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Cocaine addiction is a disease characterized by chronic relapse despite long periods of abstinence. The lateral orbitofrontal cortex (lOFC)
and basolateral amygdala (BLA) promote cocaine-seeking behavior in response to drug-associated conditioned stimuli (CS) and share
dense reciprocal connections. Hence, we hypothesized that monosynaptic projections between these brain regions mediate CS-induced
cocaine-seeking behavior. Male Sprague-Dawley rats received bilateral infusions of a Cre-dependent adeno-associated viral (AAV) vector
expressing enhanced halorhodopsin 3.0 fused with a reporter protein (NpHR-mCherry) or a control AAV (mCherry) plus optic fiber
implants into the lOFC (Experiment 1) or BLA (Experiment 2). The same rats also received bilateral infusions of a retrogradely transported
AAV vector expressing Cre recombinase (Retro-Cre-GFP) into the BLA (Experiment 1) or lOFC (Experiment 2). Thus, NpHR-mCherry
or mCherry expression was targeted to lOFC neurons that project to the BLA or to BLA neurons that project to the lOFC in different
groups. Rats were trained to lever press for cocaine infusions paired with 5-s CS presentations. Responding was then extinguished. At test,
response-contingent CS presentation was discretely coupled with optogenetic inhibition (5-s laser activation) or no optogenetic inhibition
while lever responding was assessed without cocaine/food reinforcement. Optogenetic inhibition of lOFC to BLA, but not BLA to lOFC,
projections in the NpHR-mCherry groups disrupted CS-induced reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior relative to (i) no optogenetic
inhibition or (ii) manipulations in mCherry control or (iii) NpHR-mCherry food control groups. These findings suggest that the lOFC sends
requisite input to the BLA, via monosynaptic connections, to promote CS-induced cocaine-seeking behavior.
Neuropsychopharmacology (2017) 42, 727–735; doi:10.1038/npp.2016.157; published online 21 September 2016
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INTRODUCTION

Cocaine addiction is a chronic disease characterized by
strong propensity for relapse upon exposure to previously
cocaine-associated environmental stimuli even after long
periods of abstinence (Ehrman et al, 1992). Thus, cue-
induced relapse represents an enduring challenge for the
successful treatment of cocaine addiction. Several brain
regions have requisite roles in cocaine-seeking behavior
produced by previously drug-paired conditioned stimuli
(CS) in rodent models of cue-induced drug relapse (Bossert
et al, 2013; Lasseter et al, 2010); however, few studies have
aimed to identify functionally significant connections
between these brain regions. As a result, our understanding
of the neural circuitry by which drug-associated cues elicit
motivation to seek cocaine is limited.
In the present study, we focused on the lateral orbito-

frontal cortex (lOFC) and basolateral amygdala (BLA) given
the importance of these brain regions in assessing the

motivational significance of drug-associated CSs. In support
of this, cocaine-dependent individuals exhibit increased
cerebral blood flow in the OFC and BLA upon exposure to
images containing drug-related cues (Childress et al, 1999;
Goldstein and Volkow, 2002). Moreover, GABAB agonist
treatment decreases OFC and BLA activation and self-
reported craving in response to drug-related cues (Brebner
et al, 2002; Young et al, 2014). In rats, GABAA/B agonist-
induced inhibition of the lOFC (Fuchs et al, 2004) or
tetrodotoxin-induced inactivation of the BLA (Grimm and
See, 2000) decreases CS-induced reinstatement of cocaine-
seeking behavior, indicating that these brain regions critically
control the retrieval and/or utilization of cocaine-CS
associations that guide drug-seeking behavior.
The lOFC and BLA share dense reciprocal connections

(Lasseter et al, 2014; Price, 2007) and may interact to
promote CS-induced reinstatement of drug-seeking beha-
vior. Functional disconnection studies have shown that the
lOFC and BLA work together to encode stimulus-outcome
associations (Saddoris et al, 2005), facilitate flexible decision-
making (Zeeb and Winstanley, 2013), and control drug
context-induced reinstatement of drug-seeking behavior
(Lasseter et al, 2011). However, the reciprocal nature of
anatomical connections between the lOFC and BLA has
limited the interpretability of these functional disconnection
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effects, as the direction of information transfer could not be
determined using this methodology. Furthermore, the
significance of lOFC–BLA interactions in CS-induced
cocaine-seeking behavior, in particular, has not been
investigated.
To separately investigate whether CS-induced cocaine-

seeking behavior depends on monosynaptic input from the
lOFC to the BLA or vice versa, we expressed cre-recombinase
in adeno-associated viral (AAV) vector serotype 6 (Retro-
Cre-GFP), which exhibits retrograde transport in rodents
and primates (Salegio et al, 2013; San Sebastian et al, 2013).
To permit optogenetic inhibition of either lOFC neurons that
project to the BLA (Experiment 1) or BLA neurons that
project to the lOFC (Experiment 2), Retro-Cre-GFP was
infused at the terminal region, while a cre-dependent AAV
containing enhanced halorhodopsin 3.0 fused to an mCherry
reporter protein (NpHR-mCherry) and indwelling optic
fibers were introduced at the cell body region of the target
circuit. At test, optogenetic inhibition was restricted to the
duration of CS-presentations to minimize the influence of
manipulations on the drug-paired context, which may regain
some of its motivational effects upon CS presentation and
contribute to drug-seeking behavior through the activation of
neural substrates that promote context-induced reinstate-
ment (Fuchs et al, 2008; Remedios et al, 2014). Thus, the
present study examined the specific contributions of
monosynaptic projections between the lOFC and BLA to
the motivational effects of a drug-paired CS.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals

Male Sprague-Dawley rats (250–275 g; Harlan Laboratories,
Livermore, CA; N= 45) were individually housed in a
climate-controlled vivarium on a reversed light–dark cycle.
Rats were maintained on 20–25 g of rat chow per day with
water available ad libitum. All protocols for rat housing and
treatment were approved by the Institutional Animal Care
and Use Committee and followed the Guide for the Care and
Use of Laboratory Rats (Institute of Laboratory Animal
Resources on Life Sciences, 2011).

