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Abstract
Background—A number of studies have examined the amplitude of the mismatch negativity
(MMN) evoked potential as a measure of a brain inhibitory deficit in alcoholics or those at risk for
alcoholism. The current study examined MMN in alcoholics abstinent an average of 6.7 years (with
a minimum of six months abstinence) compared to controls. This study examined the association of
MMN with alcoholism family history density, with indices of the presence and severity of
externalizing disorders (a risk-factor for alcoholism), and with alcohol use variables.

Methods—Electroencephalograms were gathered on 76 subjects (38 controls, 38 abstinent
alcoholics) during a non-attending mismatch negativity experiment. Measures of alcoholism family
history density, disinhibited personality traits, and antisocial symptoms served as measures of risk-
factors known to be associated with a genetic liability to alcoholism. Alcohol use variables were used
as measures of alcoholism severity.

Results—There were no differences in MMN amplitude or latency between controls and abstinent
alcoholics. There also were no significant associations between MMN measures and the measures
of risk for alcoholism or with the severity of alcohol use or duration of abstinence.

Conclusions—The results suggest that MMN is not affected in chronic alcoholics or associated
with alcoholism vulnerability, and thus does not reflect a trait marker of alcoholism or alcoholism
risk. The current results do not address effects on MMN of acute alcohol ingestion or withdrawal
from alcohol.
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Introduction
There is accumulating evidence that the brains of alcoholics process stimuli differently than
those of non-alcoholics. Research suggests the presence of information processing
abnormalities in alcoholics on tasks that assess target detection (Polich et al., 1994), orienting
(Fein et al., 1995), several aspects of inhibitory function (Ahveninen et al., 2000), behavioral
disinhibition (LeMarquand et al., 1999), and response to reward and punishment (Bechara et
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al., 2001; Lejoyeux et al., 1998; Lejoyeux et al., 1999). These characteristics may be the result
of chronic heavy alcohol use, or they may reflect biological vulnerabilities that predate alcohol
consumption and increase risk for alcohol abuse (Begleiter et al., 1984). Research indicates
that a positive family history of alcoholism, the presence of a conduct/antisocial personality
disorder, and the presence of disinhibited personality traits, are all associated with a
predisposition to alcoholism (Chassin et al., 1999a; Chassin et al., 1999b; Finn et al., 2002;
Finn et al., 2000). In addition, all of these factors are also associated with patterns of information
processing abnormalities similar to those seen in alcoholism (Finn et al., 2002; Iacono et al.,
1999; Justus et al., 2001; Mazas et al., 2000). In fact, alcoholism is thought to belong to the
class of disinhibitory disorders along with conduct disorder and antisocial personality disorder
(Gorenstein and Newman, 1980). Recent evidence supporting this theory suggests that some
forms of alcoholism share a common vulnerability with disinihbitory disorders, such as conduct
disorder and antisocial personality disorder (Finn et al., 2002; Iacono et al., 1999).

There has been some excitement about the use of the mismatch negativity (MMN) event-related
brain potential as a measure of the brain inhibitory deficit associated with alcoholism or the
vulnerability to alcoholism (Kathmann et al., 1995; Zhang et al., 2001). Decreased inhibition
is thought to be reflected by larger MMN amplitudes (Zhang et al., 2001). Larger MMN
amplitudes have been reported in studies of recently detoxified alcoholics (Kathmann et al.,
1995) and in alcohol high-risk samples (Zhang et al., 2001). If increased MMN amplitude is
associated with the vulnerability to alcoholism, it should be present in abstinent alcoholics and
it should covary with factors known to predispose to alcoholism, such as a positive family
history of alcoholism, conduct disorder and antisocial personality symptoms, or disinhibited
personality traits (Finn et al., 2002). MMN amplitude increases would be associated with the
inverse of the abstinence duration in abstinent alcoholics to the degree that MMN amplitude
increases result from acute alcohol consumption. If it is associated with a vulnerability to
disinhibitory disorders, then MMN amplitude should covary with the severity of antisocial
symptoms or disinhibited traits within both alcoholic and non-alcoholic samples.

