
Naltrexone for Alcohol: The Complete
Recovery Guide

Introduction: The Four Pillars of Recovery

When it comes to alcohol recovery outside of traditional rehab, there are four main
evidence-based pathways that people pursue:

1. Medication-Assisted Recovery - Using FDA-approved medications like
naltrexone

2. At-Home & Self-Directed Recovery - Managing recovery independently at home

3. Online & Telehealth Programs - Professional support delivered digitally

4. Non-12-Step & Alternative Support - Science-based alternatives to traditional
programs

This guide focuses on Pillar 1: Medication-Assisted Recovery, specifically naltrexone,
which is the most searched recovery solution with over 8,100 monthly searches.
However, the most effective recovery often combines naltrexone with elements from
the other three pillars.

What is Naltrexone?

Naltrexone is a non-addictive medication known as an opioid antagonist. Originally
developed for other uses, it was FDA-approved in 1994 for the treatment of alcohol use
disorder (AUD).

Unlike older medications like Disulfiram (Antabuse), naltrexone does not make you
sick if you consume alcohol. Instead, it changes how your brain responds to alcohol by
addressing the neurological side of addiction.

Key Facts:



Non-addictive and safe

Not a sedative or mood-altering drug

Works in the background to stabilize the brain’s reward system

Helps return the brain to a “pre-addiction” state

Reduces the constant mental noise of cravings

How Naltrexone Works: The Science Behind Recovery

The Problem: How Addiction Hijacks Your Brain

When you drink alcohol, your brain releases endorphins that attach to opioid
receptors. This creates a “buzz” or sense of reward that reinforces the behavior and
fuels cravings. Over time, your brain becomes dependent on this reward signal,
leading to overconsumption and addiction.

The Solution: Naltrexone’s Three-Part Action

1. Blocking the “High”

Naltrexone binds to opioid receptors more strongly than alcohol-induced endorphins.
It effectively “plugs” the receptors so that even if you drink, the chemical reward signal
cannot get through.

You may still feel the motor impairment of alcohol (coordination loss, cognitive
effects), but the “euphoria” or “glow” that usually drives you to have a second or third
drink is gone. This is crucial because it removes the primary reinforcement that
perpetuates the drinking cycle.

2. Reducing Cravings

By blocking the reward signal, your brain’s constant “background noise” of desire for
alcohol gradually diminishes. This is known as reducing “cue-reactivity”—meaning
things that used to trigger a drink (stress, social settings, five o’clock on Friday, certain
people or places) lose their power over you.



Without the biological drive pushing you toward alcohol, you regain mental clarity and
control. The constant internal battle quiets down.

3. Breaking the Cycle Through Extinction

Over time, the association between drinking and pleasure is weakened through a
process called pharmacological extinction. Your brain literally “unlearns” the addiction
pattern.

This makes it significantly easier to stay within moderate limits or abstain entirely
because the biological “need” for the next drink is removed. You’re not fighting against
your own brain chemistry anymore—the medication is doing that work for you.

The Benefits of Medication-Assisted Recovery

Scientifically Proven

Clinical studies consistently show that naltrexone reduces the frequency and intensity
of heavy drinking episodes. It is considered one of the “gold standards” in modern
addiction medicine because it treats the condition as a medical issue rather than a
moral failure.

Research demonstrates:

50% reduction in heavy drinking days for many users

Increased abstinence rates compared to placebo

Improved outcomes when combined with counseling or support

Non-Addictive

There is no risk of becoming dependent on naltrexone. It does not produce a “high”
and you can stop taking it under medical supervision without experiencing withdrawal
symptoms from the medication itself.

This is fundamentally different from some other medications that can create their own
dependency issues.



No “Sick” Effect

Because naltrexone doesn’t cause a physical reaction to alcohol, there is no fear of
accidental sickness if you have a slip-up. This reduces the shame and anxiety often
associated with traditional recovery models, allowing you to get back on track
immediately without the psychological burden of a “punishment” response.

Flexible Goals

Naltrexone is unique because it supports multiple recovery goals:

Total abstinence - Complete sobriety

Harm reduction - Controlled, moderate drinking

Transition - A bridge to other recovery methods

Whether your goal is to never drink again or to drink responsibly, naltrexone provides
the biological safety net to help you achieve it.

Works Across All Four Pillars

Naltrexone can be combined with:

At-Home Recovery - Take the medication while using self-directed strategies

Online Programs - Use naltrexone with telehealth counseling

Alternative Support - Combine with SMART Recovery or secular approaches

How Naltrexone Fits Into the Four Pillars

Pillar 1: Medication-Assisted Recovery (Primary)

Naltrexone is the cornerstone of this pillar. It’s the most researched and most searched
recovery medication, making it the foundation of pharmaceutical-based recovery.

