
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Understanding Opioid Induced Hyperalgesia:  
A Guide for Patients 
 

If you’re taking opioid pain medications and find that your pain is getting worse, or you’re becoming 
more sensitive to pain even in areas that weren’t originally painful, you might be experiencing a 
condition called Opioid-Induced Hyperalgesia (OIH). This handout will help you understand what OIH 
is, why it happens, and what can be done about it. 

What is Opioid-Induced Hyperalgesia (OIH)? 

It’s common to think that taking more opioid medication would always lead to more pain relief. 
However, in some cases, long-term or high-dose opioid use can paradoxically make you more sensitive 
to pain. This is what we call Opioid-Induced Hyperalgesia (OIH). 

Think of it like this: your body’s pain system is complex. Opioids work by binding to receptors in your 
brain and spinal cord to reduce pain signals. However, over time, these medications can sometimes 
cause changes in your nervous system that make it more excitable and amplify pain signals. Instead of 
blocking pain, the opioid can actually contribute to it.   

How is OIH Different from Opioid Tolerance? 

It’s important to understand the difference between OIH and opioid tolerance. 

Opioid Tolerance: This is when your body gets used to the opioid medication over time, and the same 
dose becomes less effective at relieving your original pain. You might need a higher dose to achieve 
the same level of pain relief you initially experienced. 

Opioid-Induced Hyperalgesia (OIH): This is when your pain actually increases or you become more 
sensitive to pain, despite taking opioids. The pain might feel different from your original pain, be more 
widespread, or even occur in areas that weren't previously painful. Increasing the opioid dose in this 
situation often makes the pain worse, not better. 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

What are the Signs and Symptoms of OIH? 

 

You might be experiencing OIH if you notice some of the following: 

 

 

It's important to remember that these symptoms can also be caused by other medical conditions. 
Therefore, it's crucial to discuss any changes in your pain with your healthcare provider. 

 



 
 

 

 

Why Does OIH Happen? 

The exact mechanisms behind OIH are still being studied, but researchers believe it involves several 
complex changes in the nervous system, including: 

● Sensitization of pain receptors: Opioids can sometimes make the receptors that detect pain 
more sensitive. 

● Changes in pain processing in the brain and spinal cord: Opioids can alter the way your 
nervous system processes pain signals, leading to amplification. 

● Activation of different pain pathways: Opioids might inadvertently activate pathways that 
contribute to increased pain. 

What Can Be Done About OIH? 

If your healthcare provider suspects you might have OIH, they will work with you to develop a 
personalized treatment plan. This plan may involve one or more of the following strategies: 

● Opioid Tapering: Gradually reducing the dose of your opioid medication under close 
medical supervision is often the first step. This allows your nervous system to readjust and can 
help reduce the hyperalgesia. Tapering should be done slowly and carefully to minimize 
withdrawal symptoms and ensure your comfort. Your healthcare provider will guide you 
through this process and monitor your pain levels. 

● Switching to a Different Opioid: In some cases, switching to a different type of opioid 
medication might be helpful. Different opioids have slightly different effects on the nervous 
system, and a change could potentially reduce the hyperalgesia. This would also be done 
under close medical supervision. 

● Adding Non-Opioid Pain Medications: Your healthcare provider may recommend adding 
other types of pain medications that work through different mechanisms.  

● Non-Pharmacological Therapies: These therapies can play a crucial role in managing 
chronic pain and can be used alongside medication adjustments. They may include 
physical therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), mindfulness and relaxation 
techniques. 

Working together with your healthcare provider is key to understanding and managing 
opioid-induced hyperalgesia. Don't hesitate to ask questions and express your concerns so you 
can develop the most effective pain management plan for you. 

 


