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Pain Myths 
 

Sometimes medications are needed to relieve pain. Some of these medications may be narcotics, 

such as morphine. Many people misunderstand the benefits and risks of taking these medications. 

Pain medications, when taken as prescribed, can improve quality of life and in some circumstances 

may even prolong life by better controlling symptoms and decreasing stress on the body. The 

following are some common questions and myths related to pain medications: 

 

Will I become addicted to narcotics? 
 

With narcotic addiction in the news at times and the Federal government campaign to “just say no” 

to street drugs, many people fear that any use of narcotics will result in addiction. Addiction is the 

constant craving for an excited feeling from a drug, despite self-harm. However, numerous research 

studies show that people who take narcotics to relieve pain do not become addicted. 

What is physical dependence? 

 

People who use narcotics become physically dependent upon the medication after prolonged use. 

Just like with other types of medications, they cannot be abruptly stopped without causing the body 

to experience some physical side effects. Should the pain go away, the medication can be gradually 

reduced without causing the side effects of physical dependence. It is important to continue 

providing medication to your loved one even if he or she cannot speak and tell you about their pain.  

 

Will I develop a tolerance to narcotics? 
 

Some people ask, “If I start using narcotics now, what will I do when the pain gets really bad?” 

Pain does not always worsen. In addition, narcotics like morphine have no limit on how much can 

be taken safely, as long as the increase is gradual. Your loved one receives whatever dose they need 

to relieve their pain. Your care team will work with you to adjust the medication to provide your 

loved one with good pain relief and the fewest side effects.  

 

Do narcotics hasten death? Will they stop my breathing? 
 

Narcotics relieve pain. When death occurs, it is due to the progression of the disease, not due to 

pain medications. If your loved one needs to use a narcotic for pain relief, the medication will be 

started at a low dose and it will be gradually increased until your loved one is comfortable. 

Breathing problems as a result of narcotic use rarely occur. Narcotics, when given under the 

direction of the doctor or nurse, will not cause your loved one to stop breathing. In fact, morphine 

eases breathing difficulties in disease like heart failure, asthma, and emphysema (COPD). Giving 

narcotics close to the time of death ensures that your loved one remains comfortable. 


