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Objectives

• Introduction to the neurobiology of 
addiction

• Providing care in the emergency 
department and residential treatment 
center through the pandemic

• Discuss the impact of COVID-19 on 
provider wellness and strategies for 
maintaining wellness 
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Emergency Medicine 1990-1993



Griffin Hospital

• Community Hospital Derby, Connecticut

• 160 Beds

• ED 35,000 Visits

• Admission Rate 14%

• 30% ED visits are substance abuse related 

• Planetree/Patient Centered Care 



• 115 beds

• Level 3.3 Facility

• 60% of the staff in recovery

• Provide Psychiatric and Rehabilitation 
Services

• Average LOS 29 days

• Approximately 1,000 annual residential 
visits



High Watch Recovery Center



Medical model of addiction

In 1980,  Addiction is 
considered a moral 

failure. 



Medical model of addiction

Biopsychosocial Model: 

Biological factors

Psychological factors

Social factors

Relapse: triggers, stress, primers



Neurotransmitters

DRUGS OF ABUSE ENDOGENOUS 
NEUROTRANSMITTERS

ALCOHOL GABA, Glutamate

AMPHETAMINES and COCAINE Dopamine

BENZODIAZEPINES and GHB GABA

CANNABIS Anandamide

HALLUCINAGENS and MDMA Serotonin

NICTOTINE Acetylcholine

OPIODS Endorphins

PHENCYCLIDINE and KETAMINE Glutamate



Final Pathway of Abuse 

Drugs of abuse increase dopamine in the Nucleus 
Accumbens in ways that surpass the dopamine increases 
that occur when triggered by natural reinforcers such as 
food and sex. 



Evolution of Human Race  



Nucleus Accumbens



September 13th, 1848



Dr. John Martin Harlow 



September 13th, 1850









Our Brains Do Recover



Pharmacologic strategies for addiction

• Agonists - Nicotine Replacement for tobacco, 
Methadone for opiates

• Antagonists – Naltrexone (Vivitrol)

• Partial Agonists – Varenicline (Chantix) for tobacco, 
Buprenorphine (Subutex) for opioids



Non-pharmacologic strategies

Self-help groups (12 step program)

Motivational Interviewing techniques 

Traditional types of talk therapy and counseling 



Alcohol Impairment  



Screening Assessment Tool 

To reduce the risk of harm 
from alcohol, men and 
women should drink no 
more than 10 standard 
drinks per week and 4 
standard drinks in one day



Criteria for alcohol use disorder

• Drinking more, or longer than intended

• Tried to cut down or stop and couldn’t 

• Spending a lot of time drinking/hungover

• So bad you couldn’t think of anything else

• Causing family, job, school troubles

• Continue despite trouble, family/friends

• Given up other activities enjoyed

• Placing you in danger (unsafe sex)

• Continued even though making you sick

• Developing tolerance

• Withdrawal 25



88,000 deaths/year (US)

2.5 million years of potential life lost 

(YPLL) each year in the United States  

Shortening the lives of those who died 

by an average of 30 years.

1 in 10 deaths among working-age 

adults aged 20-64 years.

Costs of excessive alcohol consumption 

in 2010 were estimated at $249 billion

Alcohol Misuse



Alcohol use disorder impacts10% of the GENERAL PUBLIC 

Drug use disorder impacts 5% of the GENERAL PUBLIC

How Common is Addiction?





Fentanyl Potencies 

Fentanyl is a synthetic opiate that is 50x more potent that heroin. 

Fentanyl is 100x more potent than morphine. 

Sufentanil is 5-10x more potent than Fentanyl.

Carfentanil is 10,000 X more potent than morphine and 100x more potent than fentanyl.





ADDICTION IS A TREATABLE 

CONDITION



Alcoholic Anonymous

• Most influential self help group in the world

• Helped more people stop drinking then 
medicine, psychology, and psychiatry combined

• Over 2 million members

• Alcoholism is a disease, No cure, total abstinence

• Attend daily meetings

• Get a sponsor
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AA was started by 2 men in 1935
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Treatment Outcomes

Most High Watch guests stay between 
22 and 60 days.

The longer guests stay, the more likely 
they are to be successful in their 
recovery. Guests who stay from 22 to 
60 days relapse at a rate of 16%, 
compared to 26% of guests who stay 
21 or fewer days.

Those who stay over 60 days relapse at 
a rate of only 4%.

Bottom Line: The longer one stays in 
treatment, the more likely they are for 
sustained recovery

*Results are based on a 2019 sample of 398 respondents and measure one-month recovery rates.



Meetings Matter

If alumni go to five or more 
meetings each week, they do 
much better than those who 
attend fewer (or no) meetings.

Most High Watch guests attend 
six or more meetings each week 
after they leave.

Those guests relapse at a much 
lower rate than those who attend 
fewer than two meetings or 
none, at all.

Alumni who regularly attend 
meetings relapse at a rate of 3% 
versus 25% for those who do not 
attend meetings.

*Results are based on a 2019 sample of 398 respondents and measure one-month recovery rates.



Get a Sponsor

A sponsor keeps you grounded in your recovery!

Most High Watch guests find a 
sponsor shortly after leaving 
High Watch.

Those who do build a 
relationship with a sponsor 
relapse at a rate of 4% as 
compared to those alumni 
who do not find a sponsor. 
They relapse at nearly triple 
the rate of those who do.

*Results are based on a 2019 sample of 398 respondents and measure one-month recovery rates.





Ottilie Lundgren

Fifth Victim of 2001 

Anthrax Attacks



COVID-19 Unprecedented
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Never done or known before



COVID-19 Panic
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COVID-19

Fear

Lack of Support

Helpless

Unappreciated

Abandoned
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“Everything rises and falls on 

leadership”

John C Maxwell
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What worked and what didn’t
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Setting 0ne Setting two

Leadership –proactive, aggressive, 
lead by example

Out of sight

Relentless Pursuit of PPE, testing and 
diagnostics

Rationing of PPE, critical of non-
essential use

Recognized and rewarded staff (battle 
pay) for front line courage

Pay cuts, signs

Allowed Eligible staff to work at home 
(Clinical telehealth)

Allowed Eligible staff to work at home 
(management)

Mandated staff vaccination at onset Elective staff vaccination at onset

Set up vaccination center Set up vaccination center

Applied for COVID Relief funds Applied for COVID Relief funds
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Wellness through Crisis
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• Exercise

• Breathing   - Palm Springs

• Gratitude 

• Incantations



Objectives

• Provide an understanding of the 
neurobiology of addiction

• Present our experience in providing care 
and maintaining operations in the 
emergency department and residential 
treatment center through the pandemic

• Discuss the impact of COVID-19 on 
provider wellness and strategies for 
maintaining wellness 
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Questions ?
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