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Use	of	opioids

URL	of	this	page:	Also	called:	Opioid	Abuse	and	Addiction,	Opioid	Use	Disorder	Opioids,	sometimes	called	narcotics,	are	a	type	of	drug.	They	include	strong	prescription	pain	relievers,	such	as	oxycodone,	hydrocodone,	fentanyl,	and	tramadol.	The	illegal	drug	heroin	is	also	an	opioid.	Some	opioids	are	made	from	the	opium	plant,	and	others	are
synthetic	(man-made).	A	doctor	may	give	you	a	prescription	opioid	to	reduce	pain	after	you	have	had	a	major	injury	or	surgery.	You	may	get	them	if	you	have	severe	pain	from	health	conditions	like	cancer.	Some	doctors	prescribe	them	for	chronic	pain.	Opioids	can	cause	side	effects	such	as	drowsiness,	mental	fog,	nausea,	and	constipation.	They	may
also	cause	slowed	breathing,	which	can	lead	to	overdose	deaths.	If	someone	has	signs	of	an	overdose,	call	911:	The	person's	face	is	extremely	pale	and/or	feels	clammy	to	the	touch	Their	body	goes	limp	Their	fingernails	or	lips	have	a	purple	or	blue	color	They	start	vomiting	or	making	gurgling	noises	They	cannot	be	awakened	or	are	unable	to	speak
Their	breathing	or	heartbeat	slows	or	stops	Other	risks	of	using	prescription	opioids	include	dependence	and	addiction.	Dependence	means	feeling	withdrawal	symptoms	when	not	taking	the	drug.	Addiction	is	a	chronic	brain	disease	that	causes	a	person	to	compulsively	seek	out	drugs,	even	though	they	cause	harm.	The	risks	of	dependence	and
addiction	are	higher	if	you	misuse	the	medicines.	Misuse	can	include	taking	too	much	medicine,	taking	someone	else's	medicine,	taking	it	in	a	different	way	than	you	are	supposed	to,	or	taking	the	medicine	to	get	high.	Opioid	misuse,	addiction,	and	overdoses	are	serious	public	health	problems	in	the	United	States.	Another	problem	is	that	more
women	are	misusing	opioids	during	pregnancy.	This	can	lead	to	babies	being	addicted	and	going	through	withdrawal,	known	as	neonatal	abstinence	syndrome	(NAS).	Opioid	misuse	may	sometimes	also	lead	to	heroin	use,	because	some	people	switch	from	prescription	opioids	to	heroin.	The	main	treatment	for	prescription	opioid	addiction	is
medication-assisted	treatment	(MAT).	It	includes	medicines,	counseling,	and	support	from	family	and	friends.	MAT	can	help	you	stop	using	the	drug,	get	through	withdrawal,	and	cope	with	cravings.	There	is	also	a	medicine	called	naloxone	which	can	reverse	the	effects	of	an	opioid	overdose	and	prevent	death,	if	it	is	given	in	time.	To	prevent	problems
with	prescription	opioids,	be	sure	to	follow	your	doctor's	instructions	when	taking	them.	Do	not	share	your	medicines	with	anyone	else.	Contact	your	doctor	if	you	have	any	concerns	about	taking	the	medicines.	NIH:	National	Institute	on	Drug	Abuse	Commonly	Used	Opioid	Terms	(Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention)	The	information	on	this
site	should	not	be	used	as	a	substitute	for	professional	medical	care	or	advice.	Contact	a	health	care	provider	if	you	have	questions	about	your	health.	Opioids	are	potent	drugs	used	to	treat	severe	pain.	Opioids	are	derived	from	the	opium	poppy	plant	and	produce	the	effect	of	dulling	the	senses	and	sometimes	inducing	sleep.	Side	effects	of	opioid	use
can	include	impairment	of	mental	function,	drowsiness,	constipation,	respiratory	depression,	and	possibly	addiction.	For	these	reasons	opioids	are	only	rarely	used	to	treat	chronic	pain.	Opioid	and	natural	endorphin	molecules	compete	to	reach	receptors	on	neurons.	Once	they	attach	to	the	receptors,	pain	signals	are	blocked.	Opioids,	sometimes
called	narcotics,	are	medications	prescribed	by	doctors	to	treat	persistent	or	severe	pain.	They	are	used	by	people	with	chronic	headaches	and	backaches,	by	patients	recovering	from	surgery	or	experiencing	severe	pain	associated	with	cancer,	and	by	adults	and	children	who	have	gotten	hurt	playing	sports	or	who	have	been	seriously	injured	in	falls,
