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Introduction
Stevens and Higgins [1] reviewed studies on the 
use of cannabis for coping with pain and concluded 
that cannabis is not useful for pain management. In 
contrast, laboratory studies show that cannabinoids 
have analgesic potential [2] and a well-designed 
randomized crossover trial of smoked cannabis in HIV 
patients with neuropathic pain conducted by Ellis et 
al. [3] found that pain relief was greater with cannabis 
than placebo (effect size = 0.6; p = 0.016) and that the 
proportion of their subjects achieving at least 30% 
pain relief with cannabis was higher than on placebo 
(p=.043).

Lynch and Clark [4] reported case studies of three 
chronic pain patients (one with multiple sclerosis, one 
with HIV related peripheral neuropathy, and another 
with lumbar injury) who reported being able to reduce 
their dose of opioids when using cannabis. 

In contrast, Campbell et al. [5] surveyed patients with 
non-cancer chronic pain who were prescribed opioids 
and of whom 295 reported using cannabis for pain. 
Campbell’s team concluded that there is no evidence 
that cannabis use reduced their patients’ opioid use. 
It is possible that some persons in such studies might 
have used cannabis (and perhaps also their opioids) 
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Abstract
Objective: Pain is a common symptom among opiate substitution patients. We surveyed those who recently 
attempted to control their pain with cannabidiol (CBD)-tetra hydrocanabinol (THC) oils or via cannabis.

Materials and Methods: 18 patients in a methadone/suboxone clinic participated (age 29 to 56 years, 
mean=38.9, SD=7.8; 13 males, 5 females). Their mean number of years on pharmaceutical analgesics was 7.5 
(SD=5.2, range 1 to 20). Their average severity of pain (rated on a scale from 0=no pain to 10=extreme pain) 
was 7.6 (SD=1.7, range 5 to 10). All 18 patients completed our questionnaire about their use of pharmaceutical 
analgesic medications, smoked or edible cannabis, CBD-THC oils, and the respective outcomes. 

Results: The average analgesic success rate (rated by the patients from 0=no relief to 10=pain eliminated) 
was 3.2 (SD=2.8) for pharmaceutical analgesics, 6.5 (SD=2.7) for smoked or edible cannabis, and 7.1 (SD=2.0) 
for CBD-THC oils. In our group of patients, the pharmaceutical analgesics reduced pain significantly less than 
CBD-THC oils (t=4.5, df=13, p<.001, 2-tailed) and also less than smoked or edible cannabis (t=3.3, df=13, p=.006, 
2-tailed). The difference between smoked/edible cannabis and CBD-THC oils was not significant (p>.05). The 
majority of patients (62.5%) were able to stop their pharmaceutical analgesics when on CBD-THC oils. The 
more days on the oils, the longer lasted the relief (Spearman rho=.75, p=.013).

Discussion: The duration of relief via cannabis might be more short-lived than from CBD-THC oils. Future 
studies need more control over the dose and composition of such oils.

Conclusions: The CBD-THC oils are promising analgesics for further research and clinical work.
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as a part of lifestyle, for semi-recreational purpose or 
in similar ways as some individuals use alcohol “to 
obtain some pain relief.”

A metanalytic study by Mücke et al. [6] compared 
“cannabinoids” as a group to placebo and found no 
difference in proportions of persons reporting a pain 
reduction of more than 30%.

The cannabis studies are usually hopelessly 
confounded by the fact that there are at least 50 
hybrids of cannabis, most of which contain about 500 
chemical substances in proportions different from 
hybrid to hybrid. This can lead to highly divergent 
results. In addition, different pain patients may react 
to the same cannabinoid substance in different ways, 
some benefitting and some not. 

Of particular interest to us are the non-euphoric CBD-
THC oils as we encountered persons with severe 
chronic pain for which they refused any potentially 
addictive medications, found no relief with non-
opioid analgesics, but whose pain was reduced to or 
close to zero after exposure over several weeks to the 
non-euphoric CBD-THC oils (these oils seem to reduce 
the pain slowly over days or weeks). Our study focuses 
on the use of such oils or of cannabis for pain relief in 
opiate substitution patients. 

