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Abstract
A Rapid review of Cochrane Systematic Reviews to identify the non-pharmacological inter-
ventions in substance use treatment services and their effectiveness levels where reported. 
Cochrane systematic reviews were matched to the inclusion criteria and data extracted. A 
total of 667 studies and 532041 participants are included. The non-pharmacological inter-
ventions found can be grouped into three categories: information dissemination, non-spe-
cialized face to face  interactions, and qualified therapeutic interventions. The measured 
intervention effectiveness ranged from poor to moderate. The most often reported interven-
tions were cognitive behavioural therapy, motivational interviewing, mindfulness, and con-
tingency management. A wide range of non-pharmacological interventions are being used 
to treat problematic substance use despite the lack of  supportive effectiveness evidence. 
Missing non-pharmacological interventions include  creative arts interventions and lived 
experience recovery organisations, both of which are gaining momentum in the treatment of 
substance use.

Keywords  Addiction · Substance use · Non-pharmacological interventions · Treatment · 
Systematic review · Overview

Introduction

Theintent of this rapid overview is to identify and summarize the non-pharmacological 
interventions used in the prevention and treatment of problematic substance use as reported 
in the Cochrane Systematic Reviews (CSRs). Non-pharmacological interventions are those 
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which do not involve a medication prescription and can be used in conjunction with other 
interventions, such as medication or alone.

Problematic substance use, often referred to under the broad term of addiction, is 
defined by the American Psychological Society as ‘a state of psychological or physical 
dependence (or both) on the use of alcohol or other drugs’. It can be further divided into 
mild, moderate, or severe dependence. Problematic substance use is a societal problem 
which affects all levels of communities and is a burden to health across the world (Amer-
ican Psychological Association, 2023).

CSRs are available through the Cochrane library (Cochrane Library, 2022). The origin 
of the Cochrane systematic review dates back to 1972 when the need for better health evi-
dence was identified and the collation of randomized control trials results is meta-analysed 
to build quality evidence (Starr et al., 2009). The CSRs provide a methodical scrutiny of 
existing research and are helpful when searching for research gaps because they provide a 
thorough investigation (Clarke et al., 2007).

This rapid overview uses the methodology of a rapid review and applies it to provide 
an overview of the published Cochrane systematic reviews. Whilst according to Tricco 
et  al. (2015) there are multiple approaches to conducting rapid reviews, they conclude 
that the results are congruent with the more thorough methodology of systematic reviews 
even though the rapid review is not as comprehensive in the reporting and assimilation 
of results. This simplified methodology is appropriate for gathering information when 
resources and time are limited and often useful to support the investigation into potential 
research gaps (Tricco et al., 2015).

Purpose of this Overview

The purpose of this rapid overview is to identify the type of initiatives and level of evi-
dence to support the use of non-pharmacological interventions together with any research 
gaps, for this often-stigmatised treatment provision.

The study design is focussed on ascertaining the range of non-pharmacological inter-
ventions and prevention programmes reported in CSRs from the Cochrane drug and alco-
hol group. The results will be useful in the design of further studies into the provision and 
effectiveness of non-pharmacological interventions in problematic substance use treatment 
services.

Methods

In preparation for this overview, the first author designed the study using the PICO (Patient, 
Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) framework (Schardt et al., 2007) and prepared a pro-
tocol for guidance. The PICO protocol, although not independently published, highlighted 
the inclusion criteria for participants, interventions, controls and outcomes. The impor-
tance of a protocol for a systematic review is a fundamental component of Cochrane sys-
tematic reviews and is key to ensuring the quality of their publications (Schlosser, 2007).
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Inclusion Criteria

The inclusion criteria matched the study design by keeping the benchmarks broad, whilst 
focusing specifically on substance use. This enabled as many reviews as possible to be 
included.

Reviews published in a 10-year period, from January 2012 to December 2021, by the 
Cochrane Library, and originated or assigned to the Cochrane Alcohol and Drug Group 
(CADG), were included. This 10-year period was considered sufficient to provide the 
data required.

Protocols, overviews and withdrawn reviews were not included. All CSRs found were 
initially screened on title and abstract according to the following inclusion criteria using 
the PICO framework.

Patient Participants

People described as susceptible to or with an existing history of substance use.

Interventions

All non-pharmacological interventions found were included.

Comparison Controls

All studies in Cochrane Systematic Reviews that matched the patient criteria were 
included.

Outcomes

Where reported, the primary and secondary outcomes of the non-pharmacological inter-
ventions found have been recorded.

Data Collection

Two of the overview authors independently identified those CSRs which met the inclusion 
criteria from the list of reviews published by the CADG. The data was recorded from the 
results section found in each CSR.

For each included review, the information was extracted from the CSR and tabled for 
ease of reference. Data included CSR identification number, review title, year of publica-
tion, review authors, number of included studies, countries of included studies, number of 
included participants, type of substance use, non-pharmacological interventions used and 
effectiveness where reported.
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Analysis of the Data

The extracted data was analysed and categorized by intervention group. The results are 
reported in Table 1.

Results

The review of 86 Cochrane Systematic Reviews published by the CADG resulted in both review-
ers agreeing 28 CSRs were identified on topic. During the data collection process, 4 reviews were 
excluded as they did not report any non-pharmacological interventions in their results sections. 
Consequently, there were 24 reviews that met the study inclusion criteria as shown in Fig. 1. A 
total of 672 studies and 532,845 participants are included and shown in Table 1, by review.

