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Introduction

Opioid Side Effects

Historically, opioid drugs have been used as the standard of care for 

pain management in patients undergoing surgery. Opioid drugs are 

administered during the perioperative and postoperative periods of 

surgery in most cases to relieve pain. Their analgesic properties and 

history of use make opioid drugs an attractive choice for anesthesia 

providers when formulating an anesthetic plan. 

While opioids are an appropriate choice for pain relief for many 

patients, the side effects and addictive properties make opioids 

dangerous to others (Bohringer et al. 2020). This creates a need to 

educate anesthesia providers on safe alternatives to these 

medications. Side effects of opioid drugs include post-operative 

nausea and vomiting, ileus, pruritis, and respiratory depression. These 

side effects can lengthen recovery times and lead to patient 

discomfort.

Opioid Epidemic

Opioid-Sparing Techniques

Recommendations/Conclusion

Opioid Alternatives
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In the US, opioids were involved in 80,411 overdose deaths in 2021 (75.4% of 
all drug overdose deaths). The opioid crisis has been attributed to the rise of 
prescription use of opioids starting in the 1990s. Synthetic opioids such as 
fentanyl pose a significant risk for overdose because of the high potency and 
the ability to distribute these drugs illegally (CDC, 2023). 
The opioid epidemic has affected the patient population seen by anesthetic 
providers. Chronic opioid users are Opioid-tolerant. Patients in recovery from 
opioid addiction may request an opioid free anesthesia plan.

In current practice, it is not common to 

perform opioid-free anesthesia with 

general anesthesia. In pre-op, 

providers should manage expectations 

when using OFA. It is recommended to 

use multimodal analgesia (Figure 1) to 

avoid the overuse of opioids 

intraoperatively. Anesthesia providers 

serve a vital role in educating patients 

on the risks associated with opioids, 

including dependence, addiction, and 

overdose.
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Opioid-sparing techniques utilize multimodal analgesia, including low doses of 
opioids. A multimodal approach allows each part of the pain transmission pathway 
to be blocked. The advantage is improved pain relief compared to OFA while 
reducing the side effects of opioids (Harsha et al. 2021).

Table 2: Opioid alternatives are listed with the appropriate dose in absence of 
anesthesia 

Side Effect Concerns/Patients Effected

Decrease respiratory 
drive

Patients at increased risk of 
respiratory failure including patients 
with COPD, asthma, morbidly obese

Postoperative ileus Anastomotic leak in patients after 
bowel surgery can occur

Postoperative nausea 
and vomiting

Valsalva maneuver that occurs with 
vomiting can lead to CSF leaking, or 
bleeding 

Table 1: Side effects of opioids and the patient populations that are affected.

Figure 1: Pain transmission path

https://www.cdc.gov/opioids/basics/epidemic.html
https://doi.org/10.1097/ALN.0000000000003572

	Slide 1

