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Methylnaltrexone is a subsidised treatment option
for opioid-induced constipation in palliative care
Key pr ac tice points:

Methylnaltrexone antagonises the effects of opioids in the
gut without crossing the blood brain barrier and can be
used to treat opioid-induced constipation without affecting
opioid analgesia
As of 1 January, 2018 methylnaltrexone subcutaneous
injection can be prescribed, fully subsidised with Special
Authority approval, to patients who are receiving palliative
care
Half of patients will have a bowel movement within four
hours of administration, typically within the first 30–60
minutes
Patients can continue taking other treatments for
constipation, such as oral laxatives

Methylnaltrexone injections are now subsidised for
the treatment of opioid-induced constipation for
patients in palliative care. This treatment might be
considered for patients with persistent symptoms
despite use of other treatments such as oral laxatives,
suppositories or enemas.

Constipation is a common problem in
patients receiving palliative care
Constipation is reported to be the third most common symptom
in patients in palliative care, following pain and anorexia.1
A variety of factors can contribute to the development of
constipation in palliative care settings, including:1, 2
Dehydration
Changes in diet
Immobility
Metabolic disturbances such as hypercalcaemia,
hypokalaemia or uraemia
Co-morbidities such as neurological disorders,
hypothyroidism, diabetes
Medicines which cause constipation as an adverse effect,
including opioids, antiemetics, anticholinergics and
chemotherapy
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Opioids affect the function of the
gastrointestinal system
Opioids are often used in palliative care for pain relief.
Constipation is a common adverse effect of these medicines
because they slow colon transit time due to effects on opioid
receptors in the gastrointestinal system. Morphine, for
example, approximately doubles gastrointestinal transit time.3
Constipation is reported to occur in over 40% of patients taking
opioid medicines long-term, however, it can develop at any
time, including when they are first initiated.4, 5 The analgesic
effects of opioids can diminish over time as patients develop
tolerance, but studies show that tolerance to the effects
of opioids in the colon does not occur and opioid-induced
constipation does not diminish with continued use.6

Proactive measures should be taken to reduce opioidinduced constipation
When initiating an opioid medicine in a patient receiving
palliative care, co-prescribe stool softeners and stimulant
laxatives, such as docusate sodium with sennoside B. 2, 7
Osmotic laxatives such as macrogols or lactulose can be used
if patients experience cramps while taking stool softeners and
stimulant laxatives.2 Laxatives provide relief for approximately
half of patients with opioid-induced constipation.4 More
invasive rectal treatments, such as suppositories or enemas,
are recommended as second-line treatments for constipation
in palliative care guidelines.1 Manual evacuation is regarded as
a third-line treatment if other treatments have not improved
symptoms sufficiently or are not tolerated.1 However, this
procedure can be uncomfortable and distressing for patients,
and is associated with an increased risk of complications such
as rectal tears or bleeding.8 The use of a peripherally acting
opioid antagonist, such as methylnaltrexone bromide, is now
an alternative third-line approach to managing opioid-induced
constipation.1

Methylnaltrexone treats opioid-induced
constipation by antagonising the effects of
opioids in the colon
Naltrexone is an opioid antagonist used in the treatment of
opioid or alcohol dependence.9 The addition of a methyl
group to naltrexone results in a medicine which does not
cross the blood brain barrier and only exerts peripheral effects.
Methylnaltrexone can therefore be used to antagonise the
effects of opioid medicines in the colon without reducing the
analgesic effects of opioids.6 It is neither effective nor indicated
for treating opioid or alcohol dependence.