auto	accidents,	or	other	incidents.	How	do	opioids	work?	Opioids	attach	to	proteins	called	opioid	receptors	on	nerve	cells	in	the	brain,	spinal	cord,	gut,	and	other	parts	of	the	body.	When	this	happens,	the	opioids	block	pain	messages	sent	from	the	body	through	the	spinal	cord	to	the	brain.	While	they	can	effectively	relieve	pain,	opioids	carry	some
risks	and	can	be	highly	addictive.	The	risk	of	addiction	is	especially	high	when	opioids	are	used	to	manage	chronic	pain	over	a	long	period	of	time.	While	they	can	effectively	relieve	pain,	opioids	carry	some	risks	and	can	be	highly	addictive.	What	are	the	potential	side	effects?	Side	effects	of	opioids	include:	Sleepiness	Constipation	Nausea	Opioids	can
also	cause	more	serious	side	effects	that	can	be	life-threatening.	The	following	might	be	symptoms	of	an	opioid	overdose	and	should	be	reported	to	a	doctor	immediately:	Shallow	breathing	Slowed	heart	rate	Loss	of	consciousness	In	addition,	if	you	suddenly	stop	taking	opioids,	you	can	sometimes	experience	symptoms	such	as	jittery	nerves	or
insomnia.	Addiction	is	also	possible.	Opioids	can	make	your	brain	and	body	believe	the	drug	is	necessary	for	survival.	As	you	learn	to	tolerate	the	dose	you’ve	been	prescribed,	you	may	find	that	you	need	even	more	medication	to	relieve	the	pain	—	sometimes	resulting	in	addiction.	More	than	2	million	Americans	misuse	opioids,	according	to	the
National	Institute	on	Drug	Abuse,	and	every	day	more	than	90	Americans	die	by	opioid	overdose.	Are	there	different	types	of	opioids?	Yes.	There	are	many	types	of	prescribed	opioids	that	are	known	by	several	names,	including:	Codeine	Fentanyl	Hydrocodone	Oxycodone	Oxymorphone	Morphine	These	medications	are	often	sold	under	brand	names
such	as	OxyContin,	Percocet,	Palladone,	and	Vicodin.	The	different	types	of	opioids	are	prescribed	by	doctors	in	different	strengths	and	administered	in	various	forms,	depending	on	the	patient,	the	situation,	and	the	type	and	level	of	pain.	Heroin	is	an	illegal	and	highly	addictive	form	of	opioid	with	no	sanctioned	medical	use.	View	generational
differences	on	opioid	use	(PDF)	How	are	opioids	taken?	Many	opioids	are	taken	in	pill	form,	but	they	can	also	be	taken	as	lozenges	or	lollipops.	Some	are	administered	through	a	vein,	by	injection	or	through	an	IV,	and	others	can	be	delivered	through	a	patch	placed	on	the	skin	or	with	a	suppository.	How	can	you	safely	use	opioids	to	manage	pain?
Opioids	can	be	part	of	an	effective	pain	management	plan,	but	to	help	avoid	side	effects	and	risk	of	addiction,	you	should	use	them	only	under	a	physician’s	supervision.	Physician	anesthesiologists	—	medical	doctors	who	specialize	in	anesthesia,	pain	management,	and	critical	care	medicine	—	have	extensive	training	and	experience	in	prescribing
opioid	and	non-opioid	pain	medications.	If	you	need	help	managing	pain,	a	physician	anesthesiologist	can	work	with	you	to	make	sure	your	pain	is	under	control	while	minimizing	side	effects	and	the	risk	of	addiction.	5	Questions	to	Ask	Your	Doctor	When	Prescribed	Opioids			If	you	are	prescribed	opioids,	follow	these	safety	tips:	Talk	to	your	physician
or	physician	anesthesiologist.	Make	sure	you	have	considered	all	alternative	pain-relieving	medications	that	don’t	carry	an	addiction	risk.	If	opioids	remain	the	best	option,	ask	how	to	minimize	the	risks	and	side	effects.	Provide	information	on	your	medical	conditions	—	and	if	you	have	taken	opioids	in	the	past,	tell	your	physician	how	they	affected
you.	Also	tell	your	physician	if	you	have	a	history	of	addiction	to	drugs	or	alcohol;	people	predisposed	to	alcohol	abuse	may	be	more	susceptible	to	misusing	opioids.	Watch	out	for	side	effects.	Some	side	effects	of	opioids	may	be	mild,	such	as	sleepiness	and	constipation,	while	others,	including	shallow	breathing,	slowed	heart	rate,	and	loss	of
consciousness,	can	be	serious	and	may	be	signs	of	an	overdose.	Ask	your	physician	what	you	should	be	aware	of	and	what	you	can	do	to	prevent	potential	problems.	If	you	experience	possible	symptoms	of	an	overdose,	contact	your	doctor	or	call	911.	Take	opioids	only	as	directed.	Follow	your	physician’s	directions,	and	read	the	prescription	label.	If
