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A Drink or Two a Day May Keep Dementia Away

BY MICHELE G. SULLIVAN

VIENNA — Adrink or two a day seems
to protect against the development of de-
mentia in cognitively normal elderly
adults, o study sugge

But moderate alcohal consumption
doesn’t improve thinking processes in
those who already have mild cognitive
impairment (MCI), and heavy drinking
can tip the scales from mild impairment
to dementia, Dr. Kaycee M. Sink said at
the International Conference on Alz
heimer's Discase.

“Our findings support current recom-

mendations for aleohol consumption [of

one drink per day for women and two for
men], at least for older adults with nor-
.7 Dr. Sink said in an inter-
view: “For individuals with mild cognitive
impairment, it may be appropriate to
counsel that they limit alcohol inta

Llowever, she warned, alcohol’s brain
bencfit can't be used as an excuse 1o take
up drinking at an advanced age. “The re-
sults of our study apply only to older

adults who reported drinking alcohol at
the start of the study. ‘They can’t be ex
trapolated to those who do not current-
ly drink—that is, we cannot recommend
that somconc in his 70s or 80s start drink-
ing alcohol to try o prevent dementia,”
said Dr. Sink of
Wake Torest Uni
versity, Winston-
Salem, N.C

Dr. Sink and her
colleagues  based
their 6-year study
on data extracted
from the Ginkgo
livaluation of
Memor; Study
{GEM). GEM enrolled 3,069 participants
aged 75 or older with normal cognition
or mild cognitive impairment. They
were randomized either 1o twice daily
doscs of placebo or 120 mg of ginkgo ex-
tract. Although the extract was safe, it
was not associated with any significant
cognitive improvernent (JAMA 2008;300:
2253-62).

At bascline, the subjects” average age
was 78 years; 2,587 were cognitively nor-
mal, and 482 had MC1. MCI was present
i 20% of the alcohol abstainers and 12%%
of the consumers. Subjects sclf-reported
their daily alcohol consumption as absti-
nent, light (1.7
drinks/ week)
moderate (8-14 per
week). or heavy
(more than 14
drinks per week).
Abstinence was re-
ported by 43%,
light drinking by
38%,  moderate
drinking by 9%,
and heavy drinking by 10%. Swudy par-
ticipants were examined every 6 months.

There were 523 new cases of demen-
tia during the 6-year follow-up period
After adjustment for demographics,
smoking, medical comorbiditics, de-
and bascline cog-

The results apply
oaly to sider
adults with normal
cogaition who
reported drinking
alcohol at the
start of the study.
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pression, social activit
nition, moderate alcoho] consumption
conlerred a 37% reduction in the risk of

dementia in those who were cognitively
normal at baseline. But moderate drink-
ing did not reduce the dementia risk for
those who already had MClat bascline.

Heavy drinking conferred a non
significant 18% risk reduction for cogni-
tively normal subjects. But in those who
already had MCL, heavy drinking signif-
jcantly increased by 92% the risk of
progression to dementia

“We don't fully understand how alco-
hol may be protective against dementia.
However, since for many people, MClis
a transition state between normal cog-
nition and dementia, it may be that any
protective benefits from moderate alco-
hol intake are too late once the process
of cognitive impairment begins. Alter-
natively. the results could be consistent
with the cognitive reserve hypothesis, in
that those who are alrcady declining
aren't as resilient 1o neurotoxic cffects of
heavy alcohol use as cognitively normal
older adults might be.”

Dr. Sink said she had no relevant
contlicts of interest. [ ]




