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Abstract

Background: Obesity is a multifactorial abnormality which has an underlying genetic control but requires
environmental influences to trigger. Numerous epidemiological studies have examined the roles of physical
inactivity and dietary factors in obesity development. Interactions between obesity-related genes and these
lifestyles have also been confirmed. However, less attention has been paid to these complex relationship between
cigarette smoking, alcohol drinking and obesity. The purpose of this study was to assess whether cigarette smoking
and alcohol drinking were associated with body mass index (BMI), and whether these lifestyle factors modified the
genetic variance of BMI.

Methods: Subjects were twins recruited through the Chinese National Twin Registry, aged 18 to 79 years, and the
sample comprised 6121 complete male twin pairs. Information on height, weight, cigarette smoking and alcohol
drinking status were assessed with self-report questionnaires. The associations of cigarette smoking and alcohol
drinking with BMI were evaluated by linear regression models. Further, structure equation models were
conducted to estimate whether cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking status modified the degree of genetic
variance of BMI.

Results: After adjustment for a variety of socio-demographic and lifestyle factors, former smokers had higher
BMI (β = 0.475; 95 % CI, 0.196 to 0.754) whereas moderate to heavy smokers had lower BMI (β = −0.115; 95 %
CI, −0.223 to −0.007) when compared with nonsmokers. BMI decreased with increased cigarette pack-years
(β = −0.008; 95 % CI, −0.013 to −0.003). These effects still existed substantially in within-MZ twin pair analyses.
By contrast, current alcohol drinking had no significant influence on BMI when additionally controlled for
shared factors in within-pair analyses. Genetic modification by alcohol drinking was statistically significant for
BMI (β = −0.137; 95 % CI, −0.215 to −0.058), with the intake of alcohol decreasing the additive genetic
component of BMI.

Conclusions: Cigarette smoking was negatively associated with BMI independent of genetic influences. The
influence of genes on BMI was moderated by alcohol drinking, such that for individuals who were regular
drinkers, genetic factors became less influential. Our findings highlight gene-alcohol interaction in finding
candidate genes of BMI and elucidating the etiological factors of obesity.
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Background
Obesity has become a major global public health issue
with great economic burden [1, 2]. Body mass index
(BMI) has been largely used as a simple and convenient
measure of obesity. Previous twin studies [3, 4] and re-
cent genome-wide association (GWA) studies [5] have
shown that BMI is highly influenced by genetic factors.
In addition, lifestyle factors also play an extremely im-
portant role in determining BMI. Recent studies have
shown that cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking can
influence BMI and consequently affect the risk of being
obesity. However, their relationships have remained in-
conclusive. Findings in some cross-sectional studies
indicated that mean BMI of smokers tended to be
lower than that of nonsmokers [6–8]. Nevertheless,
other studies reported that smokers weighed more and
had a higher risk to get obesity problem than non-
smokers [9, 10]. In terms of alcohol drinking, findings
from large cross-sectional studies as well as from co-
hort studies with long periods of follow-up were not
consistent, even findings from short-term experimen-
tal trials also did not show a clear parallel trend [11].
The complexity of the relationships among these

genetic and environmental factors are generated by
their interaction with each other rather than the re-
spective factors act independently. The recent epidemic
of obesity along with the increasing spread of un-
healthy lifestyles worldwide [12, 13] is a good illustra-
tion of the concept of gene-environment interaction.
Gene-environment interaction in obesity has been
highlighted from observational studies and randomized
intervention trials, which were mainly conducted in
western countries [14]. Edwards et al. [15] found statis-
tical significance in the interactions between variants in
the adiponectin receptor 1 gene (ADIPOR1) and smok-
ing among African Americans. In African-American
smokers, the effect of ADIPOR1 was greatly reduced
when compared with nonsmokers. With respect to al-
cohol drinking, it was reported that genetic risk influ-
enced the association between alcohol consumption
and central abdominal fat in British females [16]. How-
ever, due to the heterogeneity of the genetic background
in obesity, whether cigarette smoking and alcohol con-
sumption modify the genetic factors of obesity in Chinese
population is largely unknown.
Twin design is seen as a useful method of controlling

confounders in observational epidemiologic studies. Mono-
zygotic (MZ) twins are perfectly matched for genetic and
childhood family environmental factors while dizygotic
(DZ) twins share on average half of their genes and all
their family environment. Therefore, comparing twins
within pairs can provide powerful control for genetic
and shared environmental confounding factors, which
are typically different among unrelated individuals [17].

