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OPIOID MEDICATION  
FACT SHEET 
 

DEPARTMENT OF ACUTE & PERSISTENT PAIN 
 

 

This fact sheet aims to answer some general questions about opioid medication. 

Please read the following information carefully. If you need further information, 

please ask your doctor or pain nurse. 

 
Opioids are commonly used in both 
post-operative acute pain and more 
persistent cancer pain. These are 
strong pain killers, and are complex 
medications with both short-term and 
long-term side effects.  
 
It is important to use these medications 
safely. The appropriateness as well as 
the risks and benefits of these 
medications would be guided by your 
medical practitioner or pain specialist.  
 
Examples of opioids include: 
 

 Morphine (brand names include 
Ordine, Sevredol) 

 Oxycodone (brand names include 
Endone, Oxynorm) 

 Buprenorphine (brand names 
include Norspan) 

 Tapentadol (brand names 
include Palexia)  

 
Common side effects include: 
 

 Constipation 
 Nausea and vomiting 
 Drowsiness 
 Dry mouth 

 Physical dependence and 
withdrawals 

 Breathing issues 
 
In Hospital 
 
Post-surgical pain can be severe and 
affect your mobility, sleep, deep 
breathing and coughing abilities and 
rehabilitation. Therefore, it is 
important to get this managed well. 
When you are in hospital, the nursing 
staff will give you these medications as 
prescribed. It is important that you 
speak with your nurse when you need 
pain relief and if you feel like the pain 
medication is not working for you.  
 
After Discharge from Hospital 
 
Opioids are generally intended for 
short-term use.  
 
When you are discharged from 
hospital, you may be prescribed a 
limited amount to take at home. If you 
require ongoing use of opioids, you will 
need to contact your GP for further 
prescriptions and management. 



Page 2 of 2         Department of Acute & Persistent Pain 
 

As opioids are regulated medications, 
there are restrictions on prescriptions 
of these medications. Your GP should 
be the main prescribing doctor for 
ongoing opioid prescriptions. Ensuring 
there is a single prescriber is 
recommended as there are monitoring 
rules and regulations to the 
prescription and supply of 
opioids. There are also limits to the 
amount of opioids that can be 
prescribed. This is normally 2 weeks, 
but a larger supply may be given if 
there are indications such as in 
palliative care and those who have a 
stable dose. 
 
Weaning Off Opioids 
 
For some patients, opioid medications 
need to be weaned. For patients using 
moderate to high doses and those who 
have been on opioids for a long period 
of time, generally months, it is 
necessary to reduce the dose gradually 
to prevent unwanted withdrawal 
symptoms such as an increase in pain, 
sweats, and shakes. These are usually 
self-limiting and there are medications 
that can be given to reduce their 
effects. A reduction in opioids should 
involve a discussion with your doctor. 
There is no set reduction plan, but a 
reduction by 25% every week could be 
suggested. 
 
Common Questions about Opioids 
 

 Can I drive whilst on opioids? 

 

Generally, patients can drive when they 

are on opioids, but we would always 

advise against doing so if they are at 

risk to themselves or others, which 

arises when they are affected by side 

effects of opioids. This also applies to 

operating heavy machinery.    

 

 Will I become addicted to 

opioids?  

 

Anyone who takes opioids can become 

addicted to them, however, addiction is 

unlikely if the medication is taken only 

as directed to relieve acute or 

persistent pain. Some patients may 

develop a dependence on opioids, 

meaning they might need higher doses 

of the medication to relieve their pain. 

Only take what is prescribed for you by 

your doctor and talk to your doctor 

about any history of addiction 

(including family history) or concerns 

you may have. 

 

 Can I overdose on opioids? 

 

When used as prescribed, opioids are 

quite safe. However, they can be 

dangerous at higher doses and they can 

interact with other medications, 

thereby causing more severe side 

effects. Ensure your doctor knows 

everything you are taking (including 

over-the-counter medication, vitamins 

and natural medicines) and only 

take opioids as they are prescribed for 

you.

 


