
Exercise is showing a potential utility for different stages of drug addiction treatment, although a certain controversy 
remains and studies for a more complete evaluation in clinical settings are lacking. According to a recent paper by 
Beiter RM et al (2016), exercise during early abstinence robustly attenuated subsequent cocaine seeking in a rat model 
and the effect persisted even when exercise ended on the seventh day of abstinence, while exercise during late 
abstinence was not effective. The results also suggested that exercise during early, but not late, abstinence may provide 
long-term protection against cocaine relapse.
Based on this interesting possibility, a preliminary study, regarding patients hospitalized in an addiction and dual 
disorders treatment unit, was developed.

A total of 39 patients accepted to participate in the study. They were between 18 and 55 years of age and the majority 
were males (24 males/15 females). Twenty of them followed the usual treatment programs of the unit while the other 
19, being the group of study, were intended to exercise 15 minutes on stationary bicycle, morning and afternoon, under 
close supervision. Those periods of time were decided in an arbitrary manner, as no previous study existed.

Regarding the substances used, 36 (92%) had an alcohol use disorder, associated 
with tobacco use in 22 (61%) of them, and with different combinations of substances 
in 14 (38%), being cannabis the most frequently used, in 10 (71%) of this patients.

To be included, participants had to be physically healthy, with no evidence of significant 
cardiovascular, pulmonary, endocrine or neuromuscular problems, no severe anemia 
nor cognitive disorders.
All subjects signed a written informed consent prior to participating in the study.

Most patients had reached high school, lived in small cities and had had a previous psychiatric problem. Most of them 
had been hospitalized for withdrawal treatment, evaluation and diagnosis, and future treatment planning.

-Of the 19 patients in the exercise group, 10 (52%) didn’t experience any craving since the beginning (one of them left 
the unit after 2 days). The other 9 abandoned the protocol at a certain point, 3 of them had light craving symptoms 
during the first days and dropped out, the other 6 after several days without any symptom.

-In the control group, 13 (65%) patients experienced no craving since the beginning. The other 7 had light symptoms 
the first 5-7 days, which disappeared later on.

Daily exercise during early abstinence may be useful to improve dual disorders inpatient treatment by promoting a 
different approach regarding acute medications use and future evolution, although the initial results of our preliminary 
study, with a limited number of patients, a predominance of alcohol use, and an arbitrary exercise type and lapse of 
time added to the usual treatments of an addiction and dual disorders hospital unit, are not conclusive. While a more 
complete analysis of the data will arrive, the exercise proposed seemed to offer no special advantages for these 
patients’ symptoms and evolution. 
The indicated limited number, the association to hospital withdrawal treatments and, maybe, the exercise framework 
proposed, are some of the limitations of our preliminary investigation. 
A study including more patients, with the possibility to compare results according to different substances of use and 
with a deeper evaluation of the presence and role of coexistent disorders, together with diverse lapses of time and/or 
other modalities of exercise and their use, will give more information about this adjunctive option in the first steps of 
addiction and dual disorders treatment.
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