Using structural equation modeling methods, twin stud-
ies can further evaluate how genetic variance changes as a
function of environmental exposure [18]. For example,
most studies have demonstrated reduced genetic effects
on the variation of BMI in physically active subjects when
compared with inactive subjects [19–21]. However, few
studies have reported the genetic modification of cigarette
smoking and alcohol drinking on BMI.
Since the impact of cigarette smoking and alcohol

drinking and the interplay between these behavioral fac-
tors and genes in obesity are still not well understood
especially in Chinese population, we aimed to examine
the associations of cigarette smoking and alcohol drink-
ing with obesity, as indexed by BMI in 18 to 79 years
old male twins based on a large number of twin pairs
from the Chinese National Twin Registry (CNTR). Fur-
ther, we extended current study by examining whether
cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking modified the
genetic influences of BMI using gene-environment inter-
action models.

Methods
Study sample
The participants belong to the Chinese National Twin
Registry (CNTR), the first and largest population-
based twin registry in China described in detail else-
where [22].
During 2011 to 2012, twin members were recruited in

this study through an in-person interview by means of a
questionnaire in 9 provinces or cities, including Jiangsu,
Zhejiang, Sichuan, Heilongjiang and Qinghai province,
Tianjin, Beijing, Qingdao and Shanghai City. For the
purpose of this study, cigarette smoking and alcohol
drinking data from male twins were used because the
corresponding prevalence values were negligible in fe-
male twins. Twin pairs were eligible for the present
study if (1) male twins aged between 18 and 79 years
old, (2) weight, height, age and zygosity information
from both twins of a pair were available, (3) free of car-
diovascular heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes and
cancer. Among these eligible twin pairs, 129 twin pairs
reared apart were excluded from analyses (reared apart
was defined according to SATSA’s definition as twins
who had been reared apart for at least 1 year before the
age of 11).
At last, the study population included 6121 complete

male twin pairs (4122MZ and 1999DZ twin pairs).
The determination of zygosity was based on age, gen-
der, questions of appearance confused by strangers
and previously perceived zygosity from questionnaires.
This method has been validated using DNA genotyp-
ing from 192 pairs of same-gender twins and found to
have an AUC of 89.03 % [23].

Liao et al. BMC Public Health  (2016) 16:311 Page 2 of 9



All participants provided informed consent and Bio-
medical Ethics Committee at Peking University, Beijing,
China approved the study protocol.

Measures
Explanatory variables
Cigarette smoking was coded into four categories (non-
smoker, former smoker, current light smoker, and
current moderate to heavy smoker). Nonsmokers were
defined as those who gave negative answers to ‘Do you
smoke?’. Those who responded ‘I have quit smoking for
one month or more’ were defined as former smokers.
Current smokers were those who gave affirmative re-
sponses to ‘Do you smoke?’. The definition of current
light and moderate to heavy smokers were current
smokers who smoked one to 9 and 10 or more cigarettes
daily, respectively. A continuous measure of cigarette
smoking (cigarette pack-years) was also calculated (one
“pack-year” is 20 cigarettes smoked/day for one year
[24]) for current smokers. Alcohol drinking status was
similarly defined depending on their responses to ‘Do
you drink alcohol’. Those who gave affirmative responses
were defined as current drinkers; former drinkers and
nondrinkers were those who previously drank, but sub-
sequently quit drinking for one month or more and who
never drank before.

Outcome variable
Self-reported height and weight were used to calculate
BMI. Data on height and weight were required to be
accurate to the nearest centimeter and kilogram, re-
spectively. BMI was defined as weight in kilograms di-
vided by height in meters squared. The reliability of
self-reported height and weight was assessed in a sub-
sample of these twins who participated in a follow-up
study in 2014 July whose body weight and height were
measured by health-care professionals. Intraclass cor-
relation for measured versus self-reported weight and
height were .89 and .94, respectively, which suggested
good reliability of self-reported BMI.

Assessment of covariates
Potential covariates included age (18–79 y), region
(‘south’: Jiangsu Province, Zhejiang Province, Shanghai
City and Qingdao City, ‘north’: Heilongjiang Province,
Tianjin City and Beijing City, ‘west’: Sichuan Province
and Qinghai province), zygosity (MZ, DZ), education at-
tainment (illiterate or primary education, secondary edu-
cation and tertiary education), marital status (married,
live alone) and regular physical activity at least 20 min
in 5 days of a week (yes, no, unclear).

Statistical methods
We compared epidemiological characteristics between
MZ and DZ twins. P-values were corrected for the cor-
relation between co-twins using multinomial logistic re-
gression for categorical variables and mixed-effects
models for continuous variables. Regression models
and gene-environment interaction models were used to
examine the associations of cigarette smoking and alco-
hol drinking status with BMI.

Linear regression models
Mixed-effect linear regression models with a random
intercept for each twin pair to account for twin cluster-
ing [25] were performed to estimate associations be-
tween cigarette smoking, alcohol drinking and BMI in
the whole population treating twins as individuals. Co-
variates included age, region, zygosity, alcohol drinking,
cigarette smoking, marital status, educational attainment
and regular physical activity. Further, we applied fixed
effect models separately for MZ and DZ twins to esti-
mate the within-pair effects of cigarette smoking and
alcohol drinking on BMI treating twins as pairs. Examin-
ing twins overall gives an average relationship between
exposure and outcome across the twin population. If the
association further persists in within-pair comparisons
we can infer that something unique to each individual
twin is contributing, rather than common to both twins.
On the contrary, attenuation of the association in MZ or
DZ twin pairs indicated that it was confounded by
shared familial factors. Analyses were performed using
Stata11.2 (Stata Corp, College Station, TX). P-values
were two-sided and statistical significance was assumed
at P < 0.05.

