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NEWS RELEASE

March 9, 2001

National Institute on Alcohol Abuse

and Alcoholism (NIAAA) launches COMBINE
Seattle, WA - VA Puget Sound Health Care System's Seattle Division and The University of Washington are one of eleven sites to conduct the first national study evaluating the effectiveness of alcoholism behavioral treatments alone, and in combination with medications.

The National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) today announced the start of Combining Medications and Behavioral Interventions (COMBINE). This study begins at a time when advances in genetics, neuroscience, treatment and research are forging new directions for alcoholism treatment, and building expectations among patients, clinical practitioners, and the public for improved treatment outcome.

“More than 8 million American adults meet clinical criteria for alcoholism, a condition characterized by an abnormal appetite for alcohol that leads to significant impairment, alcohol tolerance, impaired control over intake, physical dependence and often severe craving following sustained abstinence,” said NIAAA Director Enoch Gordis, M.D.  “Of persons who receive treatment, as many as 50 percent relapse at least once and only a fraction achieve long-term remission of the disease.  Identifying and developing effective treatments is the first priority of alcoholism research.”

Alcoholism affects about 13 percent of Americans at some point in their lives. More than one-half of adult Americans have direct family experience of alcohol problems. The costs to American society are more than 100,000 lives, and approximately $185 billion each year.  Chronic, heavy drinkers are prone to cirrhosis and other liver diseases, neurological disorders, cardiovascular damage, pancreatic disease, and certain cancers.  Approximately one in four urban hospital beds is occupied by a patient being treated for the consequences of drinking. 

(-MORE-)

(-CONTINUED-)

According to current research, the most promising pharmacologic treatments are naltrexone, approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in 1994, and acamprosate, in use in Europe for about 14 years, and currently under review by the FDA.  Naltrexone, an opioid antagonist, interferes with brain neurotransmitter systems that produce pleasure, including the rewarding effects of alcohol.  Researchers have shown that naltrexone-treated patients who sample alcohol are less likely to relapse to heavy drinking.

Acamprosate, believed to work on the glutamate and GABA neurotransmitter systems involved in alcohol withdrawal, may ease the discomfort of early abstinence, thereby preventing relapse in recently abstinent patients.  Among other questions, COMBINE will explore whether treatment effectiveness is improved by pairing a medication that reduces the risk for relapse with one that reduces the risk of heavy drinking.

Over the next 24 months, at eleven treatment research centers across the United States, the COMBINE study will recruit and randomize 1,375 people who meet current diagnostic criteria for alcohol dependence.   Participants will receive one of two medications (naltrexone and acamprosate) or a placebo, and one of two behavioral therapies (moderate-intensity and minimal-intensity).  Some individuals will receive only the moderate-intensity behavioral therapy. 

The COMBINE study is recruiting people aged 18 years and older.  Persons in the greater Seattle area interested in participating may contact (206) 277-5086 or toll-free at 1-866-8COMBINE.  Participants must be willing to be screened for alcoholism.

For an interview with the Principal Investigator or a member of the team at VA Puget Sound Seattle COMBINE site, contact VA Office of Public Affairs at 206/543-0937, or for an interview with the Director of the University of Washington Alcohol and Drug Abuse Institute, contact the University of Washington News and Information Office at 206/543-3620.

For additional information about alcohol research, please visit http://www.niaaa.nih.gov.
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