  0.957 
Clinical dementia rating 

scale 
0.5 [0,1] 1 [0.75–1]  0.094 

Mini mental state 
examination 

27 [26–29] 23 [20–24]  0.014 

Amyloid positivity, n (%) 1 (11%) 7 (100%)  0.002 
2-s EEG epochs retained 281 [260–292] 265 [230–295]  0.758  
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imbalance in sex between tau-P and tau-N, which might have biased 
some of the analyses, even though to our knowledge gamma oscillations 
are not known to be influenced by sex. The lower cognitive scores of 
tau-P patients on Mini Mental State Examination are in line with 
increased rate of neurodegeneration expected for these patients. In this 
view, further longitudinal studies in larger, balanced and age-matched 
cohorts employing high-density EEG will be crucial to determine the 
value of gamma oscillations to assess cortical tau deposition. 
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Edmond J. Safra, Genève; Fondation Minkoff, Genève; Fondazione 
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Bakardjian, Hovagim, Epelbaum, Stéphane, 2019a. EEG evidence of compensatory 
mechanisms in preclinical Alzheimer’s disease. Brain 142 (7), 2096–2112. https:// 
doi.org/10.1093/brain/awz150. 

Fig. 1. Gamma power in tau-positive and tau-negative patients. A) Boxplot of the average relative gamma power (30–98 Hz) in tau-positive and tau-negative 
patients. The asterisk indicates statistical significance (p < .05). B) Scatterplot of Pearson correlation between the global tau-PET SUVr and the average gamma power 
in tau-P and tau-N patients. C.1) and C.2)) Maps of EEG electrodes (dots) plotted in axial (1) and right lateral sagittal (2) views of the scalp and brain. Yellow dots 
indicate electrodes that belong to the significant cluster (p < .01). Blue dots indicate the electrodes where local gamma power linearly correlated with local SUVr 
(p < .05). Pink areas are cortical regions belonging to the default mode network as previously described (Raichle, 2015) adapted to the scale 2 Lausanne parcellation 
scheme (Cammoun et al., 2012; Hagmann et al., 2008). 

U. Nencha et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

https://doi.org/10.1002/alz.12328
https://doi.org/10.1002/alz.12328
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneumeth.2011.09.031
https://doi.org/10.1002/ana.26514
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13195-019-0518-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13195-019-0518-8
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamaneurol.2020.0528
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamaneurol.2020.0528
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-32592-7
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awz150
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awz150


Neurobiology of Aging 139 (2024) 1–4

4

Hagmann, Patric, Cammoun, Leila, Gigandet, Xavier, Meuli, Reto, Honey, Christopher J., 
Wedeen, J.Van, Sporns, Olaf, 2008. Mapping the structural core of human cerebral 
cortex. PLoS Biol. 6 (7), 1479–1493. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal. 
pbio.0060159. 

Mishra, Shruti, Brian, A.Gordon, Su, Yi, Christensen, Jon, Friedrichsen, Karl, 
Jackson, Kelley, Hornbeck, Russ, Balota, David A., Cairns, Nigel J., John, C.Morris, 
Ances, Beau M., Benzinger, Tammie L.S., 2017. AV-1451 PET imaging of tau 
pathology in preclinical Alzheimer disease: defining a summary measure. 
NeuroImage 161 (June), 171–178. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
neuroimage.2017.07.050. 

Okamoto, Masako, Dan, Haruka, Sakamoto, Kuniko, Takeo, Kazuhiro, Shimizu, Koji, 
Kohno, Satoru, Oda, Ichiro, Isobe, Seiichiro, Suzuki, Tateo, Kohyama, Kaoru, 
Dan, Ippeita, 2004. Three-Dimensional probabilistic anatomical cranio-cerebral 
correlation via the international 10–20 system oriented for transcranial functional 
brain mapping. NeuroImage 21 (1), 99–111. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
neuroimage.2003.08.026. 

Pontecorvo, Michael J., Devous, Michael D., Navitsky, Michael, Lu, Ming, 
Salloway, Stephen, Schaerf, Frederick W., Jennings, Danna, Arora, Anupa K., 
McGeehan, Anne, Lim, Nathaniel C., Xiong, Hui, Joshi, Abhinay D., 

Siderowf, Andrew, Mintun, Mark A., 2017. Relationships between flortaucipir PET 
tau binding and amyloid burden, clinical diagnosis, age and cognition. Brain 140 (3), 
748–763. https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/aww334. 

Raichle, Marcus E., 2015. The brain’s default mode network. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 38, 
433–447. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-neuro-071013-014030. 

Tok, Sean, Ahnaou, Abdallah, Drinkenburg, Wilhelmus, 2022. Functional 
neurophysiological biomarkers of early-stage Alzheimer’s disease: a perspective of 
network hyperexcitability in disease progression. J. Alzheimer’s Dis. 88 (3), 
809–836. https://doi.org/10.3233/JAD-210397. 

Verret, Laure, Mann, Edward O., Hang, Giao B., Barth, Albert M.I., Cobos, Inma, 
Ho, Kaitlyn, Devidze, Nino, Masliah, Eliezer, Kreitzer, Anatol C., Mody, Istvan, 
Mucke, Lennart, Palop, Jorge J., 2012. Inhibitory interneuron deficit links altered 
network activity and cognitive dysfunction in Alzheimer model. Cell 149 (3), 
708–721. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2012.02.046. 

Wang, Jing, Fang, Yuxing, Wang, Xiao, Yang, Huichao, Yu, Xin, Wang, Huali, 2017a. 
Enhanced gamma activity and cross-frequency interaction of resting-state 
electroencephalographic oscillations in patients with Alzheimer’s disease. Front. 
Aging Neurosci. 9 (JUL)), 1–7. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnagi.2017.00243. 

U. Nencha et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0060159
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0060159
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2017.07.050
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2017.07.050
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2003.08.026
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2003.08.026
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/aww334
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-neuro-071013-014030
https://doi.org/10.3233/JAD-210397
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cell.2012.02.046
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnagi.2017.00243

	Alterations in gamma frequency oscillations correlate with cortical tau deposition in Alzheimer’s disease
	1 Introduction
	2 Methods
	2.1 Patients
	2.2 EEG acquisition and analysis
	2.3 PET images acquisition and analysis
	2.4 Statistical analyses

	3 Results
	3.1 Gamma oscillations are increased in presence of cortical tau deposition, but not in the presence of amyloid
	3.2 Gamma oscillations are increased in frontal and parietal electrodes

	4 Discussion
	Funding and conflicts of interests
	Object: verification statement
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	References


