
Tau in Alzheimer’s disease 

What is tau?

The role of tau in Alzheimer’s disease

Targeting tau protein for  
disease modification

At Bristol Myers Squibb, we are committed to advancing our robust 
pipeline of potential medicines for neurological disorders with the 

goal of modifying disease and improving quality of life for patients.

Tau is a protein found predominantly in neurons in the brain. Neurons have an 
internal skeleton made up of microtubules. Tau proteins help to stabilize these 
microtubules, allowing the neurons to maintain their shape.1,2
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Scientific	rationale	suggests	that	stopping	the	spread	of	tau	proteins	from	
neuron to neuron may help halt the development and/or progression of the 
disease.2 

Researchers are exploring ways to more precisely target and remove tau from 
the brain, in particular tau proteins that are found outside of neurons, which 
are a major cause of disease progression. 

These tau proteins contain a 
microtubule binding region (MTBR) 
thought to contribute to the  
cell-to-cell spread of tau. But this 
MTBR region can also act as a kind  
of ‘handle’ for tau’s removal from  
the brain.3 

Preclinical models have suggested that MTBR may be key to preventing the 
accumulation and spreading of pathologic tau.8
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Pathological forms of tau caused by chemical changes in the protein 
contribute to disease processes in Alzheimer’s disease. 

Pathological tau proteins can detach from the microtubules, aggregate 
and form neurofibrillary tangles, a key marker of the disease along with 
amyloid-B	plaques.	Neurofibrillary	tangles	are	associated	with	loss of 
synapses and neurons, correlating with cognitive decline.1,3

A main driver for disease progression is the spread of tau throughout the 
brain.4 When a neuron dies, pathological tau proteins are released from the 
cell and can spread to neighboring healthy cells, ‘infecting’ them.

Tau deposition in Alzheimer’s disease correlates with4-7:
• Symptom onset at a younger age and faster disease progression
• Disease duration: Tau protein undergoes changes over the course of the 

disease
• Neurodegeneration which contributes to cognitive impairment, one of the 

defining	symptoms	of	the	disease

These correlations provide strong evidence for the development of therapeutic 
strategies targeting tau.
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