Gene-environment interaction models
We used a univariate structural equation model to esti-
mate the genetic and environmental influences on BMI
variance. It is assumed that the variance of a total
phenotype can be decomposed into three different
sources of influence: additive genetic component (A),
common environmental component (C) and unique en-
vironmental component (E). MZ twins share 100 % of
their genes (at the sequence level), whereas on average,
DZ twins share 50 % of their segregating genes. The
correlation coefficient of A and C is 1.0 and 1.0 for
MZ, and 0.5 and 1.0 for DZ, respectively. The propor-
tion of variance explained by additive genetic factors is
also commonly termed narrow-sense heritability. We
first estimated the variance of BMI explained by A, C
and E components. Nested model for which C was
equated to zero was also fitted and Akaike Information
Criterion (AIC) was used for comparison of goodness
of fit of the models [26].
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By assessing whether the genetic variance of BMI de-
pends on certain lifestyles, we are able to offer in-depth
insights into the possible gene-lifestyle interaction on
BMI. Based on the best-fit model we conducted a gene-
environment interaction model [18] (Fig. 1) to find
whether genetic variance of BMI depended on certain
lifestyles using moderate to heavy smoking (nonsmoking
as reference) and current alcohol drinking (nondrinking
as reference) as moderation factors (denoted as M).
These factors can affect the BMI (βm) directly but can
also modify the underlying genetic factors (βa), common
environmental factors (βc) and unique environmental
factors (βe) of BMI. The effects of moderation factors on
genetic and/or environmental variance of BMI were evi-
dent when interaction parameters (βa, βc, βe) were sig-
nificantly different from zero. We used a z-score to
standardize BMI to have mean as 0 and variance as 1.
All model fitting analyses and maximum-likelihood

parameter estimates were performed in OpenMx (Ver-
sion 1.4), and all variance components were estimated
with inclusion of age and region as covariates in the
models.

Results
Descriptive characteristics of the study population
A total of 6121complete male twin pairs were included
in this study of which 67.3 % were MZ twin pairs. The
distribution of various epidemiological characteristics
are presented in Table 1. Mean BMI of this population
was 23.4 kg/m2 with a prevalence of obesity at 6.4 %.
The proportion of current smokers were 44.3 % among
which the average cigarette exposure was 15.2 pack

years. 36.8 % of this population were moderate to heavy
smokers (≥ 10 cigarettes a day). With respect to alcohol
drinking status, 32.9 % of this population drank regu-
larly. All these characteristics did not differ by zygosity
(Table 1).

Associations between cigarette smoking, alcohol drinking
and BMI
The results from linear regression analyses for the asso-
ciations of cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking with
BMI fitted in whole sample of twins as well as within
MZ and DZ twin pairs are presented in Table 2. After
adjusted for multiple factors, cigarette smoking as a con-
tinuous measure (cigarette pack-years) was negatively
associated with BMI (β = −0.008; 95 % CI, −0.013 to
−0.003), and the effect still existed substantially within
MZ and DZ twin pairs. When compared with non-
smokers, former smokers had significantly higher BMI
(β = 0.475; 95 % CI, 0.196 to 0.754) whereas moderate to
heavy smokers had significantly lower BMI (β = −0.115;
95 % CI, −0.223 to −0.007). There was no attenuation of
these associations and both coefficients were significant
at .05 level in within-pair analyses of MZ twins.
A positive relationship was observed between current

alcohol drinking and BMI (β = 0.317; 95 % CI, 0.203 to
0.430) in the whole sample of twins. However, the effect
was not significant in the within-pair analyses of MZ
and DZ twin pairs indicating that the alcohol drinking-
BMI association was due to shared familial factors. On
the contrary, no significant difference in BMI was found
when compared former alcohol drinkers with non-
drinkers in the whole twin sample analysis. However,

Fig. 1 Gene-environment interaction model. M: environment moderator; BMI1 and BMI2: BMI in twin 1 and 2 within a twin pair, respectively; A1
and A2: additive genetic effects for twins 1 and 2 within a twin pair, respectively; C1 and C2: common environmental effects for twins 1 and 2
within a twin pair, respectively; E1 and E2: unique environmental effects for twins 1 and 2 within a twin pair, respectively; βm: mean moderator
effect; βa: additive genetic moderator effect; βc: common environment moderator effect; βe: unique environment moderator effect
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this difference became significant in within-MZ pair
analysis.