Materials and Method
Eighteen patients in a methadone/suboxone clinic 
participated (age 29 to 56 years, mean=38.9, SD=7.8; 
13 males, 5 females). Their mean number of years on 
pharmaceutical analgesics was 7.5 (SD=5.2, range 1 to 
20). All 18 eventually tried using CBD oils or edible 
or smoked marijuana to cope with their pain. All 18 
patients completed our questionnaire about their use 
of pharmaceutical analgesic medications, smoked 
or edible cannabis, CBD‑THC oils, and the respective 
outcomes. 

Results and Discussion
Using a scale from 0 (no pain) to 10 (extreme pain), 
our patients rated their pain on the average at 7.6 
(SD=1.7). All of them reported pain of at least 5 on 
the 10 point scale. Our patients reported having used, 
over the years, the following analgesics (as prescribed 
or those available without prescription): Tylenol: 
69.2% of our patients, Advil: 81.5%, Aleve: 41.7%, 
Naproxen: 58.3%, Lyrica: 45.5%, Ibuprofen: 50.0%, 
and Hydro‑morphone: 45.5%.

Most of our patients (68.8%) indicated that none of 
these medications was sufficiently helpful to control 
their chronic pain. When estimating the efficacy of 
these pharmaceutical analgesics for pain reduction 
on the scale from 0 (no success) to 10 (eliminated the 
pain), the average success rating was only 3.2 (SD=2.8). 
They estimated these medications provided, on the 
average, a relief lasting about 4.4 hours (SD=3.3). 

Most of these patients reported having tried smoking 
marijuana (83.3%) or edible marijuana (88.2%) for 
pain control. They rated the analgesic effect of smoked 
or edible cannabis (on the scale from 0 = no success 
to 10=eliminated the pain) on the average at 6.5 
(SD=2.7) and they estimated that the relief lasted, on 
the average, for 10.4 (SD=9.9 hours), ranging from 22 
hours to 36 hours.

Most patients in this sample (88.9%) also tried some 
form of CBD-THC oil. They reported having used it on 
a daily basis for the last 5 days to 183 days, with the 
average at 32.7 days (SD=56.2). Two of our patients 
indicated “everyday”, but their starting point could not 
be determined without ambiguity, so these two could 
not be included in calculating the arithmetic average.

The patients rated the analgesic effect of CBD (on the 
scale from 0 =no success to 10=eliminated the pain) 
at 7.1 (SD=2.0). The duration of the pain relief was 
rated as “Less than 5 hours” by 21.4% of the patients, 
as “5 or more hours, but less than a day” by 42.9%, as 
“One day or longer, but less than a week” by 21.4%, as 
“One week or longer” by 0.0%, and as “More than 5 
weeks” by 14.3%. It is possible that the patients who 
reported the relief lasting less than a day (the total of 
64.3%) had perhaps higher THC than CBD content in 
their oil.

A third of our patients (33.3%) estimated that their oil 
contained more THC than CBD, 26.7% estimated the 
proportion was equal, 26.7% reported the proportion 
as 3 parts of CBD to one of THC, and 13.3% more than 
3 parts of CBD to one of THC.

Unfortunately, these data might be unreliable because 
some patients obtained the CBD oil from a producer 
whose products are not screened properly by a 
laboratory. Rubin [7] warns us that “In 2015 and 2016, 
the FDA tested CBD products sold online and found 
that some had no CBD but did contain THC, which their 
labels failed to mention”. Some of these oils indeed 
contained no CBD at all [7]. Furthermore, different 
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medical conditions that trigger pain probably require 
different optimal ratios of CBD to THC, but most of the 
patients (and therapists) do not know yet what ratio 
they should use for their particular source of pain.

About two thirds of our patients (62.5%) reported 
that the CBD-THC oil helped them to stop other pain 
medications, 25.0% indicated that it did not, one 
patient reported only a partial success, and another 
patient was not sure.

