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A HIV protein may increase craving for abused drugs **PODCAST** 

  
DOI: 10.1038/NPP.2013.201  
  
A protein associated with HIV infection may increase vulnerability for cocaine abuse, according to a mouse study 
published in Neuropsychopharmacology. 
            Although psychostimulant abusers comprise one of the fastest growing populations of HIV-infected 
patients, relatively little is known about how HIV may impact the rewarding effects of abused drugs. It has been 
suggested that the virus may influence drug reward biologically, through the actions of a viral protein called HIV-1 
Tat. 
            Jay P. McLaughlin and colleagues used genetic engineering to express HIV-1 Tat protein in the brains of 
mice and tested the behavioral response to cocaine. The presence of HIV-1 Tat increased both the stimulant and 
rewarding effects of cocaine, compared to mice in which HIV-1 Tat was absent. These results suggest that the 
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activity of HIV-1 Tat alone may be sufficient to enhance sensitivity to the properties of cocaine that can make it 
addictive. 
            Additional data shows that exposure to HIV-1 Tat protein caused reinstatement of cocaine-seeking 
behavior in mice that had undergone long periods of time without access to the drug.  These results suggest that 
HIV-1 Tat protein contributes to heightened probability of relapse in abstinent cocaine-using individuals with HIV. 
The authors believe that just as addiction raises the risk of HIV, HIV may raise the risk of addiction. 
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