Southern Colorado Family Medicine

Introduction to Clinic Policy Regarding Controlled Substances

Your doctor has decided to prescribe you a medication that is considered a controlled substance.  Controlled substances are medications that are safe and effective when used correctly, but can be harmful if used improperly.  Controlled substances help people with conditions such as chronic pain or severe anxiety feel more normal.  Examples of controlled substances are narcotic pain medications (opioids), anti-anxiety medications called benzodiazepines and certain sedatives.  It is important that you carefully follow your doctor’s instructions for taking a controlled medication.  These medications can be dangerous when taken in high doses or too frequently, or when combined with certain other medications or alcohol.  When used as directed, they are safe and effective.

Controlled substances are regulated, or “controlled”, by the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) because they have the potential to be addictive and to be abused.  There are federal and state laws that govern the prescribing, dispensing and administering of controlled substances.  Health care providers must have a license to prescribe controlled substances.  If a doctor prescribes these medications to patients who are misusing them, that doctor can lose his/her license and no longer be allowed to prescribe them.  For this reason, controlled substances require special monitoring and follow-up.  Our clinic has developed a policy that all of our patients and doctors must follow if controlled substances are to be used for more than one month.

An important part of our policy is that only your doctor can prescribe controlled medications for you.  We realize that many of our patients see more than one provider in our clinic.  This is fine for most sick visits, but it is prohibited for any changes or refills of controlled substances.  You must see your own doctor when the visit regards controlled substances.  We suggest scheduling your appointment 2 weeks before you will be out of medication.

Our controlled substance policy was developed to educate and protect our patients and to allow our doctors to prescribe safely and confidently.  Please read the attached policy carefully and discuss it with your doctor.

Southern Colorado Family Medicine

Risks and Potential Benefits of

Long-Term Narcotic Medication for Chronic Pain

What is a narcotic?

Narcotics (also called opioids) are a class of pain relief medication that exerts a potent effect on the nervous system, primarily the brain, to relieve pain.  They are very effective for the short-term treatment of moderate to severe pain.  In some cases, narcotics are used for the long-term treatment of chronic pain when other treatments have not provided adequate pain relief.  Narcotic medications are commonly combined with other pain relievers such as acetaminophen (brand name Tylenol) that increase their effectiveness but also contribute to potential side effects.

Why did my doctor choose a narcotic pain medication?  
Narcotics are not the first choice of medication for the treatment of chronic pain.  It is likely that your doctor has tried multiple other medications and treatments for your pain that have not provided adequate relief for you.  Most patients with chronic pain are on a combination of medications to control pain as well as a variety of non-medication treatments such as physical therapy.

What should I tell my doctor before I take a narcotic?
Before taking a narcotic medication, tell your doctor if you have ever had:

( an allergic reaction to any medication

( heart disease or heart rhythm problems

( lung disease or respiratory condition such as asthma or emphysema

( kidney problems

( liver disease

( alcohol or drug use

( seizures

( trouble urinating or prostate problems

If you are a woman of childbearing age, be sure to tell your doctor if you are pregnant or breastfeeding or if you plan to become pregnant.

Inform your doctor of all medications, including over-the-counter and herbal medications, vitamins and supplements you are taking.

What are the side effects and risks of narcotic pain medication?
Along with its needed effects, your medication may cause some unwanted effects.  Some side effects may be very serious.  Some side effects go away as your body adjusts to the medicine.  Tell your doctor if you have any side effects that continue or get worse.  Adults over age 65 may be at greater risk for side effects. 

Common side effects of narcotic medication are dizziness, drowsiness, faintness, nausea, constipation, vomiting, mild itching and dry mouth.  Taking your medication with a meal may lessen the chance the drug will upset your stomach.  