Ethanol challenge studies in non-alcoholics have established that alcohol acutely attenuates
and delays MMN (Hirvonen et al., 2000; Jaaskelainen et al., 1995a; Jaaskelainen et al.,
1995b; Jaaskelainen et al., 1996). We are not aware of any studies on the acute effects of alcohol
on MMN in alcoholics or in high risk samples. While there are no doubts that acute alcohol
ingestion delays MMN latency and reduces MMN amplitude, the long-term effects of chronic
alcohol exposure are not as clear. One group of findings has found that abstinent alcoholics
display increased MMN amplitude in comparison to control subjects (Ahveninen et al.,
2000; Kathmann et al., 1995); however, these studies examined subjects with relatively short-
term (less than 2 mos) abstinence. This abstinence duration may have not been enough to get
past the subtle post-withdrawal CNS hyperexcitablity associated with early cessation of
alcohol, which have been shown to be detectable at 3–8 weeks after alcohol detoxification
(Ahveninen et al., 2000)(Alling et al., 1982). Moreover, (Pekkonen et al., 1998) observed that
as abstinence duration increased, MMN became smaller. This set of findings suggests that the
MMN may be a state marker rather than a trait marker. Grau (Grau et al., 2001) studied alcoholic
participants that had at least 28 days abstinence, with a mean abstinence duration of 70 days
(SD = 42) and found there to be no difference in MMN amplitude or latency in comparison to
controls.

Studies examining MMN in relation to the genetic predisposition to alcoholism also have
reported contradictory results. Zhang et al. (Zhang et al., 2001) found that high-risk (HR)
subjects (age 17–26, n=16) had larger MMNs than low risk (LR) controls (age 19–30, n=22).
In contrast, Van der Stelt et al. found no difference in MMN between HR (age 9–18, n=20)
and LR (age 9–18, n=20) groups (van der Stelt et al., 1997). Similarly, Holguin and colleagues
(Holguin et al., 1998) found no MMN group differences between 19 HR children and 23 LR
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children between the ages of 8 and 15. These various results suggest that MMN abnormalities
in high risk subjects are only evident in mature (i.e., adult) brains.

The current study assesses the effects of prior chronic alcohol abuse, abstinence duration, and
alcoholism vulnerability on MMN amplitude. MMN amplitude was assessed in adult long-
term abstinent alcoholics and non-alcoholic controls. The covariance with MMN amplitude
was examined for the density of familial alcoholism, the extent of disinhibitory (antisocial)
symptoms and traits, and indices of the magnitude and duration of alcohol abuse.

Methods
Participants

A total of 76 participants were recruited from the San Francisco Bay Area via café postings,
mailings, newspaper ads, AA meeting postings, and an internet site. Two groups of participants
were recruited: controls (C) and abstinent alcoholics (ABS). Table 1 presents the demographic,
family history, alcohol use and externalizing disorder measures for the two subject groups. The
abstinent alcoholic sample was on average 4.5 years older than the controls (t65.9 = 2.46, p < .
05). Inclusion criteria for the control group was a lifetime drinking average of less than 30
alcohol-containing drinks per month, having never exceeded 60 drinks per month. The C group
(n = 38) consisted of 19 females and 19 males between the ages of 24 and 55 (mean = 41.5,
SD = 9.1). The inclusion criteria for the abstinent alcoholic group was that they have met
lifetime DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 1994) criteria for alcohol dependence,
that their lifetime drinking average be at least 100 alcohol-containing drinks per month, and
that they have been abstinent for a minimum of 6 months. Diagnoses of alcohol dependence
were ascertained using a computerized version of the Diagnostic Interview Schedule (DIS:
Robins et al., 1998) using DSM-IV criteria. The ABS group (n = 38) contained 19 females and
19 males varying between the ages of 35 and 55 (mean = 45.9, SD = 6.3). Exclusion criteria
for all groups were: I) history or presence of an Axis I diagnosis on the DIS; ii) history of drug
dependence other than nicotine; iii) significant history of head trauma or cranial surgery; iv)
history of diabetes, stroke, or hypertension which required medical intervention, or of other
significant neurological disease; v) clinical or laboratory evidence of active hepatic disease;
vi) clinical evidence of Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome; or vii) current substance abuse other
than alcohol (aside from caffeine and nicotine).