you	take	other	medications,	ask	your	physician	whether	it	is	also	safe	to	take	opioids.	Prepare	for	surgery.	If	you	are	taking	opioids	and	preparing	for	surgery,	talk	with	your	surgeon,	the	physician	anesthesiologist,	and	other	physicians	who	are	treating	you.	Chronic	use	of	opioids	increases	your	risk	of	complications	from	surgery	and	can	lengthen
your	hospital	stay.	Your	medical	care	team	can	help	you	safely	manage	your	pain	before	surgery.	Also	ask	your	physician	about	other	pain	management	alternatives,	including:	Combination	therapy.	Opioids	by	themselves	may	not	always	fully	control	your	pain.	Combining	opioids	with	other	medications	or	nonmedication	treatments,	while	under	the
care	of	a	physician,	can	improve	your	pain	management	and	result	in	your	needing	a	lower	dosage	of	opioids.	Nondrug	therapies.	Many	people	find	relief	with	alternative	therapies,	such	as	biofeedback,	meditation,	massage,	and	acupuncture.	You	may	also	get	relief	with	interventional	therapies	such	as	nerve	blocks,	or	surgical	procedures	in	which
the	nerves	causing	the	pain	are	cut.	A	physician	anesthesiologist	or	other	pain	medicine	specialist	can	help	you	find	what	works	best	for	you.	Injections	or	implants.	If	you	are	having	muscle	spasms	or	nerve	pain,	an	injection	of	local	anesthetics	or	other	medications	can	help	short-circuit	your	pain.	If	you	have	chronic	pain	in	your	back,	arms,	or	legs,	a
pain	medicine	specialist	might	suggest	spinal	cord	stimulation,	in	which	a	device	is	implanted	in	your	back	and	blocks	pain	by	delivering	electric	pulses	to	your	nerves	and	spinal	cord.	How	should	you	stop	taking	prescribed	opioids?	Patients	who	suddenly	stop	taking	opioids	can	sometimes	experience	symptoms	such	as	jittery	nerves	or	insomnia,	so
it’s	important	to	work	with	your	physician	anesthesiologist	or	another	doctor	to	taper,	or	wean	yourself	off	of,	and	ultimately	stop	the	medication.	Your	physician	anesthesiologist	can:	Individualize	your	tapering	plan	to	minimize	symptoms	of	opioid	withdrawal.	Monitor	your	withdrawal	symptoms.	Adjust	the	rate	and	duration	of	the	tapering	based	on
your	response.	Guide	you	to	additional	sources	of	support.	It	is	important	to	know	what	to	expect	when	you	start	cutting	back	on	the	medication.	Opioid	withdrawal	symptoms	can,	but	don’t	always,	include	some	of	the	following:	Drug	cravings	Anxiety	Insomnia	Abdominal	pain	Vomiting	Diarrhea	Tremors	(shaking)	These	symptoms	can	be	minimized
through	measures	such	as	a	slow	reduction	in	dosage,	consultation	with	the	appropriate	specialists,	and	psychological	support	for	anxiety.	Courtesy	of	the	California	Society	of	Anesthesiologists	What	are	some	of	the	benefits	of	stopping	opioids?	While	withdrawal	symptoms	can	be	difficult	to	endure,	they	can	be	managed	effectively	with	positive
results,	especially	with	the	assistance	of	a	specialist	like	a	physician	anesthesiologist.	According	to	the	Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention,	most	people	have	improved	function	without	worsening	pain	after	stopping	opioid	use.	Some	patients	have	even	experienced	improved	pain	relief	after	weaning	off	the	medicine,	even	though	pain	might
briefly	get	worse	at	first.	Additionally,	alternative	therapies	with	fewer	risks	and	side	effects	may	be	effective	in	managing	pain.	Because	opioids	mask	pain,	removing	them	can	also	give	the	pain	management	specialist	a	better	understanding	of	the	nature	and	level	of	your	discomfort.	With	that	understanding,	the	physician	can	better	assess	which
alternative	treatments	could	be	effective	for	you.	Physician	anesthesiologists	are	the	most	highly	skilled	medical	experts	in	anesthesia	care,	pain	management,	and	critical	care	medicine,	with	the	education	and	training	that	can	mean	the	difference	between	life	and	death.
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