





    
  Skip to main content
  




  

    

      
        
          
              
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

          

        

      


      
        
              

      
        
          
                       

         

      

     
    
      
        
          [image: BMJ Journals]

                  

      

      
                  
            
                
    

    
  
    	Subscribe
	Log In 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	Basket 
	Search 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  







  



  

            

          

                

    
        
      
                [image: BMJ Evidence-Based Medicine]
      

            
          
    

    
  
    	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About

  





    
  
    
  
    
  
        

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  


  
  


  
        

    
  
  
    	 Close
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
        Main menu

    
  
  
    
  	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About



  


  
  



  



  






	Subscribe
	Log in 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	BMJ Journals

  


  
  




  



  



  

      

          

          
  
        
      
        
          You are here
	Home
	Archive
	Volume 26, Issue 6 
	Tramadol: repeated prescriptions and repeated warnings


        

       
      
          
            Email alerts
          
        

      

          

            
          
        
          
            
                                                                                                  
    

    
  
    
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article Text
  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article menu 
  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    	Article 
Text
	Article 
info
	Citation 
Tools
	Share
	Rapid Responses
	Article 
metrics
	Alerts


  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    [image: Download PDF]PDF  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    General medicine


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
      Tramadol: repeated prescriptions and repeated warnings
        
  

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2294-3440Anthony Richard Cox1,2, 
	Robin Ferner2,3

	
1
School of Pharmacy, Institute of Clinical Sciences, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK


	
2
West Midlands Centre for Adverse Drug Reactions, City Hospital, Birmingham, West Midlands, UK


	
3
Institute of Clinical Sciences, University of Birmingham College of Medical and Dental Sciences, Birmingham, UK



	Correspondence to
 Dr Anthony Richard Cox, School of Pharmacy, University of Birmingham, Birmingham B15 2TT, UK; a.r.cox{at}bham.ac.uk





  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjebm-2020-111661

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	delivery of health care
	drug-related side effects and adverse reactions
	general practice
	pharmacy
	prescription drugs

Tramadol is a widely prescribed opioid agonist that can cause addiction and can cause fatal respiratory depression. We describe two reports to prevent future deaths (PFDs) that emphasize the dangers of repeat tramadol prescribing, the importance of communicating its risks, and the need for evidence-based solutions to avoid patient harm.
This article is part of the Coroners’ Concerns to Prevent Harms series.1 It covers the two deaths from tramadol associated with repeat prescribing from two reports to prevent of future deaths.2 3


Rational therapeutics—that is, the safe, effective, and cost-effective use of medicines—requires that the reasons for prescribing a medicine should be reassessed from time to time. Where prescribing in automated systems is deemed ‘routine’ or ‘repeat’ prescribing, it may continue long after the patient benefits from treatment. This exposes the patient to the risk of inadvertent or deliberate overdose. Over time, a patient’s susceptibility to harm from a medicine may change, for example, because renal function has declined, and this further increases this risk. Long-term use—for example, of opioids, benzodiazepines, and gabapentinoids—can lead to habituation, an increase in dosage, and requests from the patient for more repeat prescriptions (‘refills’) than the prescriber may have intended originally, posing potentially serious risks.
Tramadol, an analgesic that acts as an agonist at the μ-opioid receptor and also inhibits the reuptake of norepinephrine and serotonin, was first marketed in the US in 1995 and in the UK in 1996 (see box 1). The first unequivocal case of fatal tramadol poisoning was reported in 1998.4 Death from tramadol alone was still considered rare in 2001,5 although cases of acute toxicity are a significant burden on emergency departments.6 Tramadol appears especially dangerous if taken with a benzodiazepine.7 8 Since 1994, … 
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