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Smoking Worsens Neuro Ills in Heavy Drinkers
B Y  B E T S Y  B AT E S

Los Angeles  Bureau

S A N TA B A R B A R A ,  C A L I F.  —  Smok-
ing appears to heighten neuropsychologi-
cal deficits found in heavy social drinkers,
researchers reported at the annual meeting
of the Research Society on Alcoholism.

Specifically, deficits in executive func-
tioning and balance seen in people who
both smoked and drank heavily were sig-
nificantly worse than those seen in heavy-

drinking nonsmokers, said Timothy C. Du-
razzo, Ph.D., a neuropsychologist and neu-
roscience researcher at the San Francisco
Veterans Administration Medical Center.

“We believe smoking may compound
alcohol-induced neurobiologic and neu-
rocognitive dysfunction among individu-
als with alcohol use disorders,” said Dr.
Durazzo following the meeting.

The neuropsychological results build
on Dr. Durazzo’s earlier identification—by
MRI and magnetic resonance spec-

troscopy—of specific brain metabolite
deficits in the frontal lobes and subcorti-
cal structures of smokers who had re-
cently undergone alcohol detoxification
(Alcohol. Clin. Exp. Res. 2004;1849-60).

The study concluded that smoking ex-
acerbates alcohol-related frontal lobe neu-
ronal injury and cell membrane damage,
but also has an independent adverse effect
on subcortical structures.

In the current study, Dr. Durazzo and
associates administered neuropsychologi-

cal tests to 33 socially functioning heavy
drinkers, 13 of whom were also daily
smokers, as well as to 22 nonsmoking
light drinkers.

Heavy drinking was defined as consum-
ing more than 80 drinks per month, but
study subjects actually consumed consid-
erably more. Nonsmoking heavy drinkers
averaged 141 lifetime drinks per month,
while heavy drinkers who smoked drank an
estimated 227 drinks per month.

Subjects were mostly in their early 40s
and had a relatively high level of education
(14-15 years, on average). Most were
males. No subject suffered a medical con-
dition that could impair neurocognition.

Significant differences between smoking
and nonsmoking
heavy drink-ers
were seen on the
Wisconsin Card
Sorting Test, re-
flecting executive
function, and on
the Fregly-Gray-
biel Ataxia Bat-
tery, reflecting
balance.

Nonsmoking
heavy drinkers
performed better
than smoking
heavy drinkers

on every Wisconsin Card Sorting Test mea-
sure except nonperseverative errors.

Perseverative response scores, for ex-
ample, averaged 14.7 for nonsmoking
heavy drinkers and 24.5 for heavy drinkers
who smoked. As a point of comparison,
the matched controls who neither smoked
nor drank heavily had an average perse-
verative response score of 12.1.

Ataxia and balance-related scores
showed significant differences as well.

Total raw scores on the Fregly-Graybiel
Ataxia Battery and the Sharpened
Romberg Test were 151.8 for nonsmoking
heavy drinkers and 107.7 for smoking
heavy drinkers. The nonsmoking light
drinkers who served as controls scored sig-
nificantly higher at 208.5.

By contrast, no significant differences
were found in visuospatial memory and
working memory among heavy drinkers
who smoked, nonsmoking heavy drinkers,
and controls.

Previous research has concluded that
heavy drinking is associated with deplet-
ed cortical gray matter volume and di-
minished levels of N-acetylaspartate (a
marker of neuronal viability) in the low-
er frontal white matter and gray matter,
said Dr. Durazzo.

Cigarette smoke contains many toxic
compounds that may have an added neg-
ative effect on brain structure and function,
particularly the cortical gray matter and
the frontal lobes—“critical components of
functional circuits mediating executive and
motor functions,” he explained in a poster
presented at the meeting.

“Thus, chronic cigarette smoking may
account for a portion of the dysfunction
in executive functioning and balance that
had been previously attributed solely to
long-term heavy alcohol consumption,”
he said. ■

Nonsmoking
heavy drinkers
outperformed
smoking heavy
drinkers on every
Wisconsin Card
Sorting Test
measure except
nonperseverative
errors.
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