Moderating effects
We examined the modification effects of moderate to
heavy cigarette smoking and current alcohol drinking on
genetic and/or environmental variance of BMI using
gene-environment interaction models. First, we con-
ducted univariate structural equation model to estimate
the genetic and environmental influences on BMI vari-
ance. Table 3 shows that the additive genetic/common

environment/unique environment (ACE) model offered
the best fit for BMI: dropping C from the model de-
creased the fit statistically significantly. Thus ACE model
was used in the subsequent modeling. After adjusting
for age and region, the estimate of heritability for BMI
was 58 %.
Table 4 shows the moderating effects of current mod-

erate to heavy cigarette smoking and current alcohol
drinking on variance components of BMI. The variance
explained by the genetic component did not significantly
differ between moderate to heavy cigarette smokers and

Table 1 Descriptive characteristics of the study population (N = 12242)a

Total twins (N = 12242) MZ twins (N = 8244) DZ twins (N = 3998)

N (%) N (%) N (%) P value*

Age, years (mean, SD) 38.8 (11.5) 38.9 (11.6) 38.7 (11.2) 0.550

BMI, kg/m2 (mean, SD) 23.4 (2.9) 23.3 (2.9) 23.5 (2.9) 0.075

Overweight 3760 (30.7) 2529 (30.7) 1231 (30.8) 0.197

Obesity 785 (6.4) 507 (6.1) 278 (7.0) 0.066

Region

South 8250 (67.4) 5622 (68.2) 2628 (65.7) -

North 3240 (26.5) 2124 (25.8) 1116 (27.9) 0.060

West 752 (6.1) 498 (6.0) 254 (6.4) 0.445

Marital status

Live alone 2839 (23.2) 1892 (23.0) 947 (23.7) -

Married 9380 (76.6) 6334 (76.8) 3046 (76.2) 0.489

Educational attainment

Primary 1681 (13.7) 1494 (18.1) 780 (19.5) -

Secondary 8266 (67.5) 5637 (68.4) 2629 (65.8) 0.082

Tertiary 2274 (18.6) 1103 (13.4) 578 (14.5) 0.967

Cigarette smoking status

Never 6561 (53.6) 4359 (53.4) 2162 (54.1) -

Former 263 (2.1) 168 (2.0) 95 (2.4) 0.454

Current 5418 (44.3) 3677 (44.6) 1741 (43.5) 0.351

Light 917 (7.5) 588 (7.1) 329 (8.2) 0.072

Moderate to heavy 4501 (36.8) 3089 (37.5) 1412 (35.3) 0.064

Cigarette pack-yearsb (mean, SD) 15.2 (12.7) 15.4 (12.9) 14.9 (12.4) 0.351

Alcohol drinking status

Never 8035 (65.6) 5408 (65.6) 2627 (65.7) -

Former 156 (1.3) 106 (1.3) 50 (1.3) 0.886

Current 4029 (32.9) 2717 (33.0) 1312 (32.8) 0.912

Regular physical activity

No 5045 (41.2) 3392 (41.1) 1653 (41.3) -

Yes 5661 (46.2) 3817 (46.3) 1844 (46.1) 0.877

Unclear 1511 (12.3) 1016 (12.3) 495 (12.4) 0.981

Abbreviations: MZ monozygotic, DZ dizygotic, BMI body mass index, SD standard deviation
*P values were corrected for the correlation between co-twins using multinomial logistic regression for categorical variables and mixed-effects models for
continuous variables
aNumbers may not sum to column totals due to missing data. Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding
bAmong current smokers only
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nonsmokers indicating no evidence of a gene-smoking
interaction on BMI.
Alcohol drinking significantly decreased genetic vari-

ance (βa = −0.137; 95 % CI, −0.215 to −0.058) and in-
creased common environmental variance (βc = 0.187;
95 % CI, 0.077 to 0.302) of BMI suggesting that the her-
itability of BMI decreased in alcohol drinkers. These re-
sults indicated that in alcohol drinkers, environmental
influences were predominant while genetic influences
were suppressed.

Discussion
This was the first study using twins to examine the
associations of cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking
with BMI in China. In the current study, after control-
ling for multiple socio-demographic and lifestyle fac-
tors, cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking were
associated with BMI. Using within-pair analyses to
exclude effects of shared factors, we found that moder-
ate to heavy cigarette smoking was associated with
decreased BMI while current alcohol drinking had no
effect on BMI. Gene-environment interaction analyses
showed no gene-smoking interaction on BMI, suggest-
ing an immediate effect of cigarette smoking on BMI.
Comparatively, we found that genetic variance of BMI
decreased whereas common environmental influences
predominated as a function of alcohol drinking.

