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Abstract.
Background: Alzheimer’s disease (AD) begins with an asymptomatic “preclinical” phase, in which abnormal biomarkers
indicate risk for developing cognitive impairment. Research is increasingly focused on validating biomarkers to improve
reliable diagnosis and timely clinical treatment of AD. Most preclinical biomarker research lacks adequate representation
of Black/African American and other racially and ethnically minoritized individuals, limiting the applicability of data to
these groups. This may exacerbate existing disparities by hindering diagnosis and treatment among racially and ethnically
minoritized individuals.
Objective: Understand the factors influencing willingness of Blacks/African Americans to participate in AD biomarker
research and identify opportunities to improve enrollment.
Methods: We enrolled Blacks/African Americans (N = 145) between 46–85 years of age who had previously participated in
AD research. Participants gave open-ended responses to a vignette describing a hypothetical biomarker research study. Using
qualitative content analysis, we identified themes that motivated and discouraged enrollment in AD biomarker research.
Results: Participant responses were categorized into several themes. Themes motivating participation included a desire to
know their biomarker results and to support research. Major themes discouraging participation included concerns about
potential negative psychological outcomes to learning one’s increased risk for AD, doubt about the usefulness of testing, and
worry about the potential physical harms of testing.
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Conclusion: Understanding themes motivating and discouraging AD preclinical biomarker research participation may
inform research material development, approach to community engagement, and/or trial design to increase enrollment of
Blacks/African Americans.
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INTRODUCTION

Alzheimer’s disease (AD) is a progressive
neurodegenerative condition leading to cognitive
impairment and is typically diagnosed with the onset
of cognitive symptoms and functional decline [1, 2].
Yet, growing evidence demonstrates that pathophys-
iological changes underlying AD can be detected by
biomarkers in a “preclinical” phase before symp-
toms appear [3]. Biomarkers for AD are becoming
increasingly important as diagnostic and prognostic
tools. Establishing validated and prognostically use-
ful biomarker tests is critical to identify treatment
populations and improve diagnosis of symptomatic
cognitive impairment due to AD [4]. Preclinical AD
biomarkers can be used to identify appropriate clin-
ical trial cohorts or to detect AD in the stages of the
disease when intervention may be more effective [5].
The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has
recently approved the first disease-modifying treat-
ment for AD on the basis of its reduction of amyloid
plaques [6]. In the future individuals with late onset
AD, which accounts for over 90% of AD cases [7],
will likely need biomarker evidence of AD to obtain
treatment [8].

Most biomarker research to date has been con-
ducted in White, non-Hispanic samples [9,10], as
has most biomedical research overall. Despite over
30% of the US population being members of racial
and ethnically underrepresented groups, these indi-
viduals only make up around 17% of participants in
clinical trials [11]. Data from clinical and genetic
research in international cohorts shows a similar
lack of diversity [12, 13]. The significant need for
more inclusive research across diseases has been
recognized, such as in large-scale research on the
intersection of genetics and lifestyle [14]. Specif-
ically in AD research, a recent systematic review
demonstrated that a median of 89% of participants
of those studies reporting race and ethnicity were
White [15]. There is a great need for more inclusive
research. Incidence and prevalence of AD and other
dementias is higher among Black/African Ameri-
can and other underrepresented groups, with some
estimates suggesting twice as much AD risk among

Blacks/African Americans when compared to Whites
[16]. Blacks/African Americans face a number of dis-
parities in dementia care, as they tend to be diagnosed
in later stages of the disease and use fewer services,
resulting in higher care and financial burdens for fam-
ilies [17, 18].

The limited inclusiveness of biomarker study sam-
ples raises concerns about the validity and reliability
of biomarker data in underrepresented groups [19].
Data shows that biomarker changes in AD can
vary between Black/African American and White
populations, and similar biomarker profiles can be
associated with divergent cognitive function [20, 21].
The current lack of reliable biomarker data for under-
represented groups limits the diagnostic, prognostic,
and therapeutic validity of biomarkers for clinical use
in these populations, and has the potential to further
exacerbate health disparities [9].

The data that exists about attitudes towards AD
biomarker research shows that interest is generally
high among those who consider themselves to be at
risk for AD or are already involved in AD research
[22, 23]. However, the decision to enroll in a bio-
marker research study is complex [24]. Little is
known about how individuals weigh factors like
personal AD risk or procedure invasiveness when
deciding to participate in research. In an analysis of
interest in a preclinical AD trial, participants were
just as willing to join a study where they learned
their biomarker results as one in which they did not,
indicating reasons other than learning amyloid results
may drive actual participation [25]. Other reasons
influencing participants may include the invasiveness
of procedures involved [26], or an altruistic desire to
contribute to research [27].