Procedures
All participants were informed of the study’s procedures and signed a consent form prior to
their participation. There were a total of four sessions that lasted between an hour to two-and-
a-half hours, involving clinical, neuropsychological, electrophysiological and neuroimaging
assessments. The clinical assessment included a review of the subject’s medical history and
was followed with a blood draw for liver function assessment. The electroencephalogram study
took place on the third visit. For the purposes of this paper, we are only examining the data
from the Mismatch Negativity experiment, along with measures of family history of alcoholism
and disinhibitory symptoms and traits, and the magnitude and duration of alcohol abuse. All
subjects were to abstain from drinking for 24 hours prior to their lab visits, and a breathalyzer
was administered to all subjects preceding each session. Only one participant (a purported
abstinent alcoholic) had a positive breathalyzer test at any session; that participant was
excluded from the study. All subjects who completed the testing were paid for both their time
and travel expenses. Subjects who completed all four aspects of the overall study received a
completion bonus.
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Measures
Alcohol Use Variables—Alcohol use variables were defined based on responses to the
lifetime drinking history questionnaire that was designed to capture relevant features of
consumption behavior. A standard drink was defined as 12 oz. beer, 1.5 oz. liquor, or 5 oz.
wine. Alcohol lifetime duration was defined as the total number of months in which a subject
was non-abstinent. Lifetime average dose was defined as the average number of standard drinks
per month excluding periods of abstinence. The maximum consumption levels were captured
by peak use variables. Peak dose was defined as the maximum monthly consumption of alcohol
in standard drinks, and the peak duration refers to the total number of months (possibly
discontinuous) that a subject engaged in this peak use. Subjects reported their abstinence period
as of the date of last alcohol consumption. Separate lifetime use histories (using the lifetime
drinking history questionnaire methodology) were gathered for all drugs used more than
experimentally to determine whether subjects met inclusion/exclusion criteria.

Familial alcoholism-risk—The density of the participants’s family history of alcoholism
was assessed with the Family Drinking History Questionnaire based on the Family Tree
Questionnaire (Mann et al., 1985). The Family Drinking History Questionnaire was scored
according to the methods presented by Stoltenburg (Stoltenberg et al., 1998) for Family History
Density (FAD). Biological parents that were identified by the participant as problem drinkers
were given a score of 0.50. Grandparents that were problem drinkers were given a score of
0.25; all other relatives were not included in the final score. Participants who were adopted
and had no information about their birth parents (n=2) were counted as missing data. The
highest FHD score possible is 2, and the lowest is 0. Participants who scored 0.50 and above
were placed in the FH positive group, and those who scored below 0.50 were included in the
FH negative group.

Disinhibitory symptoms and traits—Antisocial symptoms were measured by a total
count of the symptoms for conduct disorder and antisocial personality derived from responses
to questions on a computerized psychiatric Diagnostic Interview Schedule (DIS). Disinhibited
personality traits were assessed with the Psychopathic Deviate (Pd) Scale of the MMPI-2
(Hathaway, 1989) and the Socialization Scale (So) of the California Psychological Inventory
(Gough, 1969). These measures have been consistently associated with alcoholism-risk and
behavioral disinhibition (Finn et al., 2002; Finn et al., 2000).

EEG/MMN measures—Upon arrival to the lab, the participant was seated in a small well-
lit room containing a computer screen, a response box, an amplifier, and relevant lab supplies.
The technician then put on a 40 channel electrode cap (QuickCap, Neuroscan, Inc.), and
connected it to a 40-channel single-ended amplifier system (NuAmp, Neuroscan, Inc.). All
electrodes were positioned using the 10-10 system, with AFZ, FZ, FCZ, CZ, CPZ, POZ, and
OZ being on the midline. Ground was positioned at 4 cm above the naison and the right ear
electrode (A2) was used as the reference for all recordings. Electrodes were placed above and
below the participants left eye to monitor blinks and eye movements. The NuAmps amplifier
had a fixed input range of ± 130 mV sampled with a 22 bit A/D converters where the least
significant bit was .062 μV. Recordings did not begin until all impedances were less than 10
kOhms. Eleven EEG/ERP experiments were performed with mismatch negativity (MMN)
being the eighth (approximately 45 minutes from the onset of the experiments).

Mismatch negativity—All stimuli were presented and responses were monitored using the
E-Prime (Psychology Software Tools, Inc.) system on a Pentium 4 computer. EEG data were
acquired using Scan 4.2 software (Neuroscan, Inc.) on a second computer. These two computer
systems were connected in such a way that for each stimulus or response presented by the E-
Prime computer, the E-Prime computer sent an appropriate signal (between 4–5 ms after the
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stimulus or response event) to the Scan computer, indicating the type of stimuli so that that
information could be integrated into the continuous data recordings of the Scan system. The
timing of the E-Prime computer/Scan computer interface was verified using an oscilliscope
and 4 ms was subtracted from all Scan timings so that events were accurate to within 1 ms.

