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Compelling preclinical evidence from a rodent model suggests that the genotype of a social
partner may influence addiction-related outcomes. Our purpose was to examine evidence for
social genetic effects on alcohol dependence in humans, specifically in the context of marriage.
Our sample included 645 opposite-sex spousal dyads of European ancestry from the
Collaborative Study on the Genetics of Alcoholism. The outcome was DSM-IV alcohol
dependence criteria (ADsx). Each spouse’s broad genetic predisposition to ADsx was indexed
using educational attainment polygenic scores (EduYears-PGS). Educational attainment was
selected in view of its strong, negative genetic correlation with alcohol dependence and other
substance use disorders and the sample size of the corresponding discovery GWAS. Analyses
were fit with multilevel models to account for the non-independence of observations. Spouses
modestly resembled one another in their ADsx (r = 0.11, p < 0.01) and in their EduYears-PGS (r
= 0.11, p < 0.01). Individuals with higher EduYears-PGS had fewer ADsx (8 = -0.09, p < 0.01).
After accounting for the effects of one’s own polygenic score, and the correlations between
partners’ polygenic scores, we found that marriage to a spouse with a higher EduYears-PGS was
associated with having fewer ADsx ( = -0.07, p < 0.01). In conclusion, our findings underscore
the potential importance of social genetic effects for understanding the pathways from genotype
to substance use disorder phenotype.
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