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Prescription opioid use is associated with a higher risk for serious invasive pneumococcal diseases such as meningitis and pneumonia, a study published in Annals of Internal Medicine has found.1
As opioid use has increased in the United States the safety of prescription opioids has come under scrutiny. But most of the safety concerns have been over the potential for overdose and serious cardiovascular events rather than the risk of infection.
Researchers from Vanderbilt University Medical Centre in Nashville, Tennessee, identified 1233 patients with laboratory confirmed invasive pneumococcal diseases and 24 399 matched control patients from a Tennessee Medicaid database. After adjusting for confounders the researchers found that patients in the pneumococcal disease group were more likely to be current opioid users than those in the control group (adjusted odds ratio 1.62 (95% confidence interval 1.36 to 1.92)).
The study,1 which was funded by the National Institutes of Health, found that the association was strongest in opioids that were long acting (1.87 (1.24 to 2.82)) or high potency (1.72 (1.32 to 2.25)) or were used at high doses.
The immunosuppressive properties of certain opioids including morphine and fentanyl are well established. In animal models exposure to particular opioids was found to increase the risk for infections due to common pathogens including Streptococcus pneumoniae.
One limitation of the study was that opioid use was based on pharmacy prescription fills, and actual use was not observed. And, although the researchers accounted for evidence of alcohol or substance use disorders in their analysis, they were unable to assess illicit opioid use.
In an accompanying editorial Sascha Dublin and Michael Von Korff, from the Kaiser Permanente Washington Health Research Institute in Seattle, Washington, said that the strengths of the study included laboratory confirmation of infection and adjustment for many potential confounders including markers of frailty.
They wrote, “Before prescribing an opioid, the clinician should carefully consider all reasonable alternative approaches to pain relief. It now seems that decision making also should take into account the risk for serious infections.”2
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