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Communications Committee Updates

✔“Interview with a Scientist” ISBRA Bulletin

interviews Dr. George Kunos.

✔ Several New JobPostings for various career

level openings.

✔“PublicationsYouMay Have Missed” and “New  

Directions”discuss about recent findings on

endocannabinoid (EC) system and its role in alcohol 

use disorder.

✔Research funding opportunities focused on alcohol 

pathology and role of endocannabinoid (EC) 

system.

✔Conference Report on the American Association for

the Study of Liver Disease (AASLD).

✔ Podcast Conversations on Alcohol 

Research by Dr Dan Blalock, hosted by Victor 

Schneider.

Publications You May Have Missed

By Andrea Vásquez Ferreiro B. S. and Robert

Leeman Ph.D.

Despite being -according to the FDA- a schedule I drug, 

cannabis is used to treat chronic pain, epilepsy, multiple 

sclerosis, and cancer, among other conditions. The 

endocannabinoid system (EC) is found in the brain, 

immune cells and other organs. In the brain, 

cannabinoid receptors are abundant in the nucleus 

accumbens, a key region for addiction. This has 

prompted researchers to pursue the the potential role 

of the EC for the treatment for substance use disorders. 

This month's column covers recent research on the 

topic of alcohol and the EC system.
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ISBRA Bulletin Vol. 3 (2021) Issue 6

Endocannabinoid Gene × Gene 

Interaction Association to Alcohol 

Use Disorder in Two Adolescent 

Cohorts

In: Frontiers in Psychiatry

By: Laurent Elkrief, Sean Spinney, Daniel 

E. Vosberg, et al.

Synopsis: This study compared 

endocannabinoid genetic markers 

(eCB) and alcohol use disorder (AUD) 

between European (n = 2,051) and 

North American (n = 772) 

adolescents. Researchers were 

interested in relationships between 

eCB and AUDIT scores at the gene 

level by looking at single nucleotide 

polymorphisms (SNPs) and their 

correlation to AUD. They looked at 

over sixty SNPs across five 

cannabinoid-related genes. Results 

showed that no specific gene sets 

significantly predicted AUDIT scores, 

although two SNPs could be 

associated with problem drinking. In 

summary, the present study offers 

preliminary evidence that the eCB

system may have a role in the 

development of AUD among 

adolescents.

Citation: Elkrief, L., Spinney, S., Vosberg, D. E., 

Banaschewski, T., Bokde, A., Quinlan, E. B., ... & 

Conrod, P. (2021). Endocannabinoid Gene x 

Gene Interaction Association to Alcohol Use 

Disorder in two Adolescent Cohorts. Frontiers in 

Psychiatry, 12, 369.
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Endocannabinoid signaling in the 

lateral habenula regulates pain and 

alcohol consumption

In: Translational Psychiatry

By: Rao Fu, Ying Tang, Wenfu Li, Zhiheng

Ren, Ding Li, Jiayi Zheng, Wanhong Zuo, 

Xuejun Chen, Qi Kang Zuo, Kelsey L. Tam, 

Yucong Zou, Thomas Bachmann, Alex 

Bekker and Jiang-Hong Ye 

Synopsis: The endocannabinoid system 

has often been associated with 

substance use disorders and pain and 

has some of its foundational 

components in the lateral habenula. 

Adult male Long-Evans rats were 

exposed to intermittent ethanol vapor 

for 14 hours a day for 8-12 weeks, 

followed by intermittent access to 20% 

ethanol in the 2-bottle free-choice 

(IA2BC) drinking paradigm to 

understand the role of the lateral 

habenula and endocannabinoid 

system. Researchers found that the 

endocannabinoid system was impaired 

in the lateral habenula of rats that 

were alcohol dependent. Additionally, 

these alcohol dependent rats evinced 

an increase in nociception and alcohol 

self-administration. These findings may 

have relevance to our understanding of 

how pain affects people with AUD.

Citation: Fu, R., Tang, Y., Li, W., Ren, Z., Li, D., 

Zheng, J., ... & Ye, J. H. (2021). 

Endocannabinoid signaling in the lateral 

habenula regulates pain and alcohol 

consumption. Translational Psychiatry, 11(1), 

1-13.

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.645746/full
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41398-021-01337-3
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Associations of CB1 cannabinoid 

receptor (CNR1) gene polymorphisms 

with risk for alcohol dependence: 

Evidence from meta-analyses of genetic 

and genome-wide

association studies 

In: Medicine

By: Noel Pabalan, Phanthip Chaweeborisuit, 

Phuntila Tharabenjasin, Adis Tasanarong, 

Hamdi Jarjanazi, Thanee Eiamsitrakoon, and 

Pairath Tapanadechopone. 

