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UK population level data: prescription 
painkiller misuse

 From 2014/15 CSEW survey following question included:

“Have you taken prescription-only painkillers not prescribed to you, 

which you took only for the feeling or experience it gave you”

Any Drug Painkillers

16 to 59 years old 9.4% 6.4%

16 to 24 years old 20.3% 6.1%

25 to 59 years old 7.0% 8.5%

Males 12.6% 6.9%

Females 6.3% 5.9%

8.4%
6.3%

Life-time NPM misuse: 19.3%
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UK NMRUx survey established in 2012

“used without a doctor’s prescription or for any reason other 

than what was recommended by your doctor”

Prevalence of last 12-month in Q4 2018 non-medical 
use of prescription and over the counter (OTC) opioids

11.2%

9.6%

10.4%

13.7%

18.0%

3.8%

4.5%

4.9%

5.3%

3.2%

1.4%

2.3%

5.0%

7.9% 8.3%

Any opioid OTC opioid Strong opioid
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Life-time NMU: UK 0.66%, USA 5.19%

UK population level data: prescription 
painkiller misuse

 Association with illicit drug use

– Used in last year 10.7% -vs- not used 5.9%

 Demographic factors associated with increased use

– Most deprived 8.3% -vs- least deprived 4.4%

– Rural 6.2% -vs- Urban 6.4% 

– Employed 6.2% -vs- Unemployed 7.2%

– Long-term illness / disability

Drug Yes No

Prescription painkillers 12.6% 5.6%

Any illicit drug 12.7% 9.0%

Cannabis 10.9% 7.2%

Prescription drug misuse and chronic pain

2018: 32 centres in 22 European/neighbouring countries
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Drug Treatment Data: England
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Parting Thoughts

 Increasing evidence of non-medical use of prescription 

medicines in the UK 

– Predominately opioids and benzodiazepines

 Misuse appears associated with chronic illness and pain, 

lower income and social deprivation

 Significant harms being associated with misuse

– Drug treatment, drug-related deaths, ED presentations

 Understanding relationship between prescribing patterns 

will enable improved harm reduction strategies

– Alternative strategies to managing pain

– Warning patients and clinicians of the risks of NMU

Thank You


