
 

High rates of opioid prescriptions for
osteoarthritis
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Opioids work against severe pain but the risks of side effects and
addiction are high. In the U.S. alone, 26 people die every day from
overdoses. Now researchers in an international collaboration have
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investigated how common opioid prescriptions are for osteoarthritis
patients in Sweden. It emerged that every fourth patient was prescribed
opioids at some point between November 2014 and October 2015.

"The results show an alarmingly high rate of opioid prescriptions for 
osteoarthritis patients," says Martin Englund, professor at Lund
University and physician at Skåne University Hospital who led the study
in collaboration with researchers from Denmark and the United
Kingdom.

The researchers based their research on the population registry in
southern Sweden of people who were at least 35 years old (a total of 751
579 people) and who had received a diagnosis of knee or hip
osteoarthritis at some point during 1998-2015 (a total of 82 379 people).
With the help of data from the Swedish Prescribed Drug Register the
researchers were able to see how many of these people were prescribed
opioid preparations between 1 November 2014 and 31 October 2015.
This was reported to be every fourth osteoarthritis patient (24 percent).

The study also estimated that at least 12 percent of all new opioid
prescriptions are given to patients with osteoarthritis. The most
frequently prescribed drugs were codeine, tramadol, oxycodone and
morphine preparations.

"The result is remarkable. Opioids are highly addictive preparations and
are not on the list of recommended treatments for osteoarthritis in
Sweden, except for in extreme cases or in conjunction with surgical
treatment. However, even when we removed all prescription in
conjunction with surgery, the result was very similar," says Martin
Englund.

In Sweden there is a tradition of collecting personal data in a register that
is connected to the individual's own personal identification number.
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Such data is not typically available in most countries.

"In general, a high use, or an increase in the use of opioids among
osteoarthritis patients have been reported in the US, Catalonia in Spain
and in Australia. But to estimate reliable figures of opioid prescriptions
preferably requires careful documentation in registers covering the
entire population, and from all levels of health care," says Martin
Englund.

He says that the results indicate a significant challenge within the field of
osteoarthritis: there is good basic treatment for patients—osteoarthritis
education and exercise programs—however, many osteoarthritis patients
do not utilize this. Subsequently, or if there is insufficient improvement
after basic treatment, there is a significant lack of good pharmaceutical
non-surgical treatment alternatives to offer the patient, other than some
relief of symptoms.

"If the patient has developed severe osteoarthritis, and other treatments
do not offer sufficient relief of symptoms, it is possible to offer
prosthetic surgery. However, it is substantial and expensive surgical
treatment, and should only be offered to patients that really need the
operation. Unfortunately the healthcare system is lacking in
pharmaceutical treatment options that can relieve pain and modify the
development of the disease itself, i.e. have an impact on the actual
biological process. We need more research on this," says Martin
Englund.

  More information: J.B. Thorlund et al. Opioid use in knee or hip
osteoarthritis: a region-wide population-based cohort study, Osteoarthritis
and Cartilage (2019). DOI: 10.1016/j.joca.2019.01.005
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