Synopsis: In this meta-analysis, 

researchers wanted to understand better 

the relationship between cannabinoid 

receptor 1 (CNR1) polymorphisms and 

problem drinking. The authors found 

seven articles that met inclusion criteria, 

yielding evidence that the SNPs 

rs1535255, rs2023239, and rs806379 

were associated with risk alcohol 

dependence. This risk is also impacted by 

the environment, and an individual’s 

behavior. Moreover, the alcohol 

dependence phenotype can be associated 

with dependence on other substances like 
cannabis, nicotine, and hard drugs.

Citation: : Pabalan, N., Chaweeborisuit, P., 

Tharabenjasin, P., Tasanarong, A., Jarjanazi, H., 

Eiamsitrakoon, T., & Tapanadechopone, P. 

(2021). Associations of CB1 cannabinoid 

receptor (CNR1) gene polymorphisms with 

risk for alcohol dependence: Evidence from 

meta-analyses of genetic and genome-wide 

association studies. Medicine, 100(43).

Role of Cannabidiol in the Therapeutic 

Intervention for Substance Use Disorders

In: Frontiers in Pharmacology

By: Francisco Navarrete, María Salud García-

Gutiérrez, Ani Gasparyan, Amaya Austrich-

Olivares, and Jorge Manzanares

Synopsis: CBD may have potential in 

treating substance use disorders and 

neuropsychiatric diseases. In this review 

paper, the authors reported that due to the 

lack of pharmacological treatments to treat 

AUD, scientists should continue to explore 

CBD as a potential way to treat this 

disorder based on CBD’s capacity to 

regulate alcohol’s motivational and 

reinforcing effects. A laboratory study with 

male mice that were given different doses 

of CBD showed a significant reduction in 

ethanol consumption and preference in a 

two-bottle choice paradigm and then a 

reduction in the number of lever presses to 

administer ethanol in an operant skinner 

box when given CBD. Additionally, it 

appears that CBD helps reduce impulsive 

responding in rats with an alcohol 

dependency. The authors also reported that 

combining naltrexone and CBD helped to 

reduce motivation and ethanol intake, 

among other very interesting findings. 

Citation: Navarrete, F., García-Gutiérrez, M. S., 

Gasparyan, A., Austrich-Olivares, A., & 

Manzanares, J. (2021). Role of Cannabidiol in 

the Therapeutic Intervention for Substance 

Use Disorders. Frontiers in Pharmacology, 12.

https://journals.lww.com/md-journal/Fulltext/2021/10290/Associations_of_CB1_cannabinoid_receptor__CNR1_.3.aspx
https://journals.lww.com/md-journal/Fulltext/2021/10290/Associations_of_CB1_cannabinoid_receptor__CNR1_.3.aspx
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2021.626010/full
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New Directions

By Ricardo Pautassi Ph.D.

The current bulletin issue is focused 

on the interactions between the 

endocannabinoid (EC) system and 

alcohol use disorders (AUD). The EC 

is composed of endogenous 

cannabinoids that bind to two main 

receptors: CB1 and CB2. The former 

are widely distributed in the central 

nervous system, whereas CB2 

receptors are found in immune cells 

and in the peripheral nervous 

system. Several points of intersection 

between EC and AUD can be 

highlighted.

From an epidemiological point of 

view, it is noteworthy that the 

majority of people with an AUD 

diagnosis report using cannabis 

(Martin et al., 1996), and those who 

report simultaneous alcohol and 

cannabis use exhibit greater drug-

related negative consequences than 

those who use both drugs yet in 

separate occasions (Linden-

Carmichael et al., 2019). This finding 

highlights the importance of 

assessing polydrug use in clinical 

and pre-clinical settings, instead of 

focusing on treatments or 

assessments that tackle a single 

drug. Another promising line of 

research focuses on modulation of 

alcohol self-administration by 

agonism or antagonism of CB1 

receptors. 

Although the picture is complex, it has 

been suggested that treatment with CB1 

agonists promote drinking whereas 

antagonists tend to reduce such 

behavior, particularly when given prior to 

a reinstatement session (for review and 

references, see Pava et al., 2012).

Last but not least, a surprising finding 

was that the hepatocytes express 

functional CB1R, and that this mediates 

lipogenesis and hepatic insulin resistance. 

