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Increasing opioid prescription in Korea: a pressing
public health concern and necessitating initiatives
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Opioids have been used for centuries to relieve pain, dat-
ing back to the 4th century BC, when Hippocrates, the
father of medicine, recognized their usefulness [1]. How-
ever, despite Hippocrates' warning to use them carefully
and sparingly, the overuse of opioids has led to a global
public health crisis.

The escalating worldwide issue of opioid overuse ex-
tends to Korea, prompting two timely investigations pub-
lished in this issue of the Korean Journal of Pain (KJP).
The first study analyzed the Korean National Health
Insurance Service (NHIS) Database [2], while the second
utilized the Korean Narcotics Information Management
System (NIMS) data [3], offering valuable insights into
opioid prescription practices within the Korean context.

Analysis of NHIS data from 2016 to 2020 reveals a con-
cerning trend in Korea: 42% of failed back surgery syn-
drome patients received opioid prescriptions, with 11.4%
becoming long-term users. Over this period, opioid pre-
scription proportion, dosages, and utilization of potent
opioids like oxycodone and fentanyl all demonstrably
increased. This reinforces the well-recognized concern of
a burgeoning opioid use in Korea, potentially amplifying
associated problems like opioid use disorders.

Recognizing this critical point, multifaceted efforts have
emerged to curb opioid overuse, including opioid stew-

ardship program and the NIMS. An opioid stewardship
program is a coordinated initiative designed to optimize
opioid use, minimize misuse, and ultimately improve
patient outcomes [4]. The purpose of an opioid steward-
ship program is to improve prescription practices, miti-
gate opioid-related adverse effects, reduce inappropriate
long-term use and dependence, and promote effective
pain management strategies.

The NIMS stands as a cornerstone of Korean govern-
mental initiatives to combat opioid abuse. This compre-
hensive computerized system meticulously monitors
every facet of narcotic (including opioids) production,
prescription, and distribution across Korea. Encompass-
ing all hospitals, pharmacies, manufacturers, importers,
and end-users, the NIMS has amassed a colossal dataset
exceeding 64 million records since its 2018 inception—
translating to over 10 million records annually and ap-
proximately 400,000 daily entries [5,6].

Leveraging this vast repository of big data, the NIMS
empowers diverse functionalities; clinicians and patients
alike can access medication histories, while research-
grade big data facilitates the identification and preven-
tion of opioid misuse, including over-prescription, du-
plication, and fraudulent prescription practices. Notably,
an NIMS-based study reveals oral oxycodone as the most
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prevalent opioid in Korea, predominantly prescribed
within tertiary hospitals [3].

Although the efficacy of opioids for pain management
is well-established, prescribing opioids in patients with
chronic pain is a strong risk factor for opioid use disorder
[7]. Therefore, it is imperative to actively pursue strategies
that reduce opioid prescriptions in these patients, while
simultaneously introducing and promoting alternative
methods of pain management. Furthermore, enhancing
the education and training of healthcare professionals
who prescribe and administer these medications is es-
sential, ensuring they are well-informed about the risks
and equipped with the knowledge to make safer treat-
ment decisions.

KJP remains acutely vigilant regarding the evolving
landscape of opioid utilization. We firmly believe in the
judicious application of medical opioids for pain man-
agement, while simultaneously advocating against indis-
criminate opioid use. Achieving this critical balance ne-
cessitates comprehensive educational initiatives targeting
not only medical professionals but also pharmacists and
patients. Moving forward, KJP remains steadfast in its
commitment to championing safe and responsible opioid
use in Korea.
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