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Chronic Pain & Drug Abuse

What is chronic pain?
Both acute and chronic pain are caused by a health problem or injury. With acute pain, the pain goes away when its cause is treated. Chronic pain lasts 3-6 months or longer. It can be caused by a health problem or injury. It can also exist without a clear cause. Contrary to what many people think pain patients are not weak or hypochondriacs (people who think they are sick when they are not). Over 50 million men, women and children live with chronic pain. 
Is there any treatment?
Relieving pain is sometimes simple, sometimes difficult. It depends on the source of the pain and it may also depend on the person. Medicine, surgery acupuncture, electrical or brain stimulation are some treatments for chronic pain. Talk therapy and stress reduction may also help.
People with pain problems may feel alone, helpless, or hopeless. But many of those who suffer with chronic pain can be helped.
Will I become addicted to my pain pills?

Normally, there is little risk of addiction if pills are prescribed properly and taken as directed. However, addiction to opiod pain pills is possible. Your risk for addiction to painkillers increases if you or anyone in your family have a history of substance abuse or if you are dealing with a great deal of stress. 

Often, concern about opioid addiction leads to undertreatment of pain and needless suffering. People with severe pain should not avoid opioids. Used wisely, they are important in the treatment of chronic pain.

What is the difference between tolerance, physical dependence and addiction?
Tolerance means that a drug wears off in your body over time. When you’ve become tolerant to a drug, you need more and more of it to get the same effect.  For example, some cancer patients with a lot of pain may need more and more morphine to reach the same level of pain relief. 

Many people think Physical dependence is the same as addiction. It is not. Physical dependence on a drug means that your body gets used to that drug and needs it to work properly.  If that drug is taken away, there will be a reaction called “withdrawal.” Sometimes, withdrawal can even be life-threatening. When you don't have to take the pain medicine any longer, your doctor can help you slowly and safely decrease the amount of medicine until your body no longer "needs" it. 

There are many drugs that can cause physical dependence. A familiar substance that often causes physical dependence is caffeine. The withdrawal reaction is often a bad headache. This can occur if you become used to regularly having drinks with caffeine and suddenly stop. 

Addiction is an “out of control” need to keep using a drug. It is the desire to use a drug whether or not it's needed to relieve pain. Using an opiod this way can be dangerous and may not help your pain. You may try to get the drug illegally. If you have a psychological addiction to an opiod, your doctor may give you another drug to help with your mental health problems. Or your doctor might ask that you talk to a counselor. Your doctor might also change the medicine that you are addicted to by lowering the dose, changing to another drug or stopping the medicine altogether. 

Are you or someone you love addicted to painkillers? 

People who are truly seeking help for their pain and who are working closely with their doctors do not have addiction problems. Painkiller abuse develops very quietly. Abusers often do not think of themselves as having a drug problem. You may be addicted to painkillers if: 
· Your need for the drug has developed a life of its own.

· You feel you're losing a sense of control over its use. 

· You're supposed to use it three times a day, but need it more. 

· You need the drug for something other than pain: You've had a terrible day, and you want to escape. You're depressed, so you take more pills to cope. 

· You are abusing a drug prescribed for another person. 

What can happen if I get addicted to painkillers?
Painkiller addiction causes many problems, especially if the drugs are injected with shared, unclean, needles. For example, hepatitis, which causes liver damage, can be spread through shared needles. Other infections can occur in the blood, brain and bones. Because the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) can spread through shared needles, many people who inject opioids also develop AIDS.
Opioid use during pregnancy is very serious. A baby born to an addicted mother may quickly develop withdrawal symptoms, including seizures, high-pitched crying, and rapid breathing 

Drug overdose presents a serious threat to life. Emergency help is needed at once. Signs of an overdose include seizures, confusion, severe dizziness or drowsiness, trouble breathing and severe weakness. Overdose can cause coma or death.

How do I get past my painkiller addiction?
Often, drug abuse causes a deep sense of shame that can prevent you from getting the help you need. Addiction is an illness. See your doctor. Talk about your drug use and any increased pain.  Discuss the possibility of addiction. If it's a family member who may be addicted, go along on the doctor visit. Offer moral support. 

Also, talk about detox programs. Getting past painkiller abuse requires a doctor's supervision. Trusted family members need to get involved. Joining a relapse support group or a 12-step drug-dependency program can help people stay on track. Addiction is difficult to cope with, but that doesn't mean you can't get past it.
After I’ve faced addiction, how do I treat chronic pain? 

The majority of people can't go back to their painkillers. For those that can, some doctors use a pain agreement. This is a formal understanding between you and your doctor about how drugs will be used. Some doctors allow a trusted family member to hold and dispense pain medicine for the patient. A trusting relationship between you and your doctor is important to the success of any pain treatment program in the face of past drug abuse. 
Many other treatments can also decrease pain. They can actually change the body's chemicals that produce pain. Exercise, yoga, massage, acupuncture and stress reduction may all help pain problems. Almost anything you do to relax or get your mind off your problems may help control pain. You might have to use these methods for several weeks before you notice you have less pain. Your doctor can give you tips about any of these methods. 
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