Thus, similar to alcohol the agonism of 

CB1R promotes fatty liver disease 

(reviewed in Kunos, 2020). It has been 

also suggested that the use of 

cannabidiol, a nonpsychoactive

cannabinoid, may protect from the 

deleterious effects of alcohol on the 

hippocampus or ameliorate withdrawal-

induced convulsions (Turna et al., 2019).

• Kunos G. Interactions Between Alcohol and the Endocannabinoid 

System (2020). Alcohol Clin Exp Res 44:790-805.Dumitrescu, 

R.G., 2018. Alcohol-Induced Epigenetic Changes in Cancer. 

Methods in molecular biology 1856, 157-172.

• Linden-Carmichael AN, Stamates AL, & Lau-Barraco C (2019). 

Simultaneous use of alcohol and marijuana: Patterns and 

individual differences. Substance Use and Misuse Subst Use 

Misuse 54(: 2156–2166.

• Martin CS, Kaczynski NA, Maisto SA, Tarter RE (1996). Polydrug 

use in adolescent drinkers with and without DSM-IV alcohol 

abuse and dependence. Alcohol Clin Exp Res 20:1099–1108

• Pava MJ, Woodward JJ (2012). A review of the interactions 

between alcohol and the endocannabinoid system: implications 

for alcohol dependence and future directions for research. 

Alcohol 46:185-204

• Turna J, Syan SK, Frey BN, Rush B, Costello MJ, Weiss M, 

MacKillop J. (2019) Cannabidiol as a Novel Candidate Alcohol 

Use Disorder Pharmacotherapy: A Systematic Review. Alcohol 

Clin Exp Res. 43:550-563. 
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1) National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 

and Alcoholism, National Institutes of 

Health, USA:

Mechanisms of Alcohol Tolerance 

(R21/R33 Clinical Trial Optional): This 

funding opportunity announcement 

(FOA) focuses on sensitivity and 

tolerance mechanisms underlying the 

development of alcohol use disorder. 

The intent of this FOA is to: (1) develop 

hypotheses about cellular, molecular or 

network mechanisms that regulate 

sensitivity and tolerance to alcohol, and 

(2) develop quantitative models to 

predict the development of tolerance 

and the progression to alcohol use 

disorder. These objectives will be 

accomplished with a Phased Innovation 

(R21/R33) mechanism, clinical trial 

optional, in which secondary data 

analysis or pilot studies can occur 

during the R21 phase, and research 

testing the hypotheses can be 

expanded in the R33 phase. The 

transition to the R33 phase will be 

determined by the National Institute on 

Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) 

program staff after evaluation of the 

achievement of specific milestones set 
for the R21 phase.

Funding Opportunities 

By Vatsalya Vatsalya M.D. and Jeffrey Warner M.S.

Alcohol and Other Drug Interactions: 

Unintentional Injuries and Overdoses: 

Epidemiology and Prevention (R03 -

Clinical Trial Optional): The purpose of 

this funding announcement (FOA) 

issued by the NIAAA of the National 

Institutes of Health (NIH) is to 

encourage research grant 

applications that explore whether and 

how alcohol and other illicit drugs or 

illicitly used prescription drugs 

interact to contribute to unintentional 

injuries and poisonings and how to 

prevent and/or reduce simultaneous 

use of alcohol or drugs singly or in 

combination.

Notice of Special Interest on 

Neurobehavioral Mechanisms of 

Social Isolation and Alcohol Use 

Disorder (AUD): The purpose of this 

Notice of Special Interest (NOSI) is to 

support integrative research studies 

focusing on understanding the 

behavioral, cognitive, and 

neurobiological mechanisms 

underlying the interactions between 

social isolation and alcohol use 
disorder.

Contributing to the advancement of alcohol research globally
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https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PAR-21-250.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-18-861.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-AA-19-031.html
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Funding Opportunities 

By Vatsalya Vatsalya M.D. 

and Jeffrey Warner M.S.

2) UK Centre for Tobacco and 

Alcohol Studies, United 

Kingdom:

Behavior and Risks (workstream 

1): Investigations focused on 

differing states of disinhibition 

and alcohol consumption and 

using various physiological and 

scanning techniques. UKCTAS is a 

network of 13 universities (12 in 

the UK, one in New Zealand) 

funded by the UK Clinical 

Research Collaboration. UKCTAS 

is developing strategies for 

behavior change in tobacco and 

alcohol use, assessing risks, 

identifying measures to reduce 

harm, monitoring the tobacco 

and alcohol industries, and 

developing effective public 

policies to improve public health 

and wellbeing.

