
Addiction to prescribed drugs:
What next?

cathy.stannard@nhs.net

Newcastle 2019



Disclosures

• No disclosures







Session overview

• Plus ça change (and why)

• Addiction to medicines: What’s the problem? (Uncoupling our 
thoughts from the US opioid epidemic)

• Facts and figures

• Using what we know to change what we do















ADDICTION TO MEDICINES: FACTS AND FIGURES
Addiction to prescribed drugs: what’s next?



Global 
Ranking

Country Total DDD

1 United States 40 240

2 Germany 28 862

3 Canada 26 029

4 Austria 21 109

5 Belgium 19 960

6 Switzerland 19 204

7 Denmark 17 270

9 Netherlands 16 114

11 Australia 15 272

13 Spain 13 385

15 United Kingdom 12 575

Levels of consumption of narcotic drugs in defined daily doses for statistical purposes 
per million inhabitants per day (excluding preparations in schedule III)

Data extracted from
International Narcotics Control Board Narcotic Drugs report 2018 Estimated World 
Requirements for 2019 - Statistics for 2017 (United Nations)



PrPrevalence of chronic pain by local authority and English region.

hronic pain by local authority and English region

Adam Todd et al. BMJ Open 2018;8:e023391

©2018 by British Medical Journal Publishing Group

Todd A et al BMJ Open 2018 September 11;8(7) e023391 



NHS Digital 2019

Chen TC et al  Int J Drug Policy 2019 

Opioid prescriptions dispensed in the community in England (2018)
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Paracetamol
18.5 million prescriptions annually
Cost p.a. £44 million

Gabapentin and Pregabalin
14.5 million prescriptions annually
Cost p.a. £84 million

Opioids
23 million prescriptions annually
Cost p.a. £239.5 million

Cost of analgesic prescribing in England



(NDTMS 2018)

Publicly funded substance misuse disorder treatment services:
Trends and activity data



Deaths related to drug poisoning 
in England and Wales: 2018 
registrations (Published September 2019)

Deaths from selected substances: opioids
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Deaths related to drug poisoning 
in England and Wales: 2018 
registrations (Published September 2019)

Deaths from selected substances: Gabapentin and Pregabalin



ADDICTION TO MEDICINES: WHAT’S THE 
PROBLEM?

Addiction to prescribed drugs: what’s next?



Henry Beecher 1904-1976

“Investigators seem…determined to establish that for a given 
stimulus there must be a given response; that is for so much 
stimulation of nerve endings so much pain will be experienced.
This fundamental error has led to enormous waste.  It is 
evident…that there is no simple relationship between stimulus 
and subjective response.”



WHO 1986

WWHO 1986WWHO 1986

The analgesic ladder



• Obvious tissue injury 
• May be mild or severe
• Intensity related to 

extent of injury
• Predictable time course
• Treatments usually 

successful

• May be no obvious 
pathologic process

• Often severe
• Intensity unrelated to 

tissue injury
• Unpredictable time 

course
• Complex in relation 

to sleep and function
• Difficult to treat
• Usurps identity

Acute pain Chronic pain



• Obvious tissue injury 
• May be mild or severe
• Intensity related to 

extent of injury
• Predictable time course
• Treatments usually 

successful

• May be no obvious 
pathologic process

• Often severe
• Intensity unrelated to 

tissue injury
• Unpredictable time 

course
• Complex in relation 

to sleep and function
• Difficult to treat
• Usurps identity

Acute pain Chronic pain

• Burns
• Sickle
• RA 

flares



Pain and evidence 8 November 2019

Chronic pain 518 of which 165 relevant
Medicines 90
Behavioural 24
Exercise 14
Other 41



Pain and evidence 8 November 2019

Chronic pain 518 of which 165 relevant
Medicines 90
Behavioural 24
Exercise 14
Other 41

Signals for
• CBT
• Exercise
Mixed signals Pain Management Programmes



Number of patients prescribed opioids 
(England)
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Zin C et al. Eur J Pain 2014; 18: 1343 – 1351. 
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USING WHAT WE KNOW TO CHANGE WHAT WE 
DO

Pain and opioids for pain





Population
633 705

Gloucestershire UK
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complex 
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• About pain
• About medicines for pain
• Pain and evidence
• Pain and addiction
• Living well with pain
• Managing challenging 

conversations
• Managing own feelings

• Primary Care Masterclasses
• Pharmacy Masterclasses
• MSK Masterclasses
• In-practice teaching
• Patient vlogs

Reinvestment
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Snapshot of potentially hazardous opioid prescribing in 
Gloucestershire March 2017

Combination of medicines Number

Opioid + BDZ + gabapentinoid 566

Morphine + oxycodone + BDZ 25

Strong opioid + gabapentinoid + BDZ + 
antidepressant

190

morphine + oxcodone/fentanyl excluding liquid 104

morphine + oxycodone including liquid 147

fentanyl patch + buprenorphine patch 8

tramadol + codeine/DHC 386

tramadol + codeine + other strong opioid 51

tramadol + other strong opioid 238

nasal alfentanil 5

Other fast acting fentanyl 4



Services for 
complex 
patients

Services for 
complex 
patients

EducationEducation

Service 
Redesign
Service 

Redesign

Deliver 
Savings
Deliver 
Savings

• Support for 
patients in the 
community

• MDT advice and 
guidance plus

• Social prescribing
• Cultural 

commissioning

Reinvestment





www.rcoa.ac.uk/faculty-of-pain-
medicine/opioids-aware





“We are in some danger of concentrating too much on the final act of 
prescribing, the pressing of the ‘enter’ key and the spitting out from the 
printer of the green piece of paper. The prescribing decision is simply the 
end of a complex interaction between the doctor, the patient, the illness, 
and society, and while we continue to live in a fragmented unequal world, 
with poor access to acute mental health services, and with GPs who have 
less time to spend with their patients than those in other comparable 
countries, prescribing will continue to be higher than it might.”

Andrew Green 
BMA GPs committee clinical policy lead                                    25 October 2016


