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A little  
of what  
you like…
Matt Jarvis looks at the cognitive benefits 
of three ‘vices’

I recently overheard my students describe me as ‘the 
health freak’ because I cycle 10 miles to work and 
back every day. Those who know me better might 

question this conclusion. I have occasionally been 
known to indulge in the odd beer, and under moderate 
physical pressure I would probably admit to a fondness 
for curry. Smoking is among the few vices that have 
never really appealed to me. It’s no secret that smoking, 
excessive alcohol and rich fatty foods are bad for us 
physically — strongly associated with conditions from 
heart disease to cancer. What you might not know 
is that there is some evidence linking these vices to 
cognitive benefits.

Beer
In a recent animal study a flavonoid called 
xanthohumol, which is found in beer, has been linked 
to enhanced cognitive performance in young mice. 
Mice fed a diet enriched with xanthohumol for 8 weeks 
improved significantly in their performance in a maze-
navigation task. You can read a news account of this 
study and the abstract from the journal Behavioural 
Brain Research by following the two links below:

http://tinyurl.com/lhpblsv

http://tinyurl.com/o3sxjd3

Before getting too excited, we should remember 
the limitations of generalising research findings from 
young mice to middle-aged humans, not to mention 
generalising from maze-navigation to the kinds of 
cognitive tasks more commonly required of humans. 
Nonetheless, it is possible that beer may have cognitive 
benefits.

Curry
A study published in the journal Stem Cell Research and 
Therapy has suggested that aromatic turmerone, found 
in turmeric, which is a spice commonly used to flavour 
curry, may have an unusual property — it boosts 
the activity of nerve cells involved in repairing brain 
damage. These particular cells, called neural stem cells, 
can develop into any kind of brain cell, meaning they 
can be used to repair the brain, for example after a 
stroke. It is believed that neural stem cells are effective 
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Activities
1 It has been suggested that nicotine improves 

working (short-term) memory. Design a study 
to test this. You will need a way of measuring 
short-term memory performance, and you will 
need to think of an experimental design that 
will link nicotine as an independent variable 
to this short-term memory measure as a 
dependent variable. For ethical reasons do not 
carry out the study, just design it.

2 Consider why there has been relatively little 
publicity about the cognitive benefits of beer, 
curry and nicotine.

at rebuilding damaged brains in fish but less so in 
humans. It may be that human neural stem cells could 
be more effective at repairing damaged human brains 
if they had a boost from turmeric. You can read a news 
account and the original journal article by following 
the two links below:

www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-29361351

http://stemcellres.com/content/5/4/100

Nicotine
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Nicotine is associated with improvements to cognitive 
functioning. In one review Levin et al. (2006) concluded 
that nicotine is associated with improvements to 
attention, working memory and learning. Nicotine 
mimics the effects of a neurotransmitter called 
acetylcholine, which is important in memory. Nicotine 
also targets areas of the brain like the amygdala and 
hippocampus, which are important in learning. You 
can read a technical review article about the effects of 
nicotine on cognition here: http://tinyurl.com/klues8j

You can also read an (easier) article from Scientific 
American on the cognitive benefits of nicotine here: 
http://tinyurl.com/p4ocyg8

Note that no-one is suggesting that smoking is a good 
thing. Be aware as well that nicotine is highly addictive, 
however it is taken. Nonetheless, the evidence base for 
nicotine as a cognitive enhancer is very strong, and 
it may end up as a treatment for cognitive conditions 
ranging from ADHD to Alzheimer’s.
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