Contributing to the advancement of alcohol research globally
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Global Jobs 

By Robert Leeman Ph.D.

Jobs posted on the LinkedIn account of 

the ISBRA Communication Committee. 

1) Postdoctoral Associate in 

Computational Biology / Bioinformatics 

/ Behavioral Genetics

Scripps Research in California

An opportunity exists for an 

accomplished researcher in 

computational genomics, statistical 

genetics, behavioral genetics, and/or 

computational biology. The Peng lab in 

the Department of Neuroscience at 

Scripps Research in La Jolla, California is 

seeking a highly motivated researcher 

with a quantitative research background. 

The Peng Lab conducts cutting-edge 

research focusing on the dissection of 

the complex genetic and epigenetic basis 

of addiction and related human 

behaviors utilizing multi-omics data. 

Knowledge in any of the following areas 

is desirable: genomics, statistical 

genetics, bioinformatics, NGS analysis, 

computational biology, computer 

science, and statistics. To apply, please 

send to Dr. Qian Peng 

(qpeng@scripps.edu) a detailed C.V., a 

short description of the applicant’s 

doctoral training (and any prior 

postdoctoral training, if applicable), a 

brief statement of current research 

interests and skills and future research 

goals, and the contact information of 

three references.

https://ukctas.net/workstreams/ws1.html
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2) Postdoctoral Associate Position

University of Florida

The University of Florida Center for 

Behavioral Economic Health Research 

(CBEHR) is accepting applications for a 

postdoctoral research associate to begin 

in 2022 (start date negotiable). The 

postdoctoral research associate will work 

closely with CBEHR Director Jalie Tucker 

and other Center faculty members. This 

is a time-limited 12-month, non-tenure 

track position with an initial 2-year 

appointment, conditional on satisfactory 

performance. Compensation competitive 

with NIH postdoctoral fellowship 

stipend levels. Qualifications: Doctoral 

degree (or earning the degree by the 

start date) in psychology, public health, 

or a related social or behavioral science 

and demonstrated interest in a research 

career and a record of research 

productivity. Interested candidates 

should submit their CV and a cover 

letter describing their research 

experience and interests to Dr. Jalie

Tucker (jaliet@ufl.edu). 

3) Postdoctoral Fellowship

University of Hong Kong, School of 

Chinese Medicine

Applications are invited for 

appointment as Post-doctoral Fellow 

in the School of Chinese 

Medicine (Ref.: 508841), to commence 

as soon as possible for one year, with 

the possibility of renewal subject to 

satisfactory performance. Applicants 

should have laboratory research 

experience in the area of neuroscience, 

neurology, psychiatry, and/or Chinese 

medicine or acupuncture. The 

appointee will work under the 

supervision of Professor Z.J. Zhang on 

research projects of developing novel 

therapies from Chinese herbal 

medicine and acupuncture for 

neurological and psychiatric disorders, 

such as pain, stroke, mood disorders, 

dementia, drug addiction, and 

schizophrenia. Review of applications 

will start from November 30, 2021 and 

continue until March 7, 2022 , or until 

the post is filled, whichever is earlier.

about:blank
mailto:jaliet@ufl.edu
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/404806/post-doctoral-fellow-/
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4) Assistant Professor (Tenure Track)

University of Victoria

We invite applications for the position of 

Assistant professor (Tenure track) with 

an anticipated start date of July 1, 2022. 

Required or preferred qualifications 

include diverse scholarly expertise in 

child, youth and family studies; expertise 

in fields of study such as early 

years/early childhood care, critical 

perspectives on child and youth mental 

health, wellness and/or addictions; clear 

evidence of effective teaching or 

potential for effective teaching and 

mentoring a diverse cohort of 

undergraduate and graduate students 

(e.g., course evaluation data, 

testimonials, courses taken, and other 

forms of documentation) and 

competence in using diverse modalities. 