Pillar 2: At-Home & Self-Directed Recovery (Complementary)

While taking naltrexone, you can implement at-home strategies:



Behavioral changes and habit building

Self-assessment and goal setting

Stress management and wellness practices

Journaling and self-reflection

Naltrexone removes the biological craving, making it much easier to implement these
behavioral changes.

Pillar 3: Online & Telehealth Programs (Recommended)

The most effective approach combines naltrexone with professional support:

Online counseling or therapy

Virtual support groups

Telehealth check-ins with a provider

Digital coaching and accountability

Studies show that naltrexone + counseling produces better outcomes than either
alone.

Pillar 4: Non-12-Step & Alternative Support (Optional)

Many people combine naltrexone with:

SMART Recovery (science-based alternative to AA)

Secular recovery groups

Online communities focused on evidence-based recovery

Peer support without the spiritual component

Common Delivery Methods

Naltrexone is typically administered in three ways, depending on your lifestyle and
needs:



1. Daily Oral Tablet (50mg)

Best for: People who want consistent, steady medication levels

The most common method is a 50mg pill taken once a day. This is ideal for those who
want to maintain steady levels of the medication in their system to suppress daily
cravings and maintain a consistent barrier against the alcohol reward.

Pros:

Simple and familiar (pill format)

Allows you to adjust dosing if needed

Inexpensive (often $30-100/month with insurance)

Immediate effect

Cons:

Requires daily compliance

Some people forget doses

Nausea possible when starting

2. The Sinclair Method (TSM)

Best for: People who want to drink occasionally while on medication

A specific protocol where the medication is taken only on days you intend to drink,
exactly one hour before the first sip. This targeted approach is specifically designed to
maximize the “extinction” of the alcohol reward by ensuring the medication is at peak
levels during the drinking event.

How it works:

You take naltrexone only when you plan to drink

The medication blocks the reward during that drinking session

Over time, your brain “unlearns” the pleasure association

You gradually lose interest in drinking

Pros:



Targets the exact moment of drinking

Allows flexibility in drinking goals

Scientifically designed for extinction learning

Lower overall medication exposure

Cons:

Requires planning and discipline

Not suitable for impulsive drinkers

Less effective for daily cravings

Requires strong self-awareness

3. Monthly Injection (Vivitrol)

Best for: People who struggle with daily compliance or want “set it and forget it”
convenience

An extended-release version administered by a healthcare professional once per
month. This is an excellent option for those who may struggle with the “compliance”
of taking a daily pill or who want the convenience of not thinking about medication for
30 days at a time.

Pros:

One injection per month (no daily pills)

Guaranteed compliance (no missed doses)

Consistent medication levels

Convenient for busy lifestyles

Cons:

More expensive ($1,000-1,500/month, often covered by insurance)

Requires monthly clinic visits

Cannot adjust dosing quickly

Injection site reactions possible



Helpful FAQ

Is naltrexone the same as Antabuse?

No. Antabuse (Disulfiram) works by making you violently ill if you drink. It’s a
punishment-based approach that relies on fear and negative reinforcement.

Naltrexone works by taking away the “reward” of drinking. It’s a much more modern,
compassionate approach that focuses on brain chemistry rather than punishment. You
won’t get sick on naltrexone—you just won’t feel the high.

Will I still get drunk if I drink on naltrexone?

Yes. You will still experience the coordination loss and cognitive impairment of alcohol.
However, you won’t feel the “rush” or “glow” that usually drives you to have a second
or third drink.

This is actually the key to naltrexone’s effectiveness. By removing the reward, you
naturally drink less without relying on willpower alone.

Are there side effects?

Most people tolerate naltrexone well. The most common side effects are:

When starting:

Mild nausea or dizziness (usually disappears within a few days)

Headache

Fatigue

Strategies to minimize:

Take with food

Take at night before bed

Start with a lower dose and titrate up

Stay hydrated

Serious side effects (rare):



Liver damage (requires baseline liver function test)

Allergic reaction

Opioid withdrawal (if you’ve recently used opioids)

Always disclose all medications and health conditions to your doctor.

Can I take naltrexone if I am on pain medication?

No. Because naltrexone blocks opioid receptors, it will block the effect of opioid pain
medications and can cause immediate withdrawal in people dependent on opioids.

Important: Always disclose all medications to your doctor, including:

Prescription pain medications

Over-the-counter pain relievers

Any opioid-based medications

Herbal supplements

Your doctor will help you determine if naltrexone is safe for you.

How long do I need to take it?

This varies by individual. Some use it for a few months to get through a difficult period,
while others use it long-term to maintain their progress.

Common timelines:

Short-term: 3-6 months to establish new habits

Medium-term: 6-12 months for sustained recovery

Long-term: 1-2+ years for ongoing support

Your healthcare provider will help you determine the best duration for your specific
journey. The goal is to use it as long as it’s helping you, then transition off under
medical supervision when appropriate.

