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Fact Sheet Opioid Withdrawal:
The Importance of Self-Reported Symptoms

Opioid Withdrawal Syndrome and Opioid Use Disorder (OUD)
e Opioid withdrawal syndrome is a collection of self-reported symptoms and
observable physiological signs that develop during abstinence (e.g., mood

changes, muscle and bone aches, craving, nausea, sweating).
» Severity of opioid withdrawal can reduce time in treatment making its
management a crucial component of OUD treatment.

Withdrawal Assessment Tools

The American Society of Addiction Medicine’s National Practice Guideline
identified three assessment tools for opioid withdrawal.

Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS): Observer-rated
e Developed by Wesson and Ling (2003); more common in clinical settings

Objective Opiate Withdrawal Scale (OOWS): Observer-rated
e Largely replaced by the COWS in routine clinical practice

Subjective Opiate Withdrawal Scale (SOWS): Patient-rated/Self-reported
e Developed by Handelsman et al. (1987); often used in research settings
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https://nida.nih.gov/sites/default/files/ClinicalOpiateWithdrawalScale.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12924748/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK143183/
https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.asam.org%2Fdocs%2Fdefault-source%2Feducation-docs%2Fsows_8-28-2017.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CBKleykamp%40som.umaryland.edu%7C6c837eb5102a498fd3b008dda8fd7c8f%7C717009a620de461a88940312a395cac9%7C0%7C0%7C638852530497948999%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=4La9ypRxGoSaP%2BK%2BbPcXmHzYh11wbDt%2Bsh2%2F%2BySq5Jo%3D&reserved=0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3687892/
https://pure.johnshopkins.edu/en/publications/the-opioid-withdrawal-syndrome-presentation-measurement-and-manag
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30295400/
https://www.asam.org/docs/default-source/practice-support/guidelines-and-consensus-docs/asam-national-practice-guideline-slide-deck-speaker-notes.pdf
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Self-Reported Withdrawal Assessment is a
More Sensitive and Predictive Tool
A randomized controlled trial of 100 patients undergoing a residential 7-

day study of opioid withdrawal management compared the clinical utility
of the SOWS and COWS. The study found that self-reported symptoms
(SOWS) were more predictive of outcomes than observer-rated (COWS).

» Self-reported symptoms were recorded about 4 —10 hours earlier
than observed symptoms.

» Patients who self-reported earlier and had higher withdrawal severity
were more likely to drop out of the buprenorphine taper
intervention.

» Peak self-reported scores better predicted taper completion
than peak observer-rated scores.

e These findings are confirmed by previous research.

Take-Home Messages

Self-reported withdrawal is a critical aspect of clinical care.
o Captures early and nuanced symptoms better than observer-rated scales.
 Identifies patients at higher risk of dropping out of treatment.
e Provides opportunity to intervene early and prevent symptoms from
escalating to observable levels
 Builds trust, engagement, and patient-centered care.
 Identifies discomfort that may not be evident in observer-rated
assessments.
Combining patient-reported and observer-rated assessments
delivers the best care.
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32781310/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/3904410/

