
Fentanyl is a potent, synthetic opioid analgesic - excellent for controlling serious pain, but also 

with huge abuse potential. It is 80 to 500 times stronger than morphine. 

Fentanyl is a drug that can be severely harmful, or even fatal, with death usually caused by 

respiratory failure. 

Being as potent as it is, Fentanyl administration is frequently reserved for already opioid-tolerant 

patients (those already having grown tolerant to a therapeutic dose of some other opiate). 

Any person who uses fentanyl and doesn't have an opioid tolerance is risking his health. In 

other words, a first-time user who decides to 'experiment' or use Fentanyl recreationally places 

themselves in extreme danger of overdose. 

The Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) classifies fentanyl as a Schedule II controlled 

substance. Essentially, this means it has a high potential for abuse, and its use could be 

dangerous. Addiction to fentanyl can grab a hold of a user very quickly, so prescription use 

should be closely monitored by a patient's physician. 

Deadly Heroin Hits the Streets 

What made this heroin so particularly deadly? Turns out it was cut with fentanyl, a frighteningly 

strong opiate narcotic. Fentanyl is used in extreme situations; it’s 50 times more powerful than 

morphine. Combined with heroin, it’s a concoction that can be deadly. 

As an opiate, fentanyl produces a state of relaxation or euphoria. It is often used an as anesthetic 

and depresses, or slows, body systems down. 

Heroin also depresses the central nervous system, including the brain. Combined, these two 

drugs prompt body systems to not only slow down, but grind to a halt. 

The heroin/fentanyl combo is also one that sets in quickly. Effects are felt almost instantly and 

collapse occurs in a matter of seconds. Simply put; most people don’t realize they’ve injected a 

lethal mixture until it’s too late. As a matter of fact, many of the 74 Chicagoans recently affected 

were found with needles still in their arms. 

Naloxone to the Rescue 

Emergency responders in Chicago treated the overdoses with the opiate overdose antidote known 

as naloxone. Paramedics in the city are faced with enough opiate overdose cases that the drug is 

now kept on-hand. (Chicago leads the nation in heroin-related emergency room visits.) 

Unfortunately, the normal counter-action achieved by one dose of Narcan has not been the 

experience in these recent cases. Emergency personnel reported that it’s taking double and triple 

doses to bring people back from the brink. 

Similar events occurred several years ago, when fentanyl-related incidents resulted in 1000 

deaths across the country, including dozens in Chicago. These tragedies happened over a period 

of about two years. 

Moving Forward 

Officials hope to trace the source of these drugs and get them out of circulation. They hope to 

prevent these overdoses from turning into the first wave of yet another nationwide opioid 

epidemic. In a preventative effort, the Drug Enforcement Administration and Chicago police 

have teamed up to contain the overdoses. Chicago law enforcement has made some headway, 

identifying potential sources of distribution on the city’s West Side. 

This most recent outbreak has added dramatically to already staggering numbers. The Illinois 

Department of Health reported rises in statewide heroin overdose deaths for the past four years. 

Heroin overdose resulted in 633 Illinois deaths in 2014 alone. Efforts continue on all fronts – law 

enforcement, medical, and social services, to increase awareness of the dangers of heroin use. 
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Meanwhile, the Chicago emergency medical services division reported their first responders will 

now carry extra doses of naloxone. The U.S. Drug Administration also issued a nationwide 

alert back in March as a response to fentanyl and heroin related overdose deaths that took place 

in other states.  

Fentanyl Addiction, Withdrawal and Rehab 

Fentanyl is an extremely potent opioid prescribed to patients who have already built a tolerance 

to other pain medications. Due to its potency, it has a high potential for addiction. 

What is Fentanyl? 

A synthetic pharmaceutical drug, fentanyl is an 

opioid pain reliever (OPR) more than 50 to 100 times stronger than morphine. It is used to 

relieve severe pain, such as after surgery or during cancer treatment, and breakthrough pain 

(flare-ups of intense pain despite round-the-clock narcotic treatment). 

Fentanyl is a powerful opioid pain reliever used in situations causing intense pain. Because of its 

highly addictive quality, it isn’t used for chronic pain treatment. 

Jump to a specific topic about fentanyl: 

• Fentanyl Abuse and Side Effects 

• Signs of a Fentanyl Addiction 

• Fentanyl Withdrawal Symptoms and Timeline 

• Fentanyl Detox 

• Fentanyl Overdose 

• Fentanyl Addiction Treatment 

Some brand names and forms for fentanyl include: 

• Actiq—This form of fentanyl comes as a lozenge on a plastic stick administered under 

the tongue like a lollipop. It is used for patients already on pain-relieving medications and 

has some military applications. 

