
 

Study investigates genetic, environmental
factors in alcohol use disorder and divorce
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Alcohol use disorder and divorce are strongly correlated, meaning that
experiencing one makes it more likely to experience the other in one's
lifetime, according to a new study led by researchers at Virginia
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Commonwealth University.

The study, "Alcohol use disorder and divorce: Evidence for a genetic
correlation in a population-based Swedish sample," will appear in the
journal Addiction, published by the Society for the Study of Addiction.

Previous research has shown that alcohol use disorder and divorce are
closely tied. The researchers in this study sought to understand why, and
in what ways.

"In this study, we were asking the simple question, 'Why are AUD and
divorce related to one another?'" said lead author Jessica Salvatore,
Ph.D., assistant professor in the Department of Psychology in
the College of Humanities and Sciences. "What we find is that genetic
factors account for a substantial proportion (about 50 percent) of this
association, and then nonshared environmental factors account for the
rest."

The researchers identified twin and sibling pairs with alcohol use
disorder and divorce information from national population registries in
Sweden, totaling 670,836 individuals born between 1940 and 1965.

"What we were able to do in this genetically informative sample was
look at the sources of covariation between alcohol use disorder and
divorce," Salvatore said. "What that means in layman's terms is we were
able to disentangle the degree to which genetic and environmental
influences contribute to the correlation between alcohol use disorder and
divorce."

The researchers wanted to build on previous studies that asked, "Does an
alcohol use disorder predict divorce later on?" and, "Does getting
divorced increase someone's risk for later developing an alcohol use
disorder?"
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"What we're able to show here is that genetic confounding may
contribute to both alcohol use disorder and divorce," Salvatore said.
"Which means that an underlying set of genes that are common to both
alcohol use disorder and divorce may increase people's risks for both of
those outcomes."

Problem drinking that becomes severe is diagnosed as an "alcohol use
disorder" or AUD. According to the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse
and Alcoholism, it affected 17 million adults in the United States ages 18
and older in 2012, including 11.2 million men and 5.7 million women.

Roughly 40 to 50 percent of marriages in the United States end in
divorce, according to the American Psychological Association.

Additional authors on the study included Sara Larsson Lönn, Jan
Sunquist and Kristina Sundquist of the Center for Primary Health Care
Research at Lund University in Malmö, Sweden; and Paul Lichtenstein
of the Department of Medical Epidemiology and Biostatistics,
Karolinska Institutet in Solna, Sweden.

Kenneth S. Kendler, M.D., professor of psychiatry and human and
molecular genetics in the Department of Psychiatry at VCU School of
Medicine, was the senior author on the study.

"With our close Swedish colleagues, doctors Jan and Kristina Sundquist,
we have been trying to understand how marital history—both marriage
and divorce—impact risk for alcohol use disorder," Kendler said. "This
paper contributes substantially to that effort by showing that what we
sometimes consider to be an aspect of the environment (a history of
divorce) can also be influenced by genetic factors. These results show
the complexity of the interaction over time between our genes, our
environmental experiences and our risk for substance use disorders. This
pathway is complex but quite important given our and others evidence of
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the strong impact of marital status on risk for alcoholism."

Salvatore said researchers were not entirely surprised by their findings
about the ties between alcohol use disorder and divorce, as previous
studies have shown that divorce and difficult personality traits share
some genetic influences.

One interesting finding, however, focused on the nongenetic factors that
alcohol use disorder and divorce had in common.

"We found evidence that idiosyncratic environmental factors also
contribute to the covariation between alcohol use disorder and divorce.
And although our research design didn't allow us to specifically identify
what those environments are, there is one high-potential candidate,"
Salvatore said. "In the context of relationships, one very potent
environmental influence that is specific to each individual is who their
partner is. And that's going to influence both the degree to which people
are drinking, as well as their likelihood to divorce."

The study is part of an ongoing series led by Kendler and his Swedish
colleagues, looking at social relationships and various psychiatric
disorders. Earlier this year Kendler authored a study with researchers at
Lund University and Salvatore that found marriage is causally related to
a significant reduction in risk for development of alcohol use disorders.

The findings of the new study, Salvatore said, could help clinicians
seeking to treat patients dealing with alcohol use disorder and divorce.

"When a clinician is treating someone, they're making assumptions about
the order of events. And so, the idea that just because something appears
before something else doesn't really mean that it caused the current
symptoms that they're coming to your clinic with," she said. "So if
someone comes to your clinic with a drinking problem and you find out
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that they got divorced a year-and-a-half ago, it doesn't mean that the
divorce caused the drinking or vice versa, for example. Instead, what this
type of study shows is that there are latent factors that are contributing to
both of those outcomes.

"Thinking about how marital interventions or even individual level
interventions can help address the risk factors that are common across
problems, as opposed to making assumptions such as, 'If we can get the
drinking under control, then maybe you'll be in a better place to have a
stable, harmonious relationship later on with someone else.' The idea is
that there might be something more central, for example, even about a
person's personality or how they react to stress, that could also
potentially be a point of therapeutic intervention."

  More information: Jessica E. Salvatore et al. Alcohol use disorder and
divorce: Evidence for a genetic correlation in a population-based
Swedish sample, Addiction (2016). DOI: 10.1111/add.13719
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