
RESEARCH REPORT

Limbic and Frontal Cortical Degeneration Is Associated
with Psychiatric Symptoms in PINK1 Mutation Carriers
Kathrin Reetz, Rebekka Lencer, Susanne Steinlechner, Christian Gaser, Johann Hagenah,
Christian Büchel, Dirk Petersen, Norman Kock, Ana Djarmati, Hartwig R. Siebner,
Christine Klein, and Ferdinand Binkofski

Background: Mutations in the PINK1 gene can cause Parkinson’s disease and are frequently associated with psychiatric symptoms that
might even precede motor signs.

Methods: To determine whether specific gray matter degeneration of limbic and frontal structures might be liable to different psychiatric
symptoms in PINK1 mutation carriers, observer-independent voxel-based morphometry was applied to high-resolution magnetic reso-
nance images of 14 PINK1 mutation carriers from a large German family and 14 age- and gender-matched healthy control subjects.

Results: Psychiatric diagnoses in PINK1 mutation carriers comprised major depression without psychotic symptoms and schizophrenia-
spectrum, panic, adjustment, and obsessive-compulsive personality disorders. As hypothesized, the categorical comparison between all
PINK1 mutation carriers and control subjects demonstrated atrophy of limbic structures, especially the hippocampus and parahippocampus.
More specifically, multiple regression analysis considering all psychiatric subscores simultaneously displayed different frontal (prefrontal,
dorsolateral, and premotor cortex) and limbic (parahippocampus and cingulate) degeneration patterns. The duration of the psychiatric
disease was also correlated with the extent of limbic and frontal gray matter volume decrease.

Conclusions: Our results support the hypothesis that limbic and frontal gray matter alterations could explain various psychiatric symptoms
observed in PINK1 mutation carriers. Factors determining individual susceptibility to degeneration of certain brain areas remain to be
elucidated in future studies.
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Parkinson’s disease (PD) is a common, slowly progressive
neurodegenerative disorder. Although characterized by its
motor symptoms, recent findings point to the impact of

mental impairment and psychiatric symptoms in PD patients (1).
Although the origin of the disease in the majority of PD patients
currently remains unknown, approximately 2%–3% of all cases
can be explained by a monogenic cause. To date, there is
evidence for at least six genes being associated with monogenic
PD (2). Mutations in the PINK1 gene are the second common
known single factor responsible for early-onset PD (3) and can
lead to a phenotype indistinguishable from that of idiopathic PD
(3–5).

A number of studies support the hypothesis that psychiatric
disorders are associated with an increased risk of PD (6–9). The
most common psychiatric syndrome seen in PD is depression
(10), followed by psychotic symptoms (11), anxiety syndromes,
or cognitive impairment (11), which can antedate motor symp-
toms by several years (6). Psychiatric symptoms in genetically
determined PD syndromes have been described in Parkin and

PINK1 mutation carriers (PINK1-MC) (12–14). Recently, we re-
ported about the clinical spectrum covering both neurological
and psychiatric symptoms in a large German pedigree with
PINK1-associated PD (5,15). Systematic evaluation revealed that
psychiatric disorders were present in 72% of the homozygous
and heterozygous PINK1-MC and had mostly preceded the
manifestation of PD motor signs (15).

The aim of the present study was to evaluate whether the
psychiatric symptoms observed in the PINK1-MC could be
explained by specific gray matter volume (GMV) alterations in
brain areas that are suggested to be involved in disease mecha-
nisms of psychiatric disorders. Following an explorative ap-
proach based on previously published morphometric data in
affective disorder, schizophrenia, and anxiety disorder, we hy-
pothesized that limbic and frontal structures would be of special
interest.

Methods and Materials

We compared structural magnetic resonance images (MRI)
(T1-weighted three-dimensional [3D] magnetization prepared
rapid acquisition gradient echo [MPRAGE]) of 14 PINK1-MC (5
female, mean age: 49.6 years [! 12.6]) with those of 14 age- and
gender-matched healthy control subjects (5 female, mean age:
49.0 years [! 10.7], p " .90). All subjects gave their written
informed consent for participation in this study, which was
approved by the ethics committee of the University of Luebeck.
The PINK1-MC belonged to a large family originating in the
southwestern part of Germany and were identified as part of
large-scale genetic studies (16–18). Although 4 individuals (II.1,
II.3, II.5, and II.7) were homozygous for the 1366C#T mutation
in PINK1, the remaining 10 carried only one mutated allele and
were therefore heterozygous. We have to note that our subjects
were only screened for a mutation in the PINK1 gene.