• Duragesic—The fentanyl patch was introduced in the 1990s. It is prescribed to treat 

moderate to severe pain and its effects can last for up to 3 days. 

• Sublimaze—Generally administered in hospitals, sometimes alongside anesthetics, 

Sublimaze is the injectable form of fentanyl. It is used to manage pain before and after 

surgeries. 

• Subsys—Subsys is a sublingual spray administered under a patient’s tongue to deliver 

immediate pain relief. Its purpose is to treat breakthrough cancer pain. 

• Abstral—Also used for opioid-tolerant patients with breakthrough cancer pain, Abstral is 

the quick-dissolve tablet version of fentanyl and is placed under the tongue for immediate 

relief. 
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• Lazanda—Lazanda is a fentanyl nasal spray administered in the same manner as a 

common nasal decongestant spray. It is predominantly used to treat pain in cancer 

patients. 

Fentanyl works by blocking pain receptors in the brain and increasing production of the 

happiness-inducing chemical dopamine. Street names for fentanyl include apache, China girl, 

China white, dance fever, TNT and crush. 

If you someone you care about is abusing fentanyl, seek help now. 

 

Fentanyl Abuse and Side Effects 

Like other potent OPRs, fentanyl harbors massive risk for addiction and abuse regardless of its 

prescription form. 

The National Institute on Drug Abuse has warned that a fentanyl epidemic could develop 

because of the substance’s immense potency and addictive potential. 

Those ingesting fentanyl at un-prescribed levels experience an intense euphoria and sense of 

relaxation similar to a heroin “high.” 

Outward symptoms of fentanyl abuse might include: 

1. Slowed breathing 

2. Seizures 

3. Headaches 

4. Dizziness 

5. Blurred vision 

6. Constipation 

7. Nausea and vomiting 

8. Itching 

 

Fentanyl abuse is especially dangerous to those without a tolerance to opioids. The substance’s 

already elevated risk of overdose is multiplied when someone without a tolerance abuses it. 

Abuse of fentanyl can depress the respiratory system to the point of failure, leading to fatal 

overdose. 

Mixing fentanyl with illicit narcotics like heroin or stimulants like cocaine amplify the drug’s 

damaging side effects. Whether taken as prescribed or abused recreationally, fentanyl is a 

volatile and potentially lethal drug. 

 
Questions about treatment? 

Call now to be connected with a compassionate treatment specialist. 

CALL NOW(877) 929-6594 

https://www.addictioncenter.com/painkillers/fentanyl/
tel:877-929-6594


Signs of a Fentanyl Addiction 

Since many patients don’t believe OPRs like fentanyl harbor significant addictive potential like 

heroin or other street drugs, it has a higher likelihood for accidental and intentional abuse. 

Fentanyl impacts the central nervous system to a significant degree, causing excess amounts of 

dopamine to flood and chemically alter the brain over time. Due to these neurochemical changes, 

someone prescribed fentanyl might become dependent on the drug and turn to illegal methods of 

getting it after exhausting their prescribed amount. 

Once someone develops a tolerance to fentanyl’s narcotic properties, he or she will depend on it 

to feel “normal,” requiring more of the drug to reach the previous sensations. 

OPRs like fentanyl can escalate from abuse to full-blown addiction rapidly. Thanks to the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders’ criteria for diagnosing substance use 

disorder, healthcare professionals can pinpoint problematic behavior like building a tolerance or 

suffering withdrawal symptoms. 

Learn more about recognizing an addiction to fentanyl. 

 

Fentanyl Withdrawal Symptoms 

When someone takes an opiate like fentanyl for a long time, his or her body starts depending on 

the drug to function normally. It can take less than a month to develop a dependence on fentanyl. 

With continued fentanyl use, larger doses are required to get the desired effects. A reduction in 

dose causes a chemical imbalance in the brain that results in withdrawal. 

Fentanyl takes over normal brain processes that provide stability and well-being. When an 

addicted person stops taking fentanyl, the brain has to correct the imbalance caused by the drug. 

A variety of physical and psychological symptoms start during this time. 

