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Overprescribing common post-operatively

Annals of Surgery. 265(4):709-714, April 2017.



Wisconsin data with similar picture

• Median dose 
prescribed was 
30 tablets of 
Norco 

• Patients likely 
use <10



Systematic review demonstrates majority of opioids unused 

JAMA Surg. 2017;152(11):1066-1071. 



90% of opioids abused originate from physician prescriptions

SAMHSA: https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/NSDUH-FFR2-2015/NSDUH-FFR2-2015.htm#fig24



• Disposal of unused 
opioids rare

• Educational interventions 
with limited effect

• Providing activated 
charcoal disposal bag 
increased disposal by 3.8 
fold 

JAMA Surg. 2019;154(6):558-561. doi:10.1001/jamasurg.2019.0155



Activated Charcoal Disposal bags

• Easy to use in home

• Inexpensive

• Environmentally safe



Pilot project funded by Wisconsin 
Department of Health Services

• GOAL to determine feasibility of distributing disposal bag in 
surgical clinics and use by surgical patients

• DHS provided funding to purchase and distribute disposal bags

• Plan to pilot use of bags in 3 surgical practices
– LOOKING for 1 more volunteer

• Anticipate distribution of bags with pre-operative materials

• Measure disposal and use of bags post-operatively 

• Interviews with surgeons and clinic staff to determine optimal way 
to implement intervention 



Future directions

• Identify several workflow options for implementation of 
intervention in surgical clinics

• Scale intervention to involve all SCW member sites

• Increase safe disposal of unused opioids in Wisconsin 
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