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Abstract

Objective: Conduct a randomized trial to test whether a cognitive behavioral intervention designed
to decrease depressive symptoms produces subsequent decreases in bulimic and substance use
symptoms. Methods: Female participants (N=145) with elevated depressive symptoms were
randomly assigned to a 4-session depression intervention or a measurement-only condition and
assessed through 6-month follow-up. Results: Relative to control participants, intervention
participants showed decreases in depressive symptoms. Intervention participants also showed
significantly greater reductions in bulimic symptoms, but not substance use, and change in depressive
symptoms mediated this effect for bulimic symptoms. Discussion: Results provide experimental
support for the theory that affect disturbances contribute to bulimic pathology, but do not support
the affect regulation theory of substance use.
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An Experimental Test of the Affect-Regulation Theory of Bulimic Symptoms and Substance
Use: A Randomized Trial

Numerous theorists have posited that negative affect increases risk for certain addictive
behaviors, including binge eating and bulimic pathology, as well as substance use. Specifically,
the negative affect model of bulimic pathology proposes that individuals may binge eat because
they believe it provides distraction and comfort from painful negative emotions (1-2). This
theory also suggests that individuals might use radical compensatory behaviors, such as
vomiting or laxative abuse, to reduce anxiety about impending weight gain consequent to
overeating or because they believe that purging provides an emotional catharsis. In support of
this theory, depressive symptoms and negative affect have been found to predict future
increases in bulimic symptoms (3-4), as well as onset of binge eating (5), bulimic pathology
(6-8), and general eating pathology (9). Although several prospective studies have reported
null findings for these relations (e.g., 1,10-11), these studies were more likely to have used
smaller samples and focused on general eating pathology outcomes.

Theorists have also proposed that depression is a risk factor for the development of substance
use and abuse (12-15). Theoretically, depressed individuals may consume psychoactive
substances to improve their mood or as an escape from adverse emotions. The reinforcement
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received may lead to elevated substance use rates and subsequently the use-related negative
consequences that characterize substance abuse. Because mood disturbances increase
markedly for girls during adolescence (16), depressive symptoms might be a particularly
important predictor of substance use for this population. Depressive symptoms and negative
affect have been found to prospectively predict future increases in substance use (17-21),
though null findings have been reported (22-24). While issues of sampling variability may
contribute to these inconsistent findings, no obvious factors, such as sample size, outcome
measures utilized, assessment intervals, or length of follow-up, appear to readily shed light on
these discrepancies. Thus, it is possible that this effect is simply smaller, and therefore only
inconsistently observed.

One limitation of this body of research is that all of these prospective effects may be due to
omitted third variables. Although prospective studies are an improvement over cross-sectional
designs because they can provide evidence of temporal precedence, it is always possible that
some confounding variable gives rise to both the putative risk factor and future increases in
the outcome variable (25). Randomized trials afford a unique opportunity to attempt to
experimentally confirm findings from prospective risk factor studies and such trials provide
powerful tests of theories, given their relative immunity to the effects of third-variables
(26-28). Further, a randomized trial is one of the few experimental paradigms that could
potentially result in long-term decreases in depressive symptoms, providing an advantage over
laboratory experiments that manipulate acute mood. In terms of affect regulation, if individuals
engage in bulimic behaviors and substance use to reduce negative affect, it follows that an
intervention that reduces depressive symptoms should produce consequent decreases in
bulimic symptoms and substance use. To our knowledge, these relations have not been
examined in a randomized prevention trial that manipulated longer-term depressive symptoms.
If such a randomized trial generates findings that converge with those from prospective risk
factor studies, greater confidence can be placed in the hypothesized relations. Finally, evidence
that reduction of depressive symptoms decreases bulimic symptoms and substance use would
be beneficial for informing prevention efforts, because it would suggest that it might be possible
for a single intervention to reduce all three of these pernicious psychiatric disturbances.
Prevention programs that target what might be referred to as linchpin disturbances that promote
other disturbances may effectively reduce risk for multiple problems, and therefore would be
more desirable from a public health perspective than programs that impact only one
disturbance.

