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In a previous study of a representative sample of U.S. adults, half of those who had previously met the criteria for DSM-IV alcohol dependence were in full remission (no symptoms of abuse or dependence) in the year immediately preceding interview. This included 18% who were abstainers, 18% classified as low-risk drinkers and 12% classified as risk drinkers. This paper examines the status of these individuals at a follow-up interview conducted approximately three years post-baseline, with a focus on patterns and correlates of relapse, i.e., having experienced the recurrence of any symptoms of abuse or dependence. 

Of those who had been in full remission at baseline, the rates of relapse in the year preceding the follow-up interview were 6% for abstainers, 22% for low-risk drinkers and 40% for risk drinkers. The rates of relapse in any year since baseline were higher (7%, 27% and 51%), illustrating lack of stability in the recovery process, especially among risk drinkers. Compared to baseline abstainers, the odds of relapse were ~ five times as high for low-risk drinkers and ~ 10 times as high for risk drinkers. These odds ratios were not significantly affected by controlling for age, sex, marital status, number of years in remission at baseline, or severity or duration of dependence prior to baseline remission. The positive association of drinking with the risk of relapse increased sharply with age and was not statistically significant among those ages 18-24 at baseline.   