In our group of patients, the pharmaceutical analgesics 
reduced pain significantly less than CBD‑THC oils 
(t-test, t=4.5, df=13, p<.001, 2‑tailed), and also less 
than smoked or edible cannabis (t-test, t=3.3, df=13, 
p=.006, 2‑tailed).The difference between smoked/
edible cannabis and CBD‑THC oils was in the expected 
direction, but not statistically significant (p>.05), 
perhaps due to small sample size and maybe also due 
to the fact that perhaps some of these patients used an 
oil only labelled as CBD, but which contained no CBD. 
Furthermore, an optimal ratio of CBD to THC would 
need to be established to optimize the analgesic 
benefits. 

The more days our patients were using these CBD-
THC oils, the longer lasted their pain relief (Spearman 
rho=.75, p=.013). This suggests a possible long 
term healing effect that is worthwhile to investigate 
statistically in future studies. The duration of relief via 
cannabis might be more short-lived than from CBD-
THC oils: this needs to be examined statistically in 
future research.

The experiments by Manzanares’ group show that 
the CBD is non‑addictive [8]. In fact, animal studies 
by Manzanares’ team [9, 10] also show that CBD 
(jointly with naltrexone) is useful in reducing ethanol 
consumption and motivation to drink. Prud’homme’s 
team [11] concluded from their review of preclinical 
and human studies “that CBD may have therapeutic 
properties on opioid, cocaine, and psychostimulant 
addiction, and some preliminary data suggest that it 
may be beneficial in cannabis and tobacco addiction 
in humans.” Our own recent study [12] suggested that 
CBD oils help at least some opiate substitution patients 
who are afflicted with chronic pain to decrease their 
use of opiates or methadone.

Our clinical experience suggests that, as oils in a 
therapeutic dose, even the oil with one to one ratio of 
CBD to THC does not have a euphoric effect and does 

not seem addictive. If prescribed to patients, it would 
have no street value for clandestine resale to drug 
addicts. 

Our sample may be biased & non-representative: 
those who benefit from marijuana or its oils were 
perhaps more likely to participate. Cannabinoids are 
perhaps not a panacea for all pain patients. However, 
the results from our sample indicate that, at least for 
some subgroup of methadone or suboxone patients 
with severe chronic pain, the non-euphoric and non-
addictive CBD-THC oils are significantly more effective 
than conventional analgesics in reducing their pain.

The same as many other studies on cannabis, our 
study suffers from severe limitations such as not 
being able to establish the precise ratio and even the 
contents of the reportedly used “CBD-THC oil” and the 
daily dose. Hopefully, the administrative/legislative 
barriers to research on these oils at universities would 
be removed and research with better designs would 
be fast-tracked. Too many persons suffer from severe 
chronic pain and use pharmaceutical medications 
with severe long term side-effects instead of CBD oils 
which seems relatively free of such adverse effects.

Conclusions
In our group of patients, the pharmaceutical analgesics 
reduced pain significantly less than CBD‑THC oils 
and also less than smoked or edible cannabis. About 
two‑thirds of our patients indicated that they were 
able to stop their pharmaceutical analgesics when on 
CBD‑THC oils. Barriers to research on non-euphoric 
CBD-THC oils need to be removed to allow better 
designed studies with precise measures. More research 
is needed on the effects of various CBD to THC ratios 
and dose for different categories of pain patients.

Acknowledgements
This study was presented at the 20th congress of the 
International Society of Addiction Medicine (ISAM), in 
Busan, South Korea, November 3 to 6, 2018.

We thank to Abe Cernovsky, BA, for his editorial 
assistance in this research project.

References
Ste[1]	 vens AJ, and Higgins MD. A systematic 
review of the analgesic efficacy of cannabinoid 
medications in the management of acute pain. 
Acta Anaesthesiologica Scandinavica 2017;61: 
268–280. doi: 10.1111/aas.12851

Use of Pharmaceutical Analgesics Versus Cannabis or Cannabidiol-Tetrahydrocannabinol Oils 
to Reduce Pain



Archives of Pychiatry and Behavioral Sciences V1 . I2 . 201840

Walker MJ, Strangman NM, Huang SM. [2]	
Cannabinoids and pain. Pain Research and 
Management. 2001; 6: 74–79.

