
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
What is an opioid?  
Opioids are pain medicines that help with medium to bad pain. This pain medicine is made from opium from the 
poppy plant. Opioids are very strong and can cause other things to happen (side effects) that may be a problem 
for you. To lower your risk of having problems be careful when you take opioids.  
 
If you are taking an opiate (opioid) pain medicine, the sheet from your pharmacy will state it is an opiate or opioid. 
If you are unsure if your medication is an opiate (opioid) talk to your provider.  
 

How do opioids work?  
When your body is hurt it tells your brain to feel pain. The pain helps to tell you that you are hurt and can keep 
you from hurting yourself more. When you use opioids, you can still be hurt, but the pain is much less.  
 
Opioids help make your pain better so your body can heal. When you have less pain, you can do things that help 
you get better like walk, deep breath, and work with therapy.  
 

What are some problems I can have if I take opioids?  
Some problems people have with opioids are:  
• Constipation (not able to poop): Opioids slow down the way your gut works so people may not poop as often 

as they should. To lower your risk: 
o Drink plenty of water and other liquids (unless you are on a fluid limit). 
o Eat a high fiber diet. 
o Do activity and exercise to help your gut work. 
o If you are not going poop like normal, you may need to use medicine that your provider told you to 

take to help you poop (like stool softeners, laxatives, or suppositories). 
o If you do not poop for 4 – 5 days, you should talk to your health care provider.  

• Drowsiness (feeling sleepy or dizzy): People may feel tired when taking opioid medicine. To keep you safe:  
o Use the call button to get help when you want to get out of bed so you do not fall.  

• Nausea (upset stomach): To lower your risk of getting an upset stomach or feeling sick, eat food when you 
take the medicine.  

• Confusion (not knowing where you are or what is happening, not able to think clearly, or forgetting things): If 
you have confusion, we will need to lower how much medicine you are getting or change to another pain 
medicine.  

• Breathing changes: If you are not used to opioid medicine, are sensitive to opioids or take too much of an 
opioid medicine, they can make you breathe slow or make you not take full breaths.  

o You should have someone stay with you when you are using opioid medicine.  
o If you use a breathing machine (CPAP or BiPAP) be sure to use them when you sleep and other 

times that you should.  
o Do not take opioids with other medicine that can make you feel tired (like medicine for sleeping, 

anxiety, or cough) as this can make it harder for you to breath.  
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Stopping Opioids:  
You may still have pain when you go back to where you live. Your provider may have you take opioid medicine 
for the pain. When your pain starts to get better (is less), you should take less/smaller amounts of the pain 
medicine until you do not need it anymore.  
 
Start by slowly taking a smaller number of pills and/or by taking them less often. Take less and less each time 
until you are not taking any.  
 
If you stop taking opioids without lowering how much you take, you can have signs of withdrawal. 
 

Other things you need to know when you take an opioid: 
• While in our care, it is important to call for help when you need to get out of bed so you don’t fall.  
• Once you get back to where you live, do not drive, use big machines, or make legal choices when taking 

opioids.  
• Do not drink alcohol when taking pain medicine.  
• Only take medicine your provider told you to take (prescribed for you). Do not share medicine.  
• Tell your provider if you want to change how you are taking your medicine. Do not stop or start taking any 

medicines unless you talk to your provider and they tell you it is ok to do so.  
 

Know how much acetaminophen (Tylenol®) you are taking:  
Pain medicine can be made of more than one medication. Many of the medicines you buy at the store for cough, 
sleep or other problems are made of more than one medication. You need to know if any of the medicine you 
take has acetaminophen (Tylenol®) in them.  
 
Keep track of how much acetaminophen (Tylenol®) you use and take 4000mg or less in a 24 hours’ time. If you 
take more than this, it can cause problems.  
 

Pain medicine when you leave our care:  
Keep all medicine in a secure place and out of reach of others (this may include visitors, children, friends, and 
family).  
 
Do not give this or any medicine to other people.  
 
When you are done with your medicine do not throw the medicine in the garbage, toilet, or drain. Bring any 
medicine that is left to the police station or to an official disposal place.  
 

What is addiction?  
When a person is addicted to something, they are not able to control how they use it and need it to live their daily 
life. There are ways to lower your risk of getting addicted to medicines. If you get addicted, there are ways to 
treat you and help you get better.  
 
Everyone is at risk for addiction. People with an addiction do not have control over what they are doing, taking, or 
using.  
 

How will I know if I have addiction or withdrawal?  
Usually, people with no history of addiction do not get addicted to opioids if they are used for a short time. There 
are signs or things to look for that may mean a person is becoming addicted to opioids.  
 
A few signs are:  

• Really wanting or needing the opioids.  



 

 

• Not being able to take less of the opioid.  
• When taking or stopping the opioid, they are not able to do things they used to do with family, friends, or 

work.  
• Getting in trouble with police because of the opioid.  
• Taking large amounts of time and/or money to get more opioids.  
• Needing to take or use more and more of the opioid over time (developing tolerance). 
• Having withdrawal problems after stopping or lowering use (withdrawal problems are: stomachache, and 

muscle aches, anxiety, sweating, running nose or watery eyes, goosebumps, and/or a lot of yawning).  
 
It is important to take less and less of an opioid until you no longer need them to lower your risk of addiction and 
withdrawal.  
 

What to do if you think you or family member has an opioid addiction?  
If you think you or someone you know has an opioid addiction get help by doing any of the following:  

• Call your primary care provider. 
• Call the SAMHSA’s National Helpline at 1-800-662-HELP. 
• OR go to the SAMHSA website online at: https://www.samhsa.gov/  

 
Visit www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose to learn more about the risks of opioid abuse and overdose.  
 

https://www.samhsa.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose

