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World Rankings: Total DDDs / Million Inhabitants / Day 

INCB Narcotic Drugs 2018 (2015-2017) 

Codeine 
DDDs 

USA - 

Germany 2 

Canada 699 

Austria << 

Belgium 60 

DDD = Defined Daily Dose (WHO) 
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Canadian 
Consumption 
Over Time:  
2000-2017 
 
 
DDDs/million 
inhabitants/day 

INCB Narcotic Drugs 2003-2018 

Codeine 

Total 
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Trends in Canada 2012 – 2017 (DDDs) 

https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/document/opioid-prescribing-june2018-en-web.pdf 

codeine 



Copyright © 2017, CAMH 5 

Trends in Canada 
2008-2016 
(MMEs) 

Gomes 2017 CMAJ Open  DOI:10.9778/cmajo.20170104 

codeine 
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Defined Daily Doses vs Morphine Milligram Equivalence 
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https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/document/measuring-prescription-opioid-use-dec2018-en.pdf 
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www.odprn.ca 

2016 – all prescriptions 
• N=1,663,181 individuals dispensed opioid Rx 

for pain 
• 98% of individuals received immediate-release 

opioids (&11% long-acting) 
• Of those receiving IR opioids, 52%  received 

codeine combination products 
 

April 2015 – March 2016 – new starts 
• N=653,993 individuals newly initiated opioid Rx 
• 99% were immediate-release opioids 
• 24% had daily dose >50 mg MME 
• 17% had > 7 days’ supply 
• Of the immediate-release products, 53% were 

codeine combination products 
 

Pasricha - Pain 2018;159:1562-8. 
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Ontario Prescription Opioid Tool 

https://odprn.ca/ontario-opioid-drug-observatory/ontario-prescription-opioid-tool/ 
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Early Days… 

JAMA 1934 

Can J Clin Pharmacol 1998 

• n=58 inpatients on medical unit of Addiction 
Research Foundation (June 1990-April 1991) 

• 40% female, mean age 35 ± 10 years 
 

• 52% used codeine as primary opioid (Rx or OTC) 
• 12% with OTC codeine as primary opioid 
• codeine mean daily dose = 554 ± 343 mg, (range 

120-1500 mg) 

1990-1991 
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Survey of Regular Codeine Users 

OTC Only 
24% 

n = 79 

Rx Only 
47% 

n = 154 

OTC & Rx 
29% 

n = 94 

Sproule - J Clin Psychopharmacol 1999 

• n=339 
• mean age 43 ± 12 ys 
• % addicted 

– 33% Rx only users 
– 34% OTC only users 
– 44% OTC/RX users 

• most using for pain, but not as 
effective in addicted 

• more psychiatric and other 
substance use problems in 
addicted 

1994 



Copyright © 2017, CAMH 11 

1997-1999 
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CAMH Opioid Withdrawal Management Admissions 

Sproule BA, et.al., Changing patterns in opioid addiction: Characterizing users of oxycodone and other 
opioids. Canadian Family Physician, 2009;55:68-9.e1-5.  
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codeine 54% 
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Prescription Opioid Source by Age Group  
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Survey of Non-Medical Use of Prescription Drugs Program 
Canada 3rd Quarter 2017 

  
Lifetime Use 

  Non-Medical Use 
Among Users 

Codeine 69%  22% 
Morphine 20%  7% 
Oxycodone 18%  14% 
Hydromorphone 10%  13% 
Fentanyl 4%  15% 

Non-medical use (NMU)  = “use of codeine for any reason other than what was 
recommended by their doctor/ dentist/ pharmacist/ packet insert or without a doctor's 
prescription for prescription products” 
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Codeine 
Non-Medical 

Use 

Rx codeine 
34%  

OTC codeine 
40% 

Rx & OTC codeine 
26% 

15 

Survey of Non-Medical Use of Prescription Drugs Program 
Canada 3rd Quarter 2017 

Codeine Non-Medical Users (NMU) 
• median age 47.3 years (IQR 31.4-59.8) 
• 52% male (CI: 49.6%-54.2%). 
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Opioid-Related Deaths in Ontario (1991-2015) 

www.odprn.ca 

codeine 
(orange line) 
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 Mothers with opioid prescription  substantially increased risk of child opioid overdose  

 odds ratio =  2.41  

 Most commonly implicated opioids  

 codeine (53%) 
 oxycodone (32%),  

 methadone (15%). 

 

17 

Finkelstein - Pediatrics 2017;139(3):e20162887 
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 Health Canada 
 Consultation on the availability of non-prescription low-dose codeine products (2017) 
 Safety Alert: Recommendation that children and youth not use cough and cold products that contain opioids 

(2019) 
 

 Canadian Pharmacogenomics Network for Drug Safety (CPNDS) Clinical Recommendations Group 
 Clinical practice guideline: CYP2D6 genotyping for safe and efficacious codeine therapy. (Madadi - J Popul Ther 

Clin Pharamcol 2013;20(3):e369-e396) 
 

 College of Pharmacists of Manitoba 
 Requires prescription for OTC codeine products – pharmacists can prescribe (2016) 

 

 Saskatchewan College of Pharmacy Professionals 
 Many years ago instituted OTC codeine restrictions (e.g., max 50 tabs, documentation) 
 Proposing banning OTC codeine sales (Dec 2018) 
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Codeine Safety Initiatives 
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Pharmacist | Canadian Pharmacists Association 
 
Don’t recommend the use of over-the-counter 
medications containing codeine for the management of 
acute or chronic pain. Counsel patients against their 
use and recommend safe alternatives. 

https://choosingwiselycanada.org/campaign/opioid-wisely/ 
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Codeine: 
 is widely available in Canada 
 is associated with non-medical use (by a large proportion of users) 
 users are seeking treatment for opioid use disorder (for both OTC and 

Rx products)  
 use is implicated in overdose deaths 

 
Just because it is a ‘weak’ opioid, does not make it safer. 

 
 

21 

Conclusions 
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Thank You 
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