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Table 9–4
Factors impacting upon severity of withdrawal

Factor Impact

Opioid type Withdrawal from longer acting opioids (e.g.
methadone) is typically slower in onset and lasts
longer (weeks to months). Withdrawal from
partial agonists (e.g. buprenorphine) appears to
be less severe.

Opioid dose Higher doses are generally associated with
greater withdrawal severity.

Duration of regular opioid use A short history of regular use (e.g. < 6 months) is
generally associated with a milder withdrawal
syndrome.

Prior experience of
withdrawal and expectancy

Individuals who are particularly anxious about
withdrawal often experience greater discomfort.

Concomitant medical or
psychiatric conditions

May increase the severity of withdrawal, or
decrease the individual’s capacity to cope with
symptoms.

Setting The environment in which withdrawal is
undertaken impacts upon the experience.

TOLERANCE

The body adapts to the repeated use of opioid
drugs so that a higher dose is required to pro-
duce the same effect that was once obtained
at a lower dose. The process is called neuro-
adaptation and results in the phenomenon of
tolerance. Tolerance results in a reduction in
response to opioids after regular use.

WITHDRAWAL

A withdrawal syndrome is the emergence
of characteristic signs and symptoms upon
the reduction or cessation of heavy and pro-
longed opioid use. Opioid withdrawal is
very unpleasant, but not life-threatening.
Table 9–3 shows the characteristic features
and time frames for short acting opioids
such as heroin and morphine.

DEPENDENT HEROIN USE

The Dependence Syndrome
dependence has grades of severity — it
is not an ‘all or nothing’ phenomenon

the most salient feature of the syndrome
is the loss of control over the use of a drug,
with persistent use despite significant
harms

physical dependence is not a requisite of
drug dependence, nor is physical depend-
ence alone sufficient for a diagnosis of
dependence

Natural History of
Dependent Heroin Use
Most dependent heroin users describe first
using heroin in their late teens to early twen-
ties, with regular use usually commencing
several years later.


