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Alcohol consumption and leukocyte 
telomere length
Shalini Dixit1, Mary A. Whooley1,2,3, Eric Vittinghoff3, Jason D. Roberts1, Susan R. Heckbert4,5, 
Annette L. Fitzpatrick6, Jue Lin7, Cindy Leung8, Kenneth J. Mukamal9 & Gregory M. Marcus1

The relationship between alcohol consumption and mortality generally exhibits a U-shaped curve. 
The longevity observed with moderate alcohol consumption may be explained by other confounding 
factors, and, if such a relationship is present, the mechanism is not well understood. Indeed, the 
optimal amount of alcohol consumption for health has yet to be determined. Leukocyte telomere 
length is an emerging quantifiable marker of biological age and health, and a shorter telomere length is 
a predictor of increased mortality. Because leukocyte telomere length is a quantifiable and objectively 
measurable biomarker of aging, we sought to identify the amount of alcohol consumption associated 
with the longest telomere length and least telomere length attrition. Among over 2,000 participants 
from two distinct cohort studies, we found no pattern of alcohol consumption that was associated with 
longer telomere length or less telomere length attrition over time. Binge drinking may reduce telomere 
length. Using telomere length as a marker of age and health, these data fail to demonstrate any 
benefits of alcohol consumption, even when consumed in moderation.

Telomeres are repetitive DNA sequences (TTAGGGn) located at the ends of chromosomes, which protect somatic 
cells from loss of genomic material during cell division1. Though the enzyme telomerase acts to mitigate the 
amount of telomere shortening with each cell division, there is a progressive loss of nucleotides from the chromo-
somal ends. Ultimately, telomeres shorten to the point that they cannot maintain chromosomal integrity, leading 
to cellular senescence and apoptosis2. Hence, telomere length is a marker of cellular aging. Increasingly, telomere 
length (TL) is viewed as a unique biomarker of human age— one that takes into account the cumulative effects of 
genetic and environmental factors, in addition to chronological age3. A shorter TL has been linked to risk factors 
for cardiovascular disease4, myocardial infarction5, heart failure6, and earlier mortality7.

In addition, TL is influenced by common exposures8–11 and can lengthen over time, suggesting that perhaps 
lifestyle choices can not only prevent telomere attrition but even lead to telomere lengthening. Studies on the 
effects of alcohol on telomere length have been inconclusive and limited to a focus on the harmful effects of alco-
hol abuse without special attention to the potential beneficial effects of more moderate consumption12,13.

While excessive alcohol-use disorders are associated with an increase in cardiovascular disease and mortal-
ity14–17 moderate alcohol consumption has been associated with a lower risk of coronary disease and reduced 
mortality18–20. Thus, perhaps there is a window of alcohol intake between no consumption and excess consump-
tion that may confer a net health and mortality benefit that can be precisely identified by a longer TL.

Results
Characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1. Heart and Soul participants were younger, predom-
inantly male, more often smokers, and had a greater prevalence of diabetes and cardiovascular comorbidities 
compared to CHS participants. Alcohol consumers were more likely to be male and white, less likely to have 
hypertension and heart failure, and had higher levels of the omega-3 fatty acid DHA. Relationships between 
CRP and omega fatty acids with alcohol consumption and telomere length are shown in Supplementary 
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Table 1a–f. Baseline TL was not different between alcohol consumers and alcohol abstainers in either cohort. 
5-year follow-up TL and 5-year change in TL were not different between alcohol consumers and alcohol abstain-
ers in Heart and Soul. Figure 1 shows scatter plots of weekly alcohol consumption versus baseline telomere length 
(pearson’s r = −0.01 for Heart and Soul, pearson’s r = −0.04 for CHS) and weekly alcohol consumption versus 
change in telomere length in Heart and Soul (pearson’s r = −0.03), demonstrating no evidence of correlation.

Linear relationships between alcohol consumption and leukocyte telomere length.  No linear 
association between alcohol consumption and baseline TL in Heart and Soul in either unadjusted or adjusted 

Heart and Soul Study (n = 948) Cardiovascular Health Study (n = 1673)

Alcohol 
Abstainers 
(n = 321)

Alcohol 
Consumers 
(n = 627) P Value

Alcohol 
Abstainers 
(n = 883)

Alcohol 
Consumers 
(n = 790) P Value

Demographics

Mean age ± SD, y 66.1 ± 11.2 67.1 + 10.8 0.202 75.1 ± 5.5 74.5 + 5.0 0.021

Male, n (%) 246 (76.6) 527 (84.1) 0.005 314 (35.6) 376 (47.6) <0.001

Race, n (%)

White 146 (45.5) 425 (67.9) <0.001 749 (84.8) 704 (89.1) 0.003

Black 76 (23.7) 79 (12.6) 133 (15.1) 81 (10.3)

Asian/Hispanic/Other 99 (30.8) 122 (19.5) 1 (0.1) 5 (0.6)

Health & Habits

Mean BMI ± SD, kg/m2 28.7 ± 6.0 28.3 ± 5.0 0.309 27.1 ± 5.0 26.7 ± 4.3 0.046

Mean waist-to-hip ratio ± SD 0.95 ± 0.08 0.96 ± 0.08 0.520 0.95 ± 0.08 0.95 ± 0.07 0.608

Median kilocalories of physical activity (IQR) — — — 769 (245–1710) 945 (303–2221) <0.001

Smoking status, n (%)

Current smoker 69 (21.6) 120 (19.1) 0.377 89 (10.3) 106 (13.7) <0.001

Non-smoker 251 (78.4) 507 (80.9) 449 (51.8) 241 (31.1)

Former smoker — — 329 (38.0) 429 (55.3)

