
Know the Risks and Manage Your Pain Safely

Opioid Safety

Prescription opioids can help with moderate to severe pain but can be harmful if not used safely. Common 
opioids include hydrocodone, oxycodone, fentanyl and codeine. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), overdoses are the leading cause of injury-
related death in the U.S., and most involve opioids—especially illegal fentanyl. Learning the risk factors and the 
signs of an opioid overdose can save a life.

•	 Diagnosis of sleep apnea (sleep disorder that involves breathing difficulty) 

•	 Kidney or liver disease

•	 Age greater than 65 years old

•	 Taking more opioids than prescribed

•	 Taking high daily dosages of prescription opioids

•	 Using opioids with alcohol or interacting medications (e.g., anxiety and sleep medications)

•	 Using illegal opioids like heroin or street fentanyl, which could contain unknown or harmful substances

•	 Slow or shallow breathing

•	 Choking or gurgling sounds

•	 Limp body

•	 Pale, blue or cold skin

•	 Falling asleep or loss of consciousness

•	 Small, constricted pinpoint pupils

Ask your doctor about naloxone, a life-saving medication that can quickly stop an opioid overdose. 

Risk Factors for Opioid Overdose

Signs and Symptoms of Opioid Overdose
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Tips to Safely Use Prescription Opioids
	 • Use one doctor and one pharmacy for all your opioid prescriptions to ensure proper dosing and help detect  
		  unsafe doses or drug combinations.

	 • Take opioids exactly as prescribed. Don’t take extra doses unless your healthcare provider tells you to,  
		  because this can be dangerous and may leave you short on medication. Make sure all your doctors know  
		  which opioid medications you take and who prescribed them.

	 • Only take opioids prescribed to you. Do not share your medicine with anyone. Doses are individualized,  
		  and taking the wrong medication or dose can be dangerous.

	 • Talk with your doctor about non-opioid pain management options, such as physical therapy and  
		  over-the-counter (OTC) pain medications (e.g., ibuprofen, naproxen, Aspercreme, Biofreeze).

	 • Store medications securely in their original containers and out of reach of children and others. For safe  
		  disposal, contact your pharmacy or visit the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) website at 
		  TakeBackDay.DEA.gov.

 

Essence promotes the safe use of opioid medications using the following 
safety features:
	 • Limiting the amount of each opioid that you can get at one time (formulary quantity limits). The formulary  
		  (list of covered drugs) will show you which opioids have quantity limits and how many of each you can get at  
		  one time.

	 • Essence limits the total amount of opioids you can receive at one time. The plan monitors your active opioid  
		  prescriptions, and if your combined supply exceeds a set safety threshold—or if you have opioid prescriptions  
	 	 from multiple healthcare providers—the pharmacy will not be able to fill the prescription. This policy does not  
	 	 apply if you’re in hospice care or filling a prescription for cancer medication.

	 • New opioid prescriptions for short-term pain are limited to a 7-day supply for individuals with no recent  
	 	 opioid use. Essence will track first-time opioid prescriptions to ensure the limit is not exceeded.

	 • Essence works with pharmacists to stop refills that would make opioids and benzodiazepines overlap.  
	 	 This extra check helps prevent side effects and overdoses.


