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Effect of smoking, alcohol, and other factors on the
selenium status of a healthy population
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SUMMARY In a study of selenium status in 391 apparently healthy subjects resident in the south of
England statistical examination of the data showed a significant effect with regard to age, smoking,
alcohol, and oral contraceptives. The most important of these factors seems to be a combination of
alcohol and smoking habits in men over 30. Reference ranges have been established for glutathione
peroxidase activities and the concentrations of selenium in whole blood plasma and erthrocytes.

Birkel and Underwood2 have reviewed the
importance of selenium (Se) as an essential trace
element. More recent work has shown that
glutathione peroxidase (GSH-Px), a selenoenzyme, is
responsible for the removal of hydrogen peroxide
and other organic hydroperoxides formed during
cellular oxidation metabolism. This process prevents
the accumulation of lipid peroxides and free radicles
which have the po'tential to damage cell membranes.3

Several observations have pointed to a

relationship, presently unexplained, between Se and
heart disease. These have included studies in
laboratory animals4 5-for example, Van Vleet et al
showed that young pigs fed a semisynthetic diet
deficient in Se and vitamin E developed a

cardiomyopathy that was clearly shown by
histological techniques.6 Sojne evidence from
epidemiological surveys in man7 8 seems to support
the studies in animals, and several case reports have
clearly shown abnormal clinical findings in proved Se
deficiency."11 A report from the People's Republic
of China suggested that the incidence of Keshan
disease (a fatal cardiomyopathy) may be reduced by
dietary supplementation with sodium selenite.12 We
were especially interested to read the recent
publication by Salonen et al, in which they showed a

significant relationship between Se concentration in
serum and cardiovascular death and myocardial
infarction.13
Blood Se concentrations are generally related to

diet.2 The geographical distribution of soil Se varies
considerably' and consequently plant and animal

products' will reflect these concentrations.6 There
have been few reports concerning the Se status of
residents in the United Kingdom."4 15
The purpose of this study was, firstly, to establish

reference ranges for concentrations of Se and
GSH-Px activities in blood for apparently healthy
adults living in the south of England and, secondly,
the data have been analysed to determine the effect
of several factors including smoking, alcohol, and the
pill.

Subjects and methods

SUBJECTS
A total of 391 apparently healthy subjects living
within a 30 mile radius of Southampton volunteered
for the study. They were asked whether they were
vegetarians and, for women, whether they were
taking an oral contraceptive. Details of their alcohol
consumption and smoking habits were recorded
according to the method of Shaper et al."' Table 1
gives full details.

METHODS
Haematological parameters were obtained using
a Coulter S Plus. Initial experiments had shown that
the activity of GSH-Px in blood remained stable at
4°C and - 20°C for at least five days. Samples for
GSH-Px activity were therefore stored at 4°C and'
assayed within 48 hours of collection using an LKB
reaction rate analyser, by the method described by
Beutler17 using t-butyl hydroperoxide as substrate.
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During the study two members of the laboratory
staff had blood samples taken at regular intervals,
since commercial quality control material was not
available. The coefficient of variation for the assay
was 8 7%. Whole blood and plasma samples were
stored at -200C and assayed for Se by hydride
generation and atomic absorption."8 The coefficient
of variation was 4 6% for whole blood Se and 4- 1%
for plasma Se. The erythrocyte Se concentration was
calculated from the difference between the
concentration in whole blood and plasma, taking the
haematocrit value into account."8

Table 1 Details ofsubjects
Men Women

Total
Groups (% of (% of No of

No total) No total) Subjects

No of subjects 228 (58-3) 163 (41-7) 391
Mean age (years) 37-1 38-4 37-6
Age range (years) 18-85 18-85 18-85
Tobacco consumption:
Non-smokers 153 (57.5) 113 (42.5) 266
Cigarette smokers 55 (52-4) 50 (47-6) 105
Cigar and pipe smokers 20 (100) - 20

Alcohol consumption:
Non-drinkers' 55 (47.4) 61 (52-6) 116
Weekend drinkers 88 (60-3) 58 (39 7) 146
Daily drinkers 78 (72-7) 30 (27.8) 108

Subjects taking oral contraceptives 45 (100) 45
(age 18-45)