All control subjects had a normal neurological and psychiatric
examination and tested negative for the PINK1 mutation.
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Neurological Motor Examination
All participants underwent a detailed neurological examina-

tion by a blinded movement disorder team. The videotaped
assessment of the Unified Parkinson’s Disease Rating Scale
(UPDRS) part III protocol was blindly evaluated by an indepen-
dent movement disorder specialist (5,15). The diagnosis of
definite PD was based on the United Kingdom Brain Bank
diagnostic criteria.

All four homozygous PINK1-MC manifested definite clinical
motor signs (5), received a dopaminergic medication, and were
tested in the on-phase. Two of the heterozygous PINK1-MC
showed signs of probable PD, and another four of them showed
signs of possible PD. All of them were unaware of these signs.
The remaining four heterozygous PINK1-MC were clinically
unaffected.

Psychiatric Examination
To assess lifetime Axis I (clinical) and Axis II (personality)

psychiatric disorders, one of two experienced psychiatrists, who
were blind with respect to the individual’s neurological diagnosis
and mutational status, administered the German version of the
Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV (15). Diagnoses were
confirmed at consensus conferences with a third senior psychi-
atrist, considering all available clinical data, including informa-
tion on the medical health status. Diagnoses comprised major
depression without psychotic symptoms, schizophrenia-spec-
trum disorders, panic disorder, adjustment disorder, and obses-
sive-compulsive personality disorder (OCPD; Table 1) (15).
None of the PINK1-MC or control subjects showed evidence for
cognitive impairment (mean Mini Mental State Examination
score: 28.9 [!.9]).

For the purpose of the parametric regression analysis with
structural data, psychiatric disorder scores were defined with a
value of “2” encoding definite and “1” encoding probable
affection. Multiple regression analysis including the individual
diagnostic scores for each subject was used to evaluate potential
interactions and account for the fact that five subjects were
diagnosed with a combination of at least two psychiatric disor-
ders.

MRI Scanning
Scanning was performed on a 1.5-T whole-body scanner

(Symphony; Siemens, Erlangen, Germany). All subjects under-

went MRI imaging with a T1-weighted FLASH-3D MR sequence
(echo time [TE] " 5 msec; repetition time [TR] " 15 msec; flip
angle " 30°; isotropic voxel size 1 $ 1 $ 1 mm3). Images were
analyzed with voxel-based morphometry (VBM), a fully observer-
independent automated technique for computational analysis
of differences in local GMV with SPM2 (Wellcome Department
of Imaging Neuroscience, Institute of Neurology, UCL, Lon-
don, United Kingdom), for further details of the procedure,
please see (19).

The spatial normalization to the standard anatomical space
was performed in a two-stage process. First, we registered each
image to the International Consortium for Brain Mapping Tem-
plate (Montreal Neurological Institute [MNI], Montreal, Canada).
We applied a 12-parameter affine transformation to correct image
size and position. Regional volumes were preserved, while
corrections for global differences in whole-brain volume were
made. All normalized images were averaged and smoothed with
a Gaussian kernel of 8 mm full-width at half maximum (FWHM)
and then used as a new template with reduced scanner- and
population-specific bias. Second, we locally deformed each
image to the new template with a nonlinear spatial transforma-
tion. With a modified mixture-model-cluster analysis, normalized
images were corrected for non-uniformities in signal intensity
and partitioned into gray and white matter, cerebrospinal fluid
(CSF), and background. To remove unconnected non-brain
voxels, we applied a series of morphological erosions and
dilations to the segmented images (20). A gray matter mask was
used to reduce edge effects around the ventricles, meninges, and
veins. Finally, images were smoothed with a Gaussian kernel of
12 mm FWHM.