Viral Constructs

To construct AAV6-EF1α-Cre-recombinase-IRES2-GFP
(Retro-Cre-GFP, Figure 1a), pCAG-Cre-GFP (Addgene,
plasmid #26646, deposited by Dr Anjen Chenn) was
overexpressed, purified, and then cloned into an AAV
backbone by the University of North Carolina (UNC) BAC
Recombineering Core. Key regions of the plasmid were
sequenced to confirm correct orientation. The AAV was then
packaged into serotype 6 by the UNC Vector Core. All
viruses were purchased from the UNC Vector Core (titers:
4.0–6.7 × 1012 vm/ml) and delivered at 0.7 μl/hemisphere
(0.1 μl/min). The infusion needles (33-gauge) remained in
place for 10 min post infusion. Maximal AAV-mediated gene
expression occurs ~ 2–3 weeks post-infection (Carlezon et al,
1997; Penrod et al, 2015).

Surgery

Forty-eight hours after a single food-training session
(described in Supplementary Methods), rats were anesthe-
tized with ketamine and xylazine (80.0 mg/kg and 5.0 mg/kg,
i.p., respectively). AAV5-EF1α-DIO-eNpHR3.0-mCherry
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Figure 1 Circuit specific, cre-dependent expression of NpHR-mCherry.
(a) Diagrams of the AAV (serotype 5) expressing a cre-dependent,
enhanced halorhodopsin 3.0 fused to mCherry (NpHR-mCherry) and AAV
(serotype 6) expressing Cre-recombinase-IRES2-GFP (Retro-Cre-GFP)
utilized in Experiments 1 and 2. Both AAVs contained transgenes under
the control of an EF1α promoter. Representative images showing (b)
expression of NpHR-mCherry in the lOFC and (c) in the BLA. Scale
bar= 200 μm, × 10 magnification. NpHR-mCherry expression was co-
localized with immunoreactivity for (d) the excitatory marker, CaMKII, but
not for (e) the GABAergic marker glutamic acid decarboxylase-67
(GAD-67). Scale bar= 50 μm, × 20 magnification.
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(NpHR-mCherry) or AAV5-EF1α-DIO-mCherry (mCherry)
was infused bilaterally into the lOFC (Experiment 1;
+3.5 mm AP, +2.8 mm ML, − 5.0 mm DV from bregma) or
the BLA (Experiment 2; − 2.7 mm AP, +5.0 mm ML,
− 8.7 mm DV from bregma) (Figure 1a). Retro-Cre-GFP
was infused bilaterally into the BLA (Experiment 1) or lOFC
(Experiment 2). Optical fibers (200 μm diameter; Thor Labs,
Newton, NJ) encased in ceramic ferrules (1.25 mm O.D.,
230 μm I.D.; Thor Labs) were assembled in house
(Sparta et al, 2012) and implanted bilaterally, 0.5 mm dorsal
to the NpHR-mCherry or mCherry virus infusion sites.
Screws and cranioplastic cement secured the ferrules to the
skull. Additional rats received NpHR-mCherry into the lOFC
either alone or with Retro-Cre-GFP into the BLA for
immunohistochemical verification experiments, or NpHR-
mCherry into BLA with Retro-Cre-GFP into the lOFC for
slice electrophysiology experiments (see Supplementary
Methods). Intravenous (i.v.) catheters were constructed in-
house (Fuchs et al, 2007) and were inserted into the right
jugular vein and threaded subcutaneously to exit on the back.
Catheter patency was tested and maintained as described in
Supplementary Methods.

Cocaine Self-Administration Training

Drug (Figures 3a and 4a) or food (Supplementary
Figure S4A) self-administration training was conducted in
sound-attenuated operant conditioning chambers (Coul-
bourn Instruments, Allentown, PA) during the rats’ dark
cycle for 2 h each day. Throughout each session, a red house
light (0.4 fc brightness) was illuminated on the wall opposite
to levers. During the cocaine self-administration session,
responses on a designated active lever resulted in 2-s cocaine
infusions (cocaine hydrochloride dissolved in sterile saline;
0.15 mg/0.05 ml per infusion, i.v.; NIDA Drug Supply
Program, Research Triangle Park, NC) under a fixed
ratio 1 (FR1) reinforcement schedule with a 20-s timeout
period. During the food self-administration sessions, active
lever presses resulted in delivery of a single food pellet under
gradually increasing FR schedules with 20-s timeout periods
(see Supplementary Methods). Each reinforcer (drug or
food) was paired with 5-s presentation of a CS complex
(white stimulus light above the active lever plus a 75 dB,
1 kHz tone). Active lever responses during the timeout
periods and inactive lever responses during the session had
no programmed consequences. Training was terminated
when rats reached a criterion of ⩾ 10 cocaine infusions
per session on ⩾ 10 days. Data collection and reinforcer
delivery were controlled using Graphic State Notation
software version 4.1.04 (Coulbourn Instruments).

Extinction Training

After the completion of drug or food self-administration
training, all rats received daily 2-h extinction training
sessions on at least 7 days until they reached the extinction
criterion (⩽25 active lever responses per session on two
consecutive days). During the sessions, lever responses had
no programmed consequences. During the last three
sessions, the rats’ indwelling optic fibers were connected
bilaterally to mock optical patch cords to acclimatize them to
the apparatus.