Usual packs per day during smoking years

<1/2 pack per day 41 (18.6) 93 (21.1) 0.816 — — —

<1 pack per day 65 (29.6) 131 (29.7)

<2 packs per day 78 (35.5) 142 (32.2)

≥2 packs per day 36 (16.4) 75 (17.0)

Median drinks per week (IQR) 0 (0–0) 11 (11-11) <0.001 0 (0-0) 1.3 (0.3–7.0) <0.001

Medical History

Diabetes mellitus, n (%) 108 (33.6) 143 (22.8) <0.001 88 (12.7) 97 (14.2) 0.402

Hypertension, n (%) 244 (76.0) 427 (68.1) 0.011 538 (61.3) 425 (53.9) 0.002

Coronary artery disease, n (%) — — — 214 (24.2) 175 (22.2) 0.314

Myocardial infarction, n (%) 173 (54.3) 334 (53.5) 0.837 22 (2.5) 17 (2.2) 0.646

Heart failure, n (%) 85 (26.5) 118 (18.9) 0.007 85 (9.6) 39 (4.9) <0.001

Stroke, n (%) — — — 21 (2.4) 11 (1.4) 0.142

Liver disease, n (%) — — — 7 (0.8) 5 (0.7) 0.709

Inflammatory Markers

Median C-reactive protein (IQR), mg/L 2.5 (1.0–6.0) 2.1 (0.87–4.35) 0.087 3.0 (1.3–6.8) 2.8 (1.4–6.3) 0.225

Median interleukin-6 (IQR), mg/dL 2.8 (1.8–4.3) 2.5 (1.5–4.0) 0.085 2.9 (2.0–4.4) 2.8 (1.9–4.3) 0.067

Mean fibrinogen ± SD, mg/dL 398.3 ± 87.5 390.4 ± 91.4 0.205 341.0 ± 75.4 324.8 ± 70.4 <0.001

Omega-3 Fatty Acid Plasma Levels

Median DHA (IQR), % total fatty acids 2.85 (2.21–3.66) 3.04 (2.34–4.14) 0.004 2.76 (2.28–3.38) 2.93 (2.33–3.64) 0.008

Median EPA (IQR), % total fatty acids 0.52 (0.39–0.74) 0.68 (0.47–1.13) <0.001 0.81 (0.71–0.93) 0.82 (0.73–0.93) 0.106

Telomere Length

Baseline mean leukocyte telomere lengtha ± SD, kilobase 
pairs 5.48 ± 0.55 5.42 ± 0.51 0.091 6.34 ± 0.63 6.31 ± 0.60 0.239

5-year follow-up mean leukocyte telomere lengthb ± SD, 
kilobase pairs 5.30 ± 0.35 5.28 ± 0.36 0.614 — — —

Median 5-year absolute change in telomere length 
(IQR)b, basepairs

−268 
(−588–133)

−133 
(−488–177) 0.065 — N/A N/A

Table 1.  Characteristics of Heart and Soul and Cardiovascular Health Study Participants by Alcohol 
Consumption. BMI = body mass index; DHA = docosahexaenoic acid; EPA = eicosapentaenoic acid; 
IQR = interquartile range; SD = standard deviation. Values are reported as mean ± SD, median (IQR), or 
number (percentage). aMeasured on blood specimen from 1992–93 for CHS participants. bFor follow-up, 
n = 606 participants.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

3Scientific Reports |          (2019) 9:1404  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0

analyses was observed (Table 2). In CHS, more alcohol consumption was statistically significantly associated with 
a shorter TL in unadjusted analysis and after adjustment for age, but the relationship was no longer statistically 
significant after further adjustment (Table 2).

In the longitudinal analyses in Heart and Soul, we found no linear association between alcohol consumption 
and 5-year change in telomere length (Table 3).

Relationships between categories of alcohol consumption and leukocyte telomere length.  We 
found no consistent associations between categorical amounts of alcohol consumption and change in telomere 
length (Supplementary Table 2). However, in Heart and Soul, consuming >14 drinks per week compared to none 
was associated with approximately 119 fewer basepairs (fully adjusted β coefficient = −118.15, 95% CI −234.05 
to −2.25, p 0.046). Tests for trends across levels of consumption failed to reveal any statistically significant linear 
or non-linear trends.

Analyses of binge drinking and “ideal” drinking.  In Heart and Soul, binge drinking was associated with 
a statistically significantly shorter TL in adjusted analyses (Fig. 2). While the point estimates similarly favored a 
shorter TL among binge drinkers in CHS, none of the models with the exception of age-adjusted reached sta-
tistical significance. Ideal drinking was generally associated with longer TLs in Heart and Soul, only reaching 
statistical significance in Model 1 and losing statistical significant in all other models (Fig. 2). No relationship with 
ideal drinking was observed in CHS.

Although no statistically significant findings were observed, the point estimates generally revealed a more 
negative change in 5-year TL in Heart and Soul with binge drinking. Ideal drinking was associated with point esti-
mates supporting an increase in TL. This reached statistical significance in the age-adjusted model and Model 1 
alone, but no other models exhibited statistical significance after additional potential confounders were included 
(Fig. 3).

Alcohol type and telomere length.  In CHS, no statistically significant relationships between amount of 
weekly wine, beer, or hard liquor consumption and TL were observed after multivariable adjustment.

Figure 1.  Scatter plots of weekly alcohol consumption and telomere length. Panel A shows average number of 
drinks per week versus baseline telomere length in the Cardiovascular Health Study (grey, n = 1673) and Heart 
and Soul (black, n = 948). Panel B shows average number of drinks per week versus 5-year change in telomere 
length (adjusted for baseline telomere length) among Heart and Soul participants with follow-up data (n = 606).
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Discussion
In an investigation of over 900 Heart and Soul participants and over 1,600 CHS participants, we found no con-
sistent relationship between alcohol consumption and either baseline TL or 5-year change in TL. We observed 
a statistically significant relationship between binge drinking and shorter telomere length after comprehensive 
multivariable adjustment in Heart and Soul. In no circumstance was there evidence of a relationship between any 
amount of alcohol consumption, including moderate or “ideal” consumption, and TL lengthening after taking 
potential confounders into account.

