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Early history of brief alcohol 
interventons

• First BI trial done in by Chafetz et al. in Boston approx 
50 years ago 

• Published in 1962, as was DL Davies paper ‘Normal 
drinking in recovered alcohol addicts’

• Subsequent revolution in thinking about drinking 
problems, controversies raged through the 1970s

• Heavy drinking a behaviour that can be influenced  and 
associated problems could reduce without abstinence  



Chafetz et al. 1962, 1964
Referral of ‘alcoholics’ to any outpatient 
treatment sessions in Emergency Room
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Chafetz et al. 1962, 1964
Referral of ‘alcoholics’ to outpatient 

treatment in Emergency Room
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First BI review – in primary care

• Part of 1980s major WHO international primary care 
project, which developed the AUDIT and did major 
large trial in 10 countries

• Heavier drinkers at risk of problems main target

• Synergy with other WHO developments in global 
health – Alma-Ata 1978

• Only 2 alcohol trials discussed, neither in primary care, 
both men only : Kristenson 1983; Chick 1985



Kristenson et al. 1983
5 year outcomes following GGT screening & feedback 
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Bien et al. 1993 review 1

• Easily most cited BI effectiveness study, approx 
700 times

• Referral to, and within treatment BI applications

• BIs delivered in other health services

• General population, media recruited   



Bien et al. 1993 review 2

• First presentation of ‘FRAMES’ – far from all BIs

• Need to study content of BIs

• Assessment reactivity prominently flagged up as 
methodological concern 

• Uncertainty about effectiveness among more 
dependent drinkers 



BI is more than advice & brief counselling

“brief interventions  represent a set of principles 
regarding intervention (arising from the public 
health approach to alcohol problems) 
Heather, 1996

“a family of interventions varying in length, 
structure, targets of intervention, personnel 
responsible for their delivery, media of 
communication and several other ways including 
their underpinning theory and intervention 
philosophy”
Heather, 1995



Facilitation of self-change 

• Some form of self-change facilitation has 
always been an integral component of BIs

• Necessarily so, because it is the person 
themselves who does the changing, not us

• Internet provides new potential for reach and 
tailored and pragmatic intervention, most 
obviously among young people



Back to the future... 

• Talking interventions will continue to get briefer –
‘minimal’ needs to be repackaged

• Key challenge to equip generic practitioners with 
simple, quick and helpful responses 

• You can’t talk to everyone – so what is the role of 
talking interventions in the internet age?

• New intervention models needed that integrate 
electonic/internet and talking interventions



In talking to people about drinking:

“meeting patients initially with 
understanding, sympathy, and attention to 
expressed needs, however concrete they may 
be, can assure higher rates of follow-through 
on treatment recommendations”

Chafetz 1964



…and if we can’t talk?

If something as simple as a brief questionnaire 
designed for other purposes can alter people’s 
drinking, how potent might be simple 
questions selected for their behaviour change 
potential? 
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