
pioids are powerful drugs that decrease 
pain, but they can also lead to addiction and 
deadly overdose if not taken with care. If 

you need opioids after surgery, it is important to 
talk to your doctor about how to use them safely. 

Talk to your doctor before surgery.
If you’re having urological surgery—such 
as surgery for prostate cancer or to remove 
a kidney stone—you will have a doctor’s 
appointment before the surgery. This is 
sometimes called a “pre-op” appointment. This 
is when you and your doctor should talk about 
how you will feel after surgery and whether or 
not you will need opioid pain medicine. 

If your doctor says opioids aren’t necessary. 
If your doctor thinks you won’t be in a lot of pain 
after surgery, other types of pain medicine may 
be needed. He or she may recommend over-
the-counter pain relievers like acetaminophen 
(Tylenol and generic), ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin 
IB, and generic), and naproxen (Aleve and 
generic). 
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If your doctor says opioids are necessary.
If your doctor thinks you will be in a lot of pain 
after surgery, opioids might be the right choice. 
Opioids include hydrocodone (Vicodin and 
generic) and oxycodone (OxyContin, Percocet, 
and generic). These medicines should only be used 
to treat extreme short-term pain, like the kind you 
may feel after surgery. 

During your pre-op appointment, you and your 
doctor should also talk about all the medicines 
and supplements you already take and how much 
alcohol you drink. This will help make sure that 
you are taking any pain medicine safely.
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Using opioids safely after surgery
Stick to the lowest dose for as few days as possible 



Advice from Consumer Reports 

If your doctor prescribes you opioid pain 
medicine, use and handle the medicine safely.

Don’t take more opioids than you need. 
Start with the lowest dose and try to use them 
for three days or fewer. Stop taking them as 
soon as you feel better, and don’t keep any 
leftovers. Opioids can become less effective 
over time, so you might need higher and higher 
doses for pain relief. 

Keep opioids out of everyone’s reach. 
Because of the risk of addiction and overdose, 
it’s not enough to use child-proof bottles and 
put them where kids can’t get to them. Instead, 
keep prescription pain medicine in a locked 
cabinet or container. Do not put loose pills in 
bags or containers in your purse, luggage, or 
drawers. 

Get rid of leftover opioids properly. 
Do not throw opioids in the trash or flush them 
down the toilet. Many pharmacies, hospitals, 
clinics, and long-term care centers let you drop 
off leftover medication for free, without an 
appointment. Walgreens stores in most states 
offer free, secure, anonymous booths where 
you can drop off pill or liquid medicine for safe 
disposal. You can also buy a special envelope 
at stores, including Costco, CVS, and Rite-Aid, 
that you can use to mail leftover medicine to a 
disposal facility. 

For other disposal options, call 800-882-9539 
or visit https://takebackday.dea.gov. 

This report is for you to use when talking with your healthcare 
provider. It is not a substitute for medical advice and treatment.  
Use of this report is at your own risk.
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How to safely take, store, 
and get rid of opioids.

Stick to the lowest dose. 
If you need opioids, your doctor should prescribe 
the lowest possible dose. Three days or fewer 
will often be enough and more than seven days 
are only rarely needed for urology procedures. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, taking opioids for more than 
three days will increase your risk of addiction.  
If you’re still in pain after three days, use over-
the-counter medicines as recommended by 
your doctor. Your doctor or pharmacist can help 
you take those medicines safely.  They may also 
suggest non-drug ways to ease your pain, such as 
heat or cold therapy.

Know the risks and side effects. 
• The risk of overdose with opioids is high 

because the amount that can cause an 
overdose is not much higher than the amount 
used to treat pain. 

• The risk of addiction is low, but it can happen 
to anyone. Ask your doctor about this risk. 

• The possible side effects of opioids include 
abdominal cramps, constipation, headaches, 
nausea, sleepiness, vomiting, and a 
fuzzyheaded feeling. 

Don’t take opioids for long-term pain.
Urologists also treat people who have painful 
conditions that do not require surgery, such as 
recurring kidney stones. Opioids should not be 
used to treat conditions that involve long-term 
pain. If you see a urologist for conditions like 
these, ask about other ways to manage your 
pain. You can also ask to be referred to a pain 
management specialist.


