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Temporary	abstinence	campaigns

• Dry	January	(Alcohol	Change):	100k	sign-ups	and	
estimated	4M	‘taking	part’	in	2018

• Dryathlon (Cancer	Research	UK)

• Sober	for	October	(Macmillan):	68k	sign-ups	in	2018
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Short-term	benefits	of	temporary	abstinence



The	more	interesting	question	… what	
happens	from	February	onwards?	
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“Dry January also risks

sending out a binary, all or

nothing message about

alcohol … people may view

their 31 days of abstinence as

permission to return to

hazardous levels of

consumption until next New

Year’s Day”.



Enduring	beneficial	effects	of	temporary	
abstinence?	De	Visser et	al.	(2016)
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Limitations
• Attrition

• 23% retained at follow-up
• Not missing at random (heavier drinkers, lower baseline DRSE).

• Selection bias & regression to the mean
• People who sign up for Dry January more likely to cut down anyway?
• The reduction in drinking in July was relative to the previous 

December 

• No control condition
• What if similar or superior long-term benefits could be achieved with 

alternative, less drastic alcohol restriction, that has lower risk of 
rebound effects e.g. “Drink Free Days”? 
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https://youtu.be/cvnTjKv_FE4?t=7


Why is this important?
• If temporary abstinence confers enduring benefits, should it be 

more broadly pushed? (prescribed?)

• Or should heavy drinkers who want to cut down be encouraged 
to try other techniques instead? 
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Randomized controlled trial: 
basic features 

• Randomize heavy drinkers who want to “cut down” to…
• Complete abstinence for 1 month
• Another way of cutting down, e.g. regular drink-free days, also for 1 month 

(“intermittent abstinence”)
• Other control condition(s) (e.g. TAU “cutting down” advice)

• Assess alcohol consumption and hypothesized mediators at follow-
up.

• Challenge: How to ensure that participants comply with 
instructions? 

18/11/2019 © The University of Sheffield

10



Feasibility study
• Heavy drinking women, aged 40-60, who were motivated to ‘cut 

down’, randomized to either:
• Complete abstinence for 28 days (N = 13)
• Intermittent abstinence (can drink on 3 days per week only), also for 28 days 

(N = 11)

• Compliance verified by regular cellular breathalyzer readings
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Primary feasibility outcomes
1. Feasibility of recruitment
2. Retention throughout intervention and follow-up periods
3. Compliance with abstinence instructions, & associated 

barriers
4. Acceptability of study procedures
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Attempt to completely abstain

4 x scheduled daily breathalyser
readings

(with text-message prompts)

Interim visit after 2 weeks

Attempt to abstain on at least 4 
days per week

4 x scheduled daily breathalyser
readings

(with text-message prompts)

Interim visit after 2 weeks

Post-intervention test

Follow-up

28 days

Baseline testing & randomisation

~1-7 days

~30 days

~ 7 days



Important methodological details
• Participants offered £20 for each University visit that they 

attended (maximum 4 visits, £80)

• No incentives offered for compliance with abstinence 
instructions

• No incentives offered for completed breathalyser
assessments
• Although discharged from study if > 2 days with no breathalyser

readings submitted at all. 
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Within 5 months: 



Findings:	compliance	with	instructions

Complete abstinence Intermittent 
abstinence

Breathalyser-verified abstinent days 25 (21-27.5)
(Target = 28)

16 (15-18)
(Target = 16)

Self-reported alcohol consumption 
on drinking days (g)

56.33 (37.86-67.73) 61.60 (53.51-78.67)

% BAC on drinking days .06 (.03-.08) .06 (.04-.09)
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Values are medians (interquartile range)



Discussion
• Findings	support	feasibility	of	recruiting	and	retaining	
participants	in	a	larger	trial
• However,	retention	through	follow-up	is	difficult	to	infer

• Compliance	with	abstinence	instructions	was	good,	albeit	
imperfect.	

• Participants	identified	some	barriers	to	compliance	that	
might	be	addressed	in	a	larger	trial.	
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Next	steps
• Efficacy	trial	or	pragmatic	effectiveness	trial?	

• Determines	most	appropriate	funder

• How	to	ensure	compliance	/	fidelity	without	regular	
obtrusive	monitoring?	

• Is	there	merit	in	studying	long-term	benefits	of	temporary	
abstinence	independently	of	mass	campaigns	with	associated	
social	contagion,	structured	support,	and	peer	support?	

18/11/2019 © The University of Sheffield

18



Thank	you!
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