Testing

At test, all rats’ optic fibers were connected bilaterally to
mono-fiber optic patch cords (50 μM I.D.; Doric Lenses,
Quebec, CAN) encased in spring leashes (Plastics One). The
patch cords were connected to one end of an optical
commutator (1 × 2 Fiber Optic Rotary Joint; Doric Lenses),
to allow for free movement of rats and provide bilateral
division of laser light from a single source. The other end of
the optical commutator was connected to a solid state laser
(Shanghai Laser & Optics Century, Shanghai, China) via an
optic patch cable (105 μm, 3 m; Thor Labs). The laser was
located outside of the sound-attenuation chamber. Laser light
(532 nm) was calibrated to 10–12 mW intensity at the tip of
the patch cords immediately before testing (Sparta et al,
2012).
During two 1-h test sessions, active lever presses resulted

in 5-s presentations of the previously cocaine-paired or food-
paired CS either alone (Laser OFF) or discretely coupled with
laser activation (Laser ON; continuous for 5 s). Each CS
presentation initiated a 20-s timeout period during which
active lever presses had no programmed consequences. The
order of Laser ON and Laser OFF test sessions was
counterbalanced, and the test sessions were separated by
additional extinction sessions until active lever responding
was ⩽ 25 per session on two consecutive days.

Histology and Data Analysis

Rats were overdosed using ketamine and xylazine (240 mg/kg
and 15mg/kg, i.v., respectively) and transcardially perfused.
Brain tissue was collected for assessment of optic fiber
placement, immunohistochemical experiments, and whole-
cell electrophysiological recordings (see Supplementary
Methods). Rats with insufficient mCherry expression,
off-target mCherry or GFP expression, or misplaced optic
fibers were excluded from data analysis. All data were
analyzed using analyses of variance (ANOVA) or t-tests,
when appropriate (see Supplementary Methods). Post-hoc
comparisons were done using Tukey’s tests. Alpha was set
at 0.05.

RESULTS

Histology

In the virus verification experiments, NpHR-mCherry
expression was not observed in the lOFC unless Retro-Cre-
GFP was infused into the BLA (Supplementary Figure S1A
and B). Expression was robust within both the somal and
dendritic compartments of cells within the lOFC and
BLA, (Figure 1b and c), with similar numbers of mCherry-
immunoreactive cells visible in each target region
(Supplementary Figure S1G). NpHR-mCherry expression
was exclusive to glutamatergic neurons, as indicated by
co-localization with the excitatory marker calcium/calmodu-
lin-dependent protein kinase II (CaMKII, Figure 1d) but no
co-localization with the GABAergic marker glutamic acid
decarboxylase-67 (GAD-67, Figure 1e). In Experiment 1,
optic fiber tracts and NpHR-mCherry/mCherry expression
were restricted to the lOFC (Figure 2a) and Retro-Cre-GFP
expression was restricted to the BLA (Supplementary
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Figure S2A) (n= 8/group). In Experiment 2, optic fiber tracts
and NpHR-mCherry/mCherry expression were restricted to
BLA (Figure 2b) and Retro-Cre-GFP expression was
restricted to the lOFC (Supplementary Figure S2B) (n= 6/
group). mCherry expression was not visible in terminal
regions (Supplementary Figure S1C–F).

Behavioral History and Inactive Lever Presses

The groups did not differ in drug or food intake or lever
responding during self-administration and extinction train-
ing. They also did not differ in inactive lever responding
during any phase of the experiment (Supplementary
Figure S3). These findings and the results of the food control
experiment (Supplementary Figure S4) are reported in
Supplementary Results.

lOFC→ BLA Circuit Inhibition Disrupts CS-Induced
Cocaine-Seeking Behavior

Cocaine-seeking behavior depended on laser manipulation
and opsin expression (ie, group: mCherry vs NpHR-
mCherry; 2 × 2 ANOVA laser × group interaction:
F1,14= 4.93, P= 0.04; group main effect: F1,14= 5.38,
P= 0.04; laser main effect: F1,14= 2.75, P= 0.12). In the
mCherry control group, active lever responding did not
differ across the Laser ON and Laser OFF tests (Figure 3b).
Conversely, in the NpHR-mCherry group, responding
during the Laser ON test was lower than during the Laser
OFF test (Po0.05) and compared with the mCherry group
during the Laser ON test (Po0.01). A time course analysis of
behavior during the Laser ON test indicated time-dependent
group differences (2 × 3 ANOVA time × group interaction:
F2,14= 3.87, P= 0.03; time main effect: F2,14= 17.64,
P= 0.0001; group main effect, F1,14= 9.15, P= 0.01). Speci-
fically, the NpHR-mCherry group exhibited fewer responses

than the mCherry group during the first 20 min of the Laser
ON test (Figure 3c; Po0.01), after which responding
decreased (Bin 14Bins 2–3; Po0.01).
Additional analyses evaluated possible changes in active

lever response rate in relation to the termination of laser
stimulation (Figure 3d). The NpHR-mCherry group exhib-
ited lower CS-reinforced response rates than the mCherry
group (t14= 3.08, P= 0.008). Non-reinforced response rates
did not differ between the groups during CS-coupled laser
stimulation (t14= 1.88, P= 0.08) or during the remainder of
the timeout period (t14= 0.42, P= 0.68), suggesting that
responding did not rebound after laser stimulation was
terminated. Furthermore, the NpHR-mCherry group exhib-
ited fewer CS-reinforced responses than the mCherry group
during the Laser ON test (Figure 3e; t14= 3.01, P= 0.009).

