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About Margaret Gatz  

 
● Position: Professor of Psychology at USC Center for Economic and Social Research 

● Research Focus: Mental health of older adults 
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Interview with Margaret Gatz, P.I. of the Study of Dementia 
in Swedish Twins and the NAS-NRC Twin Registry 

 
1. How did you get involved with the twins studies?  

I was fortunate to spend a sabbatical at Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, where I was 
introduced to the Swedish Twin Registry and to the power of twin designs to answer important 
questions in aging.  

 
2. How did the twins studies get started?  

The Swedish Twin Registry had been launched in the 1960s, with numerous follow ups of 
participants, for example, (a) the Swedish Adoption/Twin Study of Aging (or SATSA) which followed up 
all twins from pairs who had been reared apart and a matched sample who had been reared together, 
and (b) the Study of Dementia in Swedish Twins. 

Subsequently to this experience, through the Institute of Medicine Twins Committee, I became 
familiar with the National Academy of Sciences-National Research Council Twin Registry. On behalf of 
the Twins Committee, I have been privileged to work with these data.  

I have also helped to establish an international consortium of twin registries that include older 
adult twins. The consortium is called IGEMS—Interplay of Genes and Environments in Multiple Studies. 
In addition to the Swedish Twin Registry studies and NAS-NRC Twin Registry, other members of the 
consortium include the Danish Twin Registry, the Minnesota Twin Study of Aging and Human 
Development, the twin sample from MIDUS, and the Vietnam Era Twin Study of Aging or VETSA.  

 
3. What were the central objectives?  

The most central objective of my own work has been to leverage the twin design to learn about 
risk and protective factors for dementia. Most simply put, within twin pairs, if one twin develops 
dementia and the other twin does not, what are the differences in exposures that might help to account 
for their having different outcomes. We also looked at how often, when one member of a twin pair 
developed dementia, did the second member of the pair also develop dementia. If there is greater 
concordance for identical (or monozygotic twins) versus fraternal (or dizygotic twins), it suggests a role 
for genetic factors in influencing who develops Alzheimer’s disease or does not.  

I have also considered other important later life outcomes, including depressive symptoms, in 
the context of twin models.  

 
4. What were your major findings?  

We have looked at most major risk factors using the cotwin-control design. For example, we 
consistently find that low education is a significant risk for Alzheimer’s disease. Even in identical twins, 
the member of the pair with lower education has the higher risk of AD. Midlife diabetes more that later 
onset diabetes constituted a significant risk factor for Alzheimer’s disease. Within twin pairs, the twin 
who had greater engagement in leisure activities in midlife was the less likely to develop dementia.  

Using biometric statistical models with the twin data, in increasingly large datasets, we 
estimated that heritability for Alzheimer’s disease was in the range of 63%. Among monozygotic twin 
pairs, if one twin developed Alzheimer’s disease, over half of the time, the other twin also developed  
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Alzheimer’s disease. A number of biologists and geneticists have cited this work because it suggests 
that genetic influences for Alzheimer’s disease are substantial and that even what is sometimes called 
‘sporadic’ Alzheimer’s disease is strongly influenced by genes, thereby motivating a better 
understanding of the actual genes and gene by environment interactions that lie behind susceptibility to 
Alzheimer’s disease.  
 

5. Now that these data are available to other researchers, what advice would you give to 
those trying to analyze the contents?  
Longitudinal twin studies can be analyzed like any longitudinal dataset, as well as analyzed using twin 

designs. Particularly by combining data from the Study of Dementia in Swedish Twins and SATSA, both 
available at NACDA, it is possible to look at risk factors over many decades and dementia outcomes.  

The NAS-NRC study sample are twins who both served in World War II. There are data from their 
induction records through old age. It is a unique resource for longitudinal work as well as twin work.  

For both studies, it is possible to do joint analyses with other studies, including non-twin studies, that 
have measured similar constructs.  

 
6. What are some challenges of the research process?  

These datasets take some investment to learn the structure of the study. We have made every effort to 
provide clear documentation.   

 
7. What excites you about being a researcher now? 

There are so many new opportunities: In IGEMS, we are beginning to combine twin models with 
polygenetic risk scores derived from the DNA we have collected. We are particularly focused now on sex 
differences in Alzheimer’s disease, including collaborations with colleagues doing mouse studies.  

 

Thank you Margaret Gatz! 
Discover the twin studies by visiting nacda-aging.org 
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