Prior studies on recruitment and retention in AD
research have indicated the importance of aspects
such as trust in researchers, study burdens, socioe-
conomic context, personal attitudes, and levels of
education [11, 28]. However, these studies have
focused on participation in clinical trials rather
than biomarker studies [29, 30]. Research has typ-
ically compared Black/African American and White
populations, and focused less on a comprehensive
account of Black/African American perspectives.
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This approach may characterize the perspective of
specific groups with respect to similarity or difference
to the perspectives of Whites, and potentially reduces
the ability to explore the breadth of perspectives
within that specific group. One survey study evaluat-
ing willingness to participate in a biomarker-based
clinical trial showed that Blacks/African Ameri-
cans were generally less likely to enroll, and rated
study risks and procedures as being more important
to their decision than Whites. Blacks/African Ameri-
cans were also somewhat less interested in receiving
their personal study results than White partici-
pants [29]. A survey in a community-based registry
suggested that underrepresented groups, including
Blacks/African Americans, were less willing to enroll
in AD studies than Whites [30]. In a qualitative study
among community-dwelling Blacks/African Amer-
icans, mistrust of research was the major barrier
to participation in biomarker research [31]. Though
mistrust limits the involvement of Blacks/African
Americans in research, enrollment in dementia
research can be increased with comprehensive
and community focused recruitment strategies [32].
Altruism is also an important factor motivating ongo-
ing research participation [28], but it is unknown how
altruism impacts participation in biomarker studies,
or what strategies might improve enrollment specifi-
cally for this research.

This study aims to understand factors influencing
cognitively intact Blacks’/African Americans’ will-
ingness to participate in preclinical AD biomarker
research. We present data from the Alzheimer’s
Biomarker Survey, a telephone survey designed to
gather quantitative and qualitative data on willing-
ness to enroll in hypothetical biomarker studies. Here,
we report qualitative information with the goal of
understanding the relative significance of different
themes in influencing willingness to enroll. Our sam-
ple consists of individuals who are already involved
in AD research and have high levels of education,
and is thus not broadly representative [33]. Research
must ultimately become more inclusive, enrolling
Blacks/African Americans not involved in research
and with diverse educational backgrounds. Given the
dearth of available data about Black/African Amer-
ican participation in biomarker research, this study
contributes to understanding the factors involved in
decision-making, which can ideally be leveraged to
increase participation of those Blacks/African Amer-
icans already involved in research, and spur further
research moving towards more inclusive research out-
side of those populations typically represented in

AD cohorts. Representative research will ultimately
be necessary to reduce disparities in AD-biomarker
research as well as clinical interventions. Given
that treatment with amyloid targeting drugs will
require biomarker evidence of AD pathology, fur-
thering biomarkers that can accurately diagnose AD
in diverse populations can also move the field further
towards equitable care for AD.

METHODS

Participants

Participants were recruited into the Alzheimer’s
Biomarker Survey from the Wisconsin Registry for
Alzheimer’s Prevention (WRAP) [34], or the Wis-
consin Alzheimer’s Disease Research Center Clinical
Core (Wisconsin ADRC). Participants had median
number of three cohort study visits before partici-
pating in the Biomarker Survey. Biomarker Survey
participants were required to be aged 45–89 and
cognitively unimpaired. As participants could select
multiple racial identities, all participants select-
ing Black as a self-identification were categorized
as Black, even when more than one identity was
selected. Our analysis includes only those partici-
pants who self-identified as Black/African American;
quantitative predictors of willingness to enroll for
the full cohort are reported elsewhere [35]. All par-
ticipants provided institutionally approved informed
consent before participation.

The final sample included 145 Black/African
American participants (mean age = 64.9), most of
whom (74%) were women. Many had a bachelor’s
degree or higher (45%) and about half had a family
history of dementia (52.4%). Table 1 shows partici-
pant characteristics.

Survey

The Alzheimer’s Biomarker Survey is a 30-minute
telephone survey developed by the study team using

Table 1
Participant characteristics

Number of participants 145

Age, mean (range) 65 (46-85)
Gender,

Number of women (%) 107 (74%)
Number of men (%) 38 (26%)

Education, N ≥ bachelor’s degree (%) 65 (45%)
Family history of dementia, N (%) 76 (52%)
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Table 2
Survey vignette

Vignette I’m going to ask you some questions about participating in specific Alzheimer’s research
studies. There are lots of reasons why a person may not want to be in a research study such
as how long the study takes or how far it is from a person’s home. For this survey, we would
like you to try to ignore those reasons and focus on if these studies generally sound like
something you would participate in.
Let’s say you are asked to join a study that would measure a marker in your brain that shows if
you are at a higher risk of developing Alzheimer’s. The brain marker does not show if you
currently have Alzheimer’s or predict if you actually will develop Alzheimer’s in the future.
Although in this study you would learn your results, there are currently no medications to
cure Alzheimer’s or to reduce your brain marker. How willing would you be to enroll in this
study?

Response options (1) Not at all willing
(2) A little willing
(3) Somewhat willing
(4) Very willing
(5) Extremely willing

Open-ended follow-up (a) Tell me why you would be [insert previous response: not at all/a little/somewhat/very/
extremely] willing to enroll in a study that measured your brain marker?

