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How opioids function in the brain

Managing opioid addiction
Paradigm – Prescription Drugs & Addiction

(WV Medical Journal, July/August 2010/Vol.106)

What happens when a person becomes addicted 
-

 
Real-life stories
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Migraine / Physician

CVA / Migraine / Physician

Unemployed Physician / Pharmacy employee

18 year old S/P tooth extraction

23 year old heroin addict

Pneumonia / Physician

18 year old S/P tooth extraction #2
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“A primary, chronic disease of brain reward, 
motivation, memory and related circuitry.”

ASAM, April 11, 2011

Chronic relapsing disorder characterized by drug-
seeking and drug-taking behaviors despite negative 
consequences. 
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Lifetime prevalence: 12%

Causes 20% of all deaths per year

Costs in excess of $600 Billion per year 

1/3 of all hospital in-patient costs are addiction 
related

(SAMHSA, 2011 NSDUH; Ries, et al., 2009)
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25% of primary care patient visits
(Jones et al., Am. Fam. Physician, 2003)

2 million of the 2.3 million incarcerated Americans have 
histories of alcohol or substance abuse

(U.S.Department of Justice, 2006)

$28 Billion to treat 40 million Americans with 
substance use disorders

(CASA at Columbia University, 2011)
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There are over 28 million people suffering from addiction 
and less than 12% receive treatment.  

(SAMHSA, 2010 NSDUH)

40-60% of people relapse after drug and alcohol 
treatment.  (NIDA)

80% relapse rate with opioid dependence. (NIDA)
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State in which an organism engages in a 
compulsive behavior which is 
reinforcing(rewarding or pleasurable)

Involves loss of Control

Compulsion 

Continued use despite adverse consequences

Cravings
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Brain Reward   
Pathway*
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*

Brain Reward Pathway: Dopamine Release
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All intoxicant chemicals interact with the 
brain’s   reward system

These drugs impact on brain levels of the 
neurotransmitter (chemical messenger)                 

dopaminedopamine
Depending on the class of drug, they also 
interact with other brain neurotransmitters

11



12



Normal Thinking Brain 
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Thinking Brain

Vs..

Primitive Brain
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Primitive Brain in Control –
 

Addicted Brain
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1. Treatment for Pain

2. Treatment for Opioid Dependence
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ENABLING

Changing your own behavior to adapt, ignore, 
struggle or otherwise cope with another person’s 
substance abuse problem.  Some of the behaviors that 
families, friends and co-workers adopt are called 
“enabling”.

Enabling is action that you take to protect the person 
with the problem from the consequences of their 
actions.

 
Unfortunately, enabling actually helps him 

or her to not deal with the problem.
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1.  Methadone

2. Oxycodone

3.  Fentanyl

4. Hydrocodone

5. Morphine
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WV Bureau for Public Health –

 

Health Statistics Center
Note:  Deaths are not mutually exclusive. 21
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Note: 2011 is partial data
WV Bureau for Public Health –

 

Health

 

Statistics Center
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Has it worked in the past?

Will it have any impact?

Will other drugs take its place?

Rethinking carisoprodol, tramadol, and 
nalbuphine (other Schedule III's)
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Prescriber education

Patient education (addiction risks, 
storage, disposal)

Medical school and residency education

Broad use of PDMPs
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Public Policy Statement on Measures to 
Counteract Prescription Drug Diversion, 
Misuse and Addiction.  
www.asam.org/advocacy

ASAM Pain and Addiction: Common 
Threads Course, April 25, 2013. 
www.asam.org/education
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http://www.asam.org/advocacy
http://www.asam.org/education


WV Bureau for Public Health –

 

Health

 

Statistics Center 27
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Education
Education
Education
Education
Education
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It has been a great day with a great audience and 
I thank you for your time and attention to this 
most important issue.   

On behalf of the American Society 
of Addiction Medicine and the 
Public at large, I 
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