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Frequently Asked Questions about Opioid Pain Medicine 
Palliative Care 

How can I work with my doctor or nurse to get 

the best pain relief? 

 Tell us about your pain.  

 Keep track of your pain.  

Write down:   

- when you have pain 

- where you have the pain 

- what makes it worse or better 

- how strong the pain is using the scale of 0 

to 10 (zero being no pain and 10 being the 

worst pain you can imagine). 

 Describe your pain.   

Different types of pain have different types 

of medicine.  

 Don’t be afraid to ask.  

If you want to know more about the 

different ways to treat pain, ask your 

doctor or nurse. 

 Keep track of your supply of medicine.  

If your supply is getting low, make sure you 

order a few days before you run out completely. 

 

I just took my regular pain medicine but I am 

still in pain. Do I need to wait before taking my 

breakthrough? 

No. If you are having pain, you can take your 

breakthrough pain medicine at the same time 

as your long-acting pain medicine.  

The long-acting pain medicine releases a 

steady amount of medicine through the day. 

Breakthrough medicine is short-acting and 

works for a few hours. 

I threw up after taking my medicine.  

Do I take more? 

If you throw up (vomit) and can see the pill 

in what you threw up, take another pill.  

If you do not see the pill, don’t take any more 

regular pain medicine at this time. Take 

breakthrough medicine for any pain you 

have until it is time to take your next regular 

pain medicine. 

I took breakthrough a few minutes ago and it is 

not helping. 

From the time you take breakthrough 

medicine, it takes 15 to 30 minutes to start 

working. Then, it takes at least 1 hour for it to 

give the most pain relief. 

Take breakthrough pain medicine: 

- at least 30 to 60 minutes before an activity 

you know will cause pain or you to feel 

short of breath 

- as soon as you notice pain starting  
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It is time to take my next regular pain medicine. 

I am not in pain, should I still take it? 

Yes. Take your regular pain medicine at the 

same time each day to control your pain all 

day. Often you are not in pain when it is time 

to take your next regular pain medicine. This 

is because the pill you took earlier is still 

working. If you do not take another pill, your 

regular pain medicine will wear off and you 

will be in pain again. 

What happens if I miss a dose? 

Anytime you miss taking a dose, speak to your 

pharmacist, nurse, or doctor about when to take 

your next dose. If you cannot reach them, call 

HealthLinkBC at 8-1-1 for advice.  

Do not take 2 doses of pain medicine at the 

same time to make up for a missed dose. 

Can I crush my long-acting medicines? 

No. If the medicine comes in a capsule and 

you are having trouble swallowing it: 

1. Open the capsule. 

2. Pour the little beads into something cold 

or room temperature such as applesauce 

or pudding.  

Do not put the beads into hot foods. Heat 

stops the medicine from working. 

3. Swallow the beads whole.  

Do not chew them. The whole beads are 

what make the long-acting medicine work 

over a longer period. 

What if I can’t swallow my pain medicine? 

If the medicine comes as a tablet and you are 

having trouble swallowing it, talk with your 

doctor. Your doctor will work with you to 

make a new plan to help you with your pain. 

Why was I prescribed a bigger dose of 
breakthrough medicine when my regular pain 
medicine was increased? 
Your breakthrough medicine dose must be 

strong enough so that it gives you enough 

extra medicine above what you take regularly 

for pain. When your regular dose of medicine 

is increased, we hope you will not need to take 

breakthrough medicine as much. However, if 

you do need to take breakthrough medicine, it 

needs to be strong enough to give you the pain 

relief that you need. 

What if I want to stop taking my opioid pain 
medicine?  
If you want to stop taking your pain medicine, 

talk with your doctor first. Your doctor needs 

to cut back slowly on the amount. This makes 

sure your pain is controlled. It also keeps you 

from feeling signs of withdrawal (sweating, 

feeling sick, or stomach upset, diarrhea, 

anxious). You feel these signs of withdrawal 

because your body has gotten used to the 

medicine. It is different from being addicted. 

Never stop opioids suddenly. 
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Is there a chance I could overdose? 
Opioids can be dangerous. Some side effects 

are common. While rare, there is a chance a 

person could overdose by accident.  

Tell your healthcare team if you notice any of 

these side effects: 

- hard stools / poop (constipation) 

- upset stomach (nausea) 

- throwing up (vomiting) 

- feeling dizzy 

- feeling sleepy 

- headache 

- sweating a lot 

- feeling tired or weak  

Contact your doctor, nurse, or pharmacist 

right away if notice any of these signs of too 

much opioid: 

- severe dizziness 

- cannot stay awake 

- seeing things that are not there 

(hallucinations) 

- heavy or unusual snoring 

- breathing slower than normal  

(less than 12 breaths in a minute) 

Safety tips 
 Have one doctor prescribe all of your  

pain medicine.   

 Talk with your doctor about mixing 

opioid medicines with alcohol, sleeping 

medicines, or medicines for anxiety 

(medicines such as lorazepam [Ativan] 

and clonazepam [Rivotril]). 

 Fill all prescriptions at one pharmacy. 

 Follow the directions on the prescription.  

Do not change how much you take or 

how often you take it without talking to 

your doctor. This includes stopping  

the medicine. 

 Return used and unused medicine to the 

pharmacy. Never use patches that are out 

of date. 

 Never share pain medicine with or 

borrow from anyone.  

 Keep opioid medicines in place that is 

secure as well as out of reach and out of 

sight of children, teens, and pets.  

 If you feel sleepy and/or dizzy, do not 

drive or work with machinery. 

 