(b) What concerns would you have about enrolling in this study?

feedback from the University of Wisconsin Sur-
vey Center (UWSC) in an iterative process. Several
drafts were reviewed by the study team, UWSC, and
external content expert consultants. To assess will-
ingness to enroll in biomarker studies, we developed
a vignette describing a hypothetical AD biomarker
study. The vignette describes the biomarker col-
lection method in non-technical terms but without
specifying a particular method. After the vignette,
participants were asked to rank their willingness to
enroll in the study on a five-point Likert scale. This
was followed by two open-ended questions asking
participants to describe why they chose their response
and their concerns about the study. The vignette and
questions are described in Table 2.

Data collection and analysis

Data were collected from January 2020 through
March 2020. The survey was conducted using
a computer-assisted telephone interviewing sys-
tem (CATI). The CATI software employed by the
UWSC is CASES 5.6 provided by the Computer-
Assisted Survey Methods Program at the University
of California-Berkeley.

Data were analyzed using qualitative content anal-
ysis [36]. Qualitative data were first coded by UWSC
coders, who used inductive coding as the initial
coding method (see Coding Manual for Qualitative
Researchers [37]), using NVivo (version 12). Themes
were generated from initial coding of responses them-
selves rather than defined a priori. Responses could
be coded with multiple themes. This process contin-

ued until saturation was reached, and no new themes
were identified from the interviews. A coding frame-
work was then created by two UWSC coders, and
discrepancies between coders were resolved through
discussion with members of the research team. Using
that coding framework, transcripts were reviewed
again, further refining coding categories to identify
major themes. To establish trustworthiness in anal-
ysis [38], both initial coding categories and further
refinements of categories were reviewed with several
members of the team, and questions regarding coding
categories were resolved in discussion, while noting
any potential bias among researchers. Team members
were chosen based on their expertise with qualitative
research and/or AD disclosure research.

In a second step we applied mixed-methods to
link each participant’s qualitative response to their
willingness to enroll in AD biomarker research
Likert-scale response. The frequency of each the-
matic response was then calculated for each of the five
possible willingness to enroll in biomarker research
Likert-scale responses (which ranged from “not at all
willing” to “extremely willing” to enroll).

RESULTS

Participants described several themes that influ-
enced their willingness to participate in biomarker
research. The first section presents themes motivating
participation, and the second, themes discouraging
participation. An overview of themes and how fre-
quently they were mentioned by participants is shown
in Table 3. The third section examines the relationship
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Table 3
Frequency of themes influencing willingness to enroll in biomarker

research among all participants

Themes motivating willingness to enroll Number (%)

Desire to know 72 (50%)
Support for research 52 (36%)
Themes discouraging willingness to enroll

Physical harms of testing 48 (33%)
Anxiety 24 (17%)
Questionable utility of testing 19 (13%)
Burden of testing 18 (12%)
Stigma around result 17 (12%)

between the themes and willingness to participate in
biomarker research.

Themes motivating participation

Desire to know biomarker results
A major theme motivating interest in enrolling in

biomarker research was participants’ desire to learn
their biomarker results. They cited several specific
reasons underlying this desire. Many cited a wish to
know their personal risk for developing AD:

It would give me a sense of where I am, whether
I’m headed in that direction, or whether I’m at the
point where you don’t see anything that would
cause a mental change in my brain or behavior.
And I’d want to know that. (Participant 008)

Family history of AD was often mentioned, which
could increase anxiety and motivate interest in know-
ing one’s risk for dementia:

Because in the future there’s a chance I might
get it because of my family’s genetics . . . It’s just
something I wish I could prevent having because
it is scary for me right now. (Participant 242)

This knowledge could in turn be useful, to mod-
ify their risk through treatment and potentially treat
dementia:

I would want to know if I have a large percent-
age [risk] of getting Alzheimer’s then maybe they
can catch it early. Even though there is no cure,
there could be something they can do to slow its
progress. (Participant 189)

For others, their primary motivation in learning
their risk status was to prepare themselves and their
families for the possibility of future cognitive decline:

I just think it would be good to know be able to
plan the future to be able to do the things you

want to do before you are unable to do them. And
I think to be able to communicate that to your
family. (Participant 156)

Altruism and support for research
A second major theme was the desire to support

research, which encompassed a number of aspects
related to altruism. Many individuals generally sup-
ported dementia research:

I believe that research is always going to be the
cure to any problem. If people did not participate
there would be no cures. (Participant 093)

Some were motivated by personal experiences with
dementia, and research was a way to help family
members as well as others in their community:

I feel that, with seeing my mother suffer, and
others that I love and am close to, suffer from
Alzheimer’s, it’s worth it to try and help. I would
be helping to stop suffering of so many peo-
ple, even in my immediate family. I do take
Alzheimer’s research seriously. (Participant 046)

