Scottish initiative aims to predict dementia risk using AI and brain scans
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A pioneering initiative in Scotland seeks to harness advanced technology to anticipate the possibility of dementia in individuals. Researchers from the University of Edinburgh and the University of Dundee are embarking on an ambitious project to develop a software tool that could potentially predict an individual's risk of developing dementia. This collaborative effort, known as the SCAN-DAN (Scottish AI in Neuroimaging to Predict Dementia and Neurodegenerative Disease) project, is poised to utilise a database of brain scans to achieve its aims.
The project has been granted permission to access a unique dataset comprising 1.6 million images obtained from CT and MRI brain scans of Scottish patients spanning the period from 2008 to 2018. This access has been approved by the Public Benefit and Privacy Panel for Health and Social Care, affiliated with NHS Scotland, ensuring that the research adheres to strict regulations concerning public benefit and privacy.
A team of 20 experts, comprising data scientists and clinical researchers, will delve into this extensive dataset. Their approach involves the application of artificial intelligence and machine learning techniques to analyse the images. These analyses will be complemented by linked health records that include demographic information and treatment histories. Importantly, all data will be anonymised to ensure patient confidentiality.
The SCAN-DAN project aims to create a digital healthcare tool that can be used by radiologists during routine scans for other conditions. This tool would help identify individuals at risk of developing dementia and possibly diagnose the early stages of neurodegenerative diseases like Alzheimer's. Such predictive capabilities could significantly aid in the early intervention and tailored treatment of dementia, potentially improving patient outcomes.
This research initiative will utilise the Scottish National Safe Haven, a secure platform managed by Public Health Scotland, which supports the research by providing a secure environment for using NHS electronic data. The availability of such a comprehensive and secure dataset is anticipated to facilitate significant advancements in understanding and predicting dementia.
The findings from this project could hold promise for the development of precise and early interventions for individuals displaying signs of increased risk, thus contributing to the broader body of research aimed at tackling neurodegenerative diseases. This could ultimately pave the way for more effective management and treatment options for various forms of dementia.
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