Methylnaltrexone is now subsidised with Special
Authority approval
As of 1 January, 2018, methylnaltrexone injection can be
prescribed fully subsidised with Special Authority approval to
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patients who are receiving palliative care and who have trialled
oral and rectal treatments for opioid-induced constipation,
but these have either been ineffective or not tolerated. Only
one application for Special Authority is required; subsequent
doses can be given, if necessary, without further application
and there is no time limit for approvals.10

Half of patients have a bowel movement within four
hours of methylnaltrexone administration
In clinical trials involving patients in palliative care with opioidinduced constipation who have been taking oral laxatives,
half have a bowel movement within four hours of receiving
a methylnaltrexone injection, typically within the first 30–60
minutes.11 By comparison, 15% of patients administered a
placebo injection have a bowel movement within four
hours.11

If patients do not have a bowel movement after the
first dose, subsequent doses can be trialled
Methylnaltrexone should not be administered more than
once daily. Patients can receive subsequent methylnaltrexone
injections at 24 hour intervals if they have not had a bowel
movement following the first dose. 9 Treatment with oral
laxatives can continue during this time. Patients should be
monitored and undergo regular review to identify if further
intervention is required, such as manual evacuation, if they
continue to have constipation.
Consider stopping methylnaltrexone if there is a lack of
response after a few doses. Evidence shows that the response
to the first dose is generally predictive of the response to any
subsequent doses and only a minority of patients who do not
have a bowel movement following an initial dose do so after
the second or third dose.12–14

For patients with continuing constipation, administer
methylnaltrexone as needed
If treatment with methylnaltrexone is successful but patients
have continuing problems with opioid-induced constipation,
methylnaltrexone can be administered every other day as
an ongoing treatment, or less frequently on an as-required
basis.12

Administering methylnaltrexone
Methylnaltrexone is administered by subcutaneous injection in
the upper arm, abdomen or thigh.15 Ensure that patients have
ready access to toilet facilities or assistance available to use a
bedpan, as the laxative effects of methylnaltrexone can begin
within 30 minutes of injection.11

Contraindications and cautions
Methylnaltrexone should not be used in patients with
www.bpac.org.nz

suspected bowel obstruction, post-operative ileus or
acute abdomen.9, 16
The use of methylnaltrexone has not been studied
in patients who have undergone a colostomy, who
have a peritoneal catheter, diverticular disease or faecal
impaction and therefore should be used with caution in
these patients.16
Caution is advised if methylnaltrexone is used in
patients with conditions that could weaken the stomach
or intestinal wall.16 There have been rare case reports of
gastrointestinal perforation following methylnaltrexone
administration. In the United States, seven cases were
reported over approximately 18 months, with most
patients having a co-morbid gastrointestinal condition
such as gastric ulcers or colon cancer.17

References:

Dosing

6. Nelson AD, Camilleri M. Opioid-induced constipation: advances

1.

Larkin PJ, Sykes NP, Centeno C, et al. The management of constipation
in palliative care: clinical practice recommendations. Palliat Med
2008;22:796–807. doi:10.1177/0269216308096908

2. MacLeod R, Vella-Brincat J, Macleod S. Palliative care handbook. 8th
edition. 2016. Available from: www.hospice.org.nz/resources/palliativecare-handbook (Accessed Jan, 2018).
3. Netzer P, Sendensky A, Wissmeyer MP, et al. The effect of naloxone-3glucuronide on colonic transit time in healthy men after acute morphine
administration: a placebo-controlled double-blinded crossover
preclinical volunteer study. Aliment Pharmacol Ther 2008;28:1334–41.
doi:10.1111/j.1365-2036.2008.03855.x
4. Pergolizzi JV, Raffa RB, Pappagallo M, et al. Peripherally acting μ-opioid
receptor antagonists as treatment options for constipation in noncancer
pain patients on chronic opioid therapy. Patient Prefer Adherence
2017;11:107–19. doi:10.2147/PPA.S78042
5. Mehta N, O’Connell K, Giambrone GP, et al. Efficacy of methylnaltrexone
for the treatment of opioid-induced constipation: a meta-analysis and
systematic review. Postgrad Med 2016;128:282–9. doi:10.1080/00325481
.2016.1149017

The majority of patients can be administered 0.4 mL or
0.6 mL:16
Patients weighing 38–62 kg: 0.4 mL (8 mg)
Patients weighing 62–114 kg: 0.6 mL (12 mg)

and clinical guidance. Ther Adv Chronic Dis 2016;7:121–34.
doi:10.1177/2040622315627801
7. Manchikanti L, Kaye AM, Knezevic NN, et al. Responsible, safe, and
effective prescription of opioids for chronic non-cancer pain: American
Society of Interventional Pain Physicians (ASIPP) guidelines. Pain
Physician 2017;20:S3–92.
8. Argoff CE, Brennan MJ, Camilleri M, et al. Consensus recommendations

