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INTRODUCTION 
 
In April 2015, the Federation of State Medical Boards (FSMB) Chair, J. Daniel Gifford, MD, FACP, 
���‰�‰�}�]�v�š������ �š�Z���� �t�}�Œ�l�P�Œ�}�µ�‰�� �}�v�� �&�^�D���[�•��Model Policy for the Use of Opioid Analgesics in the 
Treatment of Chronic Pain to review the current science for treating chronic pain with opioid 
analgesics and to revise the Model Policy as appropriate.   
 
To accomplish this charge, the workgroup conducted a thorough review and analysis of �&�^�D���[�•��
existing policy document and other state and federal policies on the prescribing of opioids in 
the treatment of pain, including the March 2016 CDC Guideline for Prescribing Opioids for 
Chronic Pain (https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/prescribing/guideline.html) 
 
In updating its existing policy, the FSMB sought input from a diverse group of medical and 
policy stakeholders that ranged from experts in pain medicine and addiction to government 
officials and other thought leaders.  Over the course of the last 12 months, the workgroup met 
on several occasions 
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circuitry. Dysfunction in these circuits leads to characteristic biological, psychological, social and 
spiritual manifestations. This is reflected in an individual pathologically pursuing reward and/or 
relief by substance use and other behaviors. Addiction is characterized by inability to 
consistently abstain, impairment in behavioral control, craving, diminished recognition of 
�•�]�P�v�]�(�]�����v�š�� �‰�Œ�}���o���u�•�� �Á�]�š�Z���}�v���[�•�� �����Z���À�]�}�Œ�•�� ���v���� �]�v�š���Œ�‰���Œ�•�}�v���o�� �Œ���o���š�]�}�v�•�Z�]�‰�•�U�����v���� �������Ç�•�(�µ�v���š�]�}�v���o��
emotional response. Like other chronic diseases, addiction often involves cycles of relapse and 
remission. Without treatment or engagement in recovery activities, addiction is progressive and 
can result in disability or premature death�_24.  (As discussed below, physical dependence and 
tolerance are expected physiological consequences of extended opioid therapy for pain and in 
this context do not indicate the presence of addiction.) Please also see "Substance Use 
Disorder". 
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���]���P�v�}�•�]�•�� �}�(�� �^�•�µ���•�š���v�����������‰���v�����v�����_�� �u�����v�š�� �������]���š�]�}�v�X���/�v�� �š�Z�� DSM-5, the term dependence is 
reestablished in its original meaning of physiological dependence. When symptoms are 
�•�µ�(�(�]���]���v�š���š�}���u�����š�����Œ�]�š���Œ�]�����(�}�Œ���•�µ���•�š���v�������u�]�•�µ�•�����}�Œ���������]���š�]�}�v�U���š�Z�����š���Œ�u���^�•�µ���•�š���v�������µ�•�������]�•�}�Œ�����Œ�_��
is used, accompanied by severity ratings49. 
 
It may be important to clarify this distinction during the informed consent process, so that the 
patient (and family) understands that physical dependence and tolerance are likely to occur if 
opioids are taken regularly over a period of time, but that the risk of addiction is relatively low, 
although estimates do vary. Discontinuing chronic opioid therapy may be difficult, even in the 
�����•���v������ �}�(�� �������]���š�]�}�v�X�� �������}�Œ���]�v�P�� �š�}�� �š�Z���� �t�}�Œ�o���� �,�����o�š�Z�� �K�Œ�P���v�]�Ì���š�]�}�v�U�� �^�d�Z���� �����À���o�}�‰�u���v�š�� �}�(��
tolerance and physical dependence denote normal physiologic ada
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Pain: An unpleasant and potentially disabling sensory and emotional experience associated 
with actual or potential tissue damage or described in terms of such damage. Acute pain is the 
normal, predictable physiological response to a noxious chemical, thermal or mechanical 
stimulus and typically is associated with invasive procedures, trauma and disease. Acute pain 
generally is time limited, lasting six weeks or less2. Chronic pain is a state in which pain persists 
beyond the usual course of an acute disease or healing of an injury (e.g., more than three 
months). It may or may not be associated with an acute or chronic pathologic process that 



6 
 

Tolerance: Tolerance is a state of physiologic adaptation in which exposure to a drug induces 
���Z���v�P���•�� �š�Z���š�� �Œ���•�µ�o�š�� �]�v�� ���]�u�]�v�µ�š�]�}�v�� �}�(�� �}�v���� �}�Œ���u�}�Œ���� �}�(�� �š�Z�������Œ�µ�P�[�•�� ���(�(�����š�•�� �}�À���Œ���š�]�u���X���d�}�o���Œ���v���� is 
common in opioid treatment and is not the same as addiction14. Please also see "Substance Use 
Disorder". 
 