A major finding in this study was that moderate to
heavy smokers had lower BMI while former smokers
had higher BMI than nonsmokers even when twins
were considered as pairs. This finding is consistent with
a previous twin study conducted in Vietnam-era twins
[27]. The result that cigarette smoking as a continuous
measure was also negatively associated with BMI is in
accordance with another study conducted in Chinese
population [28]. Compared with standard epidemio-
logical studies, twin design provides a unique model to
assess the quantified effects of environment factors on
health outcomes with powerful control for genetic and
shared environmental confounding factors. The inverse
relationship between cigarette smoking and BMI may
be explained by the biological function of nicotine.
Nicotine during cigarette smoking acutely increases en-
ergy expenditure and reduces appetite [29] which could
explain the lower body weight found in current
smokers. Besides, a recent genetic meta-analysis indi-
cated that the genetic variation in relation to the quan-
tity of smoking was associated with a lower BMI in
those who smoke, but not in those who have never
smoked [30] also supported our finding. Given to the
weight gain after smoking cession, our result addition-
ally suggested that health practitioners should also con-
sider routinely offering a weight management plan to
reduce weight gain when advocating the smoking cessa-
tion campaigns.

Table 2 Adjusted effects (with 95 % CI and coefficient[β]) of cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking on BMI (N = 12242)

Lifestyle factors All twins (Model 1) Within MZ twin pairs (Model 2) Within DZ twin pairs (Model 3)

β (95 % CI) P β (95 % CI) P β (95 % CI) P

Cigarette pack-yearsa −0.008 (−0.013, −0.003) 0.001 −0.007 (−0.014, −.0004) 0.038 −0.019 (−0.032, −0.005) 0.007

Cigarette smoking status (reference group: nonsmoker)a

Former smoker 0.475 (0.196, 0.754) 0.001 0.376 (0.049, 0.704) 0.024 0.612 (−0.077, 1.300) 0.082

Light smoker −0.008 (−0.178, 0.161) 0.926 0.122 (−0.092, 0.336) 0.264 −0.194 (−0.620, 0.233) 0.373

Moderate to heavy smoker −0.115 (−0.223, −0.007) 0.037 −0.163 (−0.310, −0.017) 0.029 −0.357 (−0.642, −0.071) 0.014

Alcohol drinking status (reference group: nondrinker)b

Former drinker 0.075 (−0.286, 0.435) 0.686 0.402 (0.003, 0.801) 0.048 −0.960 (−1.986, 0.067) 0.067

Current drinker 0.317 (0.203, 0.430) < 0.001 0.096 (−0.066, 0.258) 0.245 0.307 (−0.008, 0.622) 0.056

Abbreviations: MZ monozygotic, DZ dizygotic, BMI body mass index, CI confidence interval
aAdjusted for age, region, zygosity, marital status, education level, alcohol drinking status and regular physical activity in three models
bAdjusted for age, region, zygosity, marital status, education level, cigarette smoking status and regular physical activity in three models

Table 3 Genetic and environmental components of variance for BMI (N = 12242)a

Proportion of variance (95 % CI) Fit of modelb

A C E −2LL AIC p

ACE model 0.58 (0.52 0.64) 0.26 (0.20 0.31) 0.16 (0.16 0.17) 54846.73 30374.73 —

AE model 0.74 (0.73 0.75) — 0.26 (0.25 0.27) 55617.62 31143.62 < 0.001

Abbreviations: −2LL −2 log likelihood, A additive genetic component, C common environment component, E unique environment component, CI
confidence interval
aAdjusted for age and region in the model
bModel fitting comparison when shared environment component C is removed
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Current alcohol drinking was associated with in-
creased BMI in our analyses when treating twins as indi-
viduals, but the association did not remain significant in
within twin-pair analyses of both MZ and DZ twin pairs
indicating that shared familial factors may contribute to
the association. In keeping with our findings, previous
twin studies [27, 31] found daily alcohol consumption
had no significant influence on weight or obesity. Studies
have also reported that different types and quantity of
alcohol consumption might have distinctive biologic ef-
fects. For example, a meta-analysis found that light-to-
moderate wine intake protected against weight gain
whereas consumption of spirits stimulated weight gain
[11]. However, in this study, no information was col-
lected in the questionnaire regarding various alcohol
types and quantity of alcohol intake. As a result, types
and quantity of alcohol consumption could not be dis-
tinguished. It is possible that their effects cancel each
other out when combined together.
Another main result focused on whether moderate to

heavy smoking and current alcohol drinking modified
the genetic and environmental variance of BMI. We
found no gene-smoking interaction on BMI. To date,
no twin studies have examined the modification of
smoking on BMI using similar models. However, gen-
omics studies on the effects of smoking on the genetic
risk of obesity supported our finding. A recent study in-
dicated that there was no strong evidence that smoking
status modified genetic effects of previously identified
genetic risk factors for BMI in African Americans and
European Americans [32]. Similar results have also
been reported in British adults [33]. However, Edwards
et al. [15] showed that gene-environment interactions
were observed with cigarette smoking and a SNP in
ADIPOR1, a BMI-related gene, in African Americans
and indicated the effect of ADIPOR1 variation was
stronger in nonsmokers and was greatly reduced in
smokers. Therefore, more research is required to elucidate
whether there is a BMI-related gene-smoking interaction
in Chinese population.
By contrast, we found evidence that current alcohol

