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In the heart of Las Vegas, the world’s boxing capital, the Cleveland Clinic Lou Ruvo Center for Brain Health is undertaking a multi-year study of professional fighters in hopes of answering important questions about the effects of repetitive concussive and sub-concussive injuries to the head.  The Center is working with nearly every promoter and training center in Nevada, including the Nevada Athletic Commission, Golden Boy Promotions, Top Rank Boxing and the UFC, to spread the word about the importance of this research to the sport.  Together with our partners in the fighting community, we can improve brain health awareness among fighters and have a positive impact on the safety of the sport.
Study Background
The Cleveland Clinic Lou Ruvo Center for Brain Health’s landmark study with professional fighters will help determine whether magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of the brain, along with other tests, can detect subtle changes in brain health that correlate with impaired thinking and functioning. This is the first long-term study of brain health in fighters, as participants will be asked to repeat the study once a year for four years so that any changes to their brains will be noted and monitored. 

By monitoring these changes over time, Dr. Charles Bernick, the study’s principle investigator, hopes to identify the point at which the changes result in impaired thinking and functioning. 
Researchers hope the information uncovered by this research will eventually result in better ways to prevent permanent brain injury in not only fighters, but also in others who may suffer from brain trauma. This information could also be used in the future to help develop better protective equipment across sports.

Study Details

The research team plans to enroll over 600 fighters in the study.

Utilizing sophisticated MRI technology, which is highly sensitive to brain injury, the goals of the project are: 

· to detect the earliest  and most subtle changes in brain structure and function that result from head trauma.
· to determine which of these changes  may predict future development of chronic brain disorders, such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease.
The extent of brain injury seen on the MRI is correlated with the participants’ performance on neuropsychological and neurologic examinations to help identify those at risk of permanent brain damage.  

At each study visit, the fighter undergoes an MRI scan of the brain, computerized cognitive testing, speech analysis, and assessment of mood and behavior. This process allows researchers to evaluate changes in the brain over time. 
Preliminary Findings

Researchers have analyzed the results from the first 130 fighters and have found: 
· Fighters with longer fighting histories have worse cognitive outcomes, as measured by memory and processing tests, and suffer from an interruption of nerve fibers in the brain.
· Fighters with longer fighting histories have less self-control, as measured by impulsivity scales.
· “The Ledge Effect” – Fighters can sustain a certain amount of trauma without cognitive decline, and then they reach a point where further fighting is associated with more rapid cognitive decline. 
Dr. Bernick and the team will be publishing more specific details on their findings soon in several peer-reviewed journals and presentations.

Basis for the Study
Studies suggest that 20 percent to 50 percent of professional fighters may develop conditions such as Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson’s disease, chronic traumatic encephalopathy, depression, and other serious neurological and neuropsychiatric problems, often at a young age. Currently, there is no way to determine if a fighter has sustained, cumulative brain damage.
The sports community is aware that recurrent blows to the head can result in brain injury, causing dementia or Parkinson’s disease. Many notable athletes have developed these problems, along with depression and other neurological findings, at relatively young ages.

Athletes who take blows to the head have a higher incidence of early onset dementia. Research has shown that one in five boxers is at-risk for early-onset dementia.
The medical community now has advanced ways to study the brain, such as MRI scanning, that could allow them the ability to determine who is at greatest risk to develop permanent brain injury and detect it at its earliest stages.
Participation Information

Participants must be 18 or older and licensed (or seeking licensure) in Nevada for professional boxing, mixed martial arts, and/or kickboxing. Participation in the study is completely voluntary, and of course, there is no cost to participate. 
Testing results are confidential. No information will be released to any other person or agency without the participant’s written permission. Any abnormal findings will be discussed privately with the study participant.
If a finding represents a health risk, the research team will discuss whether the participant would like us to forward the information to his or her personal physician. If they believe the finding puts the athlete at risk for continued participation in the sport, they will inform the participant and it will be his or her responsibility to notify the licensing agencies. 

More information on the study is available:

· At the Nevada Athletic Commission office, by calling 877-247-7800
· By emailing BrainHealth@ccf.org 
· By visiting the Clinical Trials portion of the Cleveland Clinic Lou Ruvo Center for Brain Health web site at: www.clevelandclinic.org/brain_health/
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