To achieve this end, we developed a brief, 4-session cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
intervention to reduce depressive symptoms because prevention and treatment interventions
for adolescent depression that focus on negative cognitions appear to be highly effective
interventions (29-31). The resulting intervention briefly introduces the cognitive-behavioral
model of depression, helps participants identify negative cognitions and precipitating
circumstances, and teaches them to generate positive thoughts that can be used to replace
negative cognitions. Furthermore, because treatments that focus on instigating active
participation in reinforcing activities have been found to be efficacious for alleviating
depression in adult samples (32-33), our intervention also encourages participants to re-engage
in activities that used to give them pleasure (e.g., playing a favorite sport) and to partake in a
wider variety of pleasurable activities to improve mood.

We based our program on the Clarke et al. (30) intervention for high-risk dysthymic adolescents
because it appeared to be the most promising extant program. Clarke et al. (30) randomly
assigned 150 high-risk adolescents to a 15-session CBT intervention or an assessment-only
usual care control condition. Intervention participants showed significantly greater reductions
in depressive symptoms from pre- to post-treatment, but this effect was no longer significant
at 12-month follow-up. Intervention participants also showed significantly lower rates of onset
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of major depression over the 1-year follow-up relative to controls (15% versus 26%
respectively). A follow-up trial involving 94 adolescents with subdiagnostic depression who
were offspring of depressed parents also found that intervention participants showed
significantly larger decreases in depressive symptoms from pre- to post-treatment and lower
risk for subsequent onset of major depression (34). Though this program is promising, the long
duration of the intervention (15 sessions) renders it challenging to implement. Thus, we
developed and evaluated a brief CBT intervention believing that it would be more appealing
to adolescents and easier to implement.

We drew upon the content of the Clarke program as a starting point, as well as our experience
with the design of eating disorder prevention programs (35). Several principles guided the
development of our intervention. Didactic presentation was minimized because
psychoeducational interventions are less effective than interventions that actively engage
participants (35). Numerous in-session exercises were used that require youth to apply the skills
taught in the intervention. We used homework to reinforce the skills taught in the sessions and
help participants learn how to regularly apply these skills. More generally, we used
motivational enhancement exercises to maximize motivation to use the new skills, strategic
self-presentation to facilitate internalization of key principles, behavioral techniques to
reinforce use of the new skills, and group activities to foster feelings of social support and
group cohesion.

Participants were 145 female students recruited from two high schools and one college who
ranged in age from 14 to 23 (M = 18.6, SD = 1.8) at baseline (T1). We focus solely on young
women for this trial because bulimic symptoms are much more common in women than in men
(36). The sample was composed of 18% Asians, 6% Blacks, 52% Caucasians, 19% Hispanics,
1% Native Americans, and 4% who specified other or mixed racial heritage. Educational
attainment of parents, a proxy for socioeconomic status, in our sample (22% high school
graduate or less; 22% some college; 35% college graduate; 21% graduate degree) was generally
similar to regional census data (34% high school graduate or less; 25% some college; 26%
college graduate; 15% graduate degree).

Participants were recruited using mass mailings (high school students) and emails (college
students), handbills distributed after classes, and posted fliers that invited students between the
ages of 14 and 23 suffering from feelings of depression to participate in a trial of an intervention
designed to improve mood. Participants interested in the intervention who reported elevated
depressive symptoms on a screening measure (Center for Epidemiologic Studies-Depression
[CESD:; (37)] scores > 21) were randomly assigned, within blocks created by school, to either
the brief CBT intervention condition or a waitlist control condition.

