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Physical Therapy vs Opioids: When to Choose Physical Therapy for Pain
Management

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), sales of prescription opioids have
quadrupled in the United States, even though "there has not been an overall change in the amount of
pain that Americans report."

In response to a growing opioid epidemic, the CDC released opioid prescription guidelines
(http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/65/rr/rr6501e1er.htm?s_cid=rr6501e1er_w) in March 2016. The
guidelines recognize that prescription opioids are appropriate in certain cases, including cancer
treatment, palliative care, and end-of-life care, and also in certain acute care situations, if properly
dosed.

But for other pain management, the CDC recommends nonopioid approaches including physical
therapy.

Patients should choose physical therapy when ...

Before you agree to a prescription for opioids, consult with a physical therapist to discuss options for nonopioid treatment.

"Given the substantial evidence gaps on opioids, uncertain bene�ts of long-term use and potential for serious harm, patient education and discussion before
starting opioid therapy are critical so that patient preferences and values can be understood and used to inform clinical decisions," the CDC states.

Physical therapists can play a valuable role in the patient education process, including setting realistic expectations for recovery with or without opioids.

Related Resources:

... The risks of opioid use outweigh the rewards. 
Potential side e�ects of opioids include depression, overdose, and addiction, plus withdrawal
symptoms when stopping opioid use. Because of these risks, "experts agreed that opioids should not be considered �rstline or routine therapy for chronic
pain," the CDC guidelines state. Even in cases when evidence on the long-term bene�ts of non-opioid therapies is limited, "risks are much lower" with non-
opioid treatment plans.

•

... Patients want to do more than mask the pain. 
Opioids reduce the sensation of pain by interrupting pain signals to the brain. Physical therapists treat pain through movement while partnering with patients
to improve or maintain their mobility and quality of life.

•

... Pain or function problems are related to low back pain (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/SymptomsConditionsDetail.aspx?cid=d0456c65-7906-

4453-b334-d9780612bdd3), hip (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/SymptomsConditionsDetail.aspx?cid=3ebaeb44-7d44-4520-b3af-d53a34ce480c) or

knee osteoarthritis (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/SymptomsConditionsDetail.aspx?cid=e46bb793-4cfa-48ec-9821-ceba2d4c54ab), or

�bromyalgia (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/SymptomsConditionsDetail.aspx?cid=9d2c7787-f540-4a4b-9a1d-b43e005c53da). 
The CDC cites "high-quality evidence" supporting exercise as part of a physical therapy treatment plan for those familiar conditions.

•

... Opioids are prescribed for pain.  
Even in situations when opioids are prescribed, the CDC recommends that patients should receive "the lowest e�ective dosage," and opioids "should be
combined" with nonopioid therapies, such as physical therapy.

•

... Pain lasts 90 days. 
At this point, the pain is considered "chronic," and the risks for continued opioid use increase. An estimated 116 million Americans have chronic pain each
year. The CDC guidelines note that nonopioid therapies are "preferred" for chronic pain and that "clinicians should consider opioid therapy only if expected
bene�ts for both pain and function are anticipated to outweigh risks to the patient."

•

Health Center on Opioid Use for Pain Management (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/Opioids)•

CDC Recommends Physical Therapy and Other Nondrug Options for Chronic Pain (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/DidYouKnow/Detail.aspx?cid=cd52bad5-
f4a3-4f1f-a387-9cd4a3bc1842)

•

Using Opioids for More Than 30 Days Could Increase Depression Risk (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/DidYouKnow/Detail.aspx?cid=02ea5f8c-4ebf-4697-
86ec-a892bc09c70a)

•
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 The American Physical Therapy Association launched a national campaign to raise awareness about the risks of opioids and the safe alternative of physical therapy

for long-term pain management. Learn more at our #ChoosePT page (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/choose-physical-therapy-over-opioids-for-pain-management-

choosept).

Widespread Pain is Creating Widespread Prescription Drug Use (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/DidYouKnow/Detail.aspx?cid=cd15e2c9-922e-4b95-bfdb-

97247f894f41)

•

Health Center on Pain (http://www.moveforwardpt.com/Pain)•


