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Prescription opioid pain medications such as oxycodone and codeine are some of the
most commonly abused prescription drugs. And there has certainly been a lot of talk in
the media about the very real problem of pain medicine addiction.

Unfortunately, all of that news coverage can sometimes overshadow the fact that these
medicines are important tools in treating pain. For many people, opioid medicines—which
work by reducing pain signals that are sent to your brain—can be extremely helpful.
When used appropriately, these medicines can help manage both short-term and chronic
pain.

How can you and your doctor help ensure the safe use of prescription pain medicines and
avoid pain medicine addiction?



Consider other pain relief options first: Opioids can help relieve many kinds of
moderate to severe pain, but they should not be prescribed as a first-line treatment for
chronic pain. Instead, they may be prescribed for chronic pain when nothing else works.
Or, they can be used to treat short-term, acute pain—such as pain a person might
experience after surgery or a painful procedure. Take your medicine exactly as
prescribed: Don’t take more than the prescribed dose or for longer than recommended
by your healthcare provider. If you have any questions about the directions provided with
your prescription, or about whether you can take your pain medicine with other drugs or
alcohol, be sure to speak with your pharmacist or the doctor who wrote the prescription.
Only take medicine that has been prescribed to you: Never take an opioid
medicine that has been prescribed for someone else to treat your pain. Communicate
with your doctor: It’s important to be open and honest with your healthcare provider
about your medical history and your past experience of taking pain medications. Learn
to recognize the signs of addiction: People who are addicted to opioid pain medicines
may seem to always be misplacing their prescription and asking for refills, consistently
taking more medicine than they need, and visiting multiple doctors to request new
prescriptions. It’s up to caregivers, family members, friends, and healthcare providers to
help recognize when someone close to them may be suffering from addiction and seek
treatment and support. Do not keep old pain medicine in your home: Unlike other
prescription medicines such as antibiotics, which you’re told to take until the prescription
runs out or your doctor tells you to stop, usually your healthcare provider will ask you to
only use prescription pain medicines as needed to control pain or regularly until your pain
stops. Do not store an old prescription in your home, and only use it to treat the pain for
which it was prescribed. For information on the proper disposal of medicines, visit the
U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Store your medicine in a safe place: Always keep
opioid medicines locked up where younger family members or friends can’t access them,
especially when you’re having a party, and when workers or visitors at your home.

Weighing the risks and benefits of opioid pain medicine is extremely important, as is
keeping an open line of communication with your healthcare provider while taking them.
This can help you avoid unnecessary complications. All medicines can be useful, but they
must be taken appropriately to provide the most benefit while risking the least harm.
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