Specific motivations to join research related to
being Black/African American, or concerns regard-
ing trust in researchers were not generally mentioned,
though very occasionally participants mentioned they
“trusted” the researchers, which made participation
easier. A small number (n = 5) were motivated to
enroll in biomarker research to increase the diversity
of research:

I think it’s important for more studies to involve
people of color, so we can better understand what
medicine and care is needed for those underserved
populations. Most medicine is for the dominant
population, and so there’s not as much for people
of color. (Participant 185)

This could also take the form of setting an example
for others in their community:

Because I just think it’s a very good idea and
me being African American woman of almost 74
years. And there are just so many Afro-Americans
who are afraid of research because of things that
happened years before, so they just don’t get
involved with it. (Participant 142)
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Themes discouraging participation

Potential harms
Participants mentioned a number of concerns about

enrolling in biomarker research. The first significant
theme was the most common, relating to possi-
ble negative physical consequences of an abnormal
biomarker test. The vignette did not specify the kind
of intervention that would be performed, leaving
individuals to freely express their concerns about
potential harms. Almost all participants who men-
tioned harms indicated some type of worry about the
invasiveness of tests.

Anything that has to place something in my head
or whatever, I wouldn’t want to participate in. I
just have concerns about anything that is being
placed in, you know some type of incision. (Par-
ticipant 386)

Lumbar punctures were frequently mentioned
specifically as discouraging interest, even among
those who otherwise supported research:

I strongly look forward to getting involved in the
research . . . The only concern I would have is I’m
a little leery of the lumbar punctures that you have
to do in this study. (Participant 008)

Potential for negative psychological outcomes
A second significant theme was about possible

negative psychological consequences of an abnormal
biomarker test. Some wanted to avoid worrying in
anticipation that they would develop dementia:

I would not want to know if I’m at a high risk. I
would rather wait to find out if I had Alzheimer’s,
rather than worry about it. (Participant 083)

Others felt that a positive result could have pro-
found implications, leading to hopelessness and
despair:

The major concern is if you had markers and
there’s no cure you would be looking at the end
of your useful life. (Participant 284)

The expectation that memory problems would
develop could also reinforce individuals’ concerns
about their cognition, since testing could uncover
signs of decline:

I want to know but I’m frightened of the response,
that it might be affirmation that there’s something
going on . . . for example if you ask me a bunch of
questions and I can only remember two or three I

know from that that something is changing in my
memory, it’s frightening. (Participant 387)

Limited personal utility of biomarker testing
A third major theme discouraging participation

was worry the utility of biomarker testing. Partic-
ipants felt that if biomarkers could not definitely
predict dementia, this information would not be help-
ful to them, and there would be no personal benefit
to the study.

Well you said, it couldn’t measure your brain
marker, that’s what you said...If it could actually
tell me, yeah, I would do it, but if you can’t tell
me, then no I wouldn’t. (Participant 146)

In addition to ambiguity about results, the lack of
effective treatment for AD cast doubt on the utility of
knowing:

What good is the information if there’s no cure
for it? (Participant 159)

Potential for stigma and discrimination
A fourth, less prominent theme encompassed pos-

sible negative consequences of a positive biomarker
result, including discrimination or stigma (i.e., the
negative beliefs and attitudes that shape how individ-
uals with AD are viewed). Participants worried that
information would not stay private, even preferring it
not be in their chart:

How would it affect my health care? is it going to
be put in [my] chart where health care providers
might see it? (Participant 204)

Participants were also concerned that a positive
result would affect their health insurance or work:

[My concern is] confidentiality of collected data
and to ensure that data would not be used for
employment or health insurance discrimination.
(Participant 270)

Research burdens
A fifth theme occasionally mentioned was concern

about the burdens testing would impose. Consider-
ations like distance to the study site and the time
commitment involved also influenced willingness to
participate:

I do personally have to think about how far I’d
have to travel and other physical conditions about
the situation and the time it would consume.
(Participant 228)



F.B. Ketchum et al. / Willingness of Blacks/African Americans to Enroll in AD Biomarker Research 1173

Table 4
Relationship between themes and willingness to enroll in biomarker research

Willingness to participate in biomarker research

Not at all A little Somewhat Very Extremely

Themes motivating willingness to enroll % (number / total number of respondents)

Desire to know 0% (0/10) 50% (7/14) 46% (27/59) 64% (25/39) 57% (13/23)

Support for research 0% (0/10) 14% (2/14) 24% (14/59) 54% (21/39) 65% (15/23)

Themes discouraging willingness to enroll % (number / total number of respondents)

Physical harms of testing 60% (6/10) 36% (5/14) 34% (20/59) 31% (12/39) 22% (5/23)

Anxiety 30% (3/10) 43% (6/14) 17% (10/59) 10% (4/39) 4% (1/23)

Questionable utility of testing 30% (3/10) 36% (5/14) 15% (9/59) 5% (2/39) 0% (0/23)

Burden of testing 10% (1/10) 7% (1/14) 12% (7/59) 13% (5/39) 17% (4/23)

Stigma around result 0% (0/10) 7% (1/14) 12% (7/59) 21% (8/39) 4% (1/23)

Willingness to participate in biomarker research was assessed by Likert-scale response. For each response, the table shows the percentage
of respondents who mentioned a particular theme.

