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Opioid withdrawal increases health risks for
people who inject drugs

March 18 2020

Experiencing the symptoms of opioid withdrawal increases the odds that
a person who injects drugs will share needles or have a non-fatal
overdose, according to new USC study published in the journal Drug and
Alcohol Dependence.

The study has implications for others with opioid use disorder, even if
they don't inject opioids, since they are also likely to experience
withdrawal, putting them at higher risk for an overdose.

Opioid withdrawal symptoms can include severe pain, abdominal
cramps, diarrhea, nausea and vomiting, as well as agitation and anxiety.

The study says medication-assisted treatment for opioid withdrawal is
urgently needed and recommends that the drug buprenorphine be made
available to those at risk. Typically prescribed by primary care
physicians, buprenorphine tightly binds to opiate receptors in the brain,
preventing a person from feeling the effects of the opioid, including the
symptoms of withdrawal.

"Withdrawal is one of the main chronic health challenges for this
population, and we need to be intervening on it," said Ricky Bluthenthal,
Ph.D., associate dean for social justice at the Keck School of Medicine
of USC and the study's lead author. "I suspect if we're successful at that,
then a lot of other things that can improve health in this population will
be more readily achieved."
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Millions of Americans misuse opioids each year and the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that an average of 130
people die each day from an opioid overdose. According to the CDC,
needle sharing increases a person's risk of blood borne viruses such as
HIV and hepatitis as well as other serious health problems.

This is the first study to report on the attributes and frequency of opioid
withdrawal symptoms in a large sample of people who inject drugs.
People were recruited at public places where people who use drugs
congregate in San Francisco and Los Angeles.

Vast majority of study participants experienced
opioid withdrawal

Of the more than 800 study participants, 85 percent reported
experiencing at least one episode of opioid withdrawal in the previous
six months. More than a third reported having withdrawal symptoms on
a weekly basis or more. Most described their symptoms as very or
extremely painful.

Researchers found any opioid withdrawal was associated with needle
sharing and non-fatal overdose. People who reported having withdrawal
symptoms weekly or more had even higher odds of sharing needles or
overdosing than those who reported less. People who reported very
severe pain from withdrawal also had higher odds of overdosing, though
the severity of pain was not associated with needle sharing.

"Opioid withdrawal is a common public health issue and it is rarely
treated," said Bluthenthal. "Knowing that 85% or so of the people who
are chronic opiate users are going to experience withdrawal at some
point in the near future and that we have medication to treat it, we
should make it available for that purpose."
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More information: Drug and Alcohol Dependence (2020). DOL:
10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2020.107932
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