drinking reduced genetic variance while increased com-
mon environmental variance of BMI. Common environ-
ment represents all environmental exposures that are

not unique to an individual twin. Common examples in-
clude in utero exposures, birth history, diet, and child-
hood living conditions and location. In this study, the
majority of the individuals are married and the average
age of the population is 39 years. Although the twin
pairs have not shared a common environment for many
years, according to our result of gene-environment inter-
action, we hypothesized that in current drinkers, the
environment for obesity-related gene expression is de-
creased, allowing behaviors learned earlier in life (such
as meal timing and composition, lifestyle, and physical
activity levels) to surface and drive body weight. Using a
sample of female twins, Jerry et al. [16] found that the
association between alcohol intake and abdominal adi-
posity was limited in twins genetically susceptible to
obesity. This finding supported the idea of gene-alcohol
interaction in influencing the risk of obesity. It is, how-
ever, unclear whether the result is applicable in males.
Although the possible underlying mechanism has not
been clarified completely, there is a possibility that the
magnitude of the overall effect of obesity-related genes
reduced due to the intake of alcohol. To our knowledge,
evidence on gene-alcohol interactions in determining
obesity is scarce and only one study reported that the
minor allele of peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor-
gamma coactivator 1, alpha (PPARGC1A) rs4619879 in
combination with increasing alcohol consumption was as-
sociated with increased BMI among African Americans
[15]. This result suggested a higher obesity-related gene
expression in alcohol drinkers compared with non-
drinkers, which was in the opposite direction of our find-
ing. One of the reasons for this difference may be that this
study focused on only a few of candidate genes while
our result addressed the overall effects of genetic modi-
fication of BMI by alcohol drinking. Gene-alcohol
interaction may be particularly beneficial in discovering
potential candidate genes and contribute to find the
missing heritability for BMI [34] as our result sug-
gested heritability of BMI was lower in current alcohol
drinkers when compared with nondrinkers. It is likely
that significant associations will be masked in GWA
studies including populations with differences in their
alcohol exposure. Further studies with more careful as-
sessment of alcohol intake using genetic predisposition

Table 4 Moderating effects of cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking on variance components of BMIa

Additive genetic modification Common environment modification Unique environment modification

βa 95 % CI βc 95 % CI βe 95 % CI

Moderate to heavy cigarette smoking −0.044 (−0.126 0.040) 0.127 (0.004 0.253) 0.014 (−0.005 0.033)

Current alcohol drinking −0.137 (−0.215 -0.058) 0.187 (0.077 0.302) −0.005 (−0.023 0.014)

βa: Moderating effect on additive genetic component; βc: Moderating effect on common environment component; βe: Moderating effect on unique
environment component;
Abbreviations: CI confidence interval, BMI body mass index
aAdjusted for age and region in the model
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score derived from obesity GWA data is required to ro-
bustly confirm our finding.

Study limitations
The study has several limitations. Firstly, the data on
BMI, cigarette smoking and alcohol drinking were based
on self-reports. BMI based on self-reported height and
weight may be inaccurate. In this study, however, the
correlations between self-reported and measured weight
and height values were high at about 0.90. Although
studies reported that self-reported cigarette consump-
tion was remarkably valid, misclassification may still
remain. In addition, we had no detailed information on
energy intake and other physical activity patterns like oc-
cupational physical activity, the possibility of residual
confounding by these unmeasured covariates cannot be
excluded. At last, we were not able to analyze the direc-
tion of causation due to cross-sectional design.

Conclusions
In summary, using this population-based large male twin
sample, we demonstrated that independent of genetic in-
fluence, cigarette smoking was negatively associated with
BMI while smoking cessation was positively associated
with BMI. Gene-environment interaction was found be-
tween alcohol drinking and BMI, with a down-regulation
of genetic effects of BMI in current alcohol drinkers. Our
results highlighted gene-environment interactions in elu-
cidating the etiological factors of obesity. Further studies
are needed to identify the potential BMI-related genes
that interact with alcohol drinking. Furthermore, con-
tinued follow-up of this cohort would provide more
insight into the relation and help to test the causality
between cigarette smoking and BMI.