Relationship between themes and stated
willingness to enroll in biomarker research

To explore relationships between themes and
willingness to enroll, each participant’s qualitative
response was linked to their Likert-scale responses
about their willingness to enroll in AD biomarker
research (Table 4). Frequencies of thematic responses
are tabulated by Likert-scale response.

Participants reported weighing different aspects
against each other in their enrollment decision. Often
they balanced their interest in furthering research
against the potential for harms:

If I could do something that can produce data
that’s gonna help other people in the future, not
necessarily myself but for the people to come
that would be very beneficial . . . there are some
[medical procedures] I wouldn’t want to do. If it
involves sticking a needle in my head or surgery I
wouldn’t want to do it. And of course if its confi-
dential. I wouldn’t want my information out there.
(Participant 122)

Despite the concerns around the invasiveness of
testing, this participant was still ‘very willing’ to par-
ticipate. Another participant who was ‘a little’ willing
to enroll outlined her reasoning of the impact of the
ambiguity of testing and the anxiety a positive result
could cause on her own future, and weighed it with
the benefits of research:

I think in terms of the future, the importance of
research, and you having the data. I would be
concerned that I would have the marker, living

with something that can’t be cured. I would be
thinking ‘What can I do to mitigate living with
this?’ (Participant 023)

These examples indicate the complex and multi-
layered relationship between individuals’ views and
their willingness to participate in biomarker research.
Some broad trends emerged, as certain themes were
more consistently associated with motivating or dis-
couraging willingness to enroll in biomarker research
among this Black/African American cohort. No par-
ticipants among those who were ‘not at all’ willing
to participate expressed an interest in knowing their
biomarker results or supporting research, while this
was mentioned by 57% and 65% of those ‘extremely’
interested in research, respectively. Conversely, con-
cerns about anxiety and the utility of testing tended
to discourage participation: while 30% of those who
were ‘not at all’ and 43% of those ‘a little’ willing to
participate expressed anxiety about the psychological
burden a positive test result would impose, this was
mentioned by only 10% of those who were ‘very’, and
4% of those ‘extremely’ willing to participate. Simi-
larly, while 30% of those ‘not at all’ and 36% of those
‘a little’ willing to participate questioned the utility
of testing, this was a concern for 5% of those ‘very’
and none of those ‘extremely’ willing to participate.

Other themes were less closely related to enroll-
ment willingness. The potential harms of testing
were noted by almost two-thirds of those ‘not at all’
willing to participate, but among the remaining par-
ticipants who were ‘a little’, ‘somewhat’, or ‘very’
willing, harms were cited in roughly equal propor-
tion, around one-third of the time. The burdens of
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testing and stigma around testing were variable in
different groups.

DISCUSSION

This work adds to an understanding of fac-
tors that influence willingness to participate in AD
biomarker research among Black/African Ameri-
cans. Moreover, it increases the representativeness
of the literature examining willingness to of potential
participants to enroll in biomarker studies. Overall,
individuals in the current cohort considered several
motivating or discouraging factors when weighing
whether to enroll in research. A fuller assessment of
these themes is necessary to characterize the facili-
tators and barriers to biomarker research, and may
suggest opportunities to increase enrollment [39].
Most biomarker and AD research has enrolled non-
diverse samples, which limits the generalizability
of findings, potentially undermining the provision
of accurate diagnosis and appropriate treatment
for Blacks/African Americans and other underrep-
resented groups. Thus, strategies to improve the
inclusiveness of research are critical.

Motivations to participate in biomedical research
can be complex. They may involve pragmatic aspects
such as time investment or transportation [40], or
personal attitudes such as trust or altruism around
research [28, 41, 42]. The concerns motivating par-
ticipation may also change over time, depending
on participants’ personal circumstances and relation-
ships [43], and may continue because of a desire to
continue a previous commitment to research [44].
Our study highlighted several of these themes that
were particularly salient to enrolling in biomarker
research, though it was not designed to clarify other
aspects of the decision-making process, such as how
much each individual theme influences willingness
to enroll or how these might change over time. As
expected, themes motivating participation in research
were cited most frequently among those who were
most willing to enroll in biomarker research. Themes
discouraging research were cited most commonly
among those least willing to participate. Individ-
uals undecided about participating cited a mix of
themes that influenced their decision. While this
study identified themes relevant to enrollment, it
was not designed to clarify other aspects of the
decision-making process, such as how much each
individual theme influences willingness to enroll.
Arguably some concerns, such as the specific psycho-

social consequences of biomarker testing, utility, and
stigma are specific to this research, and informa-
tional material that concretely address these concerns
may affect willingness to enroll. For instance, studies
might provide information about the impact of disclo-
sure on future planning during recruitment. Focusing
on understanding personal risk for AD might involve
more emphasis on explaining the value of biomarker
information for prognosis.

