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Buprenorphine for mental health?

“I have just spent 5 years in gaol. Every day I got 1 to 2 mg of 

Suboxone. It kept me sane. Since I have been out I have been going 

nuts. I can’t think. I feel really down…”

Silvio, 37
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Opioids for depression

• 1891 Kraepelin recommended opioid tinctures for depression

• 1977 Kline demonstrated that infusing β-endorphine had an anti-depressant effect

• 1980 Emrich noted possible antidepressant effect of buprenorphine

• 1990 Kosten noted depression improved in opioid addicts
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Opioid receptors

Mu – analgesia & euphoria

Kappa – dysphoria

Delta – low anxiety

Darcq, E. and B. L. Kieffer (2018). "Opioid receptors: drivers to addiction?" Nature Reviews Neuroscience 19(8): 499-514.
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Introducing the n-receptor

• Receptor identified in 1994

• Initially an ‘opioid receptor’ except

• Opioid agonists have no effect

• Agonists dynorphin and nociceptin/orphanin

• Activation of the NOP receptor

• Down regulation of dopamine

• Down regulation of glutamate

• Causes low mood and may worsen schizophrenia

• Antagonism may be a treatment for depression and psychosis
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Binds to all the opioid receptors
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Trials of BUP in depression?

• 1995 Bodkin noted patients with refractory depression responded to buprenorphine

• 2008 Nyhuis demonstrated effectiveness in patients not responding to ECT

• 2014 Karp demonstrated safety and tolerability (0.2 to 1.4 mg/Day)

• 2016 Yovell demonstrated the ‘anti-suicidal’ potential (0.1 to 0.4 mg/day) 
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Frontal activation
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BUP for other disorders

• Augmentation  of therapy in OCD

• Psychosis 

• Precipitated by withdrawal

• Relieved by reinstatement

• Bipolar Disorder

• Effective augmentation of treatment
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Should we rethink BUP?
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The reasons given for the restrictions placed on opiate use are 

based on prejudice rather than scientific evidence.

Buprenorphine, with its unique pharmacological profile, has 

proved to possess antidepressant, anti-dysphoric and 

antipsychotic properties in psychiatric patients.

Maremmani, I., Pacini, M., & Pani, P. P. (2006). Effectiveness of buprenorphine in double
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