Serious side effects include liver damage, depression, tolerance and addiction.  Narcotics can be habit-forming and you may experience withdrawal if you stop taking your medication abruptly.  If you doctor decides to discontinue your medication, you may have to reduce your dosage gradually to avoid withdrawal symptoms.  Do not drive or operate machinery if you experience dizziness or drowsiness.  Taking too much acetaminophen can cause liver damage.  You should not take more than 4000 mg of acetaminophen per day.  If you do not know how much acetaminophen is in your medicine, ask your doctor or pharmacist.  Many over-the-counter products contain acetaminophen.  Check the label or ask your pharmacist for the acetaminophen content to avoid taking too much.  Tell your doctor right away if you experience depression, hallucinations, ringing in your ears, trembling, loss of concentration, change in your breathing, pounding heart, bloody or dark urine, trouble urinating, yellowish eyes or skin, persistent or severe nausea or loss of appetite.

Life-threatening side effects are a serious allergic reaction, coma and death.  Call your doctor or 911 immediately for signs of an allergic reaction such as hives, severe itching, rash, trouble breathing, tightness in your chest, swelling of your lips, tongue or throat.  Never take more narcotic medication than you have been prescribed.  .  Do not drink alcohol while you are taking this medication.  The effects of alcohol and certain other medications (see below) are increased when taken together with narcotic medications and can be dangerous.  

What products interact with narcotic medication?

Do not take antihistamines, anti-anxiety medicines or sedatives without doctor’s approval.  When you take narcotic medication with other medicines such as other prescription and non-prescription drugs, vitamins and natural remedies, it can affect the way this or any of the other medicines work.  Using these products together might cause harmful side effects.  Talk to your doctor before you take any other medication.  Tell your doctor if you are taking:

( anti-anxiety medicines such as alprazolam (Xanax), chlordiazepoxide (Librium), clonazepam (Klonopin), clorazepate (Tranxene), diazepam (Valium), lorezepam (Ativan) and oxazepam (Serax)

( antihistamines such as diphenhydramine (Benadryl) and chlorpheniramine (Chlor-Trimeton)

( anti-nausea medicines such as chlorpromazine (Compazine) and promethazine (Phenergan)

( antipsychotic medicines such as chlorpromazine (Thorazine), fluphenazine (Permitil, Prolixin), mesoridazine (Serentil), perphenazine (Trilafon), trifluoperazine (Stelazine), thioridazine (Mellaril), haloperidol (Haldol), clozapine (Clozaril), olanzapine (Zyprexa), quetiapine (Seroquel), resperidone (Resperdal) and ziprasidone (Geodon)

( diflunisal (Dolobid)

( isonizid (Laniazid, INH)

( naltrexone (Re Via)

( other narcotic analgesics such as codeine, hydrocodone (Vicodin, Lortab), oxycodone (Percocet, Tylox, OxyContin), morphine (MS Contin, Kadian), propoxyphene (Darvocet N), pentazocine (Talwin), meperidine (Demerol), fentanyl (Duragesic patches), methadone (Dolophine) and hydromorphone (Dilaudid)

( MAO inhibitor antidepressants such as phenelzine (Nardil), tranylcypromine (parnate), selegiline (Eldepryl), and isocarboxazid (Marplan)

( muscle relaxants such as cyclobenzaprine (Flexeril), carisoprodol (Soma), tizandine (Zanaflex), methocarbamol (Robaxin)and baclofen (Lioresal)

( phenytoin (Dilantin)

( rifampin (Rifadin)

( sleeping pills such as zolpidem (Ambien) and zaleplon (Sonata), and secobarbital (Seconal)

( tricyclic antidepressants such as amitriptyline (Elavil), nortriptyline (Aventyl, Pamelor), imipramine (Trofanil), trazodone (Deseryl), and doxepin (Sinequan)

( warfarin (Coumadin)

What else do I need to know?

Narcotics are a controlled substance.  It is illegal to give this medication to another person.  Safeguard your medication from theft or damage.  Keep all medicines out of the reach of children.  Store your medication at room temperature and keep the container tightly closed.  Protect it from heat, high humidity and bright light.  Bring your medication in the original container to each appointment with your doctor.   

