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Codeine is a prescription opioid medication used to treat mild to moderate pain, cough, and 
sometimes diarrhea. It belongs to a class of drugs called opioid analgesics and works by 
binding to opioid receptors in the brain and spinal cord to reduce the perception of pain and 
suppress coughing. 

Overview of Codeine 
Codeine is available in tablet, liquid (syrup), and combination forms (often combined with 
acetaminophen or ibuprofen). It is generally prescribed for short-term use due to the risk of 
dependence, tolerance, and abuse. 

Key Facts: 

●​ Prescription-only medication​
 

●​ Schedule II/III controlled substance in the U.S. (depending on formulation)​
 

●​ Can cause respiratory depression if misused​
 

●​ Not recommended for individuals with a history of substance abuse, liver disease, or 
breathing problems 

Uses of Codeine 
Codeine is prescribed for several medical purposes: 
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●​ Pain relief: Effective for mild to moderate pain, often in combination with acetaminophen 
or ibuprofen​
 

●​ Cough suppression: Helps reduce severe or persistent coughing​
 

●​ Diarrhea: In some cases, codeine is used to relieve diarrhea due to its constipating 
effects 

It is crucial that codeine be used only as directed by a healthcare provider to minimize the 
risk of addiction or overdose. 

Dosages of Codeine 
Dosage depends on the formulation, condition being treated, patient age, and medical 
history. 

Typical Dosage Guidelines: 

●​ Pain Relief (Adults): 15–60 mg every 4–6 hours as needed, not exceeding 360 mg per 
day​
 

●​ Cough (Adults): 10–20 mg every 4–6 hours as needed, not exceeding 120 mg per day​
 

●​ Pediatric Use: Dosages vary widely by weight and age; codeine is generally not 
recommended for children under 12 due to safety concerns 

Important Considerations: 

●​ Always follow the prescribed dose; do not increase without consulting a doctor​
 

●​ Avoid long-term use to prevent dependence and withdrawal​
 

●​ Patients with liver or kidney disease may require dose adjustments 

Side Effects of Codeine 
Codeine can cause a range of side effects, from mild to severe. 

Common Side Effects: 

●​ Drowsiness or fatigue​
 

●​ Nausea or vomiting​
 



●​ Constipation​
 

●​ Dizziness or lightheadedness 

Serious Side Effects (Seek Medical Attention): 

●​ Difficulty breathing​
 

●​ Severe allergic reactions (rash, swelling, difficulty breathing)​
 

●​ Confusion or extreme drowsiness​
 

●​ Signs of dependence or withdrawal 

Warnings: 

●​ Avoid combining codeine with alcohol, sedatives, or other opioids​
 

●​ Long-term use can lead to tolerance, physical dependence, and addiction 

Treatments and Management Strategies 
To maximize safety and effectiveness: 

1.​ Use as prescribed: Take only the dose and frequency recommended by your doctor​
 

2.​ Non-opioid alternatives: Consider acetaminophen, NSAIDs, or other non-opioid pain 
relievers for mild pain​
 

3.​ Monitor side effects: Report unusual symptoms like difficulty breathing, extreme 
drowsiness, or mood changes​
 

4.​ Gradual tapering: If discontinuing after long-term use, follow a tapering schedule to 
prevent withdrawal 

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) About Codeine 
1. How quickly does codeine work?​
 Codeine usually begins to relieve pain or suppress cough within 30–60 minutes of oral 
administration. 

2. Can codeine be used long-term?​
 Long-term use is not recommended due to the risk of dependence and tolerance. Alternative 
medications should be considered for chronic conditions. 



3. Is codeine safe for children?​
 Codeine is not recommended for children under 12 or in certain adolescents due to risk of 
severe respiratory depression. 

4. What should I do if I miss a dose?​
 Take the missed dose as soon as possible. If it is near the next scheduled dose, skip it—do 
not double up. 

5. Can I drink alcohol while taking codeine?​
 No. Alcohol increases the risk of sedation, respiratory depression, and overdose. 

Conclusion 
Codeine is an effective medication for pain, cough, and certain gastrointestinal conditions 
when used responsibly under medical supervision. Understanding its dosage, uses, side 
effects, and precautions is essential for safe use. 

Patients should never self-medicate, share, or obtain codeine without a prescription, as 
misuse can lead to dependence, overdose, and serious health consequences. Combining 
codeine with therapy, lifestyle modifications, and safer alternatives is the best way to 
manage pain and symptoms safely. 
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