All participants who called for screening were provided with a referral phone number for free
or low-cost treatment. Study consent forms encouraged participants and their parents to seek
professional help if they had serious concerns about depression and indicated that study
coordinators would help them access treatment. Following randomization, all qualifying
participants in both conditions were informed that they should seek treatment if they
experienced a depressive episode, were provided with a list of referral numbers, and were told
that study coordinators could provide additional referrals if necessary. Further, all
questionnaires were examined to assess risk to self. When participants endorsed suicidal
ideation, these responses were followed up with a phone call to the participant. In all cases
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where participants were contacted regarding their responses, we contracted for safety,
encouraged them to seek treatment provided referral information, and documented the
conversation. An emergency response plan was developed for participants who reported
suicidal ideation or plans, but fortunately we never needed to implement these procedures.

The CBT depression intervention consisted of four weekly 1-hour sessions. Intervention groups
were composed of 6-10 participants. Sessions were facilitated by a female clinical graduate
student and co-facilitated by a female undergraduate. If a participant missed a session, we
conducted a brief (10-15 minute) individual session with the participant prior to their next
session in order to review missed material. Participants completed a 5-page survey at baseline,
termination, 1-month follow-up, and 6-month follow-up that inquired about participants'
feelings and behaviors over the past week and participants in the two conditions completed
identical measures at parallel times. Participants provided written informed consent and
parental consent was secured for minors. Participants were compensated $40 for completing
all surveys.

CBT Depression Prevention Intervention

Session 1. First, the purpose of the group (overcoming sadness and preventing future sadness)
is explained and the agenda for the session is presented. Second, a get-acquainted activity is
used to build group rapport. Next, the emotional and social costs of depression are discussed
as a means of motivational enhancement. Participants are then introduced to the CAB
(Consequence, Activating event, Beliefs) method for identifying and reducing negative or
irrational thoughts. This method involves noticing the Consequence (negative affect),
identifying the Activating event (trigger), and determining the Beliefs that led from the
activating event to the consequence. This model is used to demonstrate the impact of thinking
on emotions, and to help participants identify automatic negative thoughts. The CAB model
is supplemented with a discussion on the types of situations in which negative thoughts
typically occur. Participants check off their own frequent negative thoughts from a checklist
of common negative thoughts and share with group members one of their most frequent
negative thoughts. This activity is followed by an in-depth discussion of activating events and
how to recognize them. Finally, participants are asked to keep track of negative thoughts and
activating events over the next week on a CAB tracking form. As a method of behavioral
activation, participants are also asked to generate a list of pleasurable activities that they used
to enjoy doing and to engage in one of these activities before the next session.

Session 2. This session begins with a review of the costs of negative thinking. The homework
assignments are then reviewed. Participants share one of the activating events from their CAB
tracking forms that resulted in negative feelings during the past week. Next, there is a discussion
about increasing positive thinking. Participants then pair up and take a few minutes to get to
know one another. Each participant shares aloud two positive things about their partner that
they learned during the conversation and two positive things about themselves. The
participant's partner does the same, but must disclose two novel positive things about
themselves and their partner. This exercise illustrates how positive thinking about oneself and
others improves mood. Participants are introduced to the concept of depressionogenic
cognitions and instructed on challenging those cognitions; specifically, they discuss methods
for countering negative thoughts with positive ones and how to identify and challenge irrational
thinking. Each participant shares one of the negative thoughts listed on her CAB tracking form
from the past week and the other participants work together to challenge that negative thought.
Members of the group are then asked to write a contract aimed at reducing negative thinking
and to select a reward for meeting their goal of reducing negative cognitions (e.g., take a bubble
bath, listen to a favorite CD). For homework, participants attempt to identify negative thoughts
invivo once per day and to replace them with positive thoughts. Participants reward themselves
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as per their contract as a positive reinforcer for reducing negative thoughts. Participants also
continue filling out their CAB tracking forms and partake in another pleasurable activity from
the list they generated.

