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Introduction
The opioid crisis has become a significant public health concern, 

emphasizing the need for responsible opioid prescribing practices in 
pain management. This article discusses strategies and guidelines for 
healthcare providers to navigate the complex landscape of opioid 
prescribing, ensuring effective pain control while minimizing the risk 
of opioid misuse, addiction and overdose.

Understanding the opioid crisis

Risk assessment and patient selection
•

•

Description

Implementing treatment agreements and informed consent

• Treatment agreements: Establishing treatment
agreements with patients fosters a shared understanding of the
expectations, responsibilities, and potential risks
associated with opioid therapy. These agreements can
include elements such as regular monitoring, pill counts, urine
drug testing, and adherence to prescribed dosages.

• Informed consent: Engaging patients in informed consent
discussions ensures that they are well-informed about the
benefits, risks, and alternatives of opioid therapy.
Discussing potential side effects, the potential for
dependence or addiction, and the importance of responsible
medication use promotes patient autonomy and shared
decision-making.

Individualizing opioid therapy

• Start low and go slow: Initiate opioid therapy at the lowest
effective dose and titrate slowly based on individual patient
response. This approach helps minimize the risk of opioid
related adverse events and allows for close monitoring of
pain control and side effects.

• Short-term prescribing: Limiting the duration of opioid
prescriptions to the shortest effective period is crucial in
reducing the risk of chronic opioid use and dependence.
Setting realistic treatment goals and regularly reassessing the
need for ongoing opioid therapy are essential
components of responsible prescribing.

Monitoring and follow-up
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Scope and impact: The opioid crisis has resulted in a dramatic 
increase in opioid-related overdoses and deaths. Understanding 
the scope and impact of the crisis is essential for healthcare 
providers to recognize their role in promoting responsible opioid 
prescribing and mitigating the risks associated with these 
medications.
Contributing factors: Several factors, including overprescribing, 
inadequate pain management education, and diversion of 
prescription opioids, have contributed to the opioid crisis. 
Recognizing these factors helps inform strategies for responsible 
prescribing and mitigating potential harms.

Comprehensive pain assessment: Conducting a thorough pain 
assessment is critical for understanding the nature and severity 
of pain, as well as identifying appropriate treatment options. 
Assessing the patient's medical history, comorbidities, and risk 
factors for opioid misuse can guide decision-making in 
selecting the most suitable pain management approach.

Screening tools: Utilizing validated screening tools, such as 
the Opioid Risk Tool (ORT) and the Screener and Opioid 
Assessment for Patients with Pain (SOAPP), can assist in 
identifying patients who may be at a higher risk for opioid 
misuse or addiction. These tools provide valuable information 
for tailoring opioid prescribing decisions to individual patients.

•

•

Regular follow-up appointments: Scheduling regular follow-up 
appointments allows for ongoing assessment of pain control, 
functional improvement, and any adverse effects related to 
opioid therapy. This also provides an opportunity to discuss 
non-opioid pain management

•



strategies and address any concerns or questions the patient 
may have.

Multimodal and non-opioid pain management

Provider education and collaboration

Communication and patient education

Safe storage and disposal

with  lockboxes   or  disposal  bags   can  further  support  safe 
storage practices.

• Proper disposal: Informing patients about proper
medication disposal methods, such as using drug take-back
programs or flushing certain medications when necessary,
helps reduce the availability of unused opioids for potential
misuse or diversion.

Collaboration with Pharmacists and Prescription Drug 
Monitoring Programs (PDMPs):

• Pharmacist collaboration: Engaging pharmacists as
partners in responsible opioid prescribing can help monitor
patient medication profiles, provide counseling on safe
medication use, and assist in identifying potential drug
interactions or misuse.

• PDMP utilization: Regularly utilizing PDMPs allows
healthcare providers to access and review a patient's
prescription history, enabling them to make informed
decisions about opioid prescribing and identify patterns of
misuse or diversion.

Recognizing and addressing opioid use disorder

Screening and referral: Integrating screening tools for opioid 
use disorder, such as the Opioid Use Disorder Identification Test 
(OUDIT), can help identify patients who may be at risk. Referring 
patients to addiction specialists or substance abuse treatment 
programs when appropriate ensures they receive the necessary 
support and treatment.

Medication-Assisted Treatment (MAT): Collaborating with 
addiction specialists to provide medication-assisted treatment, such 
as buprenorphine or methadone, for patients with opioid use disorder 
can help mitigate withdrawal symptoms, reduce cravings, and support 
long-term recovery.

Conclusion
Addressing the opioid crisis requires healthcare providers to adopt 

responsible opioid prescribing strategies in pain management. By 
implementing comprehensive risk assessment, treatment 
agreements, and informed consent processes, individualizing opioid 
therapy, and integrating non-opioid alternatives, providers can 
optimize pain control while minimizing the risks of opioid misuse and 
addiction. Effective communication, patient education, safe storage, 
and proper disposal practices play vital roles in promoting 
responsible medication use. Collaboration with pharmacists, PDMP 
utilization, and addressing opioid use disorder through screening, 
referral, and medication-assisted treatment further contribute to 
mitigating the impact of the opioid crisis. By implementing these 
strategies, healthcare providers can make a significant impact in 
promoting responsible opioid prescribing and improving patient 
outcomes.
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Prescription Drug Monitoring Programs (PDMPs): Utilizing 
PDMPs can help identify patients who may be obtaining 
opioids from multiple prescribers or pharmacies, helping to 
prevent diversion and identify potential misuse or abuse.

•

Multimodal analgesia: Incorporating multimodal analgesic 
approaches that combine different pain management 
techniques, such as non-opioid medications, regional 
anesthesia, physical therapy, and psychological interventions, 
can optimize pain control while reducing reliance on opioids.
Non-opioid alternatives: Exploring non-opioid alternatives, 
such as Nonsteroidal Anti-Inflammatory Drugs (NSAIDs), 
acetaminophen, adjuvant medications (e.g., antidepressants, 
anticonvulsants), and interventional procedures, can provide 
effective pain relief for many patients without the risks 
associated with opioids.

•

•

Continuing education: Healthcare providers should engage 
in ongoing education and training on responsible opioid 
prescribing, pain management alternatives, and recognizing 
and addressing opioid use disorder. Staying informed about 
evolving guidelines and best practices enables providers to 
deliver optimal care to their patients.
Interdisciplinary collaboration: Collaboration among 
healthcare professionals, including primary care physicians, 
pain specialists, addiction specialists, and mental health 
providers, is vital for comprehensive pain management and 
addressing the complex needs of patients with chronic pain.

Open and honest communication: Establishing open and 
honest communication with patients about the risks and 
benefits of opioid therapy fosters a trusting and 
collaborative relationship. It is essential to educate patients 
about the potential side effects, signs of opioid misuse, and 
the importance of responsible medication use.
Patient education materials: Providing patients with 
educational materials, such as brochures or online 
resources, that explain the risks of opioid medications, safe 
storage and disposal practices and the signs of opioid 
overdose can empower them to make informed decisions 
about their pain management.

Safe storage: Educating patients on the importance of safe 
storage of opioid medications, such as keeping them in a 
locked cabinet or safe, helps prevent accidental ingestion by 
children  or  unauthorized use  by  others.  Providing  patients

•

•

•

•

•
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