The usefulness of testing has been primarily dis-
cussed from a theoretical perspective, rather than with
evidence about participant viewpoints [45]. However,
several individuals in our study questioned what the
usefulness of a positive test result would be, a theme
we term “utility”. Around one-third of those who
were ‘not at all’ or ‘a little’ willing to participate did
not believe biomarkers had any utility, for instance
because AD was not treatable. Some previous work
has shown that withholding biomarker results does
not change willingness to enroll, which may imply
that the personal relevance of results does not influ-
ence decision-making [25]. The utility of biomarker
results may become more salient in the future: with
the recent approval of an amyloid-targeting agent,
and additional similar agents in the pipeline [46],
biomarker testing may lead to actionable information
for participants.

Participants also felt that biomarkers would have
limited utility because the results would be ambigu-
ous. This is similar to findings from a qualitative study
of long-term outcomes after disclosure. After being
told they had elevated amyloid, individuals wanted
more precise information than ‘elevated’ or ‘not ele-
vated’ [47]. Efforts to refine prognosis are ongoing,
and evidence from risk communication in other fields
has also shown that information may need to be
tailored to specific groups, and be presented using
multiple strategies [48]. The current knowledge gap
may provide an opportunity to explore if prognostic
information influences enrollment, and what types of
prognostic information are useful, such as timelines
or other visualizations [49]. The significance reported
by participants of the psychosocial impact of disclo-
sure and utility of testing suggests that future research
should examine trial designs with more prognos-
tic elements and how willingness to participate in
biomarker research is impacted by information about
the consequences and individual benefits of testing.

Harms were a significant theme that discouraged
willingness to enroll. This is consistent with other
studies finding potential harms to be an important
consideration for Black/African American groups
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[29, 31]. Concerns about physical harms as a result
of participating in biomarker research have been
infrequently reported in the literature. In the lim-
ited existing data about harms, typically from White
cohorts, individuals report concerns about poten-
tially negative psychological consequences or stigma
as reasons discouraging research participation [50].
However, this may be a specific concern among
Blacks/African Americans [31], who are less willing
to participate in research involving lumbar punc-
tures than compared to Whites [26, 51]. While
more research is needed on whether specifically
lumbar punctures represent a barrier to research
among Blacks/African Americans, the rapid progress
towards blood-based biomarker testing may lower
barriers to research participation [52].

Though our study was not designed to provide
robust quantitative correlations, the number of times
each theme was mentioned does suggest trends. It
is notable that concerns about harms were relatively
stable across groups who were ‘a little’, ‘somewhat’,
or ‘very’ willing to participate. A possible explana-
tion is that among individuals already participating in
research, familiarity with study procedures or addi-
tional potential harms may not substantially change
their willingness to participate in further research.
Instead, they may decide to participate based on other
factors (e.g., altruism or concerns about psychosocial
outcomes). As our study did not generate the type of
data necessary to explain this finding, this should be
considered a hypothesis to explore in further studies.

Participants also cited concerns about negative
psychological consequences and stigma as causing
anxiety about health, as has been reported previously
for prospective participants in biomarker studies [53].
Other work has shown that after disclosure, indi-
viduals with an “elevated” result may have a wider
range of positive or negative outlooks on the future,
in comparison to the more uniformly positive outlook
expressed by those with a “not elevated” result [54].
Prior research using standardized mood assessments
has shown that there is no increase in mood symptoms
up to one year after disclosure, indicating that disclo-
sure is generally safe [10, 55]. However, given the
spectrum of psychosocial consequences cited in our
study, such as feelings about “the end of one’s useful
life”, it is possible that the consequences of biomarker
disclosure may manifest in a number of ways, not
all of which may be fully captured by standard-
ized scales evaluating mood. Safety data also come
from White, non-Hispanic individuals without signif-
icant mood disorders and in people willing to learn

their biomarker results, which may not be not repre-
sentative of clinical populations [56]. Future studies
may try to characterize such consequences for health
anxiety, and do so in populations reflecting a broader
range of mental health experiences.

