Study links heavy alcohol consumption to brain damage risk
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A comprehensive study has established a connection between heavy alcohol consumption and the increased risk of brain damage, potentially leading to cognitive issues resembling dementia. The research, which involved postmortem examinations of over 1,700 individuals, has identified that consuming eight or more alcoholic drinks per week correlates significantly with a higher likelihood of experiencing brain lesions known as hyaline arteriolosclerosis, linked to memory and cognitive impairments.
Conducted by a team from the University of Sao Paulo Medical School in Brazil, the study highlights the health risks associated with heavy drinking, a pressing public health concern worldwide. Study author Dr Alberto Fernando Oliveira Justo noted, “Heavy alcohol consumption is a major global health concern linked to increased health problems and death. We looked at how alcohol affects the brain as people get older. Our research shows that heavy alcohol consumption is damaging to the brain, which can lead to memory and thinking problems.”
The findings suggest that those who engage in heavy drinking—defined in the study as more than eight drinks per week—face a staggering 133 per cent increased likelihood of developing these detrimental lesions. Furthermore, even individuals who have previously engaged in heavy drinking displayed an 89 per cent heightened risk, indicating long-term effects on brain health. The study also noted a concerning trend where heavy drinkers tend to die 13 years earlier than those who abstain from alcohol.
Researchers utilised family-reported data regarding alcohol consumption to analyse brain tissue from participants who had an average age of 75 at the time of death. The study defined a standard drink as containing 14 grams of alcohol, approximately equivalent to 350 millilitres of beer or a small glass of wine. Through this analysis, heavy drinkers were shown to have a 41 per cent higher chance of presenting biomarkers associated with Alzheimer’s disease after researchers adjusted for variables such as age, smoking, and physical activity, which also influence brain health.
Despite these compelling findings, it is crucial to note that the study does not definitively prove causation between heavy drinking and brain injury; it merely establishes a correlation. Dr Justo remarked, “We found heavy drinking is directly linked to signs of injury in the brain, and this can cause long-term effects on brain health, which may impact memory and thinking abilities.” The researchers acknowledged limitations due to the reliance on family data, which may not offer a complete picture, and the lack of prior cognitive assessments for participants.
The study underscores the necessity for additional research to further elucidate the relationship between heavy alcohol consumption and its effects on brain health, as well as the role of preventive measures to mitigate these health risks.
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