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Drugs used to treat nerve or neuropathic pain – patient 
information 
 

How is medication used for nerve pain? 
 
Nerve pain or neuropathic pain is caused by nerve damage or nerve disease. It is 
described as a burning, stabbing, shooting, aching, stinging or electric shock like pain. 
Sometimes the pain may feel like unpleasant tingling or pins and needles or there maybe 
numbness in the area of pain. People often describe their skin as being more sensitive and 
find that light touch or clothes rubbing on an area causes them to have severe pain. This is 
called ‘allodynia’. 
There are specific drugs which have been shown to help with neuropathic pain. These 
drugs are available on prescription and maybe prescribed by a GP or a specialist. Some of 
the drugs used to treat neuropathic pain were originally developed to treat other medical 
conditions such as depression or seizures but research has shown that these drugs are 
also effective in helping control the symptoms of nerve pain.  
These drugs are not effective or suitable for all people with neuropathic pain and may 
cause side effects such as drowsiness or dizziness.  
 

What types of medication can be used? 
 
There are three classes of drugs used to treat neuropathic pain: 
 
 antidepressant medication was developed for the treatment of depression but 

have been used for over 30 years to treat nerve pain. 
 
 anticonvulsant medication is also known as antiepilepsy medication and are used 

to control the epileptic seizures but have also been used to treat chronic pain 
conditions since the 1960s. 

 
 opioid medication is used to relieve strong pain (for example, tramadol or 

oxycodone) and has been found to have some effect on nerve pain and are 
sometimes prescribed. They are not as effective for neuropathic pain as they are 
when used for pain after an operation or following an injury. 

 

How do these medications work? 
 
 antidepressant medication 
 

Tricyclic antidepressants (TCAs): when TCAs are used for nerve pain they are 
