	[image: image1.png]


Department of Veterans Affairs
	SUMARY DESCRIPTION OF PROGRAM
 FORMCHECKBOX 

SUMMARY DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT
 FORMCHECKBOX 


	RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM
	

	PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR(S)

(PI)   RUGGIERO, Kenneth J. (Ph.D.)

	TITLE OF PROGRAM PROJECT (Not to exceed 72 character spaces)

Web Intervention for Veterans at Risk for PTSD and Substance Abuse

	KEYWORDS (MeSH terms only; minimum three)

Internet, intervention, posttraumatic stress, substance abuse, deployment stressors

	BRIEF STATEMENT OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES (Do not use continuation sheets

	
Anticipated Impacts on Veterans Health Care: This project aims to develop and conduct an initial efficacy study to evaluate a Web-based intervention for OIF/OEF veterans at risk for posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and substance abuse. The intervention will be brief, interactive, and designed to reduce risk for PTSD and substance abuse as well as to educate veterans about relevant VA resources. It is not designed to serve as a stand-alone protocol for chronic mental health problems but may be useful as a supplement to formal treatment. Participants will be OIF/OEF veterans who are recruited via mental health specialty clinics within the Ralph H. Johnson VA Medical Center and affiliated CBOCs in Savannah, Myrtle Beach, Goose Creek, and Beaufort. The intervention will be developed based on earlier work conducted by our research team in the development and evaluation of a Web intervention for disaster victims. We will evaluate the effect of the intervention on (a) symptoms of PTSD and substance abuse, and (b) patterns of service use and treatment participation among OIF/OEF veterans. Data will provide insight into innovative strategies to reduce risk for mental health and substance use problems in veterans, and will have implications for overcoming barriers to treatment participation and service utilization among veterans likely to benefit from formal intervention.


Project Background: Combat exposure is associated with elevated risk of a wide range of mental health problems, including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, generalized anxiety, and substance abuse. Whereas many veterans are resilient or recover rapidly following combat exposure, many are at risk for developing chronic mental health problems. Formal evidence-based interventions are available to treat these problems, but recent research has shown that only 25-40% of veterans with mental health disorders actually seek mental health care; and that, of those who do seek care, treatment dropout and non-adherence rates are high. A study of combat veterans in Iraq and Afghanistan identified several barriers to seeking mental health care among veterans who met screening criteria for a mental health disorder (n = 731). Some barriers were around the perceived stigma associated with seeking mental health treatment, whereas others were around scheduling difficulties or access to care more broadly. The availability of computerized and/or Web-based interventions has the potential to address many of these issues. 


Project Objectives: The primary purposes of the proposed project are to (a) develop an innovative, Web-based intervention for OIF/OEF veterans that addresses mental health, barriers-to-care, and treatment participation issues to facilitate healthy recovery; (b) develop video illustrations (or graphics with audio for users with dial-up modem) to facilitate learning of educational material via the Web intervention; (c) develop thorough evaluation mechanisms to assess knowledge change relevant to common symptoms, healthy coping strategies, and access to care issues; (d) conduct a series of focus groups to guide development and refinement of intervention content; and (e) conduct a small-scale randomized controlled trial with baseline, 3-month, and 6-month follow-up assessments to yield preliminary estimates of the efficacy of the intervention with 360 OIF/OEF veterans recruited via local VA mental health clinics.  

Project Methods: Following development of the intervention (months 1-8) and refinement based on focus-group data (months 9-12), a small-scale randomized controlled trial will be conducted (months 13-36). Participants will be randomly assigned to the Web-experimental condition vs. a Web-assessment condition. Baseline, 3-month, and 6-month interviews will be conducted with 360 OIF/OEF veterans to track symptoms of PTSD, depression, and substance abuse. Assessments also will center on treatment participation, barriers-to-care, and patterns of service utilization over time. Our proposed strategy to target a wide range of symptom presentations, as well as both subthreshold and diagnostic levels is consistent with public health recommendations. Our decision to include veterans with sub-diagnostic symptom levels is based on research suggesting that health costs may be reduced with positive outcomes within this population.
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