Section 3 - FSMB GUIDELINES 
 
�^�š���š���� �u�����]�����o�� ���}���Œ���•�� �u���Ç�� �����}�‰�š�� �š�Z���� �(�}�o�o�}�Á�]�v�P�� ���Œ�]�š���Œ�]���� �(�}�Œ�� �µ�•���� �]�v�� ���À���o�µ���š�]�v�P�� ���� ���o�]�v�]���]���v�[�•��
management of a patient with pain, including the clinicia�v�[�•�� �‰�Œ���•���Œ�]���]�v�P�� �}�(�� �}�‰�]�}�]���� ���v���o�P���•�]���•.  
Such adoption is subject to the Guidelines, Limitations and Restrictions previously set forth. 
 
Patient Evaluation and Risk Stratification 
 
The medical record should document the presence of one or more recognized medical 
indications and absence of psychosocial contraindications for prescribing an opioid analgesic3 

and reflect an appropriately detailed patient evaluation22. An evaluation should be completed 
and documented concurrent with the decision of whether to prescribe an opioid analgesic. 
 
The nature and extent of the evaluation depends on the type of pain and the context in which it 
occurs.   ���•�•���•�•�u���v�š���}�(���š�Z�����‰���š�]���v�š�[�•���‰���]�v��should include the nature and intensity of the pain, 
past and current treatments for the pain, any underlying or co-occurring disorders and 
���}�v���]�š�]�}�v�•�U�����v�����š�Z�������(�(�����š���}�(���š�Z�����‰���]�v���}�v���š�Z�����‰���š�]���v�š�[�•���‰�Z�Ç�•�]����l and psychological functioning 17.  
 
For every patient, the initial assessment and evaluation should include a systems review and 
relevant physical examination, as well as objective markers of disease or diagnostic markers as 
indicated. Also, functional assessment, including social and vocational assessment, is useful in 
identifying supports and obstacles to treatment and rehabilitation.  
 
���•�•���•�•�u���v�š�� �}�(�� �š�Z���� �‰���š�]���v�š�[�•�� �‰���Œ�•�}�v���o�� ���v���� �(���u�]�o�Ç�� �Z�]�•�š�}�Œ�Ç�� �}�(�� ���o���}�Z�}�o�� �}�Œ�� ���Œ�µ�P�� �����µ�•���� ���v���� �Œ���o���š�]�À����
risk for substance use disorder also should be part of the initial evaluation5,6,9-11,27, and ideally 
should be completed prior to a decision as to whether to prescribe opioid analgesics37-39. This 
can be done through a careful clinical interview, which should also inquire into any history of 
physical, emotional or sexual abuse, because those are risk factors for substance use disorder17. 
Use of validated screening tools for substance use disorder may be used for collecting and 
���À���o�µ���š�]�v�P���]�v�(�}�Œ�u���š�]�}�v�����v���������š���Œ�u�]�v�]�v�P���š�Z�����‰���š�]���v�š�[�•���o���À���o���}�(���Œ�]�•�l�X 
 
Patients who have a history of substance use disorder as defined by DSM-5 are at an elevated 
risk for failure of opioid analgesic therapy to achieve the goals of improved comfort and 
function, and also are at high risk for relapse. Treatment of a patient who has a history of 
substance use disorder may involve consultation with an addiction specialist before opioid 
therapy is initiated (and follow-up, as needed). Additionally, patients who have a substance use 
disorder as defined by the DSM-5, require additional support if opioid therapy is necessitated 
and should not receive opioid therapy until they are established in a treatment/recovery 
program17 or alternatives are established, such as co-management with an addiction 
professional.  Clinicians who treat patients with chronic pain are encouraged to also be 
knowledgeable about the identification and treatment of substance use disorder, including the 
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 Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
 Medical indication(s) for use of opioids 
 Review of the PDMP results 
 Obtain consultation with other clinicians when applicable 
 Urine, blood or other types of biological samples and diagnostic markers 