Statistical Analysis
A voxel-by-voxel one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was

computed to detect differences in GMV between groups and
with an absolute gray matter threshold of .25 to avoid possible
edge effects around the border between gray and white matter or
CSF. On the basis of previous morphometric data in patients with
these psychiatric disorders (21–27), we hypothesized reduced
GMV in: 1) limbic structures (hippocampus, parahippocampus,
and cingulate); and 2) the frontal lobe (dorsolateral, fronto-
mesial, and fronto-orbital areas).

First, an explorative categorical comparison was calculated
between the 14 PINK1-MC and their control subjects. Although

Table 1. Demographic Data and Clinical Findings in 14 PINK1 Mutation Carriers

Code Age Gender Genetic Status

Duration of
Psychiatric

Disorder
Major

Depression

Schizophrenia
Spectrum-
Disorder

Panic
Disorder

Adjustment
Disorder

Obsessive-
Compulsive

Personality Disorder
Summarized

Psychiatric Score

III.1 50 M heterozygous 27 0 2 0 0 0 2
II.5 68 W homozygous 15 2 0 0 0 2 4
II.3 69 W homozygous 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
II.7 60 W homozygous 20 2 0 2 0 0 4

III.11 31 M heterozygous 4 2 0 2 0 0 4
II.1 71 W homozygous 28 2 0 0 0 0 2

III.5 43 M heterozygous 25 0 1 0 0 0 1
III.10 47 M heterozygous 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
III.8 39 M heterozygous 21 0 0 0 0 2 2
III.9 35 M heterozygous 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
III.3 47 W heterozygous 18 2 1 0 0 0 3
III.4 45 W heterozygous 24 0 2 0 2 0 4
III.6 45 M heterozygous 1 0 0 0 2 0 2
III.7 44 M heterozygous 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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we were aware of the small sample sizes of psychiatric
subgroups, we performed an ANOVA including the five
subgroups and control subjects and tested post hoc for
comparisons between individual psychiatric subgroups and
control subjects. Second, simple regression analysis consider-
ing the duration of the psychiatric disease as exploratory

variable and a multiple regression analysis considering all
individual sub-scores simultaneously were performed. For the
specification of the psychiatric regression analyses, the clinical
motor score (UPDRS III) was included in the multiple regres-
sion analysis.

To correct for multiple comparisons, we applied the False
Discovery Rate (FDR) approach, which controls the expected
proportion of false positives among suprathreshold voxels (28).
The threshold used was p % .05. According to our a priori
hypotheses, a small volume correction (SVC) with a sphere of 10
mm was carried out. The Wake Forest University (WFU) PickAtlas
(29) was taken as an anatomical reference.

Results

Categorical Comparisons
The categorical comparison (ANOVA) between PINK1-MC

and control subjects revealed GMV decreases in limbic structures
like the right hippocampus and the adjacent parahippocampal
gyrus (Figure 1; Table 2). Post hoc pairwise comparisons
between distinct psychiatric subgroups and control subjects
showed a significant GMV decrease of the parahippocampal
gyrus in both the schizophrenia-spectrum and the adjustment-
disorder subgroups. For the OCPD subgroup, we found a GMV
reduction mostly in frontal structures like dorsolateral and pre-
frontal cortex (PFC) and right insula on the one hand and in
limbic cingulate on the other (Table 2).

Figure 1. The categorical comparison between 14 PINK1 mutation carriers
(PINK1-MC) and healthy control subjects revealed a decrease in PINK1-MC in
limbic structures, in particular in the right hippocampus adjacent to the
parahippocampus (p % .01, uncorrected).

Table 2. Categorical Comparisons—Coordinates and Gray Matter Values in 14 PINK1-Mutation Carriers

Regions Side

MNI Coordinates (mm)

T-Value Z Score SVC pFDRx y z

Analysis of Variance

PINK1-MC % Control Subjects
Limbic structures

Hippocampus R 31 &10 &24 4.01 3.51 .041
Parahippocampa gyrus R 31 &13 &24 3.57 3.19 .041

Post Hoc Comparisons: Psychiatric Subgroup % Control Subjects
Major depression scorea

Schizophrenia-spectrum score
Limbic structures

Parahippocampa gyrus R 31 &10 &24 4.09 3.51 .041
Panic disorder scorea

Adjustment disorder score
Limbic structures

Parahippocampa gyrus L &24 &9 &20 3.49 3.17 .040
Obsessive-compulsive personality disorder score