Ellis RJ, Toperoff W, Vaida F, van den Brande G, et [3]	
al. Smoked Medicinal Cannabis for Neuropathic 
Pain in HIV: ARandomized, Crossover Clinical 
Trial. Neuropsychopharmacology. 2009 February; 
34(3): 672–680. doi:10.1038/npp. 2008.120

Lynch ME, and Clark AJ. Cannabis Reduces Opioid [4]	
Dose in the Treatment of Chronic Non-Cancer 
Pain. Journal of Pain and Symptom Management, 
2003. 25(6): 496-498. doi.org/10.1016/S0885-
3924(03)00142-8

Campbell G, Hall WD, Peacock A, Lintzeris N, et [5]	
al. Effect of cannabis use in people with chronic 
non-cancer pain prescribed opioids: findings 
from a 4-year prospective cohort study. Lancet 
Public Health. 2018;3:E341–E350.

Mücke M, Weier M, Carter C, et al. Systematic [6]	
review and meta-analysis of cannabinoids 
in palliative medicine. Journal of Cachexia, 
Sarcopenia and Muscle. 2018; 9(2): 1-15. 
doi: 10.1002/jcsm.12273

Rubin, R. The Path to the First FDA ‑ Approved [7]	
Cannabis ‑ Derived Treatment and What 
Comes Next. Journal of the American Medical 
Association (JAMA). Sept 5, 2018, E1-E3.

Viudez‑Martínez A, García‑Gutiérrez, Medrano‑ [8]	
Relinque J, Navarrón CM, Navarrete F, and 
Manzanares J. Cannabidiol does not display 
drug abuse potential in mice behavior. Acta 
Pharmacologica Sinica. 2018; 0:1-7. doi.org/10. 
1038/s41401‑018‑0032‑8

Viu[9]	 dez‑Martínez A, García‑Gutiérrez MS, 
Navarrón CM, Morales‑Calero MI, Navarrete F, 
Torres‑Suárez AI & Manzanares J. Cannabidiol 
reduces ethanol consumption, motivation and 
relapse in mice. Addiction Biology. 2017; 23: 
154-164.

Viudez‑Martínez A, García‑Gutiérrez MS, Fraguas-[10]	
Sánchez AI, Torres-Suárez AI, and Manzanares 
J. Effects of cannabidiol plus naltrexone on 
motivation and ethanol consumption. British 
Journal of Pharmacology. 2018; 175: 3369-3378.

Prud[11]	 ’homme M, Cata R, Jutras-Aswad D. 
Cannabidiol as an Intervention for Addictive 
Behaviors: A Systematic Review of the Evidence. 
Substance Abuse: Research and Treatment. 2015; 
9:33–38. doi: 10.4137/SART.S25081.

Sidhu G, Elias RG, Warren D, Raheb M, Mekhaiel [12]	
D, Cernovsky Z, Sadek G, Bureau Y, Chiu S. Pilot 
study of patients who attempt to stop opiate 
substitutes with CBD/THC oils. Paper presented 
at the Congress of the International Society 
of Addiction Medicine, in Busan, South Korea, 
November 3 to 6, 2018.

Use of Pharmaceutical Analgesics Versus Cannabis or Cannabidiol-Tetrahydrocannabinol Oils 
to Reduce Pain

Citation: Rana Elias, Maria Raheb, David Mekhaiel, Zack Cernovsky, Gurpreet Sidhu, Deborah Warren, 
Gamal Sadek,  Simon Chiu, Yves Bureau. Use of Pharmaceutical Analgesics Versus Cannabis or Cannabidiol-
Tetrahydrocannabinol Oils to Reduce Pain. Archives of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences. 2018; 1(2): 37-40.
Copyright: © 2018 Rana Elias, Maria Raheb, David Mekhaiel, Zack Cernovsky, Gurpreet Sidhu, Deborah 
Warren, Gamal Sadek,  Simon Chiu, Yves Bureau. This is an open access article distributed under the Creative 
Commons Attribution License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited.