Session 3. This session begins with a discussion of the pleasurable activities that participants
have been engaging in outside of the group and the impact of those activities on their mood.
A review of the CAB method follows. Next, participants use their CAB tracking forms to apply
the CAB method. Each participant shares one negative thought from their list, its activating
event, their positive counter-thought, and the reward they earned based on their contract. If
participants have difficulty with any of the CAB steps, group members help troubleshoot. For
homework, participants to fill out their CAB tracking forms, using their contract and rewarding
themselves for successful negative thought replacement, and engage in another pleasurable
activity during the week.

Session 4. During the final session, participants check in with the group regarding their progress
with the CAB method. A discussion follows during which an alternate technique to stop
negative cognitions — scheduled worry time — is introduced to supplement the CAB method,
if necessary. Participants are also introduced to the concept of using daily prompts to remind
them to think positively and to continue using the CAB method. Next, the group discusses how
to plan ahead for major life events that might result in negative thinking and depressed mood
(depression prevention). Participants brainstorm how to avoid such situations (if possible) and
ways to cope with them if they are unavoidable. Participants are provided with a prevention
plan worksheet to complete in session, and are asked to generate both major events and daily
hassles that will likely occur. Next, they develop a plan for how they will cope with such an
event using cognitive restructuring, behavioral activation, and other strategies from the
previous sessions.

Waitlist Control Condition

Measures

Participants in the control condition were told that it was necessary to observe the changes in
the outcome variables among individuals that did not receive our intervention. However, these
participants were allowed to seek usual-care in any treatment form (e.g., psychotherapy or
psychotropic medication) and were offered the intervention when all assessments had been
completed. Overall, 7% of the participants sought some form of treatment during the study
period. Treatment seeking rates were not significantly different across conditions (x2 [N = 123]
=1.26, p =.315).

Depressive symptoms. The 21-item Beck Depression Inventory — | (BDI) (38-39) was used to
measure depression symptoms. For each item, participants select among four alternative
responses reflecting the increasing levels of symptom severity, where 0 = no symptom present
and 3 = severe symptom presentation. Items were summed to form an overall symptom
composite. The BDI has acceptable internal consistency (o = .73 to .95), reliability (test-retest
r = .60 to .90), and convergent validity with clinician ratings of depressive symptoms (M r =.
75) (38). The BDI had an o = .88 at T1.

Bulimic symptoms. The 12 diagnostic items assessing DSM-IV symptoms of bulimia nervosa
from the Eating Disorder Examination-Questionnaire (EDE-Q)(40) were used to assess
bulimic symptoms. The EDE-Q is derived directly from the Eating Disorder Examination
interview (EDE)(41), a validated measure of eating pathology. The EDE-Q assesses the main
behavioral (binge eating and purging) and cognitive (weight and shape overvaluation) features
of bulimia. The items were summed to form an overall bulimic symptom composite. This scale
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has been found to possess adequate internal consistency (o = .84), 3-week test-retest reliability
(r =.89), and discriminant validity (4,40,42). This scale had an o = .83 at T1.

Substance use. Adolescent substance use was measured with items from the Monitoring the
Future Study (43). Participants reported their frequency of consumption during the past month
of beer/wine/wine coolers, hard liquor, cigarettes, marijuana, stimulants, downers, inhalants,
and hallucinogens using 6-point response scales ranging from never to 3-7 times a week.
Participants also reported the typical number of drinks consumed on an average drinking
occasion and the typical number of cigarettes smoked per day. Items were summed to form an
overall substance use composite. Past research has found these items possess adequate internal
consistency (a = .87), one-year test-retest reliability (r = .50), and predictive validity (24,43).
This scale had an a = .81 at T1.

Preliminary Analyses

Intervention

Preliminary analyses indicated that participants assigned to the two conditions did not differ
significantly on the BDI, bulimic symptoms, substance use, age, ethnicity, or parental
education at baseline, suggesting that randomization succeeded in creating initially equivalent
groups (p-values > .10). Preliminary multiple regression analyses also provided no evidence
that participant age, ethnicity, or parental education moderated intervention effects on any of
the outcome variables.

