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Opioid medicines are painkillers such as codeine (an ingredient of co-codamol), 
dihydrocodeine (an ingredient of co-dydramol), tramadol, morphine and oxycodone.

Chronic or persistent pain can be very difficult to live with and can affect many parts of your daily life. For many years, doctors have prescribed opioid medicines (originally used for cancer pain) for chronic pain. However, research now shows that these medicines are far less effective than was initially thought (because chronic pain is different from cancer pain) and they have many negative long-term side effects. For this reason we will regularly review all patients prescribed these medicines, and explore other ways in which we can help you to manage your pain.

What are the concerns about opioid medicines?
We know that these medicines are very effective to treat acute (short-term) pain, but patients get much less benefit when taking them long-term. There are many side effects from opioid medicines, some of which you may have experienced. A full list is available in the information leaflet dispensed with your medicine, but the side effects that concern us most in the long term are:
· tolerance to the medicines – meaning that your body gets used to them and they get less effective over time.
· dependence on the medicines – causing side effects if you try to stop them.
· a higher risk of falls and fractures.
· changes in hormone levels in the body – which can lead to infertility, reduced sex drive, impotence, depression and fatigue.
· changes in the immune system.
· long term use of these medicines can increase the pain you experience by making the body more sensitive to pain. This is called ‘opioid induced hyperalgesia’.

What can I do?
It is very rare that painkillers are completely effective for long term pain. Many patients only experience around a 30% reduction in pain from medicines. The aim of treatment is to help you to increase the amount of activity that you are able to do in your daily life, and there are many other ways to help you do this, including exercises to build your physical strength and psychological treatments to help you cope with pain. Your GP can give you advice on this, and some patients may be referred to our community pain management clinic for further support. 
To make sure that you are getting the best treatment, we would like all patients who are prescribed long-term opioid medications to have a review of their pain medication at least every 6 months. If you have not been reviewed recently, please make an appointment to speak to a GP or our practice pharmacist about this.
 If you have been on opioid painkillers for a long time, you may experience side effects if you stop them suddenly. If you wish to reduce your dose, please contact the surgery for advice on the safest way to do this.

Useful websites for further information and support:
Pain Toolkit (look for the free videos in the ‘pain tools’ section): https://www.paintoolkit.org/
Live Well with Pain: http://livewellwithpain.co.uk/
Opioids Aware: https://fpm.ac.uk/opioids-aware 
Understanding chronic pain (video): https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=RWMKucuejIs
Exercise videos for people with chronic pain: https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/nhs-fitness-studio/
Self-help resources for stress and anxiety: https://www.talkingtherapies.covwarkpt.nhs.uk/
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