
Opioid Stewardship: Promoting a Systematic Approach
In recent years, data and stories triggered concerns about the use of opioids in nursing 

homes and other settings. For instance, a 2018 study found that more than 32% of 
long-stay nursing home residents were prescribed an opioid and more than 15% 

received opioids on a long-term basis.

These types of findings contributed to focused attention on opioid use in nursing 

homes on the part of regulatory agencies and policymakers. For instance, in June 2020 

the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) released an Opioid Roadmap, a 

strategy to fight the opioid epidemic. Elsewhere, the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) has distinguished opioids as demonstrating severe risk potential with 

inappropriate use. Prescribers are urged to balance concerns of misuse, addiction, 

overdose, and death with the pain-relieving benefits of these medications.

“This program supports staff and ensures they have proper ways to assess pain, titrate 

medications, identify side effects, and more,” said Stephen Creasy, PharMerica Director 

of Clinical Services, adding, “It helps create a culture of safe and effective pain 

management, compliant storage, and proper administration and monitoring of opioids.”
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Just recently, PharMerica developed an Opioid 

Stewardship Program to help DONs and their staff 

render ideal pain management and operate as proper 

stewards of opioid medications. The customizable 

facility program includes components such as a core 

elements checklist for opioid stewardship, sample 

policies and procedures, reporting and tracking 

templates, and more. PharMerica customers also get 

resources and assistance to promote optimal opioid 

use. These include case consultations, education, and 

easy access to opioid management resources/tools/

information in one document.
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Click here to learn more about the Opioid Stewardship Program. In the meantime, 

Creasy and T.J. Griffin, Chief Pharmacy Officer at PharMerica, suggest a few steps to get 

stewardship up and running and keep it on track:

• Look at available non-pharmacologic pain management options
first. Do a deep dive, and work with the team to identify
the best possible options for each resident. Engage the

resident (when possible), as well as family and staff such

as CNAs who know them best.

• Create a culture of safe, effective use of opioids.
Opioid use increased during the pandemic, and we saw

the importance to develop solutions to prevent rises in

opioid use and abuse during crises and other situations.

• Use assessments to identify the best treatment choices.
When pharmacologic pain management is necessary,

consider starting with NSAIDs or other pain
medications. If and when it’s determined that opioids

are warranted, start with the lowest effective doses and

re-evaluate on a regular basis. Remember that when it

comes to pain management, one size does not fit all. As

Griffin said, “Not all pain is created equally, so it

shouldn’t all be treated the same way.”

• Have leadership and champions.
“There has to be a champion and consistent leadership

commitment to approaching how opioids are used.
These individuals need to promote a systematic

approach to safely prescribe and use opioids and to

manage pain in general,” said Griffin.

“There has to be a 

champion and 

consistent leadership 

commitment to 

approaching how 

opioids are used.” 

– T.J. Griffin, RPh, Chief
Pharmacy Officer, PharMerica
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