The 20 (14%) participants who dropped from the study before providing follow-up data (13%
waitlist and 15% CBT condition) did not differ from those who provided complete data on any
of these baseline variables, nor did attrition differ significantly across groups (p-values > .10),
providing evidence that attrition did not systematically bias the results. Nonetheless, we used
full information maximum likelihood estimation, based on expectation-maximization
algorithm, to impute missing data points because this approach produces more accurate and
efficient parameter estimates than listwise deletion or alternative imputation approaches such
as last-observation-carried-forward or mean imputation (44). It should be noted that the pattern
of effects was similar when the more common approach of listwise deletion was used (i.e., all
significant effects remained significant and all non-significant effects remained non-
significant). Participants who provided complete data attended all sessions and completed all
homework assignments.

Preliminary analyses also investigated the test-retest reliability of the outcome measures in the
control group over the initial one-month period, to examine the reliability of these measures
in the current study. Results indicated that the BDI, bulimic symptoms, and substance use
measures evidenced acceptable one-month test-retest reliability in the control group (r's = .
85, .95, and .98 respectively).

Effects for Depressive Symptoms

To confirm that our intervention reduced depressive symptoms, we conducted repeated
measures ANOVA models for the BDI to test whether the changes in depressive symptoms
were significantly greater for the CBT intervention condition than for the control condition.
Separate models tested for effects from pretest to posttest, pretest to one-month follow-up, and
pretest to 6-month follow-up to provide a comprehensive picture of how long the intervention
effects persisted over time. We used 2-tailed tests throughout.

Time-by-condition interactions indicated that there were significantly greater reductions in
depressive symptoms in the CBT condition than in the control condition from pretest to posttest
(F [1/143] = 70.89, p < .001, 33.1% variance explained), pretest to 1-month follow-up (F
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[1/143]=13.14,p<.001, 8.4% variance explained) and pretest to 6-month follow-up (F [1/143]
=5.75, p = .018, 3.9% variance explained). Table 1 reports the cell means and standard
deviations at each assessment, along with the results of the pairwise comparisons. Follow-up
paired t-tests (Bonferroni corrected o = .016) verified that the reductions in depressive
symptoms in the CBT condition were statistically significant. Although the decreases from
pretest to 1-month follow-up and from pretest to 6-month follow-up in the waitlist condition
were statistically significant, the time-by-condition interactions indicated that the reductions
were significantly larger in the CBT condition than in the control condition.

Effects for Bulimic Symptoms

Repeated measures ANOVA models also tested whether there were significantly greater
decreases in bulimic symptoms in intervention participants relative to controls. As
hypothesized, there were significantly greater decreases in bulimic symptoms from pretest to
posttest (F [1/143] = 8.67, p = .004, 5.7% variance explained) and pretest to 1-month follow-
up (F [1/143] =5.93, p =.016, 4.0% variance explained) in the intervention condition relative
to the control condition. However, these effects were non-significant at 6-month follow-up
(F [1/143] = 0.76, p = .384, 0.5% variance explained). Table 1 reports the means and standard
deviations at each assessment, along with the results of the pairwise comparisons. Follow-up
paired t-tests (Bonferroni corrected o = .016) verified that the reductions in bulimic symptoms
in the CBT condition were statistically significant from pretest to posttest, pretest to 1-month
follow-up, and pretest to 6-month follow-up, although the decrease from pretest to 6-month
follow-up in the control group was also statistically significant.

To ensure that these effects did not emerge solely because the intervention impacted the
cognitive symptoms of bulimia nervosa (overvaluation of weight and shape), we conducted
post hoc analyses testing for intervention effects on the overall bulimic symptom composite
when the two items assessing overvaluation of weight and shape were omitted. The pattern of
findings remained unchanged: intervention participants showed significantly greater decreases
in the behavioral symptoms of bulimia nervosa from pretest to posttest (F [1/143] =6.45,p=.
012, 4.3% variance explained) and pretest to 1-month follow-up (F [1/143] = 4.44, p = .037,
3.0% variance explained), but not from pretest to 6-month follow-up (F [1/143] =0.24,p =.
622, 0.2% variance explained).