The Mismatch experiment involved the presentation of 400 stimuli: 350 standard tones, and
50 mismatch tones, with the mismatch tone presented pseudo-randomly on one-eighth of the
trials. The stimuli had a duration of 100 ms, with a 600 ms delay between stimuli, and a stimulus
intensity level of 60 dB. Subjects were randomized as to whether the mismatch tone was the
low (500 Hz) or the high (2000 Hz) frequency tone. Prior to starting the experiment, the
participant was asked to choose something to read from a collection of books and magazines
provided. As the subject became focused on reading, the MMN stimuli were started. All data
reduction (filtering and artifact rejection) was performed offline.

Data Analysis
As noted above, EEG data were amplified using the Nuamps (Neurosoft, Inc.) single-ended
amplifier (with reference to A2) and Scan 4.2 Acquisition software (Neurosoft, Inc.). Raw data
were processed offline using the Edit program in Scan 4.2 (Neurosoft, Inc.). Original
continuous data were first processed to compute a vertical eye movement channel by computing
the difference between the recordings above vs. below the left eye. The files were then epoched
from 100 ms before to 496 ms after the stimulus events. Epochs with eye movement excursions
exceeding +75 μV were excluded. Resulting data were then bandpass filtered from 0.5 to 15
Hz (at 48dB per octave, zero phase shift). Average mismatch and standard responses were
computed, as was the difference between mismatch and standard. The area under the curve of
the mismatch minus standard response was then integrated from 100 to 192 ms as the measure
of MMN. The latency of the MMN was computed from the peak of the MMN integral. The
MMN measurements follow the methods used by Zhang et al. (Zhang et al., 2001). The analysis
presented below was restricted to FZ and CZ recordings. The data were analyzed using the
Statistical Analysis System (SAS Institute, 1990). The amplitude and latency data were
analyzed by Analysis of Covariance, which was carried out using the General Linear Models
procedure implemented in SAS, with age, group, and gender effects and interactions included.
The data were analyzed both without baseline correction and after correcting for the baseline
recorded from the 100 ms pre-stimulus. The association of the MMN measures with alcoholism
risk factors and alcohol use variables were analyzed using Spearman correlations within and
across groups. Due to group difference in age, age was controlled for as a covariate.

Results
Abstinent alcoholics (ABS) significantly differed from controls (C) in alcoholism family
drinking density and the presence and severity of externalizing disorder signs and symptoms.
Group membership accounted for 6.5% of the alcoholism family history density variance
(F1,75 = 5.00, p < .03). Group membership accounted for 19.6% of the variance on the MMPI
Pd scale (F1,75 = 17.79, p < .0001), 24.0% of the variance of the number of antisocial personality
and conduct disorder symptoms (F1,75 = 25.79, p ≪ .0001), and 45.4% of the variance of the
CPI Socialization Scale score (F1,75 = 66.88, p ≪ .0001).

ANCOVA revealed no MMN integral main effects or interactions at either FZ or CZ, whether
baseline corrected or not (each effect accounted for less than 1.1% of MMN integral variance,
p’s > .38). Similarly, there were no significant MMN latency effects (each effect accounted
for less than 0.3% of MMN latency variance, p’s > .67). There were no age or age by group
interaction effects on MMN integrals or MMN latency. Figure 1 presents the group average
mismatch and standard responses along with the MMN integrals for the data after baseline
correction.
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The association of MMN with Family History Density scores was analyzed using Spearman
Rank order correlations across all subjects and within each group. None of the correlations
were significant (all |r|’s < 0.14, p’s > .24). Figure 2 presents the raw data showing no difference
between groups in MMN amplitude and illustrates the lack of association between FH status
and MMN amplitude. Data that had not been baseline corrected produced similar results. The
two controls and seven abstinent alcoholic subjects with less than 40 trials in their mismatch
average are indicated by hollow symbols. Note that 88% of subjects had at least 40 trials in the
mismatch response average (the remaining ones had at least 26 trials).

Spearman Rank order correlations were used to analyze the association between MMN and
the scores from the MMPI Pd, the CPI Socialization Scale, and the number of antisocial
personality and conduct disorder symptoms from the DIS. There were no significant
associations between MMN and any of the externalizing symptom measures, either across
groups (all |r|’s < .13, p’s > .24), or within the abstinent alcoholic group (all |r|’s < .18, p’s > .
27). Within the controls, there was a trend toward a negative association between the MMN
integral and the CPI Socialization Scale score (r = −.29 at Fz, and r = −.31 at Cz, both p’s < .
08). Spearman p-values for family history density and for externalizing disorder measures were
not Bonferroni corrected (n=4).

