Vienna Placement Report
In the United Kingdom, about 2.9 million adults – 7% of the population – are alcohol dependent. Alcohol misuse is linked to 22,000 deaths each year, and costs the economy £20 billion each year in treatment and lost production.

The Medical Council on Alcohol (MCA) is a charity concerned with the education of the medical and allied professions about the effects of alcohol on people’s health. In 2005, the MCA ran a competition for medical students in order to get them to think about their own personal use of alcohol and the problems that alcohol causes in society, and which students may encounter in their future lives as a doctor.

As a winner of this competition, I found myself on a three week placement in Vienna, Austria where I had the privilege of working alongside the internationally recognised alcoholism expert Professor Dr. Otto Lesch. Professor Lesch and his team have carried out a lot research into alcoholism and the potential causes and possible treatments. The Lesch Typology, devised by Professor Lesch himself, is used to categorise patients with alcohol dependence into different subgroups. There are four subgroups of patients: Type I patients have a ‘biological addiction’ with early and severe withdrawals. Type II patients are an anxiety coping group who use alcohol as a coping strategy. Type III patients are a group with co-morbidity, mainly depression, who use alcohol as an antidepressant; and Type IV patients are a group of patients with cognitive impairment prior to the development of alcoholism. Patients in the different subgroups have different reasons for developing addiction, different withdrawal syndromes, a different prognosis, and therefore benefit from different therapeutic approaches.

My placement was based at the Vienna General hospital, known as the “Allgemeines Krankenhaus” (AKH). Opened in 1994, the hospital also functions as a university medical centre and as Austria’s largest medical research facility. With a floor area of approximately 338,000 square metres and over 5000 members of staff including 2900 academic staff and physicians, the AKH is Europe’s largest hospital.

I was based in the psychiatric department in station 4A, a ward especially for alcoholic patients. Here I was able to join in the ward rounds each morning and follow a number of patients during their rehabilitation over the three weeks that I was there.

I also spent time on other wards and departments both in the psychiatry unit and in the main hospital. I was able to observe the practice of psychodynamic testing in which patients have to complete series of tests relating to memory, concentration and ability to carry out simple arithmetic.

I also spent some time watching a few of the different therapies which are offered to patients. These included group therapy, music therapy and ‘Ergotherapy’. Ergotherapy is a form of occupational therapy in which patients are able to do art and craft work each day for up to 90 minutes. Depending on their illness, patients can work on different crafts. For example patients whose lives lack structure are encouraged to do weaving, a very structured type of artwork. On the other hand, patients who find it difficult to concentrate are encouraged to work with clay, an activity which requires a lot of concentration. 

On several occasions, I was fortunate enough to visit other centres within Vienna. One such visit was to a General Practice medical centre, where one of the doctors with a special interest in diabetes, was conducting research together with Professor Lesch, to see if there is a link between diabetes, depression and alcoholism.

Another such visit was to a centre for drug addiction where people who were abusing ‘hard’ drugs such as cocaine and heroin were able to come for treatment. As well as being a place where patients could obtain methadone substitution therapy, the centre specialised in acupuncture of the ear.
My final visit was to a hospital known as Baumgartner Höhe which is towards the west side of Vienna. The ‘hospital’ is split up into 30 mini pavilions each with its own speciality. Although most of the pavilions were for psychiatry, there were some for neurology and general medicine. The pavilion which I visited was for patients who had managed to free themselves from alcohol addiction, and they were referred to the centre in order to rebuild their life, get a job and learn to live independently. All patients on this ward were voluntary admissions.

My placement in Austria was a great experience and it gave me a great insight into alcoholism and its potential causes and possible treatments. I am very grateful to Professor Lesch and his team for taking the time teach me and also for organising and making my placement very worthwhile.
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