BLA→ lOFC Circuit Inhibition Fails to Alter CS-Induced
Cocaine-Seeking Behavior

There were no differences in cocaine-seeking behavior
between the groups (Figure 4b; 2 × 2 ANOVA laser × group

 Optic fiber mCherry 
 Optic fiber NpHR-mCherry

+4.68

-2.92

+4.20

+3.72

 Expression of mCherry

-2.62

-3.12

Figure 2 Virus spread and optic fiber placements. Schematics depicting
mCherry and NpHR-mCherry viral spread (shaded areas) and the most
ventral point of optic fiber tracts for rats that received mCherry (white
circles) or NpHR-mCherry (black circles) into the (a) lOFC (mCherry, n= 8;
NpHR-mCherry, n= 8) or (b) BLA (mCherry, n= 6; NpHR-mCherry,
n= 6). Numbers denote distance from bregma in mm on the schematics
modified from the rat brain atlas of Paxinos and Watson (1997).
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Figure 3 Effect of optogenetic inhibition of lOFC afferents to the BLA on
CS-induced reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior. (a) Schematic
depicting the timeline of the behavioral experiments: cocaine self-
administration training (SA), extinction training (EXT), and counterbalanced
CS-induced reinstatement tests (1 h each) with or without laser stimulation.
(b) Active lever responses (mean± SEM) during each phase of the
experiment for the mCherry (n= 8) and NpHR-mCherry (n= 8) groups.
(c) Time course of active lever responses (mean± SEM) during each 20-min
bin of the Laser ON test. (d) Response rates (mean responses/second±
SEM) on the active lever during the Laser ON test when active lever presses
were reinforced with CS presentation (REIN) or were not reinforced during
the 5-s CS presentation (CS) and the remaining 15-s (No CS) of the
timeout period. (e) Total number of CS-reinforced active lever responses
during the Laser ON test. Symbols represent difference between mCherry
and NpHR-mCherry groups (*, b, c: Tukey’s test, Po0.05; d, e: t-test,
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interaction, F1,10= 0.46, P= 0.51, group main effect,
F1, 10= 0.19, P= 0.67; laser main effect, F1,14= 0.003,
P= 0.96). A time course analysis of behavior during the
Laser ON test revealed a time main effect only (Figure 4c;
2 × 3 ANOVA time main effect, F2,10= 7.26, P= 0.004;
laser × group interaction, F2,10= 0.98, P= 0.39; group main
effect, F1,10= 0.78, P= 0.40). Thus, active lever responding
declined in both groups during the Laser ON test session
(Bin 14Bin 2–3; Po0.05).
In terms of active lever response rates (Figure 4d), no

differences were observed between the NpHR-mCherry and
mCherry groups in CS-reinforced (t10= 0.51, P= 0.62) and
non-reinforced response rates during CS-coupled laser
stimulation (t10= 0.46, P= 0.66) or during the remainder of
the timeout period (t10= 1.11, P= 0.29). Thus, responding
did not rebound after laser stimulation was terminated.
Furthermore, no differences were observed between the
groups in the total number of CS-reinforced responses
during the Laser ON test (Figure 4e; t10= 0.52, P= 0.62) even
though BLA neurons exhibited light-induced hyperpolariza-
tion (Figure 5a and b) and inhibition of evoked action
potential firing ex vivo (Figure 5c–e) (see Supplementary
Results).

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the direction-specific contribu-
tion of monosynaptic projections between the lOFC and BLA
in cue-induced cocaine-seeking behavior. To permit the
selective inhibition of these circuits, a Retro-Cre-GFP was
infused at the terminal region, and a Cre-dependent NpHR-
mCherry was infused at the cell body region, of the target
circuit. Cre-dependent expression of mCherry was observed
in the cell body regions of the lOFC (Experiment 1) and BLA
(Experiment 2) (Figure 1). Importantly, optogenetic inhibi-
tion of lOFC afferents to the BLA impaired CS-induced
reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior compared with no
optogenetic inhibition (Figure 3) and to manipulations in the
mCherry control groups that did not express the opsin
(Figure 3) and in the NpHR-mCherry groups in the food
control experiment (Supplementary Figure S4). Optogenetic
inhibition of BLA afferents to the lOFC did not impair CS-
induced cocaine-seeking behavior (Figure 4) despite eliciting
light-induced hyperpolarization and inhibition of evoked
action potential firing (Figure 5).

Direct Input from the lOFC to the BLA is Necessary for
CS-Induced Cocaine-Seeking Behavior

The present study demonstrates that the lOFC and BLA
interact in a direction-specific manner to promote cue-
induced reinstatement, extending localization studies that
focused on the individual contributions of these brain
regions to CS-induced reinstatement (Fuchs et al, 2004;
Grimm and See, 2000) and disconnection studies that
showed their interaction in drug context-induced reinstate-
ment (Lasseter et al, 2011). In addition to the interpretational
difficulty stemming from interhemispheric connections
between the BLA and lOFC, results from functional
disconnection did not provide insight into the direction of
information processing between these brain regions. In
contrast, the approach utilized in the present study has
allowed us to demonstrate that information transfer from the
lOFC to the BLA, in particular, is necessary for CS-induced
reinstatement.
Importantly, the decrease in cocaine-seeking behavior

following optogenetic inhibition of lOFC afferents to the
BLA was not mediated by the inhibition of postsynaptic BLA
neurons that project back to the lOFC (ie, via a lOFC→
BLA→ lOFC functional loop) as inhibition of BLA projec-
tions to the lOFC failed to alter this behavior (Figure 4b). In
line with previous studies (Calu et al, 2013), behavioral
impairment was also not due to hypoactivity or nonspecific
performance deficits associated with AAV or laser exposure.
Consistent with this, optogenetic inhibition of lOFC projec-
tions to the BLA failed to alter responding on the inactive
lever (Supplementary Figure S3) or on the active lever during
the timeout periods (Figure 3d). Furthermore, laser exposure
failed to alter responding on the active lever in the mCherry
group in Experiment 1 (Figure 3b) or in the NpHR-mCherry
group that received optogenetic inhibition of BLA projec-
tions to the lOFC in Experiment 2 (Figure 4b). Finally, it is
unlikely that lOFC→BLA circuit inhibition produced a
nonspecific impairment in reversal learning (Schoenbaum
et al, 2007) or in the processing of conditioned reinforcement
(Roberts et al, 2007) because optogenetic manipulation failed
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Figure 4 Effect of optogenetic inhibition of BLA afferents to the lOFC
on CS-induced reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior. (a) Schematic
depicting the timeline of the behavioral experiments: cocaine self-
administration training (SA), extinction training (EXT), and counterbalanced
CS-induced reinstatement tests with or without laser stimulation (1 h each).
(b) Active lever responses (mean± SEM) during each phase of the
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were reinforced with CS presentation (REIN) or were not reinforced during
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during the Laser ON test. Symbols represent change from Bin 1 (‡, Tukey’s
test, Po0.05).
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to alter food CS-induced food-seeking behavior
(Supplementary Figure S4). Therefore, inhibition of lOFC
afferents to the BLA selectively altered the motivational
effects of the cocaine-associated CS.
As lOFC projection neurons are glutamatergic, our