Telomere length has emerged as a unique marker of aging that integrates the effects of genetic, environmen-
tal, behavior, and psychosocial factors with biological aging3,8–10. Consistently, shorter TL has been linked with 
increased risk of age-associated diseases4–6,21,22 and more importantly with cardiovascular and overall mortality1,7.

In recent years, research has shifted towards examining the rate of telomere change as a predictor of lon-
gevity and mortality, with the rationale that change in telomere length compared to a single TL assessment 
would account for any advantage conferred by a longer TL at baseline11. The hope is that identifying modifiable 
exposures that enhance TL maintenance and lengthening could help determine prevention strategies against 
age-associated morbidities and premature mortality.

Alcohol consumption is often described as bearing a J-shaped relationship with mortality as a result of its 
combination of both beneficial and harmful effects23,24. While low levels of alcohol intake (1-2 drinks per day for 

Heart and Soul (n = 948)

Modela Beta Coefficient (95% CI) P Value

Unadjusted −0.04 (−2.58, 2.50) 0.98

Age-adjusted −1.00 (−3.52, 1.53) 0.44

Model 1 −1.38 (−3.91, 1.16) 0.29

Model 2 −1.09 (−4.06, 1.89) 0.66

Model 3 −1.34 (−4.33, 1.66) 0.38

Model 4 −1.64 (−4.67, 1.39) 0.29

Cardiovascular Health Study (n = 1673)

Modelb Beta Coefficient (95% CI) P Value

Unadjusted −7.53 (−13.56, −1.49) 0.015

Age-adjusted −7.43 (−13.35, −1.51) 0.014

Model 1 −3.25 (−9.20, 2.70) 0.29

Model 2 −2.40 (−8.47, 3.67) 0.44

Model 3 −3.24 (−9.99, 3.51) 0.35

Model 4 −1.46 (−9.11, 6.18) 0.71

Table 2.  Association of Alcohol Consumption with Baseline Telomere Length. Alcohol consumption was 
modeled continuously in drinks per week; telomere length was measured in basepairs. aAge-adjusted model was 
adjusted for baseline (year 1) age. Model 1 was adjusted for age, sex, and race. Model 2 = Model 1 + BMI, waist-
hip ratio, smoking status, and number of pack years. Model 3 = Model 2 + diabetes, hypertension, previous 
myocardial infarction, and heart failure. Model 4 = Model 3 + C-reactive protein, interleukin-6, fibrinogen, 
docosahexaenoic acid, and eicosapentaenoic acid. bAge-adjusted model was adjusted for baseline (year 5) age. 
Model 1 was adjusted for age, sex, and race. Model 2 = Model 1 + BMI, waist-hip ratio, kilocalories of physical 
activity, and smoking status. Model 3 = Model 2 + diabetes, hypertension, coronary artery disease, prior 
myocardial infarction, heart failure, prior stroke, and liver disease. Model 4 = Model 3 + C-reactive protein, 
interleukin-6, fibrinogen, docosahexaenoic acid, and eicosapentaenoic acid.

Modela Beta Coefficient (95% CI) P Value

Heart and Soul (n = 606)

Unadjusted −0.93 (−3.07, 1.21) 0.40

Age-adjusted −1.41 (−3.47, 0.65) 0.18

Model 1 −0.60 (−2.66, 1.47) 0.57

Model 2 −0.20 (−2.57, 2.17) 0.87

Model 3 −0.36 (−2.75, 2.03) 0.77

Model 4 −0.41 (−2.84, 2.02) 0.74

Table 3.  Association of Alcohol Consumption with Change in Leukocyte Telomere Length Over 5 Years. 
Alcohol consumption was modeled continuously in drinks per week. Change in telomere length in basepairs 
was defined as the residual of the regression of 5-year change in telomere length on baseline telomere length. 
aAge-adjusted model was adjusted for baseline (year 1) age. Model 1 was adjusted for age, sex, and race. Model 
2 = Model 1 + BMI, waist-hip ratio, smoking status, and number of pack years. Model 3 = Model 2 + diabetes, 
hypertension, previous myocardial infarction, and heart failure. Model 4 = Model 3 + C-reactive protein, 
interleukin-6, fibrinogen, docosahexaenoic acid, and eicosapentaenoic acid.
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women and 2–4 drinks per day for men) have been inversely associated with coronary heart disease18 and overall 
mortality20, higher levels of alcohol intake are associated with increased risk of cirrhosis, certain cancers, trauma 
and various adverse cardiovascular outcomes17,25. Given the mortality benefits of moderate alcohol consumption, 
we hypothesized that there may be a window of alcohol intake associated with longer TL and greater increase in 
TL over time. However, while we cannot exclude a small benefit to “ideal” drinking or harm from binge drinking, 
our findings do not support any relationship between any amount of alcohol consumption and a longer TL.

Though the relationship between alcohol consumption and TL has been previously studied, the results have 
been mixed. In a cohort study of 500 middle-aged Finnish men, greater midlife alcohol consumption was sig-
nificantly associated with having a shorter TL later in life, while current alcohol consumption in old age was 
not26. While interesting, the findings of this study seem prone to unmeasured confounding given that this was 
an observational study measuring TL over 25 years after ascertainment of alcohol consumption, and they only 

Figure 2.  Associations of binge drinking (black square) and ideal drinking (white square) with baseline 
telomere length. See methods for classification of binge and ideal drinking. Y error bars denote 95% confidence 
intervals.