Applications should include a cover 

letter outlining key career achievements, 

a sample of scholarly writing, a 

curriculum vitae, a teaching dossier, and 

contact details of three referees. Only 

candidates selected for the long list will 

be asked to arrange confidential letters 

of reference to be emailed to the 

Director. All application materials should 

be sent via email to Dr. Doris Kakuru, 

Acting Director, School of Child and 

Youth Care, University of Victoria, 

scycdir@uvic.ca. Closing Date for 
Applications: January 10, 2022

5) Assistant/Associate Professor of 

Professional Mental Health 

Counseling: Addictions

Lewis & Clark College

The Department of Counseling, 

Therapy, and School Psychology in 

the Graduate School of Education 

and Counseling at Lewis & Clark 

College invites applications for a 

tenure-track appointment at the rank 

of Assistant or Associate Professor in 

the Professional Mental Health 

Counseling: Specialization in 

Addictions program, beginning 

September 2022. Qualifications 

include a doctoral degree in 

counselor education or a doctorate 

in a related field with a history of 

employment as a full-time faculty 

member in a counselor education 

program for a minimum of one full 

academic year before July 1, 2013 

may also be considered; Oregon-

licensed LPC or license eligible; 

addiction counseling certification or 

eligibility preferred; evidence of 

excellent teaching and supervision 

experience at the graduate level; 

experience teaching from an equity-

based/social justice perspective; 

demonstrated knowledge and 

understanding of mental health and 

addiction counseling from a 

community-based social justice 

perspective; experience with CACREP 

graduate counselor training and 

supervision, as well as accreditation 

processes, preferred. 

https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/412540/assistant-professor-school-of-child-and-youth-care-university-of-victoria/
mailto:scycdir@uvic.ca
https://jobs.chronicle.com/job/416473/assistant-associate-professor-of-professional-mental-health-counseling-addictions/
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For additional information or 

questions, please contact Alexia 

DeLeon, Program Director, 

Department of Counseling, Therapy, 

and School Psychology at 

alexiadeleon@lclark.edu or by calling 

503-768-6066. Review of applications 

will begin January 30, 2022 and will 

continue until the position is filled.

News and Events
by Shilpa Chokshi Ph.D., Antonio 

Riva Ph.D and Elena Palma Ph.D.

Research News: 

Interactions between ethanol and the 

cannabinoid receptors expressed by 

Kupffer cells in the liver partly explain 

differential pro- and anti-

inflammatory liver phenotypes during 

alcohol-related liver disease. A new 

druggable pathway for metabolic and 

immune homeostasis?

The endocannabinoid system is crucial in 

the regulation of neural reward pathways, 

but the endogenous cannabinoid 

receptors type 1 (CB1R) and type 2 

(CB2R) are also expressed on several 

other cell types in the body. In the 

healthy liver both CB1R and CB2R are 

relatively poorly expressed; however, their 

levels are increased during pathological 

conditions. 

News and Events
by Shilpa Chokshi Ph.D., Antonio 

Riva Ph.D and Elena Palma Ph.D.

While hepatocytes, hepatic stellate cells 

and cholangiocytes can upregulate CB1R 

and endocannabinoids during fibrosis 

and cirrhosis, suggesting a direct role for 

(endo)cannabinoids in hepatic disease, it 

is also becoming clear that CB1R and 

endocannabinoid production during 

ethanol exposure are key for the 

activation of oxidative stress and 

lipogenic pathways in the liver, therefore 

supporting sterile inflammation and liver 

dysmetabolism during alcohol-related 

disease. But while several hepatic cell 

populations express and upregulate 

mainly CB1R, Kupffer cells (the tissue-

resident macrophage-like cells in the 

liver) can also upregulate CB2R, and 

ethanol-triggered CB2R skews Kupffer 

cells towards an anti-inflammatory ‘M2’ 

phenotype. This phenotype may be 

advantageous in relation to limitation of 

ongoing inflammation and promotion of 

tissue repair, but an important question 

remains open on whether this could also 

prove detrimental in relation to liver-

resident immunity by facilitating 

reduction of type-1 immune responses to 

bacterial-derived stimuli of intestinal 

origin, which are known to be increased 

in patients with alcohol-related liver 

disease due to increased intestinal 

damage and bacterial translocation. 
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News and Events
by Shilpa Chokshi Ph.D., 

Antonio Riva Ph.D and Elena 

Palma Ph.D.

It is crucial to stress that life-

threatening bacterial infections are the 

main cause of decompensation and 

mortality in these patients. Incidentally, 

recent evidence suggests that amongst 

alcohol users, those with additional 

cannabis use appear to have lower 

odds of developing any type of 

alcohol-associated liver disease, and 

this seemingly protective effect would 

appear to be more pronounced in 

cannabis-dependent compared to non-

dependent users. However, the effect of 

cannabinoid consumption on immune 

alterations and susceptibility to 

bacterial infections in alcohol users is 

unclear, especially as early evidence 

seems to link cannabinoid use with 

reduced immunity and lower resistance 

to infections. 

