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Since 2000, the United States has experienced an upsurge of opioid misuse resulting in 

an increase in addiction cases and drug-related deaths (Violence & Injury Prevention Program, 

2014). Chronic pain is one of the most common reasons adults seek medical care and are 

prescribed painkillers (Dahlhamer et al., 2018). However, recent estimates show that one-fifth to 

one-quarter of chronic pain patients receiving opioid therapy meet diagnostic DSM-5 criteria of 

opioid use disorder (Boscarino, Hoffman, & Han, 2015; Degenhardt et al., 2015). Thus, 

additional research on potential risk factors is needed that explains why some patients can take 

opioids as prescribed, whereas others will misuse them. This study evaluates emotional distress, 

such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as a potential risk factor for opioid craving.   

Craving is a significant psychological construct in chronic pain patients treated with 

opioids (Wasan et al., 2012). PTSD may predict heightened opioid craving. The primary goal of 

this research is to determine the stronger predictor of opioid craving: emotional pain (PTSD) or 

physical pain (pain severity). We hypothesize that opioid-treated chronic pain patients with 

higher levels of PTSD symptoms would have greater opioid craving than patients with lower 

levels of PTSD symptoms, and that PTSD would predict craving more strongly than pain 

severity.  

A sample of participants (N=304) with chronic pain on long-term opioid therapy, who 

displayed a range of PTSD symptoms, were recruited to complete self-report assessments of 

opioid craving, PTSD, and pain severity. Regression analyses assessed PTSD and pain severity 

as predictors for opioid craving. PTSD symptom severity was significantly positively associated 
with opioid craving, even after controlling for pain severity as a predictor (which was not 
associated with craving). Emotional pain (as indicated by PTSD) seems to be a stronger 

predictor of opioid craving than physical pain among opioid-treated chronic pain patients. 

Thus, PTSD is a significant risk factor for opioid craving among chronic pain patients 

receiving prescription opioid analgesia. It is plausible that those with PTSD use opioids to 

suppress emotional trauma (Garland, Brown, & Howard, 2016). Due to these findings, prior to 

prescribing, measures can be taken to screen individuals for trauma history to assess potential 

risk for opioid misuse. Further research is needed to evaluate the relationship of other negative 

affective states, and emotional pain, with opioid craving and chronic pain. 
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