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TREATMENT for ALCOHOL 

PROBLEMS 

 

Problems related to alcohol are a major public health concern 

in the US and around the world.   Nearly 5% of adults have 

an alcohol use disorder (AUD) and 1 in 10 children live with 

a parent who has a drinking problem.    

 

As with all issues of substance abuse, patients rarely openly 

request intervention in the primary care setting and even 

when directly asked about their substance use habits, many 

minimize their level of use or abuse.  Others, aware of their 

problems, often do not know that effective intervention and 

treatment resources are accessible and effective with those 

with motivation to change.    

 

All this said, the primary care setting can be an effective site 

for patient-centered inquiry, education, treatment, and/or 

referral for care and support by other professionals and other 

community resources.     

 

Following are abstracts taken from recent NIH National 

Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA) 

publications that may be useful in your day to day patient 

care.   

 

Signs of an Alcohol Problem:     

1) Drinking more or longer than intended 

2) Can’t cut down or stop drinking 

3) Sick after drinking; spending lots of time drinking 

4) Craving the next drink 

5) Drinking interferes with family or job 

6) Skipping fun activities in order to drink 

7) Drinking led to risky behavior 

8) Experiencing depression, anxiety, memory 

blackouts, other health problem  

9) Drinking more and more to feel the effect 

10) Having withdrawal symptoms: shaky, sleep 

disturbance, anxious, depressed, irritable  

 

Options for Treatment:  Like so many areas in behavioral 

health, there is no one size fits all solution but there are three 

broad categories of service activities that can be of benefit or 

those with alcohol abuse and dependence issues.   

 

Behavioral Treatment:  A variety of behavioral treatments 

can be helpful for the motivated patient.   Cognitive –

Behavioral, Motivational Enhancement, and Individual, 

Marital and Family interventions can all be incorporated as  

 

elements in a patient’s treatment and support programs.  

Attention to co-occurring mental health issues may often be 

significant elements in behavioral treatments.  Referrals can 

be made to local behavioral health professionals and public 

sector programs. 

 

Medications:   The following three FDA approved agents 

can provide significant support in reducing alcohol abuse: 

1) Naltrexone can benefit people reduce heavy and binge 

drinking behaviors. 

2) Acamprosate is approved as an agent that can enhance in 

the maintenance of abstinence. 

3) Disulfiram which causes unpleasant side effects after 

alcohol ingestion may help folks avoid drinking 

 

Mutual Support Groups:  12-step Alcoholics Anonymous 

programs, family support programs and other peer support 

groups can be a significant resource for many with alcohol 

related problems.     

 

The Role of Primary Care 

1) Routine inquiry about alcohol use problems (see “Signs of 

an Alcohol Problem” in column one) can open the door.   

2) Placing patient information materials in waiting rooms 

and in examination rooms can facilitate patient awareness 

and education and motivation. 

3) Offering treatment referrals and discussing treatment 

options and assessing for other health issues and for the 

potential of medication therapy   

 

RESOURCES:   

 

www.RethinkingDrinking.niaaa.nih.gov  

 

http://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/sdc/hhsa/programs/

bhs/alcohol_drug_services.html  

 

www.aa.org 

www.moderation.org 

www.sossobriety.org 

www.womenforsobriety.org  

www.al-anon.alateen.org  

www.adultchildren.org 

 

Call: SmartCare PC2@ 858-880-6405 

Email us @ pc2@smartcare.org 

Visit our webpage: 

www.pc2education.org 
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