Oral ketamine for pain relief
A guide for patients
What is ketamine?
Ketamine is a medicine that has traditionally been used as an anaesthetic medicine to provide pain relief,
particularly where ‘out of hospital’ emergency treatment has been required. Ketamine in these situations would
be given as an injection but in hospital, we can also use ketamine in a syrup form that you take by mouth.
How does ketamine work?
Ketamine works by blocking the action of specific nerve endings in the spinal cord. The nerve endings are then
less likely to react to painful stimuli.
When is ketamine used in hospital?
Ketamine may improve pain relief for patients who:
 Have pain that is not responding well to medicines such as morphine
 Have nerve pain such as phantom limb pain, particularly if there has been a poor response or increased
side effects from medicines such as gabapentin or pregabalin
 Have wounds or injuries that are very sensitive to pain
Ketamine can improve pain control whilst helping to reduce the amount of other painkillers such as morphine or
codeine.
Who can have ketamine?
Ketamine may not be suitable for all patients. Your suitability for it will be assessed by your anaesthetist and/or
the Inpatient Pain Service in partnership with you and your surgeon. If there are no contra-indications (risks) to
you having ketamine, you will be prescribed the ketamine syrup four times per day for a minimum of 48 hours
following your surgery.
If you are prescribed ketamine for a different pain problem then it is prescribed four times per day and you may
be given it for 3 to 4 days. Sometimes it will be given for longer if the Inpatient Pain Service feels it will be of
benefit to you.
Patients are not discharged home with a supply of ketamine.
The syrup form of Ketamine is unlicensed. This means that the manufacturer has not applied for a licence to use
it in a syrup form. Healthcare staff use unlicensed medications if they think the medication is likely to be
effective and the benefits of treatment outweigh any associated risk.
More information about medicine licences can be found at:
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Medicinesinfo/Pages/Safetyissues.aspx

Patient Information

Are there any side effects?
Ketamine can cause feelings of anxiety, insomnia or disorientation. Some people may experience hallucinations
or flashbacks but this is uncommon. Your nurses will be observing you for any of these effects but please tell
them if you feel that you are experiencing any of these unpleasant effects so that the ketamine can be reviewed
and stopped if necessary.
For further information about ketamine use in hospital, or if you would like to talk to one of the nurses about
ketamine, please contact the Inpatient Pain Service nursing staff on:
01932 722 281 (direct line) or via our pager between the hours of 8-4.30
01932 872000 (switchboard) and ask for pager 5042

Further Information
We endeavour to provide an excellent service at all times, but should you have any concerns please, in the first instance, raise
these with the Matron, Senior Nurse or Manager on duty. If they cannot resolve your concern, please contact our Patient
Experience Team on 01932 723553 or email asp-tr.patient.advice@nhs.net. If you remain concerned, the team can also
advise upon how to make a formal complaint.
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