Novel treatments for alcohol dependence: A randomized controlled trial of structured stepped-care intervention for psychiatric comorbidity
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Summary
A substantial proportion of the alcohol dependent population also suffer from anxiety or depression. People who are alcohol dependent and suffer psychiatric comorbidity respond poorly to treatment. This study sought to:
· assess the effectiveness of a novel, stepped-care intervention for alcohol dependent patients with co-morbid anxiety and/or depression with a view to improving treatment outcomes for this important group; and
· identify important factors relating to the maintenance and treatment of alcohol-related psychiatric co-morbidity including fundamental barriers to treatment response.
A randomised controlled trial was used with two treatment groups – one group received the stepped-care intervention (novel treatment) while the other group received usual care (control group).
Eighty-six alcohol-dependent patients were initially involved in the study.  All participants were prescribed a concurrent 12 week course of anti-craving medication.
After 3 weeks of stabilisation on the study medication, participants underwent a structured interview for anxiety and depression.  In total, 37 participants were diagnosed with a depressive or anxiety disorder and were randomised to the next step of care, with 16 patients in the control group and 21 in the treatment group.
The control group received usual-care including counselling in accord with standard practice at Drug Health Services, Royal Prince Alfred Hospital. This typically comprised brief individualised motivational enhancement therapy (e.g. feedback of assessment findings, reinforcement, empathy and client’s own motivation).
The treatment group received specific Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) based on the case formulation from the baseline structured interview and was delivered by a doctoral level clinical psychologist.  The intervention used evidence-based principles for treatment of anxiety disorders and depression, and was based on established treatment manuals.  Interventions were delivered in seven to ten sessions.
Outcomes
All participants in the study demonstrated improved drinking and depression/anxiety outcomes as a result of their involvement. However, the patients in the treatment group showed significant resolution of their anxiety, stress and alcohol severity scores compared to the control group. They also attended significantly more appointments over the treatment period and achieved significantly higher rates of abstinence from drinking.
A limitation of this study is that the numbers of patients and controls were relatively small. A larger trial is required to provide more definitive evidence.
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