Frontal lobe
Superior frontal gyrus (PFC) L &25 55 32 3.92 3.39 .035
Superior frontal gyrus (OFC) R 35 64 1 3.89 3.38 .022
Superior frontal gyrus (PFC) R 24 31 56 3.89 3.02 .041
Superior frontal gyrus (PFC) R 16 46 48 3.08 2.79 .027
Inferior frontal gyrus (vPMC) R 44 20 26 3.35 2.99 .040
Medial frontal gyrus (paracentral lobule) L &5 &29 55 3.11 2.81 .028
Inferior frontal gyrus (anterior insula) R 36 31 &4 4.04 3.48 .020
Precentral gyrus (PMC) L &58 &9 33 3.24 2.91 .016

Limbic structures
Middle cingulate gyrus L &9 &40 42 3.58 3.16 .050
Posterior cingulate gyrus R 14 &51 9 3.16 2.85 .041

PINK1-MC, PINK1 mutation carriers; MNI, Montreal Neurological Institute; SVC, small volume correction; FDR, false discovery rate; PFC, prefrontal cortex;
OFC, orbital frontal cortex; (v)PMC, (ventral) premotor cortex.

aNo significant results.
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Simple Regression Analysis With Duration
of Psychiatric Symptoms

Most of the disease duration-related GMV decrease was found
in the right orbitofrontal cortex, dorsal premotor cortex (PMC)
and supplementary motor area, and the parahippocampal gyrus
bilaterally (Figure 2A; Table 3).

Multiple Regression Analysis Including Individual
Psychiatric Sub-Scores

Considering the severity of specific psychiatric symptoms by
multiple regression analysis with all individual psychiatric scores
simultaneously revealed a significant GMV decrease in the frontal
lobe, in particular in the right dorsolateral and mesial PFC and
PMC. Regarding the limbic system, the right posterior cingulate
and left parahippocampus were affected (Figure 2B; Table 3).
The single regression analyses for each psychiatric subgroup,
which can be regarded as post hoc procedures after the multiple
regression analysis, yielded a decrease in GMV of limbic (poste-
rior cingulate and parahippocampus) and frontal structures
(orbitofrontal, mesio-lateral frontal, or dorsolateral and PFC and
right insula) for the schizophrenia-spectrum, the panic disorder,
and the OCPD subgroups. The adjustment disorder score was
correlated with a reduction of only frontal structures (PFC),
whereas no correlation was seen for the major depression
subgroup (Table 3).

Discussion

Investigating a potential association of GMV alterations with
lifetime prevalence of different psychiatric disorders represents
an innovative approach to unraveling the underlying disease
mechanisms in mental illness. An observer-independent explor-
ative approach to discover subtle, regionally specific GMV
alterations (15) revealed an association between different psy-
chiatric disorders and distinct patterns of limbic and frontal GMV
degeneration. These findings might thus contribute to a better
understanding of the underlying etiologic mechanisms of psy-
chiatric symptoms that are frequently reported in PINK1-associ-
ated PD and that might even become manifest before motor
signs. Because our study group consisted of carriers of one or

two mutated alleles of the PINK1 gene, additional hypotheses
might be raised considering the potential role of a heterozygous
mutation not only in the development of Parkinsonism but also
of psychiatric disease.

Specifically, there were two major findings. First, a GMV
reduction of limbic structures, in particular in the hippocampus
and parahippocampal gyrus, was observed in the group of
PINK1-MC, irrespective of their psychiatric status, when com-
pared with the control subjects. Second, in PINK1-MC, distinct
GMV degenerations in limbic and frontal structures were corre-
lated with both the occurrence of psychiatric disorders and also
with the duration of the psychiatric disease. On the basis of
knowledge about the functional impact of certain limbic and
frontal structures, it seems possible to interpret our findings as
discussed in the following sections.

Limbic Structures
The most striking and consistent finding was that of GMV

reductions in the hippocampus, parahippocampus, and cin-
gulate, especially its posterior part, in both the categorical
comparisons (ANOVA) and the multiple regression analysis
considering all individual psychiatric sub-scores. Of note, the
parahippocampal GMV decrease bilaterally was also corre-
lated with the disease duration. Post hoc analyses suggested
that a limbic GMV decrease might be particularly present in
schizophrenia-spectrum disorders, panic disorder, adjustment
disorder, and OCPD.