Outside of these body weight ranges clinicians should
calculate the volume required at a dose of 0.15 mg/kg.16 If
patients only require part of a vial as a dose, the remainder
should be discarded.16

on initiating prescription therapies for opioid-induced constipation. Pain
Med 2015;16:2324–37. doi:10.1111/pme.12937
9. New Zealand Formulary (NZF). NZF v67. 2018. Available from: www.nzf.
org.nz (Accessed Jan, 2018)
10. PHARMAC. Decision to fund methylnaltrexone in palliative care.
Notification. 2017. Available from: www.pharmac.govt.nz/news/

Halve the dose in patients with severe renal
impairment: Patients with a creatinine clearance of less
than 30 mL/min should receive half the usual dose for
their body weight.16 Use of methylnaltrexone in patients
undergoing dialysis or with end-stage renal impairment is
not advised as no studies have been conducted in these
patients.16

notification-2017-12-08-methylnaltrexone/ (Accessed Jan, 2018).
11. Thomas J, Karver S, Cooney GA, et al. Methylnaltrexone for
opioid-induced constipation in advanced illness. N Engl J Med
2008;358:2332–43. doi:10.1056/NEJMoa0707377
12. Chamberlain BH, Cross K, Winston JL, et al. Methylnaltrexone
treatment of opioid-induced constipation in patients with advanced
illness. J Pain Symptom Manage 2009;38:683–90. doi:10.1016/j.
jpainsymman.2009.02.234
13. Diego L, Atayee R, Helmons P, et al. Methylnaltrexone: a novel approach
for the management of opioid-induced constipation in patients with

Patients may experience gastrointestinal adverse
effects
In clinical trials the most common adverse effects reported
by patients are gastrointestinal:4, 11, 15
Abdominal pain or cramps, occurring in 17–30% of
patients; this is typically rated as mild to moderate in
severity 18
Nausea, occurring in 11–21% of patients
Flatulence, occurring in 8–13% of patients
Diarrhoea, occurring in 5–6% of patients; fluid
administration may be required to prevent
hypovolaemia and acute kidney injury in some
patients who develop diarrhoea19

advanced illness. Expert Rev Gastroenterol Hepatol 2009;3:473–85.
doi:10.1586/egh.09.42
14. Michna E, Weil AJ, Duerden M, et al. Efficacy of subcutaneous
methylnaltrexone in the treatment of opioid-induced constipation:
a responder post hoc analysis. Pain Med 2011;12:1223–30.
doi:10.1111/j.1526-4637.2011.01189.x
15. Crownover BK, Zimmerman EE. Methylnaltrexone (Relistor) for opioidinduced constipation. Am Fam Physician 2010;82:678.
16. Link Pharmaceuticals Ltd. Relistor. New Zealand Data Sheet. 2016.
Available from: www.medsafe.govt.nz/profs/datasheet/r/relistorinj.pdf
(Accessed Jan, 2018).
17. Mackey AC, Green L, Greene P, et al. Methylnaltrexone and
gastrointestinal perforation. J Pain Symptom Manage 2010;40:e1-3.
doi:10.1016/j.jpainsymman.2010.01.011
18. Slatkin NE, Lynn R, Su C, et al. Characterization of abdominal pain during
methylnaltrexone treatment of opioid-induced constipation in advanced
illness: a post hoc analysis of two clinical trials. J Pain Symptom Manage
2011;42:754–60. doi:10.1016/j.jpainsymman.2011.02.015

This article is available online at:
bpac.org.nz/2018/methylnaltrexone.aspx

www.bpac.org.nz

19. Cooper CM, Fenves AZ. Before you call renal: acute kidney injury for
hospitalists. J Hosp Med 2015;10:403–8. doi:10.1002/jhm.2325

January 2018

3