This group also includes those subjects who drank alcohol only very
occasionally.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS
Data processing was carried out on an ICL 2970
computer, and the appropriate statistics were
obtained using the SPSS package.19

Results

Although there were more men (58-3%) than women
(41.7%) in the study, there was no significant
difference between the mean ages of the two groups
(table 1). These proportions were maintained
approximately in the smoking categories, but more
men drank alcohol.
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The smoking habits and alcohol consumption of
the subjects were recorded in detail, but as only 10
subjects admitted to more than 20 cigarettes each day
all the cigarette smokers were combined in one
group. Alcohol consumption was divided into three
categories: non-drinkers, weekend drinkers, and
daily drinkers. Again only 13 of those who drank
alcohol daily admitted to consuming three or more
pints of beer (or its equivalent) each day. None of the
subjects was on a vegetarian diet. Table 2 gives the
haemoglobin values.

Since each parameter was shown to have a normal
distribution the reference ranges were calculated
from the mean values + two standard deviations
(table 2). The only difference observed between men
and women was the erythrocyte Se concentration
expressed per gram of haemoglobin. This probably
reflected the significant difference in haemoglobin
and erythrocyte concentrations in men and women.
GSH-Px did not correlate with the Se concentrations
of whole blood, erythrocytes, or plasma.
The mean concentrations of Se in whole blood and

in erythrocytes were significantly lower in men and
women who were over 55 (table 3). These differences
in the older age group were not related to
haemoglobin or erythrocyte concentration or
GSH-Px activity. In those aged under 55 no
significant differences were observed.
Alcohol had no appreciable effect on Se status in

women. The mean plasma Se concentration in men
who were daily drinkers, however was significantly
lower when compared with the non-drinkers or the

Table 3 The effect of age on selenium and GSH-Px

Age group 18-55 Age group 56-85
(n = 338) (n = 53)

Analysis Mean (± SD) Mean (± SD)

Whole blood selenium (j.g/l) 138-4 (18-86) *129-5 (14-67)
Plasma selenium (pg/l) 116-4 (16-22) 112 1 (13-27)
Erythrocyte selenium (gug/g Hb) 0-494 ( 0-0854) * 0-453 ( 0-0643)
GSH-Px activity (U/g Hb) 19-6 ( 4 86) 20-9 ( 4-99)

Selenium concentrations of whole blood and erythrocytes were found to be
significantly lower. p = 0-001 in the older age group.

Table 2 Reference ranges for selenium and glutathione peroxidase
Men Women Total No of subjects

Analysis Reference Reference Reference
Mean (+ SD) range Mean (± SD) range Mean (± SD) range

Whole blood selenium (pg/1) 136-4 (19.03) 98-174 138-3 (17.94) 102-174 137-2 (18-58) 100-174
Plasma selenium (jug/1) 115-6 (15-72) 85-147 116-2 (16-21) 100-149 115-8 (15-91) 84-148
Erythrocyte selenium (,sg/g Hb) 0.476 ( 0-0831)W 0-31-0-64 0-506 ( 0-083) 0-34-067 0-489 ( 0-084) 0-32-0-66
GSH-Px (UIg Hb) 20-0 ( 5-16) 10-30 19-4 ( 4-47) 11-28 19-8 ( 4-89) 10-30
Haemoglobin (g/dl) 15-3 ( 0-97)" 13-9-17-2 13-7 ( 0.91) 11-9-15-5 14-6 (1-22) 12-2-17-0

Significantly lower mean concentrations of erythrocyte selenium * p = 0-001 and higher haemoglobin concentrations *' p = 0-0001 were found in men.
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Table 4 Effect of alcohol consumption on selenium status in non-smoking men

Non-drinkers Weekend drinkers Daily drinkers
(n = 43) (n = 58) (n = 48)

Analysis Mean (- SD) Mean (- SD) Mean (- SD)

Whole blood selenium (Ag/l) 139-2 (22-62) 138-6 (14-41) 137-2 (16-93)
Plasma selenium (+g/l) 119-7 (16.19) 119-7 (12-99) *112-4 (15-70)
Erythrocyte selenium (+g/g Hb) 0-485 ( 0-095) 0-477 ( 0-070) 0-490 ( 0-074)
GSH-Px (U/g Hb) 20-7 ( 5-84) 20-3 ( 4-89) 20-1 ( 5-25)

Mean concentration of selenium in plasma was significantly lower. *p = 0-03 in men who drank daily compared with each of the two other groups.

