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A  single injection of a new sustained 
release formulation of buprenor-

phine substantially blocks heroin's ef-
fects. What is important is it relieved heroin 
craving and withdrawal symptoms for up to 
six weeks, report researchers from the Na-
tional Institute of Drug Addiction (NIDA). 
 
This is the first study to test sustained re-
lease buprenorphine in human narcotic 
opioid addicts. It affirms the promise of a 
drug formulation designed to increase 
the patients’ response to treatment, im-
prove treatment outcomes, and reduce 
the risk of buprenorphine misuse. 
 
Study Outline 
 

R esearchers evaluated the formulation 
with five patients, two men and three 

women aged 33 to 42, who had been using 
heroin more than 6 years on average and 
were current daily users.  
 
The day before initiating buprenorphine, the 
study team administered oral doses of hy-
dromorphone as clinically needed to 
suppress the patients' withdrawal 
symptoms.  
 
The amount of hydromorphone 
needed to alleviate withdrawal symp-
toms is an objective measure of 
opioid dependence severity. The 
patients' average opioid addiction 
was approximately equivalent to 50 
mg/day of methadone.  
 
Buprenorphine treatment consisted 
of a single injection of biodegradable 
polymer microcapsules containing 58 
mg of the medication. During the 
following 6 weeks, a 4-week residen-
tial phase and a 2-week outpatient 
phase, researchers assessed the 
patients for signs of heroin with-
drawal.  

Patients rated their withdrawal symptoms 
using a standard questionnaire. Impor-
tantly, no patient needed additional medi-
cation for withdrawal relief. 
 
To test sustained release which is buprenor-
phine's power to block the effects of heroin, 
patients received weekly challenge test in-
jections of 3 mg hydromorphone or saline 
under double blind procedures.  
 
Patients' subjective ratings of various 
hydromorphone effects, such as feeling 
high, sick, or any effect, stood at zero in 
the first 2 weeks after buprenorphine 
treatment. (Please see Exhibit I) 
 
Drug effect ratings in subsequent weeks of 
the study remained low, less than 25 on a 
100 point scale. Moreover, the buprenor-
phine formulation appeared to be safe and 
well tolerated, with no significant side effects 
or signs of opioid intoxication or respiratory 
depression.  

New Medication for Heroin Addiction 
Provides Withdrawal Relief 

Time Intervals 

 
Exhibit I 

Withdrawal Self-Report Ratings 
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T hese results suggest that sus-
tained release buprenorphine will 

prove an appealing and effective 
treatment alternative for opioid ad-
dicted patients. 
 
Like methadone, buprenorphine acti-
vates opiate receptors, but its effects 
level off as the patient takes higher and 
higher doses. Its pharmacologic profile 
reduces the likelihood of dangerous side 
effects such as severe respiratory de-

pression. The addition of naloxone re-
duces the potential for abuse by illicit 
injection.  
 
Buprenorphine has a relatively long 
duration of action and causes com-
paratively mild withdrawal discomfort 
on cessation. This drug affords a 
greater flexibility in dosing regimens and 
a margin of convenience for patients and 
physicians. 
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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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