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Alcohol is a leading cause of morbidity and 
preventable mortality
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Witkiewitz & Vowles (2018). Alcoholism: Clinical & Experimental Research 



Alcohol has long been used as an 
analgesic



Alcohol use, negative affect, and pain are 
inherently linked via overlapping neural 
substrates

C’mon, let’s drink  till we 
can’t feel feelings 
anymore



Alcohol use, negative affect, and pain are 
inherently linked via overlapping neural 
substrates



Acute pain increase urges to drink and 
alcohol self-administration in rodent and 
human models, which may increase 
hypersensitivity to pain

Edwards et al (2020). Alcoholism: Clinical & Experimental Research 



Pain increases risk of heavy drinking 
relapse following alcohol treatment

Witkiewitz et al (2015). Addiction.

(OR=1.44, 95% CI=1.07, 1.92, p=0.01)



Pain associated with heavier and more 
frequent drinking following alcohol treatment

Witkiewitz et al (2015). Addiction.



Alcohol use associated with 2.5x increase in 
rates of misusing opioid medications to 
relieve pain

Witkiewitz & Vowles (2018). Alcoholism: Clinical & Experimental Research 



Opioid use increases risk of heavy drinking 
relapse following alcohol treatment

Witkiewitz et al (2018). Alcoholism: Clinical & Experimental Research 

(OR=1.38, p<0.001)



Chronic pain patients who are prescribed 
opioids report misuse of opioids and alcohol
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Vowles  et al (2018). Journal of Pain.



Most individuals who misuse prescription 
opioids report doing so for pain relief, 
regardless of AUD diagnosis

Votaw  et al (2019). Substance Use and Misuse.



What can be done? 
Promising approaches…

Vowles  et al (in press). Journal of Pain



What can be done? 
Potential pharmacotherapies

Edwards et al (2020). Alcoholism: Clinical & Experimental Research 



What needs to be done?

• Basic Science
• Clinical relevance of many 

traditional animal models of pain 
and excessive alcohol consumption

• Take precautions to NOT exclude 
heavy drinkers/those with AUD or 
OUD from human lab studies of pain

• Clinical Science
• Gold standard measurement of 

substance use and pain interference
• Carefully consider implications of 

exclusions that will reduce 
generalizability to MOST individuals



{ Please email katiew@unm.edu for 
copies of this presentation.

Thank you!

@KatieWitkiewitz
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