
24 • PS Y C H O P H A R M A C O L O G Y BU L L E T I N: Spring 2002 — Vol. 36 · No. 2

A Cri ti cal Appraisal of the Uti l i ty of
the Se rum Anti ch o l i n e r gic Acti v i ty

A s s ay in Research and Cl i n i cal Pra c ti c e
By Ryan M. Carnahan, PharmD,

Brian C. Lund, PharmD, Paul J. Perry, PhD,
and Bruce G. Pollock, MD, PhD

DRUG INTERACTIONS

Dr. Carnahan is postdoctoral fellow in clinical psychopharmacology and Dr. Perry is professor in
the Clinical and Administrative Pharmacy Division of the College of Pharmacy at the University of
Iowa in Iowa City. Dr. Perry is also professor in the Department of Psychiatry of the College of
Medicine at the University of Iowa. Dr. Lund is postdoctoral research scholar in pharmacoepi-
demiology at the College of Public Health at the University of Iowa. Dr. Pollock is professor in the
Academic Division of Geriatrics and Neuropsychiatry of the Western Psychiatric Institute and
Clinic at the University of Pittsburgh in Pennsylvania.
To whom correspondence should be addressed: Paul J. Perry, PhD, University of Iowa, College of
Pharmacy, 415 S Pharmacy Building, Iowa City, Iowa 52242-1112; Tel: (319) 335-8803; Fax: (319)
353-5646; paul-perry@uiowa.edu

A B STRA CT ~ The serum antich o l i n ergic ac t iv i ty (SAA) assay was originally designed to quan-
tify the antich o l i n ergic burden of d rug ex p o s u re. The same assay has been used to measure the
a n t i ch o l i n ergic ac t iv i ty of s ta n d a rd drug solutions. T h ere are limitations to the use of the assay
in re s e a rch and in applying these findings to clinical prac t i c e.Assays of s ta n d a rd drug solutions
do not account for pharm ac okinetic differences among dru gs , w h i ch limits the interp re tation of
s u ch measure m e n t s . In ad d i t i o n , e m erging evidence has sugge s ted that antich o l i n ergic medica-
tions may not be the only cause of el eva ted SAA. D e s p i te these limita t i o n s , el eva ted SAA has
been consistently associated with cognitive impairment and del i rium in a number of re s e a rch
s e t t i n gs . S u ch findings have pro m p ted inve s t i gators to consider the potential ap p l i cation of t h e
SAA assay in re s e a rch and in clinical prac t i c e.T h eref o re, the objectives of this rev i ew are to
s u m m a rize the current litera tu re involving the SAA assay, d e s c ribe the rel a t ive merits and
s h o rtfalls of the SAA assay as a re s e a rch tool, and discuss the potential for use of the SAA assay
as a clinical tool. Ps ych o ph a rm a c o l o gy Bull e t i n. 2 0 0 2 ; 3 6 ( 2 ) : 2 4 - 3 9
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