While intestinal endocannabinoids 

produced by healthy intestinal cells 

could help maintaining the balance 

between liver inflammation and repair 

during a healthy steady state, selective 

targeting of the endocannabinoid 

pathways during alcohol-related 

disease may be a valuable new tool to 

rebalance these contradictory hepatic 

and immunological phenotypes, 

restoring the homeostatic equilibrium 

between tissue damage response, 

repair and defense pathways in these 

patients.

Yang K, Choi SE, Jeong WI. Hepatic 

Cannabinoid Signaling in the Regulation 

of Alcohol-Associated Liver Disease. 

Alcohol Res. 2021; 41(1): 12.

Adejumo AC, Ajayi TO, Adegbala OM, 

Adejumo KL, Alliu S, Akinjero AM, 

Onyeakusi NE, Ojelabi O, Bukong TN. 

Cannabis use is associated with reduced 

prevalence of progressive stages of 

alcoholic liver disease. Liver Int. 2018 

Aug;38(8):1475-1486.

Friedman H, Newton C, Klein TW. 

Microbial infections, immunomodulation, 

and drugs of abuse. Clin Microbiol Rev. 

2003 Apr;16(2):209-19.

Past events

American Academy of Addiction

Psychiatry (AAAP) Annual Meeting
When: December 09-12, 2021

Where: online

https://www.aaap.org/training-events/annual-

meeting/2021-annual-meeting/

Future Events

American Society of Addiction

Medicine (ASAM) 53rd Annual

Conference
When: March 31-April 3, 2022

Where: Hollywood, Florida, USA

Abstract deadline: January 21, 2022
https://www.asam.org/education/signature-

courses/asam-annual-conference

https://www.aaap.org/training-events/annual-meeting/2021-annual-meeting/
https://www.asam.org/education/signature-courses/asam-annual-conference
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News and Events
by Shilpa Chokshi Ph.D., Antonio 

Riva Ph.D. and Elena Palma Ph.D.

ICAD 2022: 16. International 

Conference on Alcohol and Drugs
When: August 08-09, 2022

Where: New York, United States

Abstract deadline: December 23, 2021
https://waset.org/alcohol-and-drugs-conference-in-

august-2022-in-new-york

26th Managing Drug and Alcohol 

Problems in Primary Care Conference 

2022
When: March 24-25, 2022

Where: London, UK

Abstract deadline: February 7, 2022
https://rcgpportal.force.com/s/lt-

event?id=a1U1i0000082HpiEAE&site=a0d1i00000aK

QbhAAG#/Overview

ISBRA Podcast
Episode 1: Brief presentation of the 

Podcast and Interview with Dr. Dan 

Blalock

Welcome to a new podcast by the ISBRA 

Communications Committee. In this 

inaugural episode, we discuss recent 

findings on the impact of alcohol misuse 

in older populations with Dr. Dan Blalock, 

a clinical research psychologist at the 

Durham VA Health Care System in North 

Carolina and Duke University Department 

of Psychiatric and Behavioral Sciences. 

Check back bimonthly for more episodes 

highlighting news in alcohol research!

Dr. Blalock - Impact of alcohol misuse in 

older populations

The ISBRA Podcast is hosted by Victor 

Schneider, a third-year doctoral student in 

the Department of Clinical Health 

Psychology at the University of Florida. 

Under the tutelage of Dr. Jeff 

Boissoneault, Victor studies non-

pharmacological approaches to chronic 

pain, pain perception, and substance 

misuse. Victor is an avid podcaster, both 

personally and professionally. He also 

hosts the affiliate podcast for the 

University of Florida Center for Addiction 

Research and Education (CARE).

https://waset.org/alcohol-and-drugs-conference-in-august-2022-in-new-york
https://rcgpportal.force.com/s/lt-event?id=a1U1i0000082HpiEAE&site=a0d1i00000aKQbhAAG#/Overview
https://www.isbra.com/communications/media/ISBRA_1_Blalock_20211102_revised.mp3
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How did your interest grow in the 

research area, particularly of 

alcohol research?

My interest in the biology of the 

endocannabinoid system, including its 

role in the control of addictive 

behaviors, started soon after the 

discovery of this novel class of lipid 

signaling molecules about three 

decades ago. Intrigued by the 

similarity between neural circuits 

involved in the control of appetite for 

food and the desire to drink alcohol, 

we were among the first to document 

the role of endocannabinoids acting 

via CB1 receptors in promoting food 

intake as well as voluntary alcohol 

drinking and their age-dependent 

decline in rodent models. Although 2 

clinical studies in heavy drinkers 

treated with the first-in-class CB1 

receptor antagonist rimonabant were 

negative, most likely due to the use of 

suboptimal doses to minimize 

neuropsychiatric side effects of 

rimonabant, this limitation will not 

apply to second generation peripheral 

CB1 antagonists which, surprisingly, 

are as effective as rimonabant in 

reducing voluntary alcohol intake in 

mouse models of drinking. 