Previous research has shown that Blacks/African
Americans are often reluctant to enroll in biomed-
ical research because of negative experiences with
research or feelings of mistrust. Proposed solutions
have focused on increasing trust and community
engagement [39]. We did not find that themes of
mistrust or reputation of the researchers and insti-
tution were prominent. In our cohort, feelings of
altruism were a significant motivating factor, which
is perhaps not surprising given that participants were
already involved in research. For a handful of par-
ticipants (n = 5), this altruism was linked to specific
desire to help the Black/African American commu-
nity through research. This finding is similar to other
work that has shown altruism to be an important moti-
vator for joining AD biomarker research [27, 57].
Altruism is a major factor motivating participation in
AD research among Blacks/African Americans [28].
This may have important implications for increasing
the involvement of Blacks/African Americans who
are already participating in non-biomarker research.
Further research could explore whether enrollment
is impacted by researchers sharing the importance of
biomarker research, or how it relates to other research
the participants are engaged in. Biomarker research
is closely directed at diagnosis and treatment, which
may appeal to those who are participating in AD
research to find treatment (as some of our partici-
pants suggested in the above quotes). Mistrust may
not have been a prominent theme due to a diffe-
rence in samples: because participants in our study
were already engaged in research, they may have
already developed higher levels of trust versus
community participants without previous research
involvement. This finding may also indicate that
trust develops, or mistrust decreases, with increased
time and engagement in research. Future research
could explore how attitudes vary not only among
underrepresented groups, but also among recruit-
ment source (e.g., already involved in research versus
community-based).

This study has several limitations. First, enrollment
of samples into AD research has been influenced by
recruitment strategies [33, 58], and these research
samples may not reflect the composition of future
clinical populations [56]. Our sample was drawn from
participants who are already extensively involved
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with AD research and may hold views that differ
from more general populations. Our sample also
had high levels of education, and higher educational
attainment is associated with more interest in research
participation among Blacks/African-Americans and
other groups [40, 59, 60]. The prior involvement in
research and levels of education may also limit the
ability to generalize to other Black/African American
populations not already involved in research, since a
main barrier—trust—may not have been as salient for
our sample. Individuals in our sample may have had
a higher interest in learning their biomarker results,
as many were already enrolled in longitudinal studies
because of their family history of AD. Increased risk
due to family history of AD has been associated with
a higher interest in participating in AD disclosure
research [22]. Finally, our population was primarily
composed of women (74%), and was too small to dis-
cern differences between genders. These limitations
suggest the importance making research populations
more inclusive in not only in terms of racial and
ethnically minoritized status, but also regarding gen-
der, levels of education, and prior involvement in
research.

Second, methodological limitations include the
necessity of using a vignette. The vignette instructed
individuals to ignore factors such as the time the study
would take or travel involved. This may have resulted
in the importance of burdens being under-reported
in our sample, since some participants mentioned
burdens despite these instructions. Participants also
responded to a hypothetical question, which might
not reliably predict their actual enrollment in research
in the future, or their reasons for doing so. Finally,
data was generated from a free response item, but we
were not able to include follow-up questions. This
is best suited to identify important themes that are
related to enrollment, and can suggest relationships
between themes and a decision to enroll, but does
not provide more comprehensive information about
participants’ reasoning.

Conclusion

This study examined themes influencing Black/
African American participation in hypothetical
biomarker research among a group of individuals
involved with AD research. In line with prior work,
altruistic support for research and a desire to know
one’s personal biomarker result were themes that
motivated a desire to enroll. Themes discouraging
research participation were possible psychosocial

effects, harms, burdens, and stigma. These data sug-
gest that a concern about the utility of results is more
prominent than previously reported. Based on these
findings, there may be opportunities for improving
the understanding of potential participants, partic-
ularly with regard to potential personal benefits of
biomarker research (e.g., addressing modifiable risk
factors or long-term planning). This could initially
focus on increasing participation among those indi-
viduals already involved in research, and later be
leveraged to include more general populations. Fur-
ther, decisions to enroll in research are complex. A
better understanding of how decisions to enroll are
related to specific motivating or discouraging themes
may offer opportunities to positively impact research
enrollment, particularly for those from underrep-
resented groups, as the field strives toward more
inclusion and representation.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This publication was supported by funding from
the National Institute on Aging (R03 AG062975
(Clark), R01 AG054059 (Gleason), R01 AG027161,
P30 AG062715). We extend our deepest thanks to the
WRAP and WADRC participants and staff for their
invaluable contributions to the study. We would like
to acknowledge the University of Wisconsin Survey
Center for their assistance with survey development,
data collection, and coding of open-ended responses
in coordination with the authors. We would also like
to gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Kristin
Harkins, Shana Stites, and Jason Karlawish for aid-
ing in the development of the Alzheimer’s Biomarker
Survey.

Authors’ disclosures available online (https://
www.j-alz.com/manuscript-disclosures/21-5521r2).

REFERENCES

[1] Albert MS, DeKosky ST, Dickson D, Dubois B, Feldman
HH, Fox NC, Gamst A, Holtzman DM, Jagust WJ, Petersen
RC, Snyder PJ, Carrillo MC, Thies B, Phelps CH (2011) The
diagnosis of mild cognitive impairment due to Alzheimer’s
disease: Recommendations from the National Institute on
Aging-Alzheimer’s Association workgroups on diagnostic
guidelines for Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimers Dement 7,
270-279.

