Opioid prescriptions may lead to addiction
A Summary of Evidence
The question of how many people become addicted is a complicated one. There are wide variations in the
studies that have looked at this. Statistics range from 0-50% of those treated with chronic opioid therapy will
become addicted. (Højsted & Sjøgren, 2007) Many providers were told in the late 1990s that there was almost
no chance of addiction if you are treating someone for
legitimate pain.
Implications for Practice
A study by Edlund et al showed that just giving someone a
prescription for an opioid pain reliever will triple their risk
of developing an opioid use disorder. If someone is placed
on chronic, low-dose opioid therapy their risk is 15 times
greater. If they are on high-dose chronic opioid therapy,
their risk is 122 times greater than those not on opioids.
(Edlund et al., 2014)
Many people addicted to opioids will say that the first
prescription was the beginning of their problem and that
while they may not have been physically dependent, they
were effectively addicted after that first prescription.
(Doe, 2012)

Based on this evidence, Dr. Don Teater notes
the following implications for practice:
Opioids should not be prescribed with a
cavalier attitude. There must be careful
consideration of the risk to the individual and
with full informed consent of the dangers of
these medications.

Don Teater, MD serves as Medical Advisor with National
Safety Council. Dr. Teater runs a family practice and
addictions treatment clinic.
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