
 

 

A Pioneer’s Journey  
 
For the last 41 years, the Texas Research Society on Alcoholism (TRSA)* has been spearheading a creative 
path toward its goal of solving the puzzle of alcohol and other substance use disorders. Despite uncertain 
funding, the resolute minds of its members have ensured the society has been unwavering in its efforts. [TRSA 
weblink: https://www.trsoa.org/]. With persistence and optimism, even small decisions have the power to bring 
about  positive change.   
 
Dr. Carlton Erickson (Carl), a founding member of the TRSA and a current board member, is an internationally 
recognized subject matter expert in the neurobiology of addiction and addiction-recovery fields. Although he 
retired in 2018, his palpable zeal transmutes through his commitments. He continues to serve in an advisory 
capacity at several levels. He is a Professor Emeritus of Pharmacy at the University of Texas at Austin and 
serves as a consultant for the Hazelden Betty Ford Foundation. He has written several books on substance 
use and misuse. At a pivotal point, he, along with a few others, made donations to TRSA to keep the society 
afloat. 
 
In this article, I am excited to share inspiring snippets of a founding member’s journey and perspective on how 
to continue training the next generation of substance use researchers.  
 

Why, when and how did you start the TRSA?  
 

Carl: “In 1979, six Texas scientists, who were members of the NIAAA Grant 
Review Committee, decided to create the first state chapter of RSA 
(Research Society on Alcoholism).  Being the only one living in Austin, I was 
asked by the group to set up a nonprofit, tax-free 501(c)(3) organization.”  
 
Carl joyfully recounts a record accomplishment:   
 
“I found the correct state department in Austin and walked through the 
paperwork in one day (can’t do that these days).”  
 
“The purpose of the new organization (TRSA) was to promote research and 
education on alcohol and alcoholism within the state of Texas.  With our new 
status, we formed a Board of Directors, a mission, a mechanism for collecting 
dues, a structure for meetings, and a newsletter to help recruit as many 
alcohol researchers in the state as we could, including graduate students and postdocs. We also had 
tremendous support of RSA officers at the time, who recognized the importance of a state chapter. We 
subsequently helped set up the national RSA office in Austin, using TRSA staff that we had hired. The RSA 
and TRSA offices continue to be in the same building, and we still to this day share staff and resources.” 

 
Despite TRSA being around for more than 40 years, what is the reason for its small size? 
 

 A straight talker by nature, Carl does have a discerning opinion on this somewhat sensitive topic.  
 

“If I knew the answer to that question, we would be able to overcome it. The answer may lie in a combination 
of a) apathy of state RSA members in joining, b) RSA members who do not believe that TRSA can add much 
to what RSA does, c) alcohol (now including drug problem) researchers not knowing the value of TRSA, 
and/or d) scientists being too busy to join too many organizations.” 
 

How do we ensure inclusivity while maintaining a degree of exclusive status? 
 
Carl: “I don’t know, since this has never been a stated part of the TRSA mission. We welcome all scientists at 
every level in every discipline in every academic and industrial organization.” 
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How is the O’Neill award different from other fellowship awards?  
 

Carl: “The John and Pat O’Neill Addiction Science Education Award is unique in that it highlights student 
interest in, and evidence of, promoting alcohol and other drug research through public outreach activities. In 
other words, it rewards young scientists who are interested in spreading science in these areas and in 
educating the public about the importance of research in solving alcohol and other drug problems, including 
Drug Addiction. Most scientific organizations do not have such awards. RSA, however, does have a National 
Advocacy and Public Education Committee, which has recently become interested in getting students 
involved in outreach projects (also known as translational science).” 

 
How has COVID-19 affected the TRSA program or the O’Neill award?   
 

Carl: “Not sure yet, but early studies across the nation by other scientists have indicated that COVID-19 is 
related to increased alcohol use, increased drug use, and increased overdose incidents. TRSA’s annual 
scientific meeting will highlight some of that work and discuss how it has impacted, for example, the treatment 
of substance use disorders.” 

 
Where do you see TRSA moving towards in the next 5 years?   

 
Carl: “TRSA does not have a 5-year strategic plan, so I can only speculate. While TRSA is healthy financially, 
it will probably continue to focus on its current fund-raising and scientific meeting activities, with an increased 
emphasis on educating students about substance use disorders, and on recruiting more students into these 
research fields.”  
“I would like to see an increased focus on training graduate students and postdocs on how to effectively 
communicate research findings to the public, health professionals, and policy makers. This is a major goal of 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), the publisher of the prestigious journal 
Science.” 

    
What keeps you going- what is your favorite inspirational quote?  
   

Carl: “Even though I am retired, what keeps me excited is my work with a major treatment center’s graduate 
program for a Masters in Addiction Counseling, my association with AAAS, and my membership and service 
to TRSA.” 
 
Carl’s favorite quote: “Success is never final, and failure never fatal. It’s courage that counts.” (Winston 
Churchill and others) 

 
Written by Dr. Shivani Kaushal Maffi and Ms. Alpana Varma 
Dr. Maffi studies the effects of alcohol on fetal brain development (Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders - FASD). For more 
than 15 years she has worked alongside distinguished researchers and the TRSA’s brightest minds. She identifies deeply 
with the TRSA’s four-pillar mission to educate the public, invest in research, influence public policy, and train the next 
generation of scientists and physicians.   
Ms. Varma is an independent journalist based in Florida. 
 
*For more information about TRSA click: https://www.trsoa.org/AboutUs. It is the only state affiliate of the national 
Research Society on Alcoholism (RSA) organization.  
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