findings seem inconsistent with an earlier report that
glutamate receptor antagonism in the BLA failed to inhibit
CS-induced cocaine-seeking behavior (See et al, 2001). Null
effects in that pharmacological study may have resulted from
insufficient dosing in the BLA. Alternatively, CS-induced
reinstatement may require metabotropic glutamate receptor
stimulation within the BLA, similar to cocaine-conditioned
place preference (Krishnan et al, 2011). Overall, the present
findings suggest that the lOFC and BLA interact, and
specifically the lOFC provides critical input to the BLA via
monosynaptic projections, to stimulate CS-induced cocaine-
seeking behavior.

The Role of the BLA in CS-Induced Cocaine-Seeking
Behavior

The importance of the BLA in CS-induced motivated
behavior is well recognized, yet optogenetic inhibition of
BLA afferents to the lOFC failed to alter CS-induced cocaine-
seeking behavior in the present study (Figure 4b). This
unexpected finding may have resulted from possible off-
target effects of our optogenetic manipulation (see review by
Otchy et al, 2015). Mitigating this possibility, previous
localization studies that utilized NMDA lesions, or
tetrodotoxin-induced or lidocaine-induced neural inactiva-
tion, targeted BLA neurons in general (Grimm and See, 2000;
Kantak et al, 2002; Meil and See, 1997,Whitelaw et al, 1996).
Some of these manipulations inhibited fibers of passage and
axon terminals, including lOFC terminals within the BLA,
which would have impaired CS-induced cocaine-seeking
behavior based on the findings reported here. Furthermore,
earlier optogenetic studies targeted BLA neuronal popula-
tions that project to the nucleus accumbens core (NACc) or
prelimbic cortex (PrL) and have requisite roles in CS-
induced reinstatement (Stefanik and Kalivas, 2013). One
population of BLA neurons that projects to the PrL and/or
NACc also sends collaterals to the agranular insular cortex
(Shinonaga et al, 1994), a region adjacent to the lOFC. In
comparison, it is unclear whether BLA neurons that project
to the lOFC possess direct connections with the PrL or NACc
as we did not observe mCherry expression in the lOFC or
these putative terminal regions (Supplementary Figure S1E
and F) likely because mCherry expression in terminal
regions requires more than 4–5 weeks to develop. However,
our findings indicate that the activity of the BLA→ lOFC
circuit is not functionally required for CS-induced reinstate-
ment, independent of whether component BLA neurons are
anatomically connected with the PrL or NAc.
Further supporting this conclusion, the null effect

observed following optogenetic inhibition of BLA afferents
to the lOFC was not due to insufficient opsin expression
as the number of mCherry expressing cells was similar in
the BLA and lOFC (Supplementary Figure S2G). Further-
more, halorhodopsin-expressing cell bodies in the BLA
exhibited reliable light-induced hyperpolarization (Figure 5a
and b) and inhibition of evoked action potential firing
(Figure 5c–e). Termination of optogenetic inhibition did not
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Figure 5 Effects of optogenetic manipulation on neuronal membrane
potential and evoked action potential firing in BLA afferents to the lOFC.
(a) Overlay of current-clamp recording of BLA neuronal membrane
potential in response to three consecutive light pulses (560 nm, 5 s,
shaded area). (b) Mean change in membrane potential (± SEM) in
NpHR-mCherrry-expressing neurons (n= 5) at the peak and plateau of
the light response. (c, d) Representative recordings of action potential firing
evoked by current injection steps in the absence (c) and presence (d) of a
light pulse (560 nm, 1 s, shaded area). (e) Current injection-evoked firing
rates (mean± SEM, normalized to maximum rate in ‘Light OFF’ condition) in
NpHR-mCherrry-expressing BLA neurons in the presence and absence
of a light pulse (560 nm, 1 s). Symbols represent difference relative to
baseline membrane potential (#, t-tests, Po0.05), relative to the Light OFF
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generally induce rebound excitation (Figure 5a; Raimondo
et al, 2012). Finally, our behavioral findings conclusively
demonstrated that the NpHR-mCherry and mCherry groups
did not differ in response rate immediately after CS-coupled
laser stimulation was discontinued (Figure 4d). Accordingly,
rebound in neural activity was not responsible for the null
effect in cocaine-seeking behavior. Based on these considera-
tions, we conclude that requisite monosynaptic communica-
tion between the lOFC and BLA is unidirectional, and
the contribution of the BLA→ lOFC circuit to CS-induced
reinstatement is not critical. This does not rule out that
the BLA→ lOFC circuit may make nonessential contribu-
tions that are masked by intact information transfer from the
BLA to the lOFC through multi-synaptic, parallel circuits.
Overall, direct BLA input to brain regions other than the
lOFC is sufficient (present study) and necessary (eg, NACc
and PrL; Stefanik and Kalivas, 2013) for CS-induced
reinstatement.