 
Development of a Treatment Plan and Goals 
 
The goals of pain treatment include reasonably attainable improvement in pain to decrease 
suffering and to increase function; improvement in pain-associated symptoms such as sleep 
disturbance, depression, and anxiety; screening for side effects of treatment; and avoidance of 
unnecessary or excessive use of medications2,4. 
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The clinician should explain that progress will be carefully monitored for both benefit and harm 
�]�v���š���Œ�u�•���}�(���š�Z�������(�(�����š�•���}�(���}�‰�]�}�]���•���}�v���š�Z�����‰���š�]���v�š�[�•���o���À���o���}�(���‰���]�v�U���(�µ�v���š�]�}�v�U�����v�����‹�µ���o�]�š�Ç���}�(���o�]�(���U�����•��
well as to identify any adverse events or risks to safety33.  
 
As noted by the FDA, when initiating opioid therapy for the management of pain severe enough 
to require daily, around-the-clock, long-term opioid treatment, it is highly recommended that 
the lowest dose possible be given, beginning with a short acting opioid and/or rotating to a long 
acting/extended release, if indicated. Prescribers may download a medication guide of all 
extended-
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Ongoing Monitoring and Adapting the Treatment Plan 
 
The clinician �•�Z�}�µ�o���� �Œ���P�µ�o���Œ�o�Ç�� �Œ���À�]���Á�� �š�Z���� �‰���š�]���v�š�[�•�� �‰�Œ�}�P�Œ���•�•�U�� �]�v���o�µ���]�v�P�� ���v�Ç�� �v���Á�� �]�v�(�}�Œ�u���š�]�}�v��
�����}�µ�š���š�Z�������š�]�}�o�}�P�Ç���}�(���š�Z�����‰���]�v���}�Œ���š�Z�����‰���š�]���v�š�[�•���}�À���Œ���o�o���Z�����o�š�Z�����v�����o���À���o���}�(���(�µ�v���š�]�}�v19,31-32. 



12 
 

Clinicians need to be aware of t
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Documented drug diversion or prescription forgery, and abusive or assaultive behaviors require 
a firm, immediate response10-11,22,28, which may include properly discharging a patient from the 
���o�]�v�]���]���v�[�•���‰�Œ�����š�]����. Indeed, failure to respond can place the patient and o/P <</MCID 1>> BD5e
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If opioid therapy is discontinued, the patient who has become physically dependent should be 
provided a safely structured tapering regimen. Withdrawal can be managed either by the 
prescribing clinician or by referring the patient to an addiction specialist43. The termination of 
opioid therapy should not mark the end of treatment, which should continue with other 
modalities, either through direct care or referral to other health care specialists, as 
appropriate9-11.  
 
Discontinuing opioids is not an easy process for some patients; therefore, a referral may be 
needed as clinicians have an obligation to provide transition therapy in order to minimize 
adverse outcomes.     
 
Medical Records 
 
Every clinician who treats patients for chronic pain must maintain accurate and complete 
medical records. Information that should appear in the medical record includes the following:10, 

11,22,25-26 
 

�{�� Copies of the signed informed consent and treatment agreement. 
�{ The �‰���š�]���v�š�[�•���u�����]�����o���Z�]�•�š�}�Œ�Ç�X 
�{  Results of the physical examination and all laboratory tests. 
�{  Results of the risk assessment, including results of any screening instruments used. 
�{
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management with opioids in advance of prescribing, and should use opioid therapy for 
chronic pain that is not cancer-related, or part of palliative care or end-of-life care, only 
when non-opioid and non-pharmacological options have not been effective. Maintain 
opioid dosage as low as possible and continue only if clear and objective outcomes are 
being met. 
 

 Utilization of available tools for risk mitigations:  The state prescription drug 
monitoring program should be checked in advance of prescribing opioids and should be 
utilized for ongoing monitoring.   
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