Abbreviations
A: additive genetic component; ACE model: additive genetic/common
environment/unique environment model; ADIPOR1: adiponectin receptor 1
gene; AIC: Akaike Information Criterion; BMI: body mass index; C: common
environment component; CNTR: Chinese National Twin Registry; DZ: dizygotic;
E: unique environment component; GWA study: genome-wide association
study; MZ: monozygotic; PPARGC1A: peroxisome proliferator-activated
receptor-gamma coactivator 1, alpha.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Authors’ contributions
CX L was mainly responsible for the design, analyses and drafting of the
manuscript. LM L was the principle investigator of this study. WJ G
contributed to the conception and design of the study, oversaw the
consenting and participated in manuscript polishing. CW H, J L and SF W
contributed to the conception and design of the study and interpreting the
findings. CQ Y participated in data management and cleaning. B Zhou
contributed to the data analysis. ZC P, LM C, ZD, FW, HW, XP W, DZ W, XJ W
and BY W contributed to the implementation of the study. All authors
contributed to the interpretation of results and intellectual content of the
manuscript, and have read and approved the final manuscript.

Acknowledgements
This study was supported by China Medical Board (01–746), National Natural
Science Foundation of China (81202264) and the Specific Research Project of
Health Public Service, Ministry of Health, China (201002007). The authors
gratefully acknowledge the cooperation of the CDC twin project staff in nine
provinces. Besides we also appreciate the help from Mr Gu Zhu, Dr Zheng
Chang and Dr Ga Liao regarding the project design, data analysis and
manuscript polishing.

Author details
1Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, School of Public Health,
Peking University, Beijing 100191, China. 2Qingdao Center for Diseases
Control and Prevention, Qingdao 266033, China. 3Zhejiang Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Hangzhou 310051, China. 4Beijing Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Beijing 100013, China. 5Shanghai Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Shanghai 200336, China. 6Jiangsu Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Nanjing 210009, China. 7Sichuan Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Chengdu 610041, China. 8Tianjin Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Tianjin 300011, China. 9Qinghai Center for
Disease Control and Prevention, Xining 810007, China. 10Harbin Medical
University, Harbin 150081, China.

Received: 5 May 2015 Accepted: 17 March 2016

References
1. Velez ED, Naj AC, Monda K, North KE, Neuhouser M, Magvanjav O, et al.

Gene-environment interactions and obesity traits among postmenopausal
African-American and Hispanic women in the Women’s Health Initiative
SHARe Study. Hum Genet. 2013;132(3):323–36.

2. Ng M, Fleming T, Robinson M, Thomson B, Graetz N, Margono C, et al.
Global, regional, and national prevalence of overweight and obesity in
children and adults during 1980–2013: a systematic analysis for the Global
Burden of Disease Study 2013. Lancet. 2014;384(9945):766–81.

3. Schousboe K, Willemsen G, Kyvik KO, Mortensen J, Boomsma DI, Cornes BK,
et al. Sex differences in heritability of BMI: a comparative study of results
from twin studies in eight countries. Twin Res. 2003;6(05):409–21.

4. Fagnani C, Silventoinen K, McGue M, Korkeila M, Christensen K, Rissanen A,
et al. Genetic influences on growth traits of BMI: a longitudinal study of
adult twins. Obesity. 2008;16(4):847–52.

5. Day FR, Loos RJ. Developments in obesity genetics in the era of genome-
wide association studies. J Nutrigenet Nutrigenomics. 2011;4(4):222–38.

6. Huot I, Paradis G, Ledoux M. Factors associated with overweight and
obesity in Quebec adults. Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord. 2004;28(6):766–74.

7. Clair C, Chiolero A, Faeh D, Cornuz J, Marques-Vidal P, Paccaud F, et al.
Dose-dependent positive association between cigarette smoking,
abdominal obesity and body fat: cross-sectional data from a population-
based survey. BMC Public Health. 2011;11:23.

8. Varga TV, Hallmans G, Hu FB, Renstrom F, Franks PW. Smoking status, snus
use, and variation at the CHRNA5-CHRNA3-CHRNB4 locus in relation to
obesity: the GLACIER study. Am J Epidemiol. 2013;178(1):31–7.

9. Chiolero A, Faeh D, Paccaud F, Cornuz J. Consequences of smoking for
body weight, body fat distribution, and insulin resistance. Am J Clin Nutr.
2008;87(4):801–9.

10. Fasting MH, Nilsen TI, Holmen TL, Vik T. Life style related to blood pressure
and body weight in adolescence: cross sectional data from the Young-
HUNT study. Norway BMC Public Health. 2008;8:111.

11. Sayon-Orea C, Martinez-Gonzalez MA, Bes-Rastrollo M. Alcohol consumption
and body weight: a systematic review. Nutr Rev. 2011;69(8):419–31.

12. Ogden CL, Yanovski SZ, Carroll MD, Flegal KM. The epidemiology of obesity.
Gastroenterology. 2007;132(6):2087–102.

13. Doak CM, Wijnhoven TM, Schokker DF, Visscher TL, Seidell JC. Age
standardization in mapping adult overweight and obesity trends in the
WHO European Region. Obes Rev. 2012;13(2):174–91.