Selective Optogenetic Inhibition of CS-Induced
Motivated Behavior

A unique methodological feature of the present study was
optogenetic inhibition coupled with discrete CS presentation.
In comparison, pharmacological manipulations inhibit
neural activity for extended time periods, and thus
possibly disrupt the cognitive representation or processing
of the drug-paired CS and context alike. While contextual
background stimuli acquire more modest motivational
effects than CSs due to weaker temporal contiguity with
the effects of cocaine, contextual stimuli facilitate drug-
seeking behavior (Fuchs et al, 2008). For instance, response-
contingent presentation of an alcohol-associated CS elicits
more drug-seeking behavior in an alcohol-associated context
than in a control context (Remedios et al, 2014). Following
extinction training, such motivational effects of the
context may be renewed by CS presentation. In the present
study, optogenetic inhibition did not alter cocaine-paired
context-induced motivation as the NpHR-mCherry and
mCherry groups did not differ in responding during the
timeout period, when CS presentations were unavailable,
and re-obtained the extinction criterion at similar rates after
a Laser ON test (see Supplementary Results). Thus, the
robust effect of CS-coupled optogenetic inhibition highlights
the degree to which lOFC afferents to the BLA control
the motivational effects of cocaine-paired CSs in particular.
To further explore the putative contributions of this neural
circuit to the motivational effects of the drug-paired
context during CS-induced reinstatement, a control
group receiving laser stimulation exclusively unpaired
from CS presentation will be a useful addition in future
studies.

Combinatorial Viral Approach

Another novel methodological component of the present
study was the use of a combinatorial viral approach.
Retro-Cre-GFP was packaged in AAV serotype 6 which
exhibits efficient retrograde transport via mechanisms that
are likely dependent on dynein and kinesin-2 proteins
(Murlidharan et al, 2014; Rothermel et al, 2013; Salegio et al,
2013). Similar studies have used recombinant canine

adenovirus 2 (CAV2) or AAV serotype 5 to manipulate
neural circuits (Beyeler et al, 2016; Marchant et al, 2015).
Most commonly, studies have utilized methodology that
involves optogenetic inhibition at the virus infusion site
(to target discrete brain nuclei) or at the terminal region of
the target circuit following virus injection at the cell body
region, even though these approaches are more prone to
affect fibers of passage (Beyeler et al, 2016; Stamatakis and
Stuber, 2012). In particular, the combinatorial viral
approach is essential (a) to manipulate proteins that are
not expressed at the terminal region of target circuits and (b)
to mitigate the current scarcity of Cre-driver lines
and unavailability of Cre-dependent opsins packaged in
retrogradely transported viruses (Saunders et al, 2015;
Witten et al, 2011; Warden et al, 2014). One caveat is that
retrograde transport efficiency in various AAV serotypes
appears to vary across species (Aschauer et al, 2013;
Rothermel et al, 2013). The current viral approach is
challenging as it requires co-infection of neurons by two
viruses, but it can also be employed to selectively manipulate
subpopulations of neurons using unique promoter
combinations. Therefore, this combinatorial viral
approach is an important tool for circuit-specific
manipulations.

Conclusions: The Position of the lOFC and BLA in the
CS-induced Relapse Circuitry

The present findings refine our understanding of the neural
circuitry of cocaine-seeking behavior. According to previous
studies, optogenetic inhibition of PrL to NACc, BLA to PrL,
or BLA to NACc projections disrupts CS-induced reinstate-
ment (Stefanik and Kalivas, 2013; Stefanik et al, 2013b),
while optogenetic inhibition of NACc to dorsolateral ventral
pallidum (dlVP) or VTA to NACc projections impairs CS
+cocaine-primed reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior
(Stefanik et al, 2013a). Other studies indicate that muscarinic
cholinergic and dopamine receptor stimulation in the BLA
mediates CS-induced reinstatement (See et al, 2001, 2003).
Together these and the present findings are consistent with a
circuitry model in which the BLA assesses the motivational
significance of cocaine-paired CSs at the time of testing
(Fuchs et al, 2002) based on input from the lOFC and VTA
(See et al, 2001). The BLA may transmit the results of these
computations to the PrL, which holds executive function
(Lasseter et al, 2010) and integrates this information with
input from the VTA (Ciccocioppo et al, 2001). Subsequently,
the PrL mediates response selection and initiation via the
NACc-dlVP circuit (Kalivas and McFarland, 2003). How-
ever, response execution at the level of the NACc occurs with
additional requisite input from the BLA and VTA, and this
may permit more nuanced control over behavior in
complex situations where multiple reinforcers and response
opportunities exist.

FUNDING AND DISCLOSURE

This work was supported by NIDA grants R01 DA025646
(RAF), R01 DA032750 (GDS), and K99 DA037271 (AAA),
and NIAAA grant R01 AA012439 (DJR). The authors declare
no conflict of interest.

Circuits of cue-induced drug relapse
AA Arguello et al

733

Neuropsychopharmacology



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to thank Carey M Lyons, Jessica A
Higginbotham, Randall L Ung, and Pranish A Kantak for
technical assistance, Dr JrGang Cheng and Xinghua Zeng for
cloning and packing the cre-recombinase virus, and Drs
Anjen Chenn and Karl Deisseroth for viral constructs.

REFERENCES

Aschauer DF, Kreuz S, Rumpel S (2013). Analysis of transduction
efficiency, tropism and axonal transport of aav serotypes 1, 2, 5, 6,
8 and 9 in the mouse brain. PLoS One 8: e76310.

Beyeler A, Namburi P, Glober GF, Simonnet C, Calhoon GG,
Conyers GF et al (2016). Divergent routing of positive and
negative information from the amygdala during memory
retrieval. Neuron 16: 00183–00185.

Bossert JM, Marchant NJ, Calu DJ, Shaham Y (2013).
The reinstatement model of drug relapse: recent neurobiological
findings, emerging research topics, and translational research.
Psychopharmacology (Berl) 229: 453–476.

Brebner K, Childress AR, Roberts DCS (2002). A potential role for
GABA(B) agonists in the treatment of psychostimulant addiction.
Alcohol Alcohol 37: 478–484.

Calu DJ, Kawa AB, Marchant NJ, Navarre BM, Henderson MJ,
Chen B et al (2013). Optogenetic inhibition of dorsal medial
prefrontal cortex attenuates stress-induced reinstatement of
palatable food seeking in female rats. J Neurosci 33: 214–226.

