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Cocaine-Related Cues Elicit
Physiological Stress Responses

vercoming addiction is part of a

learning process with people in re-
covery actively working to maintain
healthy changes in their lives.

In addiction treatment, clinicians help pa-
tients learn new techniques to navigate
safely through experiences that often evoke
powerful urges to consume drugs. Learning
to successfully cope with stressful situations
and the people, places, and things the pa-
tient associates with past drug-taking experi-
ences is part of the therapeutic process.

Recent research has demonstrated that
cocaine addicted patients respond to
these drug associated features in their
environment. Their responses to these
stressful situations include rushes of adrena-
line and other hormones that increase pulse
rate and blood pressure, among other ef-
fects.

Research Outline

A recent study was conducted with 54
cocaine addicted men and women,
aged 21 to 50, at an inpatient research facil-
ity. Before entering treatment, the patients
had abused cocaine for an average of 9
years immediately prior to treatment. On av-

erage, they had consumed the drug 3 or
more times per week. Almost all, some 94%
of the participants, had smoked crack co-
caine.

To study physiological and emotional re-
sponses to cocaine, researchers elicited
from patients detailed accounts of three past
personal experiences. One very stressful,
one relaxing, and one specifically related to
taking cocaine. The responses were tape
recorded.

Testing Sessions

ver the three testing sessions, con-

ducted on different days, patients relive
all three of their stressful, drug-related, and
relaxing experiences by listening to the re-
cordings. When the tape finished, the patient
rated the vividness of the scenes and his or
her cocaine craving and anxiety.

The researchers found similar patient re-
sponses to the stressful and drug-related
tapes with peoples' pulses increasing and
their blood pressure rising. Stressful situa-
tions and drug-related tapes also in-
creased participants' subjective re-
sponses to craving and anxiety com-
pared with the relaxation tapes.
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Cortisol levels, which normally decline in the morning, remain relatively high in cocaine-addicted
patients after they listen to a five-minute tape of a stressful or drug-related experience, but not
after they listen to a relaxing tape. Cue-induced elevations in cortisol and other stress hormones

persisted for up to 30 minutes.
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For further information on Rimrock Foundation’s treatment of addic-
tions, call Barbara Hansen, Admissions Supervisor at 1-800-227-3953
or 1-406-248-3175, or visit our website at www.rimrock.org. For more
educational information on addictions, contact the Rimrock Founda-
tion Library at the above numbers.
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