
PRESCRIPTION OPIOIDS:  
THE PROPER USE, 
STORAGE AND 
DISPOSAL
Managing Your Pain
Pain is not the same for every person. During 
your visit you will talk with your doctor on 
how to take care of your pain with and without 
medicines. Opioids like Percocet, oxycodone, 
and hydrocodone are strong pain relievers used 
for severe pain, but are not the only way to feel 
better. Opioids have many side effects and can 
be addictive.
To decrease the misuse of opioids, the NC 
STOP Act started July 2017.  This law stops 
doctors from giving more than a 5 to 7 day 
supply of opioid pain medicines.
Your doctor may discuss other options that 
work well and may be safer for you to help your 
pain. These include Tylenol (acetaminophen) 
and Advil or Motrin (ibuprofen), ice, elevation, 
or rest.
Your doctor can answer any questions you may 
have before your next visit. Please see their 
contact information in your discharge papers.

Opioid Use and Side Effects

Opioids may help with your pain. It is 
important to follow your doctor’s instructions 
about your opioid medicines and take them 
only as directed. The goal is to get you back to 
your daily routine and have the best outcome. 
You may not be pain-free, but we want to help 
you plan how to take care of your pain.

•	 Constipation
•	 Sleepiness/	

Dizziness

•	 Nausea/Vomiting
•	 Breathing 

problems

Common side effects of opioids include:



The risk of side effects, overdose, or death 
increases if you are taking opioids and:
•	 Drink alcohol 
•	 Have sleep apnea
•	 Take more than the prescribed dose
•	 Take other drugs that can make you 

drowsy, such as cold medicines, muscle 
relaxants, sleeping pills or anxiety 
medicines (e.g., Xanax (alprazolam), or 
Valium (diazepam))

•	 You have a mental health condition, such 
as depression or anxiety

•	 You or a family member have a history of 
substance use disorder or overdose

Storage
•	 To avoid the use of opioids by others, store 

medicines out-of-reach of children and pets 
and in a locked cabinet or safe.

•	 Always know where your prescription 
medicines are and remove them from view 
when people visit your home.

•	 Keep prescription medicines in the original 
bottle with the label and the child-proof 
cap on.

•	 Keep track of how many pills are in your 
bottle, so you know if any are missing.

Disposal
•	 It is important to safely dispose unused 

medicine after you have recovered.
•	 Taking medicines other than prescribed 

(for a different pain) or using someone 
else’s medicines is unsafe and illegal.

•	 Please use the drug take-back programs 
and safe drop sites to protect the 
environment and the safety of others.

of people 
using opioids 

without a 
prescription get 
them free from 

friends or 
family.

41%



Option 1: 
Ask your doctor if you can bring unused 
medicine to your follow up appointment for 
help with safe disposal. Not all clinics have this 
option.

Option 2: 
Dispose of unused medicine at a free take-
back site near you. Find one online at:
www.UNCopioidsafeuse.org

Option 3: 
Follow the recommended steps for disposing 
unused medicines at home.

Follow these simple steps to dispose 
of medications in household trash

MIX
Mix medicines (do not crush tablets or 
capsules) with inedible substances such 
as dirt, cat litter, or used coffee grounds.

PLACE
Place the mixture in a container such as a 
sealed plastic bag.

THROW
Throw the container in your household 
trash.

SCRATCH OUT
Scratch out all personal information on 
the prescription label of your empty pill 
bottle or empty medicine packaging to 
make it unreadable, then dispose of the 
container.



Know your 
Options and 
Be Safe
1.	 Follow medicine instructions 

carefully.
2.	 Talk to your doctor about non-

opioid treatment options.
3.	 Keep track of when you take 

your medicine.
4.	Ask your doctor before changing 

how much you take.
5.	 Ask your doctor about opioid 

reversal medicine (such as 
Naloxone) in case of accidental 
overdose.

If you have further questions, please ask 
your doctor. Opioids can help with pain when 
taken correctly and safely, but there are other 
options.

Resources
North Carolina Department of Health and 
Human Services
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/opioids

Carolinas Poison Center
1-800-222-1222

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/prescribing/
patients.html

U.S. Food & Drug Administration
https://www.fda.gov/Drugs/ResourcesForYou/
Consumers/BuyingUsingMedicineSafely/
EnsuringSafeUseofMedicine/SafeDisposalofMedicines/
ucm186187.htm

UNC Medical Center Opioid Stewardship 
www.UNCopioidsafeuse.org


