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BOSTON — Above all else,
John Bauhs credits a drug for
helping him stop drinking — a
story line some alcoholics, doctors
and drug companies hope will
become more common as new
treatment options emerge.

Bauhs tried practically every-
thing he could think of to stop
during 25 years of drinking but he
couldn’t stay sober until a year
ago, when he began taking nal-
trexone — a drug that can block
the brain chemicals that make
alcoholics feel good after a drink
— while also undergoing counsel-
ing.

“After being on the drug only
three days, the urge to drink was
completely gone,” said Bauhs, a
41-year-old personal chef from
Germantown, Md.“The conscious
thought not to drink doesn’t even
affect me anymore.”

Recovering alcoholics like
Bauhs are winning allies among
pharmaceutical companies and
many doctors who want to
include drugs alongside the old
standbys of counseling and 12-
step programs as standard treat-
ments for alcohol abuse, despite
initial reluctance by some health
insurers to cover the newest drugs.

The medications have yet to
become big sellers, but that could
change. The first new such drug to
win U.S. approval in nearly a
decade hit the market in January,
the third federally approved alco-
hol abuse drug. A fourth could be
approved by year’s end, with oth-
ers in the pipeline.

Advances in studies on addic-
tion and the brain also are driving
a boom in research toward drugs
to correct neurotransmitter
imbalances among people prone
to alcoholism, which has behav-
ioral and biological components.
The government’s National
Institute on Alcohol Abuse and
Alcoholism is sponsoring more
than 50 clinical trials involving
drugs to treat alcoholism, com-
pared with just six such trials a
dozen years ago.

Among alcoholics who are
treated, the vast majority aren’t
prescribed drugs — experts say
that’s because most patients and
few doctors other than addiction
specialists are familiar with exist-
ing drugs, and most doctors con-
sider alcoholism a largely behav-
ioral problem best treated by

counseling and programs like
Alcoholics Anonymous. But tradi-
tional approaches through inpa-
tient and outpatient programs
have brought only mixed success,
driving the push for new treat-
ment options.

Just over a year ago the only
federally approved alcohol abuse
drugs were naltrexone, which won
approval in 1994, and Antabuse, a
decades-old drug designed to dis-
courage drinking by making users
sick if they have any alcohol.

“There was a long time when
we groped around and weren’t
sure what we were doing in this
field,” said Robert Morse, a retired
director of addiction treatment at
Minnesota’s Mayo Clinic now
with the National Council on
Alcoholism and Drug
Dependence. “But it should be an
exciting field in the next decade.”

Because alcoholism can be
traced to a complex set of mind
and body triggers, doctors say the
newer drugs are hardly cure-alls,
and should be used in conjunc-
tion with counseling. And because
the parts of the brain linked to
alcohol dependence can range
from those regulating stress to
appetite, finding the right medica-
tion can be challenging.

Newer alcoholism medications
“can’t solve alcoholism, but they
can help some people,” said Dr.
Raye Litten, a treatment research
leader at NIAAA. “We want a
menu of medications for alco-
holism,” he said, similar to the
variety of depression treatments
now available. “If one doesn’t
work, they can try another one.”

The market potential is big.
The NIAAA estimates about 18
million Americans are dependent
on or abuse alcohol, with more
than 2 million adults seeking
treatment each year.

Despite those numbers, alco-
holism drugs are small players in
the $235 billion-a-year U.S. phar-
maceutical industry. According to
the consulting firm IMS Health,
naltrexone and Antabuse posted
less than $25 million in sales com-
bined last year, with sales stagnant
or declining in recent years.

Campral, which hit the U.S.
market in January, recorded $6
million in sales through June,
according to the drug’s marketer,
Forest Laboratories Inc. The com-
pany projects Campral sales will
grow but never exceed $100 mil-
lion a year.
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Recovering alcoholic and chef John Bauhs sits in his kitchen at his home in Germantown, Md. Bauhs spent 25 years of his life
fighting alcoholism and is now taking a drug called naltrexone which he claims has hepled him stop drinking. “After being on the
drug only three days, the urge to drink was completely gone,” said Bauhs.