We conducted additional follow-up analyses to test the hypothesis that change in depressive
symptoms mediated the effects of the intervention on change in bulimic symptoms. These
analyses focused on pretest to posttest changes because this is the interval during which the
mediated effects would be strongest, given that this was when the participants received the
intervention. Consistent with this reasoning, the intervention effects for both depressive
symptoms and bulimic symptoms were the largest during the pretest to posttest interval.
Extending Baron and Kenny's (45) criteria for mediation to prospective data from arandomized
prevention trial, four conditions must be met to infer mediation. First, the independent variable
(intervention condition) should predict change in the outcome. In support, a regression model
confirmed that treatment condition predicted pretest to posttest change scores (posttest —
pretest) for bulimic symptoms (p =-.24, B=-2.07,95% Cl =-3.46 ——0.67, p <.004). Second,
the independent variable should predict change in the mediator. In support, a regression model
confirmed that treatment condition predicted pretest to posttest depressive symptom change
scores (B =—.58, B =-9.19, 95% Cl = —11.34 — —7.05, p < .001). Third, change in mediator
should correlate with change in the outcome. In support, pretest to posttest depressive symptom
change scores were significantly correlated with pretest to posttest bulimic symptom change
scores (r = .29, p <.01). Fourth, the effect of the independent variable on change in the
dependent variable should become non-significant when the effects of change in the mediator
is statistically controlled for full mediation. A multiple regression model indicated that
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treatment condition was no longer significantly related to bulimic symptom change scores
when the effects of depressive symptoms change scores was statistically controlled (§ = —.11,
B =-0.92,95% Cl = -2.60 — 0.75, p = .275). Results are consistent with the suggestion that
change in depressive symptoms mediated the effect of the intervention on change in bulimic
symptoms.

Effects for Substance Use

Repeated measures ANOVA models tested whether there were significantly greater decreases
in substance use in intervention participants than in controls. There were no significant
differences in change in substance use from pretest to posttest (F [1/143] = 0.36, p =.548, 0.0%
variance explained), pretest to 1-month follow-up (F [1/143] = 0.21, p = .647, 0.0% variance
explained) or pretest to 6-month follow-up (F [1/143] = 0.13, p = .714, 0.0% variance
explained) across conditions. Means and standard deviations for the two conditions at each of
the assessments are provided in Table 1.

Discussion

The aims of this trial were to test negative affect theories that assert that depressive symptoms
increase the risk for bulimic symptoms and substance use (2,14). We used a randomized trial
in an attempt to provide an experimental test of these theories because there is growing
recognition that this is a rigorous method of testing hypotheses (26-28,46) as it is always
possible that the prospective effects observed in longitudinal studies are due to some
unmeasured third-variable. However, controlled trials greatly reduce this possibility because
random assignment dramatically increases the likelihood that third-variables are uncorrelated
with the experimental manipulation by equally distributing them across conditions.
Randomized trials are also uniquely suited to this objective because they provide one of the
few experimental paradigms that could manipulate depressive symptoms for a prolonged
period of time. Although the use of randomized intervention trials for theory testing has certain
limitations, including concerns regarding the ecological validity of the findings for etiologic
processes, we think that there is great value in utilizing both prospective and experimental
designs to test hypotheses. If the conclusions from both types of studies agree, much greater
confidence can be placed in the theory, and we consider this a critical direction for future
research in this field.