Figure 3.  Associations of binge drinking (black square) and ideal drinking (white square) with change in 
telomere length in Heart and Soul. See methods for classification of binge and ideal drinking; comparison 
group for each analysis is non-binge drinkers and non-ideal drinkers, respectively. Change in telomere length is 
adjusted for baseline telomere length. Y error bars denote 95% confidence intervals.
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adjusted for age, baseline smoking, BMI, cholesterol, and perceived fitness. In contrast, in an analysis of 4,000 
men and women in the Copenhagen City Heart Study, researchers were unable to identify a relationship between 
alcohol consumption and baseline TL or 10-year change in TL, in accordance with our findings12. While their 
study featured a large sample size and follow-up TL measurements, they relied on self-reported heavy drinking as 
the predictor variable without regard to number of drinks or frequency of consumption. In yet another study of 
over 450 healthy volunteers aged 20–50 years, no association between alcohol consumption and TL was observed; 
however, they did not investigate type of alcohol consumed and lacked longitudinal TL data. Finally, all of these 
studies solely sought to examine whether more alcohol was associated with shorter TL and did not attempt to 
identify an ideal pattern of consumption that may be beneficial or specific patterns that may be harmful.

Among the strengths of our current study are the detailed assessments of demographic, behavioral, medical, 
and biochemical covariates in two cohorts and the longitudinal study design with change in TL data. Our study 
population draws from two very different cohorts with distinct age ranges, racial composition, comorbidities, and 
drinking patterns. To our knowledge, we are the first to examine the relationship between alcohol type and TL, 
binge drinking and TL, and the first to seek to investigate an ideal pattern of consumption.

Several limitations of our study must be acknowledged. As this was an observational study, we cannot make 
definitive statements regarding causality. Although we adjusted for several carefully assessed potential confound-
ing variables, there is the possibility of residual confounding by measured covariates or confounding by unmeas-
ured covariates. We used self-reported data as a measure of participants’ alcohol consumption. While self-report 
has been validated as an accurate, reproducible method of evaluating alcohol consumption27,28, it is possible that 
this introduced some misclassification of exposure data into our analysis. Furthermore, we did not have data 
regarding past alcohol consumption in Heart and Soul, as the AUDIT-C refers to alcohol use over the past year, 
and only have a limited assessment of past alcohol consumption in CHS. We also lacked longitudinal data on 
alcohol consumption and therefore assumed that participants’ baseline drinking was reflective of their typical 
pattern of drinking and constant over time. In addition, we only measured telomere length in leukocytes, and it 
is possible that alcohol has varying effects on different cell types. However, TL is known to correlate highly with 
TL in cells from other tissues, such as the vascular wall29,30, and, as shown by our group, myocardial samples31. In 
addition, TL was measured in older age in both cohorts and, therefore, restricted to survivors. It is possible that 
individuals with extremely detrimental drinking patterns and/or extremely short TL died prematurely and hence 
were not included in this study. Finally, we did not measure telomere length in specific leukocyte subgroups; 
future research may determine whether other markers of aging and immunosenescence in particular (such as 
by utilizing CD8 telomere length) might provide additional insights regarding beneficial or harmful effects of 
alcohol32.

In summary, we found no evidence that any amount or type of alcohol consumption was associated with 
a longer TL or an increase in TL over time. Although not reproducible across both cohorts, binge drinking 
remained associated with a shorter telomere length even after comprehensive adjustments for potential con-
founders in the Heart and Soul Study. Future research addressing binge drinking and telomere length, including 
telomere length after cessation of binge drinking, is needed.

Methods
We assessed the relationship between alcohol consumption and TL in two longitudinal cohort studies, the Heart 
and Soul Study and the Cardiovascular Health Study (CHS). The Heart and Soul study was selected as the primary 
cohort given its repeated telomere measurements.

The research protocol for Heart and Soul was approved by the institutional review boards at the University 
of California, San Francisco, and the San Francisco VA Medical Center. CHS was approved by the institutional 
review boards at the University of California, Davis, the Johns Hopkins University, the Wake Forest University 
School of Medicine, and the University of Pittsburgh. All participants in both studies provided written informed 
consent, and all research was performed in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.

The Heart and Soul Study.  Study design.  Eligible participants were recruited from outpatient clinics in 
the San Francisco Bay Area of California if they had a history of myocardial infarction, angiographic evidence of 
at least 50% stenosis by area in at least one coronary artery, evidence of stress-induced ischemia, or history of cor-
onary revascularization33. Individuals were excluded if they had a history of myocardial infarction in the past six 
months, reported being unable to walk one block, or were planning to relocate out of the area within three years.

Study cohort.  Between 2000 and 2002, 1024 participants enrolled in the study. Between 2005 and 2007, 667 
(80%) of the eligible 829 participants completed a 5-year follow-up examination. Participants without baseline 
TL measurements or alcohol measurements were excluded (n = 76) leaving 948 participants for the baseline anal-
yses. Of the 667 participants at 5-year follow-up, 61 were excluded because they did not have both baseline and 
follow-up TL measurements, and an additional 2 were excluded because they did not have baseline alcohol data.

Assessment of alcohol consumption.  During the baseline examination, participants completed the Alcohol Use 
Disorders Identification Test (AUDIT-C) (Supplementary Table 3), a validated self-report alcohol screening test 
that quantifies regular alcohol use and identifies patients with hazardous patterns of alcohol consumption or 
active alcohol use disorders34,35.

Covariate ascertainment.  Baseline demographics, age, sex, race, ethnicity, smoking status, and comorbidities 
including diabetes mellitus, hypertension, heart failure, and history of previous myocardial infarction were deter-
mined by questionnaire. Weight and height were measured, and body mass index (BMI) was calculated as weight 
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in kilograms divided by height in meters squared. Waist and hip circumferences were measured with a flexible 
plastic measure to the nearest 0.1 cm.