Carlezon WAJ, Boundy VA, Haile CN, Lane SB, Kalb RG, Neve RL
et al (1997). Sensitization to morphine induced by viral-mediated
gene transfer. Science 277: 812–814.

Childress AR, Mozley PD, McElgin W, Fitzgerald J, Reivich M,
O’Brien CP (1999). Limbic activation during cue-induced cocaine
craving. Am J Psychiatry 156: 11–18.

Ciccocioppo R, Sanna PP, Weiss F (2001). Cocaine-predictive
stimulus induced drug-seeking behavior and neural activation in
limbic brain regions after multiple months of abstinence: reversal
by D(1) antagonists. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 98: 1976–1981.

Ehrman RN, Robbins SJ, Childress AR, O’Brien CP (1992).
Conditioned responses to cocaine-related stimuli in cocaine
abuse patients. Psychopharmacology (Berl) 107: 523–529.

Fuchs RA, Eaddy JL, Su Z-I, Bell GH (2007). Interactions of the
basolateral amygdala with the dorsal hippocampus and dorsome-
dial prefrontal cortex regulate drug context-induced reinstate-
ment of cocaine-seeking in rats. Eur J Neurosci 26: 487–498.

Fuchs RA, Lasseter HC, Ramirez DR, Xie X (2008). Relapse to drug
seeking following prolonged abstinence: the role of environmental
stimuli. Drug Discov Today Dis Models 5: 251–258.

Fuchs RA, Evans KA, Parker MP, See RE (2004). Differential
involvement of orbitofrontal cortex subregions in conditioned
cue-induced and cocaine-primed reinstatement of cocaine seek-
ing in rats. J Neurosci 24: 6600–6610.

Fuchs RA, Weber SM, Rice HJ, Neisewander JL (2002). Effects of
excitotoxic lesions of the basolateral amygdala on cocaine-seeking
behavior and cocaine conditioned place preference in rats. Brain
Res 929: 15–25.

Goldstein RZ, Volkow ND (2002). Drug addiction and its under-
lying neurobiological basis: neuroimaging evidence for the
involvement of the frontal cortex. Am J Psychiatry 159:
1642–1652.

Grimm JW, See RE (2000). Dissociation of primary and secondary
reward-relevant limbic nuclei in an animal model of relapse.
Neuropsychopharmacology 22: 473–479.

Kalivas PW, McFarland K (2003). Brain circuitry and the
reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior. Psychopharmacology
(Berl) 168: 44–56.

Kantak KM, Black Y, Valencia E, Green-Jordan K, Eichenbaum HB
(2002). Dissociable effects of lidocaine inactivation of the rostral and
caudal basolateral amygdala on the maintenance and reinstatement
of cocaine-seeking behavior in rats. J Neurosci 22: 1126–1136.

Krishnan B, Genzer KM, Pollandt SW, Liu J, Gallagher JP,
Shinnick-Gallagher P (2011). Dopamine-induced plasticity, phos-
pholipase D (PLD) activity and cocaine-cue behavior depend on
PLD-linked metabotropic glutamate receptors in amygdala. PLoS
One 6: e25639.

Lasseter HC, Wells AM, Xie X, Fuchs RA (2011). Interaction of the
basolateral amygdala and orbitofrontal cortex is critical for drug
context-induced reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior
in rats. Neuropsychopharmacology 36: 711–720.

Lasseter HC, Xie X, Arguello AA, Wells AM, Hodges MA, Fuchs RA
(2014). Contribution of a mesocorticolimbic subcircuit to drug
context-induced reinstatement of cocaine-seeking behavior
in rats. Neuropsychopharmacology 39: 660–669.

Lasseter HC, Xie X, Ramirez DR, Fuchs RA (2010). Prefrontal
cortical regulation of drug seeking in animal models of drug
relapse. Curr Top Behav Neurosci 3: 101–117.

Marchant NJ, Whitaker LR, Bossert JM, Harvey BK, Hope BT,
Kaganovsky K et al (2015). Behavioral and physiological effects of
a novel kappa opioid receptor based DREADD in rats. Neurop-
sychopharmacology 41: 402–409.

Meil WM, See RE (1997). Lesions of the basolateral amygdala
abolish the ability of drug associated cues to reinstate responding
during withdrawal from self- administered cocaine. Behav Brain
Res 87: 139–148.

Murlidharan G, Samulski RJ, Asokan A (2014). Biology of adeno-
associated viral vectors in the central nervous system. Front Mol
Neurosci 7: 76.

Otchy TM, Wolff SB, Rhee JY, Pehlevan C, Kawai R, Kempf A et al
(2015). Acute off-target effects of neural circuit manipulations.
Nature 528: 358–363.

Paxinos G, Watson C. The Rat Brain in Stereotaxic Corrdinates,
Compact 3rd edn. Academic Press: San Diego, CA, USA, (1997).

Penrod RD, Wells AM, Carlezon WAJ, Cowan CW (2015). Use of
adeno-associated and herpes simplex viral vectors for in vivo
neuronal expression in mice. Curr Protoc in Neurosci 73: 1–31.

Price JL (2007). Definition of the orbital cortex in relation to specific
connections with limbic and visceral structures and other cortical
regions. Ann N Y Acad Sci 1121: 54–71.

Raimondo JV, Kay L, Ellender TJ, Akerman CJ (2012). Optogenetic
silencing strategies differ in their effect on inhibitory synaptic
transmission. Nat Neurosci 15: 1102–1104.

Remedios J, Woods C, Tardif C, Janak PH, Chaudhri N (2014).
Pavlovian-conditioned alcohol-seeking behavior in rats is in-
vigorated by the interaction between discrete and contextual
alcohol cues: implications for relapse. Brain Behav 4: 278–289.

Roberts AC, Reekie Y, Braesicke K (2007). Synergistic and regulatory
effects of orbitofrontal cortex on amygdala-dependent appetitive
behavior. Ann NY Acad Sci 1121: 297–319.