As hypothesized, our depression intervention did produce reductions in bulimic symptoms,
although these effects did not persist for the full 6-month follow-up period. It was noteworthy
that the intervention effects were not solely driven because the intervention impacted the
cognitive symptoms of bulimia nervosa, as the intervention effects remained when the items
assessing overvaluation of weight and shape were omitted from the bulimic symptom
composite. In addition, mediation analyses provided support for the hypothesis that change in
depressive symptoms mediated the effect of the intervention on change in bulimic symptoms.
However, it is important to consider the possibility that the intervention effects for bulimic
symptoms are solely a product of non-specific factors, such as participant expectancies,
demand characteristics, or therapeutic attention. Two considerations argue against this
alternative explanation for this effect. First, these non-specific factors would increase the
likelihood of observing effects for all outcome variables, but we did not observe effects for
substance use in the present trial. If these non-specific factors were sufficient to produce effects,
they should have done so for all outcomes. Second, because the program was solely described
as an intervention to reduce current and future depression and because participants were kept
blind to the hypothesis that this intervention might reduce bulimic symptoms, it seems unlikely
that expectancies or demand characteristics produced the intervention effects for bulimic
symptoms.
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To our knowledge, these results provide the first experimental evidence from a prevention trial
that decreasing depressive symptoms may reduce bulimic pathology. These findings echo the
evidence from double-blind randomized treatment trials that suggest that antidepressant
medications result in significant decreases in bulimic symptoms among adults meeting full
diagnostic criteria for this eating disorder (47). These findings also converge with the evidence
that depressive symptoms predict onset of bulimic pathology (6,8,48) and may be cautiously
interpreted as evidence that depression promotes bulimic symptoms.

Interestingly, the fact that bulimic symptoms also predict future increases in depressive
pathology (8,49), and that treatments for bulimic symptoms produce reductions in depressive
symptoms (50-51), suggests that depression and bulimic pathology are likely reciprocally
related, as has been previously theorized (52). It was noteworthy that a depression intervention
that did not include content targeting eating or bulimic symptoms produced decreases in
bulimic symptoms. However, the fact that these findings faded over the follow-up period
suggests that interventions solely targeting depression may not be sufficient for preventing or
reducing bulimic pathology. Nonetheless, it may be worthwhile for future eating disorder
prevention programs to include a component focusing on the reduction of depressive
symptoms.

In contrast to expectations, our results indicated that despite significant reductions in depressive
symptoms among intervention participants, there were no concomitant decreases in substance
use. These findings offer little support for the assertion that substance use is linked to affective
disturbances, as suggested by the negative affect theory. Our null findings converge with those
from prospective studies that have found non-significant or weak relations between depressive
symptoms and future increases in substance use (22-24). Although the correlation between
depression and substance use is established, there may be other explanations for this relation.
For instance, some omitted third variable may explain this relation. One possibility is that
parental substance abuse increases risk for offspring substance use because of genetically
convened risk (e.g., deficits in executive control) and also increases risk for depression because
of the negative life events that often accompany parental substance abuse (53-54). In contrast,
the correlation between depression and substance use may arise because the latter increases
risk for the former. In support of this conjecture, several prospective studies have found that
substance use predicted future increases in depression (22,55). In theory, regular use of
psychoactive substances leads to neurological changes that result in attenuated positive affect
and the use-related negative consequences of substance use may create dysphoric mood (56).
Future research should examine this alternative relation between these variables. However, it
is also possible that our sole focus on females may have impacted our findings. Because boys
and men typically report elevated levels of substance use relative to girls and women (57-58),
the former may be more likely than the latter to use psychoactive substances to cope with
negative affect or to experience affective disturbances as a result of prolonged substance use.
It is also possible that the depression intervention might have reduced substance abuse or
dependency symptoms, which were not assessed in this study. It would be useful if future
research examined these possibilities.

