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UAMS Study Finds Raising Opioid Dosage 

Increases Risks, Ineffective for Pain 
 
LITTLE ROCK — Increasing the opioid dose that a chronic pain patient regularly 
receives also increases their risk of adverse health outcomes while showing no 
significant reduction in pain, according to studies by University of Arkansas for Medical 
Sciences (UAMS) researchers. 
 
Brad Martin, Pharm.D., Ph.D., and Corey Hayes, Pharm.D., Ph.D., authored the two 
studies published separately online this month in the scientific journals Pain and  
Addiction. The studies were funded by the National Institute on Drug Abuse. 
 
Martin is a professor in the UAMS College of Pharmacy’s Division of Pharmaceutical 
Evaluation and Policy. Hayes is an assistant professor in the Center of Health Services 
Research in the College of Medicine Department of Psychiatry. 
 
The Pain article looked at how dose escalation influenced the intensity of pain in patients 
and the Addiction article examined whether the risk of adverse effects increases with the 
opioid dose.  
 
“What we found in one paper was that the pain relief the provider and the patient are 
going for really isn’t there when they increase their doses,” Hayes said. “You don’t see 
the benefit, but you do see the risk. Our overall message is, when you’re thinking about 
increasing the dose, you need to realize the risk it brings, too.” 
 
For both studies, Martin and Hayes drew from data from the same group of 18,358 
patients. One subgroup of patients were “dose maintainers” who during the study period 
did not have their opioid doses significantly increased. A second group of “dose 
escalators” had their doses increased by 20 percent or more. The majority in the second 
subgroup had their doses increased by about 60 percent, often starting from a low dose. 
 
“The first question we wanted to answer was whether we are seeing meaningful pain 
relief when clinicians decide to increase someone’s opioid dose,” Martin said. “The 
second question was whether there were risks associated with increasing someone’s 
dose.” 
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### 

 
In answering the first question, they found dose escalators persistently had higher pain 
scores throughout the study. 
 
“Opioid dose escalation among patients with chronic pain is not associated with 
improvements in pain scores,” the study stated. 
 
In answering the second question, the research team compared the two groups on 
whether dose escalation also increased patients’ risk of adverse effects such as suicide 
attempts, fall accidents and substance use disorders. 
 
“For people who escalated their dose, compared to people who just maintained their 
dose, the increase in risk for developing a substance use disorder was about 30% when 
we look at all substance use disorders,” Martin said. “Not surprisingly, it was highest for 
opioid use disorders, which increased about 50%. Use of other drugs and alcohol use 
disorders went up about 15-20%.” 
 
For most of the other negative outcomes, opioid use also increased their risk, the study 
concluded. 
 
UAMS is the state’s only health sciences university, with colleges of Medicine, Nursing, 
Pharmacy, Health Professions and Public Health; a graduate school; hospital; a main 
campus in Little Rock; a Northwest Arkansas regional campus in Fayetteville; a 
statewide network of regional campuses; and seven institutes: the Winthrop P. 
Rockefeller Cancer Institute, Jackson T. Stephens Spine & Neurosciences Institute, 
Harvey & Bernice Jones Eye Institute, Psychiatric Research Institute, Donald W. 
Reynolds Institute on Aging, Translational Research Institute and Institute for Digital 
Health & Innovation. UAMS includes UAMS Health, a statewide health system that 
encompasses all of UAMS’ clinical enterprise including its hospital, regional clinics and 
clinics it operates or staffs in cooperation with other providers. UAMS is the only adult 
Level 1 trauma center in the state. U.S. News & World Report named UAMS Medical 
Center the state’s Best Hospital; ranked its ear, nose and throat program among the top 
50 nationwide; and named six areas as high performing — cancer, colon cancer surgery, 
heart failure, hip replacement, knee replacement and lung cancer surgery. UAMS has 
2,727 students, 870 medical residents and five dental residents. It is the state’s largest 
public employer with more than 10,000 employees, including 1,200 physicians who 
provide care to patients at UAMS, its regional campuses, Arkansas Children’s Hospital, 
the VA Medical Center and Baptist Health. Visit www.uams.edu or 
www.uamshealth.com. Find us on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube or Instagram.  
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