14. Qi L, Cho YA. Gene-environment interaction and obesity. Nutr Rev. 2008;
66(12):684–94.

15. Edwards TL, Velez ED, Villegas R, Cohen SS, Buchowski MS, Fowke JH, et al.
HTR1B, ADIPOR1, PPARGC1A, and CYP19A1 and obesity in a cohort of
Caucasians and African Americans: an evaluation of gene-environment
interactions and candidate genes. Am J Epidemiol. 2012;175(1):11–21.

Liao et al. BMC Public Health  (2016) 16:311 Page 8 of 9



16. Greenfield JR, Samaras K, Jenkins AB, Kelly PJ, Spector TD, Campbell LV.
Moderate alcohol consumption, dietary fat composition, and abdominal
obesity in women: evidence for gene-environment interaction. J Clin
Endocrinol Metab. 2003;88(11):5381–6.

17. McGue M, Osler M, Christensen K. Causal inference and observational
research: the utility of twins. Perspect Psychol Sci. 2010;5(5):546–56.

18. Purcell S. Variance components models for geneenvironment interaction in
twin analysis. Twin research. 2002;5(6):554–71.

19. Mustelin L, Silventoinen K, Pietiläinen K, Rissanen A, Kaprio J. Physical
activity reduces the influence of genetic effects on BMI and waist
circumference: a study in young adult twins. Int J Obes. 2008;33(1):29–36.

20. Silventoinen K, Hasselbalch AL, Lallukka T, Bogl L, Pietilainen KH, Heitmann BL,
et al. Modification effects of physical activity and protein intake on heritability
of body size and composition. Am J Clin Nutr. 2009;90(4):1096–103.

21. Karnehed N, Tynelius P, Heitmann BL, Rasmussen F. Physical activity, diet
and gene-environment interactions in relation to body mass index and
waist circumference: the Swedish young male twins study. Public Health
Nutr. 2006;9(7):851–8.

22. Li L, Gao W, Yu C, Lv J, Cao W, Zhan S, et al. The Chinese national twin
registry: an update. Twin Res Hum Genet. 2013;16(1):86–90.

23. Wang B, Gao W, Yu C, Cao W, Lv J, Wang S, et al. Determination of zygosity
in adult Chinese twins using the 450K methylation array versus
questionnaire data. PLoS ONE. 2015;10(4):e123992.

24. Prignot J. Quantification and chemical markers of tobacco-exposure. Eur J
Respir Dis. 1987;70(1):1–7.

25. Carlin JB, Gurrin LC, Sterne JA, Morley R, Dwyer T. Regression models for
twin studies: a critical review. Int J Epidemiol. 2005;34(5):1089–99.

26. Verweij KJ, Mosing MA, Zietsch BP, Medland SE. Estimating heritability from
twin studies. Methods Mol Biol. 2012;850:151–70.

27. Eisen SA, Lyons MJ, Goldberg J, True WR. The impact of cigarette and
alcohol consumption on weight and obesity. An analysis of 1911
monozygotic male twin pairs. Arch Intern Med. 1993;153(21):2457–63.

28. Xu F, Yin X, Wang Y. The association between amount of cigarettes smoked
and overweight, central obesity among Chinese adults in Nanjing, China.
Asia Pac J Clin Nutr. 2007;16(2):240.

29. Audrain-McGovern J, Benowitz NL. Cigarette smoking, nicotine, and body
weight. Clinical Pharmacology & Therapeutics. 2011;90(1):164–8.

30. Freathy RM, Kazeem GR, Morris RW, Johnson PC, Paternoster L, Ebrahim S,
et al. Genetic variation at CHRNA5-CHRNA3-CHRNB4 interacts with smoking
status to influence body mass index. Int J Epidemiol. 2011;40(6):1617–28.

31. Myrhed M. Alcohol consumption in relation to factors associated with
ischemic heart disease. A co-twin control study. Acta Med Scand Suppl.
1974;567:1–93.

32. Fesinmeyer MD, North KE, Lim U, Buzkova P, Crawford DC, Haessler J, et al.
Effects of smoking on the genetic risk of obesity: the population architecture
using genomics and epidemiology study. BMC Med Genet. 2013;14:6.

33. Johnson W, Ong KK, Elks CE, Wareham NJ, Wong A, Muniz-Terrera G, et al.
Modification of genetic influences on adiposity between 36 and 63 years of
age by physical activity and smoking in the 1946 British Birth Cohort Study.
Nutr Diabetes. 2014;4:e136.

34. Kaprio J. Twins and the mystery of missing heritability: the contribution of
gene–environment interactions. J Intern Med. 2012;272(5):440–8.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Liao et al. BMC Public Health  (2016) 16:311 Page 9 of 9


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Study sample
	Measures
	Explanatory variables
	Outcome variable

	Assessment of covariates
	Statistical methods
	Linear regression models
	Gene-environment interaction models

	Results
	Descriptive characteristics of the study population
	Associations between cigarette smoking, alcohol drinking and BMI
	Moderating effects

	Discussion
	Study limitations

	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	References