Fig. 1   Independent review selection by the authors
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The data reported shows a wide range of substances was being used and a diverse range 
of intervention modalities was being implemented. The types of substance use, the inter-
ventions included and the effectiveness results are also presented in Table 1.

The variety of reported types of interventions and effectiveness included did not lend 
itself to a meta-analysis of the results. Nevertheless, the tabulated narrative of results 
shown in Table 1 indicates an overall low to moderate effectiveness pattern for these non-
pharmacological interventions.

One review, CD004148, surprisingly found adverse effects relating to the brief interven-
tion for hazardous alcohol use, with one study reporting an increase of binge drinking post 
this intervention for women.

The countries from which studies originate by each review are reported in Table 1, and 
78% of these countries can be classified as high-income countries.

The 4 CSRs that were relevant to the topic but were subsequently excluded as reporting 
of non-pharmacological interventions were not included in the review results section, are 
listed in the reference’s section.

Discussion

The results of this rapid overview highlight the types of reported non-pharmacological inter-
ventions used to treat people who seek recovery through substance use treatment services, as 
shown in Table 1. The interventions can be primarily categorized by type and can be grouped 
into three categories: (A) information provision and dissemination, (B) non-specialized face 
to face contact, and (C) therapeutic interventions provided by a qualified person as shown in 
Table 1. The list of interventions is so diverse in their descriptive design; a direct comparison 
of interventions is very difficult to scrutinize. A meta-analysis of the effectiveness results was 
not possible due to incomplete reporting and the heterogeneity of study focus and design.

What is most of interest here is the range of interventions and effectiveness outcomes shown 
in Table 1, which are collectively reported as poor to moderate, not indicating usefulness when 
paralleled to more widely supported harm reduction methods of treatment, such as prescribed 
medication for people who use substances. The imprecise reporting of amalgamated results for 
each included systematic review is of concern; however, Cochrane Systematic Reviews main-
tain a consistent methodology so giving some semblance of reliability throughout this overview 
of multiple systematic reviews (Cochrane Training, 2022). The authors acknowledge that using 
one database source of reviews could add a selection bias to the study; nevertheless, it is also 
recognized that Cochrane reviews search multiple databases for their inclusion criteria to be 
matched and would have already employed an extensive search strategy in their process. This 
study did not search other databases due to the rapid overview design.

The most widely reported interventions in the 672 studies are cognitive behavioural 
therapy, motivational interviewing, contingency management and mindfulness.

The analysis is limited in its nature due to the design and purpose of this rapid overview. 
It is recognized that a deeper and more extensive overview would be worthwhile in under-
standing these results more fully.

This rapid overview shows an absence of potential interventions that could have been 
expected to be included such as lived experience organisations, equine assisted therapy, 
sports, purposeful activities and creative arts interventions. A systematic review of creative 
arts interventions found evidence that music-based interventions are helpful in reducing crav-
ing and increasing motivation for recovery (Megranahan & Lynskey, 2018). This is poignant 
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given the growing interest in non-medicalized recovery options, such as creative arts (All-
Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health, and Wellbeing, 2020) and lived experience 
recovery organisations. Whilst momentum is increasing in these alternative recovery initia-
tives, it is unlikely the rigidity of the Cochrane systematic review will be able to highlight 
the current research activities, mainly due to the stringent characteristics of study inclusion, 
until such time as there are more controlled trials exploring alternative non-pharmacological 
interventions in the sector of addiction treatment provision. As a start, a protocol was regis-
tered with Cochrane Library to conduct a Cochrane method systematic review investigating 
music therapy for people with problematic substance use (Ghetti et al., 2020). The completed 
Cochrane review on music therapy was published in 2022 which was outside the data col-
lection period for this rapid overview (Ghetti et  al., 2022). It found 21 studies which met 
their inclusion criteria with a total of 1984 participants. The results support those reported 
by Megranahan and Lynskey’s 2018 systematic review results, which shows music is compli-
mentary to reduce cravings for problematic substance use. However, the quality of the stud-
ies assessed remained moderate to low evidence which is substantiated in the results of this 
rapid overview. Michael Silverman’s work into the use of music therapy has established a 
strong indication on the benefits it can bring to recovery for problematic substance use within 
substance treatment centres. The latest publication adopts a qualitative reporting design of 
the results for 12 participants and concludes from the thematic analysis five trends emerged: 
shared experiences, peer connections, a history of damaged relationships and isolation, the 
role of social support and an inclination not to seek new relationships whilst in treatment 
(Bourdaghs & Silverman, 2023). Silverman emphasises the future need for more quantitative 
exploration for music therapy interventions to enhance the limited body of evidence.

Interestingly, there are 28 countries represented within this review, of which 22 are high-
income countries, 3 are upper middle-income countries, 3 are lower-middle income coun-
tries, and there are no low-income countries included. Also noted is 50% of the CSRs include 
the four most represented countries being USA (n = 21), Australia (n = 11), UK (n = 8), and 
Canada (n = 7). These four countries all have English as their first language which may be a 
contributing factor to their prominence. According to the global burden of disease, problem-
atic substance use is heavily weighted towards low and middle income countries, whilst the 
number of related research studies is predominately high income country based. This ineq-
uity can influence the collective results of research evidence (Frassetto et al., 2020).

Conclusion

This rapid overview has highlighted those non-pharmacological interventions which are 
currently offered by problematic substance use treatment services, even though there 
appears to be a lack of significant evidence of beneficial effects. This study accentuates the 
need for more investigation with robust study design of an in-depth nature to further under-
stand the reasons these specific interventions continue to be provided by the treatment ser-
vices for problematic substance use.
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