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Why are short-term treatments less effective for opioid addiction?



Opioid addiction is a chronic brain disease precipitated by fundamental, long-term, changes to the structure and functioning of this organ. It takes time to become addicted because these changes to the brain happen slowly. Likewise, to undo these changes, requires the brain to form new pathways and relearn. This also takes time, many months or even years is not an unreasonable timeframe to expect these changes to occur. 

Detox treatments only remove a substance from the body. The profound changes to the brain, the hallmarks of addiction, still remain. The patient may experience varying degrees of withdrawal until the brain has time to heal. It is during this time many people relapse. The brain has in effect forgotten how to make itself happy, it has been relying on an external source of stimuli throughout the addiction and now cannot manufacture enough natural opioids (endorphins), or sufficiently perform the other functions that would maintain a normal state of well being.

If you learn how to do a complicated task like juggling, the brain will form new pathways and physically change. These changes can be seen with modern medical imagery. If you abstain from juggling for a period of time your brain partially forgets and some of the pathways and connections dissolve, as the brain begins to change back. It may never change back completely, but your behavior (abstaining from juggling) can have an impact on the physical nature of the brain. Addiction treatment is similar. You can relearn non-addictive behaviors that will help rewire the brain. The longer you are away from active addiction the more those pathways change and rewire themselves. So by changing your behavior, environment, activities, people you associate with, and just placing time between you and active addiction, will all help “heal” your brain. 

Counseling can help facilitate these changes in behavior. It is also important in identifying what initiated drug use in the first place so that once the addiction is in remission similar circumstances do not trigger a relapse. Counseling and/or other behavioral therapies are essential in surviving addiction.

Peer support such as AA/NA, or online forums, aid in behavior modification and help you between counseling sessions. Conversing with others with similar experiences can help relieve the anxiety in starting a new treatment. It can help create realistic expectations of the treatment and can also serve as a 24/7 way to actively work your recovery plan.

Medication assisted treatment, such as with buprenorphine treatment, can help allow you to change your behavior, as mentioned above, by reducing the cravings and withdrawal that are normally present when someone stops taking their drug of choice.

Through treatment and behavior modification the brain begins to change back. Shorter treatments (detox treatments) do not allow sufficient time for the brain to adjust. This leaves the patients feeling the effects of the brain changes, the withdrawal symptoms can last many months as the brain slowly relearns addiction free life. Few patients can endure the depression, discomfort, dysphoria, insomnia, irritability, and the other symptoms characterized by this disease(PAWS). Many will relapse. 

Methadone is the most studied medication ever. Many detox vs. maintenance treatment studies have been done. Much of the knowledge base of detox vs. maintenance treatments stems from this. Similar studies with buprenorphine have overwhelmingly concluded that longer term treatments have a much higher likelihood of preventing relapse, disease, and death due to overdose. Some physicians have gone as far as to call short term detox treatments, malpractice, because a 3-7 day treatment may only serve to lower the patients’ tolerance, while increasing the potential for depression, placing them at greater risk of fatal overdose, or suicide, while doing nothing to treat the brain disease of addiction.

Different patients respond differently to treatments and almost everything in biology has a bell curve associated with it. There will always be people on either side of the extremes, that don’t fit the norm. Determining what treatments are most likely to work for you is something you and your health care professional should evaluate considering your unique situation. There are as many treatment plans as there are individuals. Understanding opioid addiction as thoroughly as you can, will help you to determine which one or combination is best for you.
