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for signs of dehydration, metabolic
disturbance such as asterixis, pyrexia,
organ failure and infection. A
dehydrated patient with possible renal
impairment is more likely to develop
opioid toxicity. Typical signs of this are
given in table 3, left.

Opioid toxicity may produce
hyperalgesia and allodynia: patients
complain that they are ‘sore all over’,
with any touch being painful. Failure to
recognise this rare phenomenon may
lead to further escalation of the opioid
dose and worsening of the problem.

Opioid toxicity responds well to a
reduction in opioid dose of about 
one-third. Rehydration, possibly with
SC fluids, will often improve toxicity if
it is associated with dehydration and
mild renal impairment. If the patient is
in pain, adjuvants may help to reduce
the need for opioids. Conversely, pain
may improve once the toxicity
resolves.

Haloperidol is the treatment of
choice for delirium6 and is particularly
useful for treating vivid distressing
dreams and hallucinations. Haloperidol
2.5–5mg can be added to the 
SC infusion for symptomatic relief.

If these measures fail, switching to
an alternative opioid that the patient
may be more responsive to may
improve things, as discussed earlier.
On conversion, a reduction of 
one-third is advised to avoid 
side-effects from the new opioid. 
Early review after switching is
recommended to allow assessment of
efficacy and side-effects.

PATIENT 7: OPIOID
SWITCHING FOR
UNACCEPTABLE 
SIDE-EFFECTS
A 31-year-old woman with metastatic
carcinoma of the lower oesophagus is
on modified-release morphine 100mg
every 12 hours for severe epigastric
lower sternal pain. She has 30mg
normal-release morphine sulphate for
breakthrough pain. Her pain worsens
and she takes breakthrough analgesic
four to six times a day (4 x 30mg = 
120 mg/24 hours extra breakthrough). 

Her MST is increased to 160mg
every 12 hours and correspondingly
her breakthrough analgesic dose is
increased to 50mg. She becomes
sleepy and a little confused. She
dislikes this as she has to be alert for
her three children. Usually after a dose
increase any sleepiness and mental
clouding resolve within 48 hours, but
in her case symptoms persist even
after 72 hours. However, as she still

Table 4 

Opioid conversion table 
Opioid Potency ratio to morphine To calculate equi-analgesic dose of new 

opioid from dose of oral morphine
oxycodone  1:2 oral morphine dose / 2
hydromorphone 1:7.5 oral morphine dose / 7.5
fentanyl consult manufacturer’s guidelines
methadone no consistent ratio: consult specialist palliative care team

Box 4 

Calculation of hydromorphone dose
Formulae: 
Oral oxycodone dose over 24 hours x 2 = oral morphine dose
Oral morphine dose over 24 hours / 7.5 = oral hydromorphone dose
Step 1: Convert previous 24-hour oxycodone dose to equivalent morphine dose
example:

Oral oxycodone in past 24 hours Equivalent morphine dose
Routine = 400mg (200mg + 200mg) 800mg
Breakthrough = 120mg (60mg + 60mg) 240mg
Total = 520mg 1040mg
Step 2: Convert morphine dose to equivalent hydromorphone dose
example:

Oral morphine equivalent in past 24 hours Equivalent hydromorphone dose
Total = 1040mg 139mg (1040 / 7.5)
Step 3: Reduce dose by one-third for safety
example:

One-third of 139mg = 46mg (approx)
139mg – 46mg = 93mg
Hydromorphone dose for 24 hours = 93mg
Administered as:
Hydromorphone (modified release) 48mg (2 x 24mg capsules) twice daily  OR
Hydromorphone (normal release) 15mg (approx) every four hours (6 x 2.6mg capsules)
Breakthrough dose (one-sixth) = 15mg (approx) (6 x 2.6mg capsules)

Table 3 

Detecting opioid toxicity
Signs of opioid toxicity What to look for
Reduced level of consciousness Drowsiness – unrousable

Subtle restlessness/agitation

Vivid dreams May get confused with actual events

Hallucinations Peripheral shadows; a sense of someone at their 
shoulder; seeing animals/people/insects;
voices in room

Myoclonus (coarse jerking) May spill drinks

Pinpoint pupils Not inevitable in opioid-tolerant patients

Seizures

Hyperalgesia/allodynia ‘Sore all over’, ‘sore skin’

Respiratory depression Apnoeic episodes
Cheyne–Stokes type respiration
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