











Figure 2. Fach cognitive measure by eosinophil count in carriers of E4 (dashed line) and E3 (solid) in adults aged 30-88 yr (n =
242). Note that for nearly all measures of cognitive function E3/E3 genotypes perform better with nonclinical eosinophil counts
(eosinophil count, <500 cells/pl) similar to what has been seen in industrial populations, whereas E4 carriers perform better in

participants with higher eosinophil counts.

advantage to carrying E4 in some environments and at
some life stages (24, 37) that are a trade-off against dele-
terious consequences (5, 9, 50). Although there may be
some advantages (cognitive benefits and an increased
ability to clear some infections) for E4 carriers during de-
velopment when exposure risk to toxins (36) or disease is
high (22, 24, 35), E4 is also associated with increased car-
diovascular and AD risk (4, 10), as well as decreased lon-
gevity after age 65 (50-52) in industrial populations.
However, it is not known whether E4 affects late-life
mortality in populations with a high infectious burden.
Overall, our data do not support the antagonistic plei-
otropy hypothesis with respect to early or late-life
advantages. E4 was generally beneficial to individuals
facing a high parasite load regardless of age (H1). Findings
among Tsimane children are consistent with the better
cognitive performance of E4 carrying children in Mexico
City (36) and Brazilian favelas (low income urban areas)
(35). Among Tsimane children, nearly all measures of
cognitive performance were positively associated with E4
status, although because of the relatively small sample
size, a statistically significant difference was not detected.
Rather, these gene-by-environment interactions are con-
sistent with balancing selection in areas with endemic
parasitism or fluctuating selection in environments with
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variable parasite exposure. Thus, E4 may be adaptive in
some environments (with high parasite and pathogen
load) and detrimental in others, such as industrialized
areas with populations having a low parasite burden.
Tropical regions rich in helminths have higher frequencies
of the E4 allele (15), which may be protective against some
parasites and infections (2, 23). In many industrialized
populations, the much higher prevalence of elevated
cholesterol, blood pressure, and obesity make vascular
dementias a significant concern; in these populations, E4
may negatively impact cognitive performance and de-
mentia risk vig increased amyloid deposits in the brain (8,
9). Approximately 24% of Tsimane are carriers of E4,
which is well within the range of what has been reported in
Europe and North America, suggesting that our results are
not related to outlier frequencies of APOE genotypes, as
has been reported in some populations (15, 20).

In populations facing a diversity of endemic pathogens,
E4 may be protective against age-related cognitive decline,
and possibly even AD. A meta-analysis concluded that
bacterial pathogens also increase risk of AD, with spiro-
chetal bacteria being associated with a 10-fold higher risk
and Chlamydophila pneumonise with a 4-fold higher risk
(53). Moreover, the human amyloid-B peptide has been
shown to have protective antimicrobial benefits against
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Figure 3. Each cognitive measure by eosinophil count in carriers of E4 (dashed line) and E3 (solid) in postreproductive adults

aged 45-88 yr (n =138).

cerebral bacterial infections in transgenic mouse models
(54). More than two-thirds of adult Tsimane have in-
testinal helminths, and 50% of adults are anemic (38-40).
Thus, in populations facing recurring pathogen exposure,
the E4 allele may be adaptive by helping to clear infection
and by decreasing the rate of cognitive decline during
normal adult aging. In healthier populations, adults show
progressive, slow attrition of cognitive processing and
synapse loss (55), that is accelerated by E4 (7). These adult
aging processes may involve different functions of the
APOE protein than are protective for the cognitive devel-
opment of children (23, 35, 36). In industrialized pop-
ulations, sanitation, clean water, refrigeration, food safety,
and medical advances have led to significant changes in
the prevalence and incidence of parasitic and pathogenic
infections, and thus may reduce the potential positive
protective impacts of the E4 allele. In addition to vascular
consequences of E4 that include higher risk of ischemic
events, the potential benefit of the E4 allele for pathogen
resistance may have less adaptive value for industrial
populations with a lower pathogen burden from im-
proved hygiene and modern medicine.

These results highlight the need for additional studies
of the E4 gene by environmental interactions, especially in
various nonindustrial environments, and for focusing on
the neurobiology of middle age in addition to older age
and the need to take a life-course perspective (55, 56).
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Other studies have found evidence of protective interac-
tions between E4 alleles, cognitive function, and a host of
other phenotypic characteristics, including testosterone
(57), estrogen (58), and physical activity (59). Considered
together, the evidence suggests that the impacts of the E4
allele are not always deleterious and may be adaptive and
beneficial in some populations with a high infectious
burden. We did not detect interactions between sex and E4
status in cognitive performance [for example, the female-
E4 excess of cognitive deficits in AD (6)], perhaps because
of the younger ages of most subjects or to the lower levels
of circulating testosterone reported in male Tsimane (45).

Limitations

Although there is a strong association between eosinophil
counts and chronic intestinal parasite load (42, 43), viral
infections can also result in elevated eosinophil counts.
That said, there was no interaction between E4 and other
leukocyte subtypes (all P > 0.17; Supplemental Table S5),
or ESR (P > 0.2), suggesting that current and past history
of macroparasites drives this effect. In the current study,
we used age-specific cutoffs to assess interactions between
cognition, genotype, and parasite burden, but future
studies with larger sample sizes and more statistical power
will examine these interactions in finer detail. Children in
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this study ranged in age from 6-18 yr of age. Although this
period encompasses significant cognitive development,
the critical window for brain growth may be before this
age range (60).

Given the overall small sample size of our study and of
the number of E4/E4 homozygous individuals, our study
does not have the power to test for a heterozygous
advantage. However, we consider this possibility to be
highly likely, given that none of the APOE alleles have
gone to fixation among the Tsimane, as well as the context-
dependent advantages and disadvantages of the E4 allele.
Other versions of antagonistic pleiotropy in which the
benefits and costs of allelic variants vary environmentally
could also explain the existing pattern of diversity. Al-
though our sample size is relatively small, our results are
consistent with those reported in other South American
populations with similar ancestry (22, 36).

CONCLUSIONS

Although being a carrier of the E4 allele is the single
strongest risk factor for AD and cognitive decline in in-
dustrial populations, it is associated with greater cognitive
performance in individuals who have a high parasite and
pathogen load, suggesting that the E4 allele may have
advantages in some environments. This finding may help
explain the persistence and geographic distribution of
such an otherwise deleterious allele.
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