The hippocampus and the parahippocampal region represent
central components of the limbic system and have complex
interconnections with regions involved in emotional processing.
Atrophy of the hippocampus has been described in a variety of
psychiatric disorders (24,26,30–36) regarding schizophrenia; a
reduction of hippocampal and parahippocampal structures is the
most consistent finding (23). There is evidence that hippocampal
atrophy even precedes the development of psychiatric symp-
toms, although it remains unclear to what extent hippocampal
atrophy plays a role in the genesis of psychiatric symptoms and
their progression (37).

Figure 2. (A) Simple regression analysis, including the
morphometric data of the 14 PINK1 mutation carriers
(PINK1-MC) with the disease duration revealed degenera-
tion in the mesial frontal structures and the limbic para-
hippocampus bilaterally. (B) Multiple regression analy-
sis with all individual psychiatric subscores displayed
degeneration patterns including also frontal (prefron-
tal, dorsolateral, and premotor frontal cortex) and lim-
bic (parahippocampus and cingulate) structures (p %
.01, uncorrected).
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The cingulate is attributed with the regulation of emotion and
social behavior by integrating neocortical mechanisms of percep-
tion, recognition, and thinking with the ventromedial PFC
through projections from the amygdalae, brainstem, and hypo-
thalamus (38,39). The posterior cingulate seems to be critically
involved in self reflection and information processing during
complex cognitive tasks (40), whereas the anterior cingulate is
assumed to represent part of a network involving the medial PFC
and critical for decision-making and cognition (41). Although our
findings must be regarded as preliminary, they are consistent with

the observation that these psychological functions are particularly
impaired in schizophrenia spectrum disorders, panic disorder, and
OCPD, as suggested by the single regression analyses.

Frontal Structures
The limbic system interacts with PFC in many respects, and

tight interconnections between both systems are assumed.
Therefore, it was not surprising to find alterations of mesial and
dorsolateral PFC as well as the Broca homologue and the PMC in
PINK1-MC when compared with control subjects. We found

Table 3. Regression Analyses—Coordinates and Gray Matter Values in 14 PINK1-Mutation Carriers

Regions Side

MNI Coordinates (mm)

T-value Z Score SVC pFDRx y z

Simple Regression Analysis With Duration of the Psychiatric Disorders
Frontal lobe

Superior frontal gyrus (OFC) R 25 49 &16 7.10 4.37 .001
Superior frontal gyrus (dPMC) R 26 &8 70 4.03 3.14 .046
Medial frontal gyrus (SMA) L &3 &11 53 5.75 3.91 .003

Limbic structures
Parahippocampa gyrus R 28 &43 &15 3.73 2.98 .041
Parahippocampa gyrus L &15 &46 &6 3.36 2.77 .035

Multiple Regression Analysis Considering All Individual Psychiatric Sub-Scores
Frontal lobe

Middle frontal gyrus (DLPFC) R 43 29 43 10.28 4.50 .002
Medial frontal gyrus (mesial PFC) R 12 62 8 11.9 4.73 .002
Inferior frontal gyrus (frontal operculum, Brocas homologue) R 61 13 22 7.33 3.94 .010
Precentral gyrus (PMC) L &59 &11 32 5.07 3.30 .037

Limbic structures
Posterior cingulate gyrus R 12 &33 36 5.76 3.53 .008
Parahippocampa gyrus L &17 &52 &1 6.43 3.72 .017

Single Regression Analysis in Major Depression Scorea

Single Regression Analysis in Schizophrenia-Spectrum Score
Frontal lobe

Superior frontal gyrus (OFC) R 20 50 &20 5.83 3.54 .050
Limbic structures

Posterior cingulate gyrus R 14 &32 37 4.84 3.22 .039
Parahippocampa gyrus L &17 &53 0 6.99 3.96 .026

Single Regression Analysis in Panic Disorder Score
Frontal lobe

Medial frontal gyrus (mesiofrontal cortex) R 12 62 8 10.64 4.55 .007
Middle frontal gyrus (DLPFC) R 43 29 43 8.11 4.11 .014
Middle frontal gyrus (dPMC) R 36 3 53 5.40 3.41 .039

