Why do some people develop problems with alcohol?  
A question, frequently asked by my clients, is: “Why do some people develop a problem with alcohol and others never do?”  My answer always begins with the story of Virginia Davis.

Virginia Davis was a medical scientist from Houston, Texas specializing in cancer research. Her research required the use of fresh human brain tissue, something that’s almost impossible to come by.  Determined to conduct her research, Virginia obtained approval to collect brain tissue from the bodies of homeless alcoholics who died on the streets of Houston.  As she studied their brain tissue in the lab, she uncovered something unusual; their brains contained a heroin-like substance.  What made this finding unusual was that at the time in Houston, heroin was a very expensive drug.  She knew that these individuals could barely afford a bottle of wine, much less an expensive drug like heroin.  So, she went back into the lab, and what she discovered forever changed the way we view alcoholism.

She discovered a substance, closely related to heroin, called Tetrahydroisoquinoline (THIQ) and her research showed that an alcoholic’s body metabolizes alcohol differently. She found that when a “normal” drinker consumes alcohol, her body converts alcohol into acetaldehyde which is then converted into acetic acid.  The acetic acid is eliminated from the body through the kidneys and lungs in the form of carbon dioxide and water.  But in an alcoholic’s body, something else happens.  Not all of the acetaldehyde (which is a very toxic substance) is converted into acetic acid and eliminated from the body.  Some acetaldehyde remains behind and goes to the brain where it is converted into the highly addictive, heroin-like substance, THIQ.  And, if THIQ is present in your body, and you drink alcohol in any form, your body will want more and more. Once THIQ is formed in the body, it’s there to stay; it never goes away.  This faulty metabolism of alcohol, not a moral weakness, plays a significant role in why the alcoholic continues to drink even when they may desperately want to stop.

The question of “Why do some people develop a problem with alcohol and others don’t?” is impacted by one’s biochemistry; yet another mystery remains.  When does this faulty processing of alcohol begin in the body?  When does the body begin to improperly convert acetaldehyde into THIQ?  Some people produce THIQ the first time they consume alcohol.  Others may not produce it until they’re in their 20s, 40s, or even later.  Some people never produce THIQ at all, and are able to drink without ever becoming addicted.  How do we know who will produce THIQ and who won’t?  That remains a mystery, although there is a clear genetic link.  (Note: Alcohol abuse may not result in the production of THIQ, but can cause other serious problems.)

Virginia Davis’ research explains why abstinence from all forms of alcohol is part of the recommended treatment for alcoholism.  By not putting alcohol into your system, you prevent the faulty cycle of producing THIQ from occurring.  She has shown us that the cycle of addiction can be broken.

If you, or someone you love, have a problem with alcohol, there is help available.  Alcoholism is a treatable medical disease.  Please speak with your physician, a licensed clinician, or Chesterfield Mental Health Support Services about possible treatment options.  
The source for this article was The Disease Concept of Alcoholism by David Ohlms, MD.
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