[2] McKhann GM, Knopman DS, Chertkow H, Hyman BT,
Jack Jr. CR, Kawas CH, Klunk WE, Koroshetz WJ, Manly
JJ, Mayeux R, Mohs RC, Morris JC, Rossor MN, Schel-
tens P, Carrillo MC, Thies B, Weintraub S, Phelps CH
(2011) The diagnosis of dementia due to Alzheimer’s dis-
ease: Recommendations from the National Institute on

https://www.j-alz.com/manuscript-disclosures/21-5521r2
https://www.j-alz.com/manuscript-disclosures/21-5521r2


F.B. Ketchum et al. / Willingness of Blacks/African Americans to Enroll in AD Biomarker Research 1177

Aging-Alzheimer’s Association workgroups on diagnostic
guidelines for Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimers Dement 7,
263-269.

[3] Sperling RA, Aisen PS, Beckett LA, Bennett DA, Craft
S, Fagan AM, Iwatsubo T, Jack CR Jr, Kaye J, Montine
TJ, Park DC, Reiman EM, Rowe CC, Siemers E, Stern Y,
Yaffe K, Carrillo MC, Thies B, Morrison-Bogorad M, Wag-
ster MV, Phelps CH (2011) Toward defining the preclinical
stages of Alzheimer’s disease: Recommendations from the
National Institute on Aging-Alzheimer’s Association work-
groups on diagnostic guidelines for Alzheimer’s disease.
Alzheimers Dement 7, 280-292.

[4] Frisoni GB, Boccardi M, Barkhof F, Blennow K, Cappa S,
Chiotis K, Démonet J-F, Garibotto V, Giannakopoulos P,
Gietl A, Hansson O, Herholz K, Jack CR, Nobili F, Nord-
berg A, Snyder HM, Ten Kate M, Varrone A, Albanese
E, Becker S, Bossuyt P, Carrillo MC, Cerami C, Dubois
B, Gallo V, Giacobini E, Gold G, Hurst S, Lönneborg A,
Lovblad K-O, Mattsson N, Molinuevo J-L, Monsch AU,
Mosimann U, Padovani A, Picco A, Porteri C, Ratib O,
Saint-Aubert L, Scerri C, Scheltens P, Schott JM, Sonni I,
Teipel S, Vineis P, Visser PJ, Yasui Y, Winblad B (2017)
Strategic roadmap for an early diagnosis of Alzheimer’s
disease based on biomarkers. Lancet Neurol 16, 661-676.

[5] Jack CR, Bennett DA, Blennow K, Carrillo MC, Dunn B,
Haeberlein SB, Holtzman DM, Jagust W, Jessen F, Karlaw-
ish J, Liu E, Molinuevo JL, Montine T, Phelps C, Rankin KP,
Rowe CC, Scheltens P, Siemers E, Snyder HM, Sperling R,
Contributors (2018) NIA-AA Research Framework: Toward
a biological definition of Alzheimer’s disease. Alzheimers
Dement 14, 535-562.

[6] FDA, FDA Grants Accelerated Approval for Alzheimer’s
Drug, Last updated June 7, 2021, Accessed on June 7,
2021.

[7] Carmona S, Hardy J, Guerreiro R (2018) Chapter 26 - The
genetic landscape of Alzheimer disease. In Handbook of
Clinical Neurology, Geschwind DH, Paulson HL, Klein C,
eds. Elsevier, pp. 395-408.

[8] Cummings J, Aisen P, Apostolova LG, Atri A, Salloway
S, Weiner M (2021) Aducanumab: Appropriate use recom-
mendations. J Prev Alzheimers Dis 8, 398-410.

[9] Barnes LL (2019) Biomarkers for Alzheimer dementia in
diverse racial and ethnic minorities—a public health prior-
ity. JAMA Neurol 76, 251-253.

[10] Grill JD, Raman R, Ernstrom K, Sultzer DL, Burns JM,
Donohue MC, Johnson KA, Aisen PS, Sperling RA, Kar-
lawish J, A4 Study Team (2020) Short-term psychological
outcomes of disclosing amyloid imaging results to research
participants who do not have cognitive impairment. JAMA
Neurol 77, 1504-1513.

[11] George S, Duran N, Norris K (2014) A systematic review
of barriers and facilitators to minority research participation
among African Americans, Latinos, Asian Americans, and
Pacific Islanders. Am J Public Health 104, e16-e31.

[12] Ranganathan M, Bhopal R (2006) Exclusion and inclusion
of nonwhite ethnic minority groups in 72 North American
and European cardiovascular cohort studies. PLoS Med 3,
e44.

[13] Stronks K, Snijder MB, Peters RJ, Prins M, Schene AH,
Zwinderman AH (2013) Unravelling the impact of ethnic-
ity on health in Europe: The HELIUS study. BMC Public
Health 13, 402.

[14] Mapes BM, Foster CS, Kusnoor SV, Epelbaum MI, AuY-
oung M, Jenkins G, Lopez-Class M, Richardson-Heron
D, Elmi A, Surkan K, Cronin RM, Wilkins CH, Pérez-
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