Some of the most common withdrawal symptoms are: 

• Nausea and vomiting 

• Chills 

• Sweating 

• Irritability 

• Anxiety 

• Fast breathing 

• Insomnia 

• Diarrhea 

• Muscle aches 

• Runny nose 

• Joint pain 

• Stomach cramps 

 

Fentanyl Withdrawal Timeline 

First 6-8 

hrs. 

Withdrawal starts anywhere from 6-8 hours after the last use of the 

drug. The beginning of withdrawal is similar to the flu. The initial 

symptoms that develop tend to be chills, muscle aches, cramps, nausea, 

https://www.addictioncenter.com/addiction/


vomiting and diarrhea. Those in withdrawal may also feel unusually 

tired at first. 

First week 

Acute symptoms of withdrawal hit their peak within a day or two, 

adding heavy sweating, nausea, loss of appetite and mood swings. It 

typically becomes difficult sleep after the first day of withdrawal, and 

this insomnia usually persists throughout the first week. Fever is also 

common during the first week. 

Weeks 2-4 

Withdrawal becomes less intense over the second week. Symptoms of 

restlessness, fever and loss of appetite may still be strong, but become 

more manageable through weeks three and four. Episodes of depression, 

isolation and irritability are common during this time, but not 

completely associated with withdrawal from fentanyl. 

PAWS 

Post-acute withdrawal (PAWS) is a common phenomenon for those 

who abused potent drugs like fentanyl. PAWS is the return of 

withdrawal symptoms long after the initial withdrawal period is over. 

Bouts of irritability and pain can arise months later, but typically only 

last a few days. 

Fentanyl Detox 

Fentanyl detox is the process of getting the drug out of the body. Detoxing from fentanyl under 

medical supervision is the safest way to work through withdrawal. Doctors can also lessen the 

severity of withdrawal symptoms. 

Those with a severe fentanyl addiction often start detox by tapering their dose. This allows the 

body to gradually adjust to working without fentanyl and minimizes cravings. A doctor might 

also switch addicted people to less potent painkillers like hydrocodone or tramadol to reduce the 

shock of withdrawal. 

Other medications prescribed during fentanyl detox may include: 

• Clonidine. This is a non-opiate drug that relieves a variety of symptoms, such as anxiety, 

cramping, muscle aches, sweating and runny nose. Although clonidine doesn’t satisfy 

cravings, it can ease the severity of withdrawal from fentanyl. 

• Buprenorphine. This is a synthetic opiate drug that acts on the same brain receptors as 

fentanyl. By acting on those receptors, buprenorphine can reduce cravings and 

withdrawal symptoms. This drug is often used for long-term maintenance of recovery, 

and usually isn’t recommended for those with a severe addiction. 

Depending on the individual, a psychiatrist may prescribe medication for mental conditions 

brought on by fentanyl addiction or withdrawal. 
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Fentanyl Overdose 

In 2015, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency responded to an upswing in fentanyl abuse with a 

nationwide alert about the dangers of fentanyl and other substances frequently combined with 

fentanyl. The illicit and unsupervised use of fentanyl is highly dangerous — even doses as small 

as 0.25 mg can be fatal. 

An overdose on fentanyl can cause varied side effects, ranging from extremely slow breathing to 

seizures and even death. The number of fentanyl-induced seizures in the United States increased 

by more than 640 percent between 2012 and 2014. 

“The more [fentanyl] you take, the less your body has an urge to breathe. And it makes sense that 

a lot of people are overdosing on it because they aren’t sure how much to take.” 

President of the American Society of Anesthesiologists, Dr. J.P. Abenstein, NPR, 2015 

Fentanyl Addiction Treatment 

Although rarely life-threatening, cutting out fentanyl “cold turkey” can be a miserable process. 

Those shouldering a fentanyl addiction have likely developed physical dependence on the 

substance, with ensuing withdrawals taking a painful toll. Specialized treatment centers offer 

inpatient and outpatient resources to help those addicted quit fentanyl. 

Fentanyl withdrawal might vary in severity depending on levels of use and chosen form of the 

substance, ranging from marked irritability and chills to sweating and restlessness. 

Despite the typically non-lethal nature of fentanyl withdrawal, users are still vulnerable to 

potential relapse. Professional medical supervision during detoxification can ease the cleansing 

process and curb the odds of relapse. 

Regaining Control is a Phone Call Away 

A fentanyl addiction can be arduous to overcome, but despite the difficulties, winning this 

struggle is possible. Support groups exist in communities across the country to lend a helping 

hand or ear. 

 


