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High Dose Opioids for Chronic Pain

Key Messages

e Opioids are very good analgesics for acute pain and for pain at the end of life but there is
little evidence that they are helpful for long term pain?.

e The risk of harm increases as doses rise. Prescriber caution is advised for doses above an
oral morphine equivalent (OME) of 50mg:2 they are unlikely to provide much more relief
and should be regularly reviewed for early signs of harm.?

e The risk of harm increases substantially at doses above an OME of 120mg/day, but there is
no increased benefit: tapering or stopping high dose opioids needs careful planning and
collaboration.*

e A patient on high dose morphine (around 200mg/24hours) could be as impaired as someone
with blood alcohol around the level above which it is illegal to drive.t

Which medicines have an oral morphine equivalent of 120mg/day or above?

Fentanyl 50 microgram patch 120
Oxycodone 40mg twice a day 120
Buprenorphine patch 52.5 micrograms 126
Tapentadol 200mg twice a day 160

e Conversion factors are an approximate guide only because comprehensive data are lacking
and there is significant inter-individual variation.*

¢ In most cases, when switching between different opioids, the calculated dose-equivalent
must be reduced to ensure safety. The starting point for dose reduction from the calculated
equi-analgesic dose is around 25-50%.!

e Switching from one opioid to another should only be recommended or supervised by a
healthcare practitioner with adequate competence and sufficient experience.*

e Some patients are on additional weaker opioids such as codeine/tramadol - don’t forget to
include these when calculating the OME daily dose.

¢ Please be aware of any “when required/breakthrough” opioids and be sure to include these
in your OME calculation.

e Oxford University Hospital have produced an opioid calculator which is useful for calculating
the OME, particularly if a patient is on more than one opioid. Type in the dose under each
drug name and the number of doses per day under Y.?

e The opioid thermometer from Live Well with Pain provides a good visual guide to daily OME
doses.®
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https://www.ouh.nhs.uk/services/referrals/pain/documents/opioid-calculator.xlsx
https://padlet.com/PatientSafetyTeamHInM/greater-manchester-pain-management-resources-hub-uf9wj95w1pfmutn8/wish/2704176637
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Suggested actions

o Prioritise those at highest risk by identifying patients on an OME of 120mg/day or above.

e Consider sending some initial information to encourage patients to book a review — see
example Accurx message below in the resource section.

o For patients who request a review - see the consultation guide on the Greater Manchester
Pain Management Resources Hub for key messages to deliver in the initial consultation.

e Consider involving Social Prescribers to support self-management.

¢ If opioid reduction remains challenging in patients on high dose opioids, please consider
seeking advice and support from specialist pain services.

o For patients on lower doses of opioids consider individual risks and benefits of increasing
doses above 50mg OME, and do not increase doses to an OME of 120mg/day or above.

Resources
Clinician resources Patient resources ‘

Greater Manchester Pain Management Resources Hub

GMMMG opioid resource pack

Faculty of Pain Medicines: Opioids Aware Faculty of Pain Medicines: Opioids Aware:
Information for patients

Live Well with Pain: resources for practitioners Live Well with Pain: Resources for People living
with pain

Flippin pain

Example Accurx message for patients on high dose opioids

Management of persistent pain has changed in recent years. We would like to offer you help with
your pain and medication by providing you with some information. The attached leaflet has been
developed by people living with persistent pain and contains information on pain, medicines, and
where to go for support. If you would like to discuss this further, please book a review with (insert).

Leaflet to attach to message
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