Table 5 Effect of cigarette smoking on selenium status in men in relation to age irrespective of their drinking habits

Age group 18-30 Age group 31-85
Non-smokers (n = 60) Cigarette smokers (n =29) Non-smokers (n = 93) Cigarette smokers (n = 26)

Analysis Mean (- SD) Mean (± SD) Mean (± SD) Mean (± SD)

Whole blood selenium (jsg/l) 135-4 (14-69) 137-0 (18-05) 140-8 (19-23) ***122-2 (13-21)
Plasma selenium (jig/l) 114-3 (13-69) 112-5 (14-38) 119-8 (15-68) **108-1 (12-53)
Erythrocyte selenium (Ag/g Hb) 0-477 ( 0-065) 0-490 ( 0-081) 0-489 ( 0-086) 0-411 ( 0-054)
GSH-Px (U/g Hb) 19-6 ( 4-64) 20-7 ( 5-05) 20-7 ( 5-55) 17-8 ( 4-41)

Significantly lower * p <0-02 GSH-Px activity was found in cigarette smokers aged over 30. In the same group highly significant differences ** p = 0-001 and
*** p = 0-0001 were found for the selenium concentrations.

weekend drinkers (table 4). No difference was. Discussion
apparent for the mean Se concentrations of the
weekend drinkers compared with the non-drinkers. The refere
The mean concentrations of GSH-Px activity and study are si

concentrations of Se in whole blood, plasma, and UK.14 15 Th
erthrocytes were lower in male cigarette smokers reported fo
compared with non-smokers. These differences were than those
highly significant provided that the men were over 30 Such dif;
(table 5). Since the above groups also included geographic,
alcohol drinkers the data were reanalysed to test the the soil.1 W
effect of smoking on Se concentrations in a difference i
non-drinking group. Although the mean whole blood whole blool
Se concentration for male cigarette smokers who men and w
were non-drinkers (n = 10, x = 128-4 + 16-37) was difference N
lower than that found in a male non-smoking, compared i
non-drinking group (n = 43, x = 139-2 + 22.62), to the high
this difference did not reach significance. In contrast found in m
none of the results in comparable female groups
showed any significant difference except for cigarette
smokers who were daily drinkers compared with a Table 6 E
non-smoking, non-drinking group. In this case the in women ut

mean plasma Se values for the smokers (n = 14 x,
= 106-2 + 11-49) differed significantly (p<0-05)
compared with the non-smokers (n = 44, Analysis

x = 115-9 16-61).
The effect of oral contraceptives on Se status was Whole blood sell

.
, , T ~~~~~~~~~~~~Plasma

assessed in women aged under 46 (table 6). We were Erythrocyselelen
unable to show any effect on GSH-Px activities, but GSH-Px activity
the concentration of plasma Se was significantly Mean concentrat

higher in women taking oral contraceptives. contraceptive gr

nce ranges for Se concentrations in this
imilar to those found in other areas of the
e Se concentrations are higher than those
r New Zealand20 and Finland2" but lower
found in Canada22 and the US.23
'ferences may be explained in terms of
al variations in the concentration of Se in
(e have been unable to show any significant
in the mean levels of GSH-Px activity or
sd and plasma Se concentrations between
'omen. There was however, a significant
when erythrocyte Se concentrations were
in the two groups but this is probably due
her erythrocyte concentrations normally
en.

ffect of oral contraceptions on selenium values
nder 46

Control group Oral contraceptive
(n = 61) group (n = 45)