Adding to the potential interest in 

these compounds, we found that they 

also mitigate both NAFLD and AFLD in 

rodent models by reducing hepatic 

triglycerides. Two of these patented 

compounds have been licensed and 

are in early-stage clinical 

development. 

What were the challenges you 

found during the early stage of 

your career as a scientist, and how 

did you overcome that?

As it often happens to young 

professionals, starting my career in 

science coincided with starting a 

family. Together with my wife, who 

started her own career at the same 

time as a neonatologist, we tried to 

juggle the pressures of professional 

life with the need to spend time with 

our two young daughters who also 

missed their grandparents, as we were 

recent immigrants in Canada at the 

time. This may explain why my older 

daughter, when she was asked a few 

years later whether she wanted to 

follow in the footsteps of her 

physician parents, said no because 

then she would not be able to spend 
time with her children. 

Dr. George Kunos

Interview with a Scientist

By Rosana Camarini Ph.D.
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Canada is a great country with an 

advanced biomedical research system 

and I am grateful for the support I 

had received from the MRC of 

Canada and the grant agency of 

Quebec (FRSQ), but in the 1970’s, 

when I started my career, obtaining 

and maintaining research funding 

was tougher than in the US, with the 

average starter grant being smaller 

and renewal applications being due 

annually instead of every 3 to 5 

years.

How do you foresee the direction 

course of alcohol research in the 

coming decades?

I don’t consider myself as primarily 

an alcohol researcher, so it would be 

presumptuous of me to opine about 

possible future trends in this thriving 

field of research. The limited 

predictions I may be qualified to 

make are based on observing the 

exciting work going on in our 

intramural research program at 

NIAAA that I have been privileged to 

manage for the last 20 plus years. We 

have an outstanding group of 

neuroscientists whose work has 

increased our understanding of the 

neural networks involved in addictive 

behavior including AUD, and I expect 

that this horizon will broaden further.

Genetic research in our intramural 

program has contributed to our 

understanding of the genetic 

underpinnings of both addictive 

drinking and alcohol-induced liver 

damage and I expect that future 

research will reveal surprising parallels 

between the two. Finally, our excellent 

groups focusing on alcohol-induced 

organ damage have uncovered novel 

molecular pathways and mediators of 

alcohol-associated liver diseases. 

Further progress in that regard, 

including the emergence of novel 

therapeutic modalities such as the use 

of interleukin-22 for treating acute 

alcoholic hepatitis, is very likely in the 

years to come.

The endocannabinoid system plays 

an important role in the pathogenesis 

of alcohol fatty liver disease. Can you 

comment on advancements in the 

development of cannabinoids for 

liver diseases so far?

I have already touched on this in my 

response to the first question. I would 

add that my research group has recently 

introduced third generation CB1 

antagonists, which are peripherally 

restricted hybrid compounds with 

secondary targets such as inhibition of 

inducible NO synthase or activation of 

AMP kinase. Preliminary evidence 

suggests that engaging these 

secondary targets increases the 

antifibrotic efficacy of CB1 blockade in 

rodent models of fibrotic disorders, 

including liver, lung and skin fibrosis.

Interview with a Scientist

By Rosana Camarini Ph.D.
Dr. George Kunos



ISBRA Bulletin Vol. 3 (2021) Issue 6

Contributing to the advancement of alcohol research globally

Page 14

Interview with a Scientist

By Rosana Camarini Ph.D.
Dr. George Kunos

What are the areas of alcohol 

research that you are focused on 

presently?

We are extending our recent 

discovery of a gut-brain axis 

mediating the effects of 

endocannabinoids on voluntary 

alcohol drinking. We are currently 

exploring the role of CB1 receptors 

at multiple peripheral locations along 

this axis, including CB1 receptors on 

ghrelin-producing stomach cells as 

well as on subsets of sensory afferent 

neurons.

What is the take home message 

you want to convey to the young 

investigators?

A career in biomedical research is 

more akin to a marathon rather than 

a sprint where one has to be able to 

stay motivated despite temporary 

setbacks. Maintaining a proper 

balance between persistence and 

skepticism toward one’s own ideas 

and the ability to live with delayed 

gratification are valuable attributes. 