How much does naltrexone cost?

With insurance:



Daily pill: $30-100/month

Monthly injection: Often covered, $0-50 copay

Without insurance:

Daily pill: $50-150/month (generic is cheaper)

Monthly injection: $1,000-1,500/month

Cost-saving options:

Ask about generic naltrexone (much cheaper)

Check if your state has addiction treatment coverage

Look into pharmaceutical assistance programs

Some telehealth providers offer affordable options

Can I use naltrexone with other recovery methods?

Yes! In fact, this is recommended. The most effective recovery combines naltrexone
with:

Behavioral approaches:

Counseling or therapy

Support groups (SMART Recovery, AA, online communities)

Habit building and lifestyle changes

Stress management

Other pillars:

At-home strategies and self-directed work

Online programs and telehealth support

Alternative recovery communities

Naltrexone removes the biological barrier; other methods help you rebuild your life
and habits.



How to Get Started With Naltrexone

Step 1: Consult a Professional

Naltrexone requires a prescription. You have several options:

Traditional doctor:

Your primary care physician

An addiction medicine specialist

A psychiatrist

Telehealth providers:

Online addiction treatment services

Virtual clinics specializing in MAT

Many offer same-day consultations

What to expect:

Discussion of your drinking history

Assessment of your readiness for treatment

Explanation of how naltrexone works

Discussion of goals and expectations

Step 2: Medical Evaluation

Your doctor will perform:

Blood tests:

Liver function tests (naltrexone can affect the liver)

General health screening

Health history:

Current medications (especially opioids)

Medical conditions



Previous addiction treatment

Mental health history

Opioid screening:

Confirmation that you’re not currently using opioids

Typically need to be opioid-free for 7-14 days before starting

Step 3: Create a Support Plan

While naltrexone is a powerful biological tool, recovery is also behavioral. It works
most effectively when combined with:

Professional support:

Counseling or therapy (individual or group)

Regular check-ins with your prescriber

Accountability and monitoring

Peer support:

Support groups (SMART Recovery, AA, online communities)

Friends or family involvement

Recovery community engagement

Personal strategies:

Stress management and wellness

Habit building and lifestyle changes

Goal setting and progress tracking

Self-reflection and journaling

Step 4: Start Medication

First dose:

Usually start with 50mg daily

Take with food to minimize nausea



Take at night if side effects occur

Adjustment period:

First 1-2 weeks: Monitor for side effects

Weeks 2-4: Medication reaches full effectiveness

Ongoing: Regular check-ins with provider

What to expect:

Reduced cravings within 1-2 weeks

Decreased interest in drinking within 4-8 weeks

Improved mood and mental clarity over time

Gradual lifestyle changes as drinking decreases

Combining Naltrexone With the Other Pillars

Naltrexone + At-Home Recovery

What this looks like:

Take naltrexone daily to reduce cravings

Implement at-home strategies: stress management, exercise, hobby
development

Track progress with journaling or apps

Build new routines and habits

Why it works:

Medication removes the biological craving

Behavioral changes fill the void left by alcohol

You’re working with your brain chemistry, not against it



Naltrexone + Online Programs

What this looks like:

Take naltrexone as prescribed

Attend online counseling sessions (weekly or bi-weekly)

Join virtual support groups

Use telehealth check-ins with your provider

Why it works:

Research shows naltrexone + counseling is most effective

Professional guidance helps address underlying issues

Accountability and support increase success rates

Naltrexone + Alternative Support

What this looks like:

Take naltrexone for biological support

Join SMART Recovery or secular recovery groups

Engage with science-based recovery communities

Participate in evidence-based peer support

Why it works:

Combines medical treatment with community support

No spiritual component required

Focus on practical skills and behavioral change

Peer accountability without judgment

Important Note

This guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute medical advice.
Always consult with a healthcare professional before starting any new medication.



Individual results may vary, and what works for one person may not work for another.

Recovery is a personal journey. Naltrexone is one tool among many. The most
important thing is finding the approach that works for you and committing to the
process.

Your Next Steps

1. Download this guide and review it thoroughly

2. Schedule a consultation with a healthcare provider

3. Discuss your goals - abstinence, moderation, or transition

4. Explore the other pillars - consider combining naltrexone with other recovery
methods

5. Build your support system - identify counseling, groups, or communities that
resonate with you

6. Start your recovery - with naltrexone and a comprehensive plan

Additional Resources

Learn More About:

At-Home & Self-Directed Recovery strategies

Online & Telehealth Programs and providers

Non-12-Step & Alternative Support communities

Evidence-based recovery research

Visit Naltrexone for Alcohol for more resources, recovery paths, and tools to help you
reclaim your life.

Remember: Recovery is possible. Naltrexone is a proven, evidence-based tool that has
helped thousands of people regain control of their lives. Combined with the right
support and strategies, you can achieve the recovery you deserve.