Rothermel M, Brunert D, Zabawa C, Díaz-Quesada M, Wachowiak M
(2013). Transgene expression in target-defined neuron populations
mediated by retrograde infection with adeno-associated viral
vectors. J Neurosci 33: 15195–15206.

Saddoris MP, Gallagher M, Schoenbaum G (2005). Rapid
associative encoding in basolateral amygdala depends on
connections with orbitofrontal cortex. Neuron 46: 321–331.

Salegio EA, Samaranch L, Kells AP, Mittermeyer G, San Sebastian
W, Zhou S et al (2013). Axonal transport of adeno-associated
viral vectors is serotype-dependent. Gene Ther 20: 348–352.

San Sebastian W, Samaranch L, Heller G, Kells AP, Bringas J,
Pivirotto P et al (2013). Adeno-associated virus type 6 is
retrogradely transported in the non-human primate brain.
Gene Ther 20: 1178–1183.

Saunders BT, Richard JM, Janak PH (2015). Contemporary
approaches to neural circuit manipulation and mapping: focus

Circuits of cue-induced drug relapse
AA Arguello et al

734

Neuropsychopharmacology



on reward and addiction. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 370:
20140210.

Schoenbaum G, Saddoris MP, Stalnaker TA (2007). Reconsiling the
roles of orbitofrontal cortex in reversal learning and the encoding
of outcome expectancies. Ann NY Acad Sci 1121: 320–335.

See RE, McLaughlin J, Fuchs RA (2003). Muscarinic receptor
antagonism in the basolateral amygdala blocks acquisition of
cocaine-stimulus association in a model of relapse to cocaine-
seeking behavior in rats. Neuroscience 117: 477–483.

See RE, Kruzich PJ, Grimm JW (2001). Dopamine, but not
glutamate, receptor blockade in the basolateral amygdala
attenuates conditioned reward in a rat model of relapse to
cocaine-seeking behavior. Psychopharmacology (Berl) 154:
301–310.

Shinonaga Y, Takada M, Mizuno N (1994). Topographic organiza-
tion of collateral projections from the basolateral amygdaloid
nucleus to both the prefrontal cortex and nucleus accumbens in
the rat. Neuroscience 58: 389–397.

Sparta DR, Stamatakis AM, Phillips JL, Hovelsø N, Zessen R van,
Stuber GD (2012). Construction of implantable optical fibers for
long-term optogenetic manipulation of neural circuits. Nat Protoc
7: 12–23.

Stamatakis AM, Stuber GD (2012). Optogenetic strategies to dissect
the neural circuits that underlie reward and addiction. Cold
Spring Harb Perspect Med 2: piia011924.

Stefanik MT, Kalivas PW (2013). Optogenetic dissection of
basolateral amygdala projections during cue-induced reinstate-
ment of cocaine seeking. Front Behav Neurosci 7: 213.

Stefanik MT, Kupchik YM, Brown RM, Kalivas PW (2013a).
Optogenetic evidence that pallidal projections, not nigral
projections, from the nucleus accumbens core are
necessary for reinstating cocaine seeking. J Neurosci 33:
13654–13662.

Stefanik MT, Moussawi K, Kupchik YM, Smith KC, Miller RL,
Huff ML et al (2013b). Optogenetic inhibition of cocaine seeking
in rats. Addict Biol 18: 50–53.

Warden MR, Cardin JA, Deisseroth K (2014). Optical neural
interfaces. Annu Rev Biomed Eng 16: 103–129.

Whitelaw RB, Markou A, Robbins TW, Everitt BJ (1996).
Excitotoxic lesions of the basolateral amygdala impair the
acquisition of cocaine-seeking behaviour under a second-order
schedule of reinforcememt. Psychopharmacology (Berl) 127:
213–224.

Witten IB, Steinberg EE, Lee SY, Davidson TJ, Zalocusky KA,
Brodsky M et al (2011). Recombinase-driver rat lines: tools,
techniques, and optogenetic application to dopamine-mediated
reinforcement. Neuron 72: 721–733.

Young KA, Franklin TR, Roberts DCS, Jagannathan K, Suh JJ,
Wetherill RR et al (2014). Nipping cue reactivity in the bud:
baclofen prevents limbic activation elicited by subliminal
drug cues. J Neurosci 34: 5038–5043.

Zeeb FD, Winstanley CA (2013). Functional disconnection of the
orbitofrontal cortex and basolateral amygdala impairs acquisition
of a rat gambling task and disrupts animals’ ability to alter
decision-making behavior after reinforcer devaluation. J Neurosci
33: 6434–6443.

Supplementary Information accompanies the paper on the Neuropsychopharmacology website (http://www.nature.com/npp)

Circuits of cue-induced drug relapse
AA Arguello et al

735

Neuropsychopharmacology


	Role of a Lateral Orbital Frontal Cortex-Basolateral Amygdala Circuit in Cue-Induced Cocaine-Seeking Behavior
	INTRODUCTION
	MATERIALS AND METHODS
	Animals
	Viral Constructs
	Surgery
	Cocaine Self-Administration Training
	Extinction Training
	Testing
	Histology and Data Analysis

	RESULTS
	Histology
	Behavioral History and Inactive Lever Presses
	lOFCBLA Circuit Inhibition Disrupts CS-Induced Cocaine-Seeking Behavior
	BLAlOFC Circuit Inhibition Fails to Alter CS-Induced Cocaine-Seeking Behavior

	DISCUSSION
	Direct Input from the lOFC to the BLA is Necessary for CS-Induced Cocaine-Seeking Behavior
	The Role of the BLA in CS-Induced Cocaine-Seeking Behavior
	Selective Optogenetic Inhibition of CS-Induced Motivated Behavior
	Combinatorial Viral Approach

	Conclusions: The Position of the lOFC and BLA in the CS-induced Relapse Circuitry
	FUNDING AND DISCLOSURE
	Acknowledgements
	Note
	References