Spearman Rank order correlations were also used to analyze the association between MMN
and alcohol use variables within the abstinent alcoholic sample. No significant correlations
were found (all |r|’s < .27, p’s > .10).

In order to assess the probability that our data are true null findings, we performed a power
analysis vs. Zhang’s study. Using the methods of Cohen (Cohen, 1988), we estimated the size
of Zhang’s reported effect as d=0.6 (from Figure 3 of (Zhang et al., 2001)). The currtne study
had power of 0.79 to detect a difference of this size between the abstinent alcoholics and
controls, both at alpha = .05. It is likely that the current study would have detected an effect
size similar to ones previously reported had such effects been evident in the sample populations.

Discussion
The results indicate that chronic alcoholism has no effect on MMN amplitude or latency. The
data do not address the issues of acute effects of alcohol or post-alcohol withdrawal
hyperexcitability on MMN. Although our abstinent alcoholic group was older than the controls,
we do not believe this could have accounted for our lack of MMN findings as neither intra-
group or inter-group age correlations with MMN were observed.

We found no association between MMN amplitude or latency and family history of alcoholism
(presence or density) or measures of externalizing disorder signs and symptoms. We also
examined the association of MMN with the presence and severity of externalizing disorder
signs and symptoms and did not find any associations. However, we found much larger
alcoholism associated differences between groups in the externalizing disorder variables than
in alcoholism family history, supporting the hypothesis that externalizing disorder signs and
symptoms are highly associated with alcoholism. There is a controversy in the P300 high-risk
literature as to whether the presence of externalizing disorders is an important mediating factor
underlying observed P300 reductions in alcoholic samples. Thus, our failure to find an
association between MMN measures and measures of externalizing disorders is an important
addition to the literature.

The study of MMN in high-risk subjects by Zhang and colleagues (Zhang et al., 2001)
suggested that increased MMN is a trait marker associated with the vulnerability to alcoholism.
The existing literature with positive MMN results of Zhang and colleagues (in subjects 17–26
years), and the negative MMN results of Van der Stelt et al. (in subjects 9–18 years) and
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Holguin and colleagues (in subjects 8–15 years) left open the hypothesis that MMN
abnormalities in high risk subjects are only evident in mature (i.e., adult) brains. Our results
clearly argue against that hypothesis. The power analysis shows that this study was adequately
equipped to detect such a finding if it existed. Thus, we can conclude that increased MMN is
not a trait marker associated with vulnerability to alcoholism as manifest in adult samples of
abstinent alcoholics. We do not have a hypothesis as to why our results differ from Zhang’s,
other than possible differences in exclusionary criteria; however, we do believe it is an
important enough issue for further research to be conducted.
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Figure 1.
Group average ERP responses to the standard (dashed lines) and mismatch stimuli (solid lines).
Data have been baseline corrected for activity from the 100 ms pre-stimulus interval. The group
average MMN integrals from 100 – 190 ms are displayed as the filled in areas between the
standard and mismatch curves.
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Figure 2.
A scatter plot of the MMN integrals for the baseline corrected data is presented. Within each
group, family history positive subjects are represented by triangles and family history negative
subjects are represented by circles. Subjects whose MMN integral was computed from less
than 40 artifact-free trials are indicated by hollow symbols.
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Table 1
Characteristics of Participant Groups

Variable Abstinent Alcoholics Controls
N 38 38
Age (years) 45.9 ± 6.3* 41.5 ± 9.1
Gender 19 f, 19 m 19 f, 19 m
FHD Score .60 ± .42* .40 ± .39
High Risk N 26 (68%) 20 (53%)
CPI Socialization Scale 27.7 ± 5.4** 36.6 ± 3.7
MMPI Pd Scale 24.1 ± 7.6** 18.4 ± 3.8
ASP and CD Symptoms (#) 13.7 ± 7.9** 5.9 ± 5.0
Duration of Active Drinking (mos) 241.1 ± 84.1 223.4 ± 140.4
Average Lifetime
Drinking Dose (std. drinks/mos)

153.9 ± 118.7** 5.9 ± 7.6

Duration of Peak Drinking (mos) 67.2 ± 64.3 109.9 ± 142.9
Peak Drinking Dose (std. drinks/mos) 319.2 ± 256.8** 12.5 ± 13.9
Duration of Abstinence (yrs) 6.7 ± 6.2 N/A
Values are mean ± SD.
Group differences:

*
indicates p<0.05.

**
indicates p<0.001.
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