SCENCE NEWS OF THE WEEK

Alcoholics as Social Drinkers: Benchmark Study Attacked as Fraud

A decade-old alcoholism treatment
study, which claimed to demonstrate that
the most severe alcoholics could learn
through behavior modification to become
social drinkers, was sharply attacked last
week by researchers who say that most of
the original subjects have fared disas-
trously in the long run. The recent reeval-
uation indicates 19 of 20 subjects never
succeeded in controlling their drinking in
the first place, a finding that contradicts
two earlier follow-up studies and amounts
to a charge of scientific deception.

The research was reported in the July 9
SciENCE by three scientists — psycholo-
gist Mary L. Pendery of the San Diego Vet-
erans Administration Medical Center, psy-
chologist Irving M. Maltzman of the Uni-
versity of California in Los Angeles, and
psychiatrist L. Jolyon West, also of UCLA.
Their examination of official hospital and
court records, coupled with new inter-
views, shows that none of the subjects
trained to be social drinkers actually suc-
ceeded during the first six months and that
the majority were rehospitalized within a
year for alcoholism treatment.

Only one has become a successful so-
cial drinker after 10 years. Of the other 19
subjects, the researchers report, eight
continued to drink excessively after 10
years; six had become abstinent; four had
died of alcohol-related causes; and one, a
certified alcoholic, had vanished.

The original study, conducted by psy-
chologists Mark B. Sobell and Linda C.
Sobell at Patton State Hospital in Califor-
nia, used aversive therapy in a simulated
barroom to teach so-called gamma al-
coholics — alcoholics suffering from ex-
treme physical dependence — to moder-
ate their drinking. The Sobells claimed to
show, based on a two-year follow-up study,
that these subjects were statistically more
successful in avoiding subsequent al-
coholism than were controls who at-
tempted to abstain from drink completely.
The Sobells’ findings, which attracted
considerable attention and controversy
when released, were subsequently con-
firmed in an independent third-year fol-
low-up conducted by psychologist Glenn
R. Caddy, who worked (as did the Sobells)
at nearby Orange County Mental Health
Service at the time.

The recent study takes issue with the
methods and conclusions of both earlier
investigations. According to Pendery, the
Sobells’ research was skewed from the
start because of numerous biases in as-
signing subjects and controls; subjects in
the moderate-drinking program were ad-
mitted to Patton predominantly in the
spring and summer, for example, while
controls were admitted in the fall and
winter months, when many transient al-
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coholics are attracted to Southern Cali-
fornia. Furthermore, much of the exten-
sive follow-up interviewing described by
the Sobells was not conducted, Pendery
told SciENCE NEws, and the data that were
collected were misinterpreted to favor the
moderate-drinking subjects. Where the
Sobells interpreted rehospitalization epi-
sodes as positive attempts to curb or
avoid drinking, for example, their critics
say that rehospitalizations were early in-
dicators of the subjects’ repeated failure
to drink socially. The Sobells, who now
work at the Addiction Research Founda-
tion in Toronto, have refused to discuss
the new findings; through their attorney,
they have indicated that they stand by
their original findings. At the Sobells’ re-
quest, the ARF has set up an external re-
view committee, which will examine the
integrity of the original research.

The new findings also call into question
the independent follow up by Caddy.
Through interviews with subjects and
controls in 1974, Caddy had confirmed the
Sobells’ general finding and had reported
that half the subjects were doing well 100
percent of the time. Pendery reports in
contrast that several of these reportedly
successful social drinkers were actually
experiencing severe problems with alco-
hol during this time, according to official
records and interviews with witnesses.
The absolutely contradictory findings of
the two independent reevaluations —
Caddy’s and Pendery’'s — are curious in
light of their histories. From the start, Pen-
dery says, the Sobells resisted Pendery’s
plan for a reexamination of their data, re-
fusing to supply a list of subjects’ names
and tying the project up in legal proceed-
ings. In contrast, the Sobells sanctioned

the Caddy study and encouraged subjects
to participate.

Caddy, now at Nova University in Fort
Lauderdale, Fla., concedes that he was
working with the Sobells’ approval, but he
insists that they were in no way involved in
the actual research. He had not seen the
ScIENCE report and would not comment
on Pendery's data, but he did express sur-
prise that the Sobells’ research is still, a
decade later, the focus of attention. The
Sobells’ study, he says, was a clinical
evaluation of a particular therapy that of-
fered controlled drinking as one alterna-
tive goal. “Some people succeeded in re-
stricting their drinking, others abstained,
and others blew it, but the point is that sta-
tistically speaking those in the restricted
drinking strategy did better than those in
the traditional approach.”

It is precisely this statistical superiority
that the new data call into question, Pen-
dery says. The original data are “fantas-
tic,” she says, and if they are accurate then
every alcoholism treatment program
should be redesigned according to the So-
bells’ model. “But if the Sobells didn't find
what they say they found, then their study
should be considered a dangerous decep-
tion.” Although many clinicians have re-
mained skeptical about the Sobells’ find-
ings, she says, the study had “enormous
impact” on students — students who are
now entering clinical practice with the
idea that severe skid-row alcoholics can
be taught to be social drinkers. In addition,
Pendery says. patients themselves have
become aware of the Sobells’ claims and
have requested training in social drinking
—a goal that, her 10-year follow up shows,
is unreachable for most severely depleted
alcoholics. —W Herbert

The space shuttle: Rites of passage

Among the numerous ceremonies held
around the country on the Fourth of July,
perhaps the best attended was the gradua-
tion exercise of the space shuttle, with
more than half a million people gathered
for the occasion and the President himself
on hand to give the commencement ad-
dress. As Columbia rolled to a stop on a
Mojave Desert airstrip following its suc-
cessful fourth mission, NASA's Space
Transportation System passed from its
test phase to “operational” status as
America’s primary orbital workhorse.

The flight also underscored another
transition, though the change has in fact
been underway for several years: a blend-
ing of the nation’s once firmly distinct ci-
vilian and military space programs. The
week-long mission was the first of the
shuttle’s forays to carry a payload for the

154 ()

&

Science Service, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to 22
Science News. MINORY

Department of Defense, with a classified
cluster of instruments such as infrared
and ultraviolet sensors to help develop fu-
ture surveillance and early-warning sys-
tems. The package was not loaded until
the shuttle was already in position on its
Florida launchpad, and the flight crew, as-
tronauts Thomas K. Mattingly and Henry
W. Hartsfield, were instructed not to
transmit television pictures of the payload
bay during the mission.

But DOD and other agencies concerned
with national security will be doing a lot
more in the future than just riding NASA's
taxi. At the post-landing ceremony, Presi-
dent Reagan announced a new National
Space Policy, which, though it also deals in
general terms with civilian science and
applications, leans heavily on security-
related affairs. Even in a section reaffirm-
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