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Dr. Nancy M. Petry passed away due to metastatic breast
cancer on July 17, 2018, at the age of 49. Her loss will be
regretted by many, both personally and in our scientific
field.

Nancy received her bachelor’s degree from Randolph-
Macon College in Lynchburg, Virginia, and her PhD from
Harvard University. She went on to complete a post-
doctoral fellowship at University of Vermont, and became
a faculty member at University of Connecticut School of
Medicine in 1996. Nancy’s highly innovative research
quickly distinguished her as a trailblazer in the addictions
field, and she became the youngest full professor with tenure
in the history of University of Connecticut Medical School
at the age of 34. Throughout her career, she was continu-
ously funded by the National Institutes of Health and other
agencies, obtaining over $40 million in grant funding.

Nancy’s scientific contributions over her 22-year career
reshaped the field of addiction both in its conceptualization
and treatment. Her work was characterized by scientific
rigor, clarity of thought, and a writing style that separated
the wheat from the chaff. Her first major contribution was
the development of prize-based contingency management,
a behavioral substance use disorder intervention that
reinforces completion of a target behavior (e.g., drug absti-
nence). Numerous clinical trials demonstrated that it is a
robust and adaptable treatment approach. It is now

disseminated and implemented around the world leading
to improved treatment outcomes for individuals suffering
from various substance use disorders.

Another major contribution was in the arena of gambling
disorder. She applied her behaviorist theoretical orientation
to understand the disorder and its treatment. She conducted
several seminal clinical trials, demonstrating efficacy of
cognitive behavioral therapy for the treatment of gambling
disorder. She was also among the first to examine mechan-
isms of gambling disorder, exploring constructs such as
discounting of delayed rewards. Moreover, as a member of
the DSM-5 work group on substance-related disorders, she
led the effort to reclassify gambling disorder as an addiction.
It is the first behavioral addiction recognized within the
psychiatric nosology. More recently, she turned her atten-
tion to Internet gaming disorder, another behavioral addic-
tion that is likely to be included in the next revision of the
DSM-5. Once again, Nancy was ahead of the curve. She
convened an international panel to discuss its diagnostic
formulation and to review the evidence for its validity. From
there, she wasted little time in modifying and adapting a
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behavioral treatment to test its efficacy in treating the
disorder. In summary, Nancy was constantly pushing the
field forward, expanding our understanding of what it means
to be diagnosed with an addiction and enhancing best
practices in its treatment. Below is a list of some of her
most influential work selected from over 300 academic
publications, including three books.

Her continuous pursuit of excellence was felt by those she
worked with. No matter how many drafts a manuscript or
grant application underwent, she always quickly provided an
edit that critically improved the manuscript or clarified an
argument. We can only imagine the red ink that would fly
over this page! Nancy’s mentorship of young investigators
was incredibly effective. Throughout her career, she men-
tored numerous junior faculty, post-doctoral fellows, and
graduate students. She took great care to teach young inves-
tigators the key elements of writing, analysis, research design
and implementation, and importantly grantsmanship. Many
of her past trainees have gone on to publish broadly and
receive federal research funding, and for most of us, we owe a
great deal of our success to Nancy’s tutelage. Her scientific
legacy is continued by those who are expanding her work to
better understand and treat those who suffer from addictions.
She will be greatly missed, and never forgotten.
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