
UNPAUSE THE GUT
OpioIds and the guT
Opioids are a common treatment for pain
They interact with opioid receptors in different places in the body such as the  
brain and the gut, and help to stop or reduce the feeling of pain.

OIC is defined as: “New or worsening 
symptoms of constipation when 
initiating, changing or increasing 
opioid therapy, that must include 
two or more of the symptoms 
defining functional constipation”5:

mu (μ) opiod receptor

● Reflux/heartburn
● Nausea/vomiting
● Infrequent bowel movements
● Pain when going to the toilet
● Feeling full or heavy
● Flatulence
● Hard, lumpy and dry stools
● Straining
● Bloating
● Abdominal cramping/spasms
● Sensation of incomplete  
 evacuation

Non-pharmacological 
options such as increased: 

- dietary fibre
- fluid intake

- physical activity

Pharmacological options 
such as laxatives:

- stimulants
- softeners
- enemas

Targeted therapies 
(prescription only)  

such as specific 
treatments that target 

opioid receptors

Patients with OIC are frequently prescribed different treatments that are not 
always successful in treating the underlying cause of OIC. These can include6:

The ultimate goal of OIC treatment is to alleviate constipation while maintaining pain relief 7

If OIC is not relieved by non-pharmacological approaches and laxatives, there are other 
treatments that could be tried. Speak to your doctor or nurse about these.5, 7, 8

AC, adenylyl cyclase; ATP, adenosine triphosphate; cAMP, cyclic adenosine monophosphate; Ca, calcium; G, g-protein coupled receptor; K, potassium. OIC, opioid-induced constipation; PAMORAs, peripherally acting 
μ-opioid receptor antagonists. 
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● The most commonly used 
opioids for pain management 
act on one type of opioid 
receptor called the  
mu receptor1

● The central nervous system 
has lots of mu receptors 
which help reduce pain1,2

●  Once activated the mu 
receptors can also lead to 
changes in the gastrointestinal 
tract, affecting the muscles 
around your intestines and 
stopping them from moving 
properly - this could cause 
opioid-induced constipation 
(OIC)3,4


