Stress and Relapse to Cocaine Abuse

VISN 1 MIRECC researchers have shown that cocaine abusers with a strong stress response are more likely to relapse after a hospital stay. Relapse after a period of abstinence is the central problem for treatment of drug abuse. Drug reminders, bad moods and family friction are common triggers for relapse. Relapse is most likely to occur during the first 3 months after achieving abstinence but remains a threat for a lifetime. This study is the first to link stress responses to cocaine relapse. Cocaine craving ratings and stress hormone levels were obtained while hospitalized cocaine abusers were presented with personalized descriptions of high stress and drug use situations. Cocaine abusers with high levels of stress hormones and high craving ratings were more likely to relapse to cocaine use during the 2 month period after leaving the hospital. In recent years, scientists have linked stress to a broad array of diseases and even to long lasting changes in brain nerve cells. Cocaine users who report high craving during stress are most likely to be using cocaine as a way to escape bad feelings aroused by stress. This study suggests that high stress responders may need treatments that focus on stress avoidance and stress management.  The research team led by Yale researcher Rajita Sinha included MIRECC researcher Bruce Rounsaville, Rockefeller University researcher Mary Jeanne Kreek, and Yale researchers Miguel Garcia and Stephanie O’Malley. 