Mean (+SD) Mean (± SD)

lenium (Ag/l) 136-2 (17-11) 142-7 (18-45)
(g/Il) 113-4 (15-92) '121-4 (16-60)
sium (jglg Hb) 0-504 ( 0-078) 0-514 ( 0-081)
K(U/g Hb) 19-1 ( 4-32) 19-1 ( 5-00)

ition of selenium in plasma was significantly higher in the oral
roup compared with the controls * p <0-02.
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The reference range for GSH-PX activity reported
by Beutler for an American population"7 is higher
than that found in this study, using the same method.
This may be related to the lower Se values found in
the United Kingdom but Beutler also suggested that
there might be ethnic differences in GSH-Px activity
owing to the existence of a low GSH-Px
polymorphism24; this could also account for the
different ranges. Several workers have discussed the
relationships between GSH-Px activity and Se
status25-27; but we have not found a significant
correlation in this study. We have, however, shown
that in children with phenylketonuria receiving a diet
containing a very low content of Se there was a
significant correlation (B Lloyd et al, unpublished
observations). These children had whole blood Se
concentrations under 80 ,ug/l and this confirms the
report by Rea et al28 that only low blood Se
concentrations correlate with GSH-Px activities.
Other studies have used different assay conditions for
measuring enzyme activity and this may influence the
reported relationship between GSH-Px and Se
status.

In an early study Dickson and Tomlinson22 found a
decline in plasma and cell Se concentrations with age,
while Kasperak et al29 noted a gradual rise in serum
Se to the age of 35 years followed by a gradual
decline. In the present study we have found a
significant decline in whole blood and erythrocyte Se
concentrations occurring only after age 55 (table 3).
In view of this interesting finding the dietary intakes
of the oldest subjects were assessed by a dietitian who
found that they were satisfactory. The lower Se
concentrations in the older age group therefore may
be due to less efficient absorption or increased
excretion.
The effects of chronic ethanol ingestion on

metabolism are wide ranging and increased urinary
losses of Zn, Ca, Mg, and P04 have been reported
after alcohol consumption.30 Aaseth et al3l reported
decreased serum Se concentrations in 11 patients
with alcoholic cirrhosis and suggested that an
alteration in the metabolism of Se might cause
increased urinary or faecal loss. In our study the Se
concentrations of the three alcohol groups were
studied in a non-smoking population. Only daily
drinkers in the male group showed a significant
difference in plasma Se concentrations compared
with the other two groups (table 4). There was no
significant difference between any of the female
groups.

The most interesting finding to emerge from this
study is the highly significant difference in Se status
(all parameters) of men over 30 who are cigarette
smokers compared with those who are non-smokers
(table 5). No significant differences were found in
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smokers compared with non-smokers in a male
non-drinking group. This may possibly be because so
few cigarette smokers were also non-drinkers
(n = 10). Comparable differences were not found in
women, which is difficult to explain. These findings
are contrary to those reported in a study in a New
Zealand population.32 Absorbed Se is first carried
mainly in the plasma from which it enters all tissues,
and any absorbed Se taken up by the red cells
requires chemical transformation before being
bound again to plasma protein.2 The complex
interrelationship between cadmium (Cd) and Se has
been reviewed by Magos and Webb.33 They
suggested that the formation of a Cd Se complex may
render selenoglutathione (GS Se SG) an essential
intermediate in the metabolism of Se O32- to Se2-,
unavailable either for uptake by the erythrocytes or
for interaction with blood proteins. This hypothesis
would also account for the lowered concentrations of
Se found in the blood of cigarette smokers, as these
are known to have high concentrations of tissue
cadmium.34 We are unable to explain the difference
between the Se levels found in male and female
cigarette smokers.

In contrast with the findings of Capel et al oral
contraceptives had no effect of GSH-Px activity."5
We have observed, however, a significant increase in
the concentrations of plasma Se. Carbohydrate,
protein, lipid, and steroid metabolism are altered by
oral contraceptives35 and the slight increase in Se
values may reflect changes in protein metabolism, in
particular an increase in several carrier protein
concentrations.
We have shown that age, alcohol consumption,

smoking, and oral contraceptives are all important
factors that influence blood Se status. The effect of
alcohol consumption on the heart has been reviewed
by Alderman and Coltart,26 and the association
between smoking and heart disease is well
established.37 The possible additive effects of
cigarette smoking and alcohol consumption on Se
status in men over 30 is therefore particularly
important, especially in view of the recent study by
Salonen et al13 relating low concentrations of serum
Se with cardiovascular death and myocardial
infarction. At the present time we are unable to
explain the mechanisms by which these changes take
place, and further study is required to produce
satisfactory explanations.
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volunteered to take part in the study, in particular the
management and staff of Marks and Spencer Ltd and
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