Please see the Supplementary Methods 1 for details regarding measurement of C-reactive protein (CRP), 
interleukin-6 (IL-6), fibrinogen, and omega-3 fatty acids docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) and eicosapentaenoic 
acid (EPA).

Measurement of telomere length.  Using DNA isolated from peripheral blood leukocytes, relative mean TL was 
measured from DNA by a quantitative polymerase chain reaction (qPCR) assay that compares mean telomere 
repeat sequence copy number (T) to a reference single-copy gene copy number (S) in each sample as previously 
described and validated36. Standard curves were derived from serially diluted reference DNA36–38. The T/S ratio 
was determined from the mean quantity of reference DNA found to match with each experimental sample for 
the copy number of the targeted template10. All PCRs were carried out on a Roche Lightcycler 480 real-time PCR 
machine (Roche Applied Science, Indianapolis, Indiana).

The T/S ratio at baseline and at follow-up were measured in duplicate and averaged for each participant. When 
the duplicate and the initial values differed by more than 7%, another the sample was run, and the 2 closest values 
were averaged. We observed an inter-assay coefficient of variation for telomere length measurement of 3.7% and 
an intra-assay coefficient of variation of 2.5%10. As in previous analyses, we converted the T/S ratio to base pairs 
using the formula: base pairs = 3274 + 2413*(T/S)39,40.

The Cardiovascular Health Study.  Study design.  In short, 5,201 individuals 65 years or older were 
recruited between 1989 and 1990 from a random sample of Medicare beneficiaries by four academic centers 
(Johns Hopkins University, Wake Forest University, University of Pittsburgh, and University of California, 
Davis)41–43. An additional 687 black patients were recruited between 1992 and 1993. All participants had a med-
ical history, physical exam, laboratory testing, and 12-lead electrocardiogram (ECG) performed. Participants 
were followed with annual clinic visits and semiannual telephone contact for ten years, with telephone contact 
continued every 6 months thereafter.

Study cohort.  Our analysis was restricted to the subset of 1675 participants randomly selected for TL meas-
urement from participants who completed the 1992–93 annual clinic examination (considered baseline for the 
current analysis). Participants with missing alcohol data at the 1992–93 exam (n = 2) were excluded.

Assessment of alcohol consumption.  Participants reported their usual frequency of consumption of alcoholic 
beverages (daily, weekly, monthly, yearly, or rarely/never) and the usual number of 12-ounce cans or bottles of 
beer, 6-ounce glasses of wine, and shots of liquor that they drank on each occasion. Participants also reported 
whether they had changed their pattern of consumption during the past 5 years and whether they had ever regu-
larly consumed five or more drinks daily44.

Covariate ascertainment.  Self-identified race, sex, income, and education level were obtained at baseline, while 
the rest of the covariates included in this analysis were obtained in 1992–93. BMI was calculated from weight and 
height obtained at the yearly clinic visit. Physical activity in kilocalories was calculated from the physical activity 
questionnaire. Medical comorbidities including diabetes mellitus, hypertension, coronary artery disease (CAD), 
heart failure, and liver disease were assessed through a combination of clinic measurements, self-report, and med-
ical record review. Events including myocardial infarction and stroke were individually adjudicated.

Please see the Supplementary Methods 2 for details regarding measurements of CRP, IL-6, fibrinogen, DHA 
and EPA fatty acids.

Measurement of telomere length.  Using DNA isolated from peripheral leukocytes, TL was measured using 
Southern blot analysis of terminal restriction fragment lengths and reported in kilobases4,45,46. Telomere measure-
ments were performed in duplicate (with each sample analyzed on two different gels on two different occasions), 
and the mean was used for statistical analyses. The Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient for duplicates was 0.96, with 
an average coefficient of variation for paired sets of 1.7%. The laboratory conducting the TL measurements was 
blinded to all characteristics of participants.

Categorization of alcohol consumption (both cohorts).  For Heart and Soul, binge drinking was defined as present 
when participants reported drinking ≥6 drinks on at least one occasion in the past year. Binge drinking in CHS 
was defined as drinking >5 drinks most days.

For the purposes of the study, we defined “ideal” drinking as moderate alcohol consumption. Specifically, for 
Heart and Soul, ideal drinking was defined as 1–2 drinks per day and no binge drinking (the AUDIT-C did not 
differentiate between 1 and 2 drinks per day). For CHS, ideal drinking was defined as 1–7 drinks per week and 
no binge drinking for female participants and 1–14 drinks per week and no binge drinking for male participants. 
The associations between the number of drinks of each alcohol type per week and TL were examined in CHS.

Statistical methods.  Continuous variables with normal distribution are presented as means + standard deviation 
(SD) and were compared using the Student’s t-test. Non-normally distributed continuous variables are presented 
as medians with interquartile ranges (IQRs) and were compared using the Kruskal–Wallis test. The association 
between categorical variables was determined using the chi-square test.
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Linear regression was used to examine the cross-sectional association between alcohol intake and TL in both 
cohorts. Multivariable adjustment was made for potential demographic, medical, and biochemical confounders 
based on published associations and biological plausibility4,9,47–49. In addition to an age-adjusted model, 4 mul-
tivariate models were developed: Model 1included age, sex, and race; Model 2 included the Model 1 covariates 
plus BMI, waist-hip ratio, physical activity, smoking status, and number of pack years; Model 3 included Model 
2 covariates plus diabetes, hypertension, coronary artery disease, prior myocardial infarction, heart failure, prior 
stroke, and liver disease; and Model 4 included Model 3 covariates plus inflammatory markers (CRP, IL-6, fibrin-
ogen) and omega-3 fatty acid levels (DHA, EPA).