Finally, a proper balance between 

work and family life is hard to 

achieve but is important.
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The liver meeting held a special 

interest group session on alcohol-

associated liver (ALD) disease that 

focused on disease burden and 

disparities of ALD in special 

populations. This session topics were: 

i) increasing prevalence and 

mechanisms of the susceptibility of 

ALD in the young and in women, ii) 

recognizing the difference in the 

prevalence of alcohol use disorder 

(AUD) and ALD across various races 

and ethnicity, and iii) discussed the 

management of ALD patients in those 

with obesity and metabolic risk 

factors. Other prominent highlights of 

the conference included: i) Leon Schiff 

State-of-the-Art Lecture by Bernd 

Schnabl on microbes and their 

potential for the treatment of liver 

disease, ii) Thomas E. Starzl Transplant 

Surgery State-of-the-Art Lecture by 

Dr. Anthony Demetris on Cross-

Platform Analyses of Human Biopsies 

Provide Insights into the Liver-based 

Immune Responses, iii) Hans Popper 

Basic Science State-of-the-Art Lecture 

by Neil Henderson on Using Single 

Cell Genomics Approaches to Decode 

Human Liver Disease. Conference also 

included COVID-19 and the Liver 

Symposium held by Dr. Robert 

Fontana and Bilal Hameed, where they 

discussed a) the safety and efficacy of 

COVID-19 vaccines in patients with 

liver disease following transplant, b) 

reviewed the impact of COVID-19 on 

hepatology practice and care delivery 

and c) recognized long-term 

outcomes of COVID-19 in patients 
with cirrhosis.

AASLD Conference Report

By Richa Singhal Ph.D.

American Association for the Study of 

Liver Disease (AASLD) conference was 

conducted from November 12th to 

15th, 2021, on a Digital interactive 

platform by President Raymond 

Chung. The conference had invited 

405 expert speakers from all over the 

globe to deliver talks on liver research. 

Over 1500 plus cutting-edge liver 

disease posters were posted online for 

24 hours viewing throughout the 

conference. The interactive platform 

allowed attendees to communicate 

with exhibitors (booths for Liver 

research and medicine), poster and 

platform presenters, experts, and 

keynote speakers. This meeting 

comprised over 50 plus events: 

workshops, courses, debriefs, oral 

presentations, on-demand sessions, 

symposiums, academic debates, panel 

discussions, product theaters, expert 

sessions, exhibits, and seminars by 

keynote speakers. The president’s 

choice lecture was given by Dr. John D. 

Halamka, who is presently President of 

the Mayo Clinic Platform. Dr. Halamka, 

spoke about the future of artificial 

intelligence (AI) in medicine and 

hepatology and highlighted the 

emerging uses of novel data, AI, and 

devices that empower AASLD and its 
stakeholders.
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The Liver Meeting Digital 

Experience (TLMdX) 

website is open till 

February 15th, 2022, for 

registered attendees to re-

watch educational 

sessions, browse the 

ePoster gallery, 

educational contents, 

Satellite recorded 

symposium, products, and 
services.

AASLD Conference Report

By Richa Singhal Ph.D.

One of the prominent AASLD 

symposiums was conducted 

jointly with the Japan Society of 

Hepatology. The speakers for this 

session were Dr. Laura Kulik, Dr. 

Yujin Hoshida, Dr. Junko Tanaka, 

Dr. Anjana Pillai, Dr. Ryosuke

Tateishi and Dr. Tatsuya Kanto. 

They discussed i) the 

epidemiology of NASH leading 

to HCC in the US and Japan, ii) 

potential therapeutic targets for 

NASH induced HCC, and iii) the 

role of systemic therapy in NASH 

induced HCC. Other prominent 

sessions were conducted on the 

Gut-Liver axis and microbiome, 

Liver transplant surgeries, 

Hepatitis B therapy, recent 

advances in ALD, Clinical 

Outcomes, and translational 

discoveries. The conference also 

held 60 exhibits that included 

companies like Madrigal, Salix, 

Albireo, Eurofins, Exelixis, 

GlaxoSmithKline, Mirum, Pfizer, 

Siemens, abbvie, HepQuant, 

Alexion, and non-profits like 

World Hepatitis Alliance, NIDDK, 

NASH kNOWledge, Hepatitis B 

Foundation, Global Liver 

Institute, Fatty liver foundation, 

Community Liver Alliance, 

American Liver Foundation and 

Digestive Disease week. 
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