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2000a(15): Describe the effects of opioids on the respiratory system 
Tolerance doesn’t always extend to respiratory system effects 
Although effects are dose-dependent, they occur within the therapeutic dose 
range (narrows therapeutic window) 
RR: ↓ 2° to μ-receptor activation in medullary respiratory centre. Leads to 
respiratory centre depression. 
TV: ↑ 2° to respiratory centre activation of μ-receptor. 

- usually not sufficient to compensate for ↓RR 
Overall, ↓MV 

- Apnoea can occur 
o May be fatal 

- ↑risk with 
o ↑age, +++young 
o Co-morbidities (eg liver failure) 
o Concurrent sedative (eg BZ) use → synergistic effects b/n drugs 

- Differences in extent of effect based on route of administration 
o Neuraxial opiates 

 ↑risk of delayed respiratory depression (2° to bulk flow of 
opioid in CSF) 

o IV v PO 
- Differences wrt drug 

o ↑delayed respiratory depression with neuraxial morphine v fentanyl 
(↑ bulk flow due to relative lipid insolubility) 

PaCO2: Response to hypercarbia is blunted leading to a rise in PaCO2 (and a 
right-shift in MV vs PaCO2 curve) 
PaO2: ↓ hypoxic drive, not to same extent as PaCO2 
Upper airway reflexes: Blunted 2° to opioid receptor activation suppressing 
cough reflex.  

- Useful as anti-ptussive.  
- Useful for instrumentation of airway (eg with remifentanil infusion) without 

inducing laryngeal spasm 
- Pt can no longer protect their own airway 

o ↑risk aspiration 
o ↑risk obstruction from upper airway relaxation 

 ↑in Pts with OSA 
Ciliary action: ↓ due to direct μ-receptor activation 

- lead to mucous plugging 
Bronchial tone: Can be ↑, largely due to histamine release (mast cell 
degranulation).  

- Most common with morphine, uncommon with phenylpiperidine derivatives 
- ↑risk of obstruction in those with existing airways disease (COAD, asthma) 

Truncal mm tone: ↑ especially with remifentanil 2° ↓GABA release in basal 
ganglia. 

- Can lead to difficulties with bag-mask ventilation.  
- Minimised with slow rate of infusion 

 