The relatively severe level of baseline depressive symptoms among sample participants
deserves comment. Other adolescent depression prevention programs have reported lower
baseline mean BDI scores (17-18.4) among “high risk” participants (e.g., (59-60)), although
our mean values are closer to those observed in many controlled bulimia treatment studies,
with mean BDI scores in the range of 22.9-25.5 (61-63). It is likely that the higher mean BDI
values observed for the present sample occurred because we did not use diagnostic interviews
to exclude participants with current major depression at baseline, which was the approach taken
in most prior depression prevention trials. The present findings should be interpreted with this
factor in mind.
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It is important to consider the limitations of this trial when interpreting these findings. First,
we relied solely on self-report questionnaires to assess changes in the outcomes. Unfortunately,
limited resources prevented us from obtaining structured diagnostic interview data on the
participants in this preliminary study. Although any limitations inherent to questionnaires
should operate equally in our intervention and control conditions, self-report measures are
generally lower in specificity than structured diagnostic interviews. Second, since we focused
solely on females in this study, these findings may not generalize to males, especially in light
of the gender differences in eating disorder diagnosis and substance use frequency. It would
be useful if future research replicated this trial with male participants. Lastly, although the use
of a waitlist control condition facilitated comparisons to the results obtained in prior CBT
interventions for depression, the use of a placebo control condition would have allowed
stronger inferences about intervention effects. Specifically, it would have been possible to rule
out the possibility that demand characteristics, expectancy effects, or attention artificially
inflated estimates of intervention effects on depression reduction. A waitlist control group only
allows investigators to rule out regression to the mean and measurement artifact alternative
explanations for intervention effects. However, participants were blinded to our hypothesis
that our depression intervention might reduce bulimic symptoms and substance use, which
renders it unlikely that our effects are due to demand characteristics. In addition, the fact that
we did not find significant effects for substance use outcomes also suggests that our findings
for bulimic symptoms are unlikely rooted in expectancy or demand characteristic effects, as
they should have impacted all outcomes. Notwithstanding, future research could improve upon
our trial by incorporating diagnostic interviews and a placebo control condition with a mixed
gender sample.

In sum, our intervention effectively reduced depressive symptoms over a six-month follow-
up, which provided an opportunity to experimentally investigate the effects of long-term
changes in depressive symptoms on other outcomes. Compared to the waitlist control
condition, the intervention produced short-term reductions in bulimic symptoms, but not
substance use, providing support for the affect-regulation theory of bulimic pathology, but little
support for the notion that substance use is rooted in affective disturbances. We believe that
this randomized trial provided a rigorous test of affect-regulation theories. The fact that the
results from this experimental trial largely agree with the effects observed in prospective studies
allows us to place even greater confidence in the assertion that affective disturbances play an
important role in promoting bulimic symptoms. We feel it would be useful if future researchers
used experimental trials that manipulate putative risk factors for psychiatric disturbances in an
attempt to triangulate the findings from prospective risk factor studies.
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Means and Standard Deviations for the Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) Condition and Waitlist Control
Condition on the Depressive Symptom, Bulimic Symptoms, and Substance Use scales and Results from the

Paired Comparisons

Baseline Termination 1-month follow-up 6-month follow-up
(Week 1) (Week 4) (Week 8) (Week 20)
M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Dependent variable
Beck Depression Inventory
CBT (n=74) 27.78 (9.85) , 18.30 (10.72) ,, 18.39 (11.21) ,, 15.92 (11.54) ,,
Waitlist (n=74) 24.13(10.43) , 23.81 (10.62) 19.57 (11.54) ,, 16.64 (13.96) ,,
Bulimic symptoms
CBT (n=74) 26.40 (17.61) , 20.28 (15.45) ,, 18.30 (15.07) ,, 19.60 (14.61) ,,
Waitlist (n=74) 27.47 (17.36) , 25.60 (18.13) 25.74 (18.31) 22.52 (14.27) ,,
Substance use
CBT (n=74) 11.63 (8.88) 11.01 (8.66) 11.20 (8.92) 10.86 (8.30)
Waitlist (n=74) 11.63 (8.73) 11.33(8.94) 11.50 (9.18) 11.18 (8.58)

Notes: Means in the same row with different subscripts were statistically significantly different (p < .016).
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