Brief alcohol interventions: do counsellors' and patients’ communication characteristics predict change?
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Aims: To identify communication characteristics of patients and counsellors during a Brief Alcohol Intervention (BAI) which predict changes on alcohol consumption 12 months later.

Methods: Tape recordings of 97 BAI sessions of at-risk drinkers were analysed using the Motivational Interviewing Skill Code (MISC). At risk consumption was defined according to NIAAA standards. Outcome measures were a) decrease of 20% or more in weekly drinking amount, b) decrease of 20% or more in binge drinking episodes per month, and c) decrease of 20% or more in both a) and b). Bivariate analysis were conducted for all measures of the MISC and significant variables were finally included in multiple regression models.

Results: Though there were also significant differences for some counsellor skills in bivariate analysis, only patients’ change talk characteristics (ability to change and desire to change) during BAI significantly predicted two of the three outcomes in the multiple regression models. Binge drinking showed no significant association with either patients’ or counsellors’ skills in multiple regression models. 

Discussion: Findings indicate that the patients must desire and feel themselves able to change for consumption changes to happen. If the importance of patients' change talk was expected, the lack of counsellors' skills predicting patients' change is surprising. A path to understand it might be that counsellors' skills during the coded BAI sessions were correlated with patients' change talk expressions, but subsequent and depending on these. Implications of these findings for BAI and BAI research are discussed.