Limbic structures
Posterior cingulate gyrus R 14 &33 37 4.62 3.13 .050

Single Regression Analysis in Adjustment Disorder Score
Frontal lobe

Middle frontal gyrus (PFC) R 29 65 15 8.44 4.18 .012

Single Regression Analysis in Obsessive-Compulsive Personality Disorder Score
Frontal lobe

Superior frontal gyrus (PFC) L &28 47 41 7.46 3.97 .006
Superior frontal gyrus (mesial PFC) R 10 23 67 5.22 3.35 .026
Middle frontal gyrus (DLPFC) R 43 29 43 15.52 5.13 .001
Medial frontal gyrus (mesial PFC) R 12 62 8 9.27 4.33 .018
Inferior frontal gyrus (anterior insula) R 39 25 &1 6.18 3.65 .016
Precentral gyrus (PMC) L &58 &11 32 6.89 3.83 .005

Limbic structures
Anterior cingulate gyrus R 11 50 22 4.65 3.15 .036
Anterior cingulate gyrus R 9 55 10 3.05 2.41 .018
Parahippocampa gyrus L &17 &53 0 10.37 4.51 .001

(d)PMC, (dorsal) premotor cortex; DLPFC, dorsolateral prefrontal cortex; SMA, supplementary motor area; other abbreviations as in Table 2.
aNo significant results.
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evidence that GMV reduction in the dorsolateral and mesial PFC
as well as the PMC might be associated with the occurrence of
panic, adjustment, and OCPD, whereas degeneration of the
orbital frontal cortex seems to be related to schizophrenia-
spectrum and OCPD. Functionally, the mesial PFC is suggested to
play a critical role for social behavior, emotion (39), and social
interaction, including reinforcement-guided behavior and learn-
ing the value of actions (41). Neuroimaging data show that
problems with decision-making are mainly attributable to frontal
cortex structures (42), especially the posterior fronto-median
cortex (43). In schizophrenia, orbitofrontal brain volume alter-
ations have been reported besides those in temporal and parietal
regions (44,45), which might explain psychopathological symp-
toms like loss of inhibitory control. With respect to anxiety
disorders, the PFC is suggested to mediate phobic avoidance
behavior. There is a profound line of evidence that its ventro-
medial part is involved in mechanisms of anxiety regulation (46)
by inhibiting fear responses and enhancing fear extinction (47).
In contrast, the dorsolateral PFC is critical for maintaining and
manipulating working memory processes. Interestingly, anxiety
seems to disrupt certain aspects of working memory, especially
spatial working memory (48).

Disease Duration
The duration of the psychiatric disease yielded a degeneration

pattern involving limbic—especially the parahippocampal gy-
rus—and frontal structures. Highlighting the time dependency of
the pathological alterations, this finding underlines the notion of
psychiatric symptoms reflecting an ongoing neurodegenerative
process involving a broad cortical network. It might further
reflect the fact that the PINK1 gene is broadly expressed through-
out the brain (49).

Conclusions

Although this cross-sectional study is based on a small sample
of individuals from one large family, we found evidence for the
hypothesis that psychiatric disorders occurring in PINK1-MC are
associated with distinct GMV degeneration patterns. The functional
considerations with respect to limbic and frontal structures might
explain why the GMV decrease could lead to increased emotional
liability and vulnerability resulting in the manifestation of the
observed psychiatric disorders. It remains to be elucidated how an
individual susceptibility to degeneration of certain brain areas in
PINK1-MC is determined by the dysfunction of the PINK1 protein.

We are aware of the fact that the GMV alterations we
observed in our study group could be due to pathological
processes other than a PINK1 mutation and that there is a caveat
comparing findings of medically healthy psychiatric patients to
those in our PINK1-MC. However, currently very little is known
about the neuronal correlates of psychiatric disorders and the
pathoanatomical processes in medically healthy psychiatric pa-
tients, and no study exists on the role of PINK1 mutations in
psychiatric disorders. In the absence of known genetic causes of
psychiatric disorders, patients with known genetic mutations
associated with psychiatric conditions might therefore serve as a
valuable study population to aid in the identification of (genetic)
causes of neuro-psychiatric disease.
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