Given that previous studies have demonstrated a strong relationship between baseline TL and subsequent 
change in TL39, we calculated a change score that is adjusted for baseline TL to use as our main outcome.

Models were assessed for linearity using residual versus predicted plots and component plus residual plots. 
Normality was assessed using Q-Q plots of residuals. Constant variance across groups of alcohol consumption 
was verified. Influential points were assessed using boxplots of dfbeta statistics, which identified five poten-
tial outliers. When the models were re-fit excluding those potential outliers, our overall conclusions remained 
unchanged.

Data were analyzed using Stata 13 (StataCorp, College Station, TX, USA). A two-tailed p < 0.05 was consid-
ered statistically significant.

Data Availability
The data underlying our work can be obtained through the following mechanisms. For Heart and Soul, the data 
are owned by the Department of Veterans Affairs and cannot be shared publicly due to the data set containing 
protected health information. Requests for data may be sent to Mary Whooley, MD (San Francisco VA Health 
Care System) at mary.whooley@va.gov or mary.whooley@ucsf.edu. For CHS, interested investigators can contact 
CHS to become a new investigator/ collaborator. Details about the procedures for data request can be found on 
the following website: https://chs-nhlbi.org/NewInvest. In addition, most CHS data can be also obtained from 
BioLINCC, a repository maintained by the National Heart, Lung,and Blood Institute. The BioLINCC website 
(https://biolincc.nhlbi.nih.gov/) includes detailed information about the available data and the process to obtain 
such data. Any interested researcher could obtain the de-identified, minimal datasets needed to replicate or re-
prove the study findings pending ethical approval through the aforementioned mechanisms.

References
	 1.	 Farzaneh-Far, R. et al. Prognostic value of leukocyte telomere length in patients with stable coronary artery disease: data from the 

Heart and Soul Study. Arteriosclerosis, thrombosis, and vascular biology 28, 1379–1384, https://doi.org/10.1161/
ATVBAHA.108.167049 (2008).

	 2.	 Wong, J. M. & Collins, K. Telomere maintenance and disease. Lancet 362, 983–988, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(03)14369-3 
(2003).

	 3.	 Olovnikov, A. M. Telomeres, telomerase, and aging: origin of the theory. Experimental gerontology 31, 443–448 (1996).
	 4.	 Fitzpatrick, A. L. et al. Leukocyte telomere length and cardiovascular disease in the cardiovascular health study. American journal of 

epidemiology 165, 14–21, https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/kwj346 (2007).
	 5.	 Brouilette, S., Singh, R. K., Thompson, J. R., Goodall, A. H. & Samani, N. J. White cell telomere length and risk of premature 

myocardial infarction. Arteriosclerosis, thrombosis, and vascular biology 23, 842–846, https://doi.org/10.1161/01.
ATV.0000067426.96344.32 (2003).

	 6.	 van der Harst, P. et al. Telomere length of circulating leukocytes is decreased in patients with chronic heart failure. Journal of the 
American College of Cardiology 49, 1459–1464, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacc.2007.01.027 (2007).

	 7.	 Cawthon, R. M., Smith, K. R., O’Brien, E., Sivatchenko, A. & Kerber, R. A. Association between telomere length in blood and 
mortality in people aged 60 years or older. Lancet 361, 393–395, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(03)12384-7 (2003).

	 8.	 Epel, E. S. et al. Accelerated telomere shortening in response to life stress. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 101, 17312–17315, https://doi.
org/10.1073/pnas.0407162101 (2004).

	 9.	 Krauss, J. et al. Physical fitness and telomere length in patients with coronary heart disease: findings from the Heart and Soul Study. 
PloS one 6, e26983, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0026983 (2011).

	10.	 Farzaneh-Far, R. et al. Association of marine omega-3 fatty acid levels with telomeric aging in patients with coronary heart disease. 
Jama 303, 250–257, https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2009.2008 (2010).

	11.	 Epel, E. S. et al. The rate of leukocyte telomere shortening predicts mortality from cardiovascular disease in elderly men. Aging 
(Albany NY) 1, 81–88 (2009).

	12.	 Weischer, M., Bojesen, S. E. & Nordestgaard, B. G. Telomere shortening unrelated to smoking, body weight, physical activity, and 
alcohol intake: 4,576 general population individuals with repeat measurements 10 years apart. PLoS Genet 10, e1004191, https://doi.
org/10.1371/journal.pgen.1004191 (2014).

	13.	 Pavanello, S. et al. Shortened telomeres in individuals with abuse in alcohol consumption. Int J Cancer 129, 983–992, https://doi.
org/10.1002/ijc.25999 (2011).

	14.	 Roerecke, M. & Rehm, J. Alcohol use disorders and mortality: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Addiction 108, 1562–1578, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.12231 (2013).

	15.	 Kendler, K. S., Ohlsson, H., Sundquist, J. & Sundquist, K. Alcohol Use Disorder and Mortality Across the Lifespan: A Longitudinal 
Cohort and Co-relative Analysis. JAMA Psychiatry, https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2016.0360 (2016).

	16.	 Sipila, P., Rose, R. J. & Kaprio, J. Drinking and mortality: long-term follow-up of drinking-discordant twin pairs. Addiction 111, 
245–254, https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13152 (2016).

	17.	 Whitman, I. R. et al. Alcohol Abuse and Cardiac Disease. Journal of the American College of Cardiology 69, 13–24, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jacc.2016.10.048 (2017).

	18.	 Rimm, E. B., Klatsky, A., Grobbee, D. & Stampfer, M. J. Review of moderate alcohol consumption and reduced risk of coronary heart 
disease: is the effect due to beer, wine, or spirits. Bmj 312, 731–736 (1996).

	19.	 Di Castelnuovo, A., Rotondo, S., Iacoviello, L., Donati, M. B. & De Gaetano, G. Meta-analysis of wine and beer consumption in 
relation to vascular risk. Circulation 105, 2836–2844 (2002).

	20.	 Di Castelnuovo, A. et al. Alcohol dosing and total mortality in men and women: an updated meta-analysis of 34 prospective studies. 
Arch Intern Med 166, 2437–2445, https://doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.22.2437 (2006).

	21.	 Ma, H. et al. Shortened telomere length is associated with increased risk of cancer: a meta-analysis. PloS one 6, e20466, https://doi.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0020466 (2011).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0
https://chs-nhlbi.org/NewInvest
https://biolincc.nhlbi.nih.gov/
https://doi.org/10.1161/ATVBAHA.108.167049
https://doi.org/10.1161/ATVBAHA.108.167049
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(03)14369-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/kwj346
https://doi.org/10.1161/01.ATV.0000067426.96344.32
https://doi.org/10.1161/01.ATV.0000067426.96344.32
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacc.2007.01.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(03)12384-7
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0407162101
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0407162101
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0026983
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2009.2008
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgen.1004191
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgen.1004191
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.25999
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.25999
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.12231
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2016.0360
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.13152
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacc.2016.10.048
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacc.2016.10.048
https://doi.org/10.1001/archinte.166.22.2437
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0020466
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0020466


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

9Scientific Reports |          (2019) 9:1404  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0

	22.	 Wentzensen, I. M., Mirabello, L., Pfeiffer, R. M. & Savage, S. A. The association of telomere length and cancer: a meta-analysis. 
Cancer Epidemiol Biomarkers Prev 20, 1238–1250, https://doi.org/10.1158/1055-9965.EPI-11-0005 (2011).

	23.	 White, I. R., Altmann, D. R. & Nanchahal, K. Alcohol consumption and mortality: modelling risks for men and women at different 
ages. Bmj 325, 191 (2002).

	24.	 Gmel, G., Gutjahr, E. & Rehm, J. How stable is the risk curve between alcohol and all-cause mortality and what factors influence the 
shape? A precision-weighted hierarchical meta-analysis. Eur J Epidemiol 18, 631–642 (2003).

	25.	 Corrao, G., Bagnardi, V., Zambon, A. & La Vecchia, C. A meta-analysis of alcohol consumption and the risk of 15 diseases. Prev Med 
38, 613–619, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2003.11.027 (2004).

	26.	 Strandberg, T. E. et al. Association between alcohol consumption in healthy midlife and telomere length in older men. The Helsinki 
Businessmen Study. Eur J Epidemiol 27, 815–822, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10654-012-9728-0 (2012).

	27.	 Giovannucci, E. et al. The assessment of alcohol consumption by a simple self-administered questionnaire. American journal of 
epidemiology 133, 810–817 (1991).

	28.	 Del Boca, F. K. & Darkes, J. The validity of self-reports of alcohol consumption: state of the science and challenges for research. 
Addiction 98(Suppl 2), 1–12 (2003).

	29.	 Friedrich, U. et al. Telomere length in different tissues of elderly patients. Mech Ageing Dev 119, 89–99 (2000).
	30.	 Wilson, W. R. et al. Blood leucocyte telomere DNA content predicts vascular telomere DNA content in humans with and without 

vascular disease. European heart journal 29, 2689–2694, https://doi.org/10.1093/eurheartj/ehn386 (2008).
	31.	 Roberts, J. D. et al. Telomere length and the risk of atrial fibrillation: insights into the role of biological versus chronological aging. 

Circulation. Arrhythmia and electrophysiology 7, 1026–1032, https://doi.org/10.1161/CIRCEP.114.001781 (2014).
	32.	 Katz, P. S. et al. Chronic alcohol increases CD8+ T-cell immunosenescence in simian immunodeficiency virus-infected rhesus 

macaques. Alcohol 49, 759–765, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcohol.2015.09.003 (2015).
	33.	 Whooley, M. A. et al. Depressive symptoms, health behaviors, and risk of cardiovascular events in patients with coronary heart 

disease. Jama 300, 2379–2388, https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2008.711 (2008).
	34.	 Singh, K. J. et al. Alcohol consumption and 5-year change in left atrial volume among patients with coronary heart disease: results 

from the Heart and Soul study. Journal of cardiac failure 19, 183–189, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cardfail.2012.12.005 (2013).
	35.	 Bush, K., Kivlahan, D. R., McDonell, M. B., Fihn, S. D. & Bradley, K. A. The AUDIT alcohol consumption questions (AUDIT-C): an 

effective brief screening test for problem drinking. Ambulatory Care Quality Improvement Project (ACQUIP). Alcohol Use 
Disorders Identification Test. Archives of internal medicine 158, 1789–1795 (1998).

	36.	 Cawthon, R. M. Telomere measurement by quantitative PCR. Nucleic Acids Res 30, e47 (2002).
	37.	 Gil, M. E. & Coetzer, T. L. Real-time quantitative PCR of telomere length. Mol Biotechnol 27, 169–172, https://doi.org/10.1385/

MB:27:2:169 (2004).
	38.	 Lin, J. et al. Analyses and comparisons of telomerase activity and telomere length in human T and B cells: insights for epidemiology 

of telomere maintenance. J Immunol Methods 352, 71–80, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jim.2009.09.012 (2010).
	39.	 Farzaneh-Far, R. et al. Telomere length trajectory and its determinants in persons with coronary artery disease: longitudinal findings 

from the heart and soul study. PloS One 5, e8612, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0008612 (2010).
	40.	 Bansal, N. et al. Association between kidney function and telomere length: the heart and soul study. Am J Nephrol 36, 405–411, 

https://doi.org/10.1159/000343495 (2012).
	41.	 Fried, L. P. et al. The Cardiovascular Health Study: design and rationale. Annals of epidemiology 1, 263–276 (1991).
	42.	 Ives, D. G. et al. Surveillance and ascertainment of cardiovascular events. The Cardiovascular Health Study. Annals of epidemiology 

5, 278–285 (1995).
	43.	 Psaty, B. M. et al. Methods of assessing prevalent cardiovascular disease in the Cardiovascular Health Study. Annals of epidemiology 

5, 270–277 (1995).
	44.	 Mukamal, K. J., Cushman, M., Mittleman, M. A., Tracy, R. P. & Siscovick, D. S. Alcohol consumption and inflammatory markers in 

older adults: the Cardiovascular Health Study. Atherosclerosis 173, 79–87, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2003.10.011 
(2004).

	45.	 Kimura, M. et al. Measurement of telomere length by the Southern blot analysis of terminal restriction fragment lengths. Nature 
protocols 5, 1596–1607, https://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2010.124 (2010).

	46.	 Fitzpatrick, A. L. et al. Leukocyte telomere length and mortality in the Cardiovascular Health Study. J Gerontol A Biol Sci Med Sci 66, 
421–429, https://doi.org/10.1093/gerona/glq224 (2011).

	47.	 Aulinas, A. et al. Dyslipidemia and chronic inflammation markers are correlated with telomere length shortening in Cushing’s 
syndrome. PloS One 10, e0120185, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0120185 (2015).

	48.	 Wong, J. Y., De Vivo, I., Lin, X., Fang, S. C. & Christiani, D. C. The relationship between inflammatory biomarkers and telomere 
length in an occupational prospective cohort study. PloS One 9, e87348, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0087348 (2014).

	49.	 Pedroso, D. C. et al. Inflammatory biomarkers and telomere length in women with polycystic ovary syndrome. Fertility and sterility 
103, 542–547 e542, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fertnstert.2014.10.035 (2015).

Acknowledgements
We would like to acknowledge the participants, staff, and researchers of the Heart and Soul Study and the 
Cardiovascular Health Study for their contributions. This research was made possible in part by the Clinical and 
Translational Research Fellowship Program (CTRFP), a program of UCSF’s Clinical and Translational Science 
Institute (CTSI) that is sponsored in part by the National Center for Advancing Translational Sciences, National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), through UCSF-CTSI Grant Number TL1 TR000144 and the Doris Duke Charitable 
Foundation (DDCF). This research was supported by contracts HHSN268201200036C, HHSN268200800007C, 
N01HC55222, N01HC85079, N01HC85080, N01HC85081, N01HC85082, N01HC85083, N01HC85086, and 
grants U01HL080295 and U01HL130114 from the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute (NHLBI), with 
additional contribution from the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke (NINDS). Additional 
support was provided by R01AG023629 from the National Institute on Aging (NIA). A full list of principal CHS 
investigators and institutions can be found at CHS-NHLBI.org. The content is solely the responsibility of the 
authors and does not necessarily represent the official views of the NIH, UCSF or the DDCF. The funders had no 
role in study design, data collection and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Author Contributions
S.D., G.M.M. contributed to the overall concept and design of the study. S.D., E.V., G.M.M. carried out data 
extraction and statistical analysis. S.D., M.W., A.F., G.M.M. acquired funding. S.D., G.M.M. wrote the first draft of 
the manuscript. All authors contributed to the interpretation of results and drafting of the manuscript. All authors 
read and approved the final manuscript.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0
https://doi.org/10.1158/1055-9965.EPI-11-0005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2003.11.027
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10654-012-9728-0
https://doi.org/10.1093/eurheartj/ehn386
https://doi.org/10.1161/CIRCEP.114.001781
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcohol.2015.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2008.711
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cardfail.2012.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1385/MB:27:2:169
https://doi.org/10.1385/MB:27:2:169
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jim.2009.09.012
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0008612
https://doi.org/10.1159/000343495
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.atherosclerosis.2003.10.011
https://doi.org/10.1038/nprot.2010.124
https://doi.org/10.1093/gerona/glq224
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0120185
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0087348
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.fertnstert.2014.10.035


www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0Scientific Reports |          (2019) 9:1404  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0.
Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing interests.
Publisher’s note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2019

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-38904-0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Alcohol consumption and leukocyte telomere length

	Results

	Linear relationships between alcohol consumption and leukocyte telomere length. 
	Relationships between categories of alcohol consumption and leukocyte telomere length. 
	Analyses of binge drinking and “ideal” drinking. 
	Alcohol type and telomere length. 

	Discussion

	Methods

	The Heart and Soul Study. 
	Study design. 
	Study cohort. 
	Assessment of alcohol consumption. 
	Covariate ascertainment. 
	Measurement of telomere length. 

	The Cardiovascular Health Study. 
	Study design. 
	Study cohort. 
	Assessment of alcohol consumption. 
	Covariate ascertainment. 
	Measurement of telomere length. 
	Categorization of alcohol consumption (both cohorts). 
	Statistical methods. 


	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Scatter plots of weekly alcohol consumption and telomere length.
	Figure 2 Associations of binge drinking (black square) and ideal drinking (white square) with baseline telomere length.
	Figure 3 Associations of binge drinking (black square) and ideal drinking (white square) with change in telomere length in Heart and Soul.
	Table 1 Characteristics of Heart and Soul and Cardiovascular Health Study Participants by Alcohol Consumption.
	Table 2 Association of Alcohol Consumption with Baseline Telomere Length.
	Table 3 Association of Alcohol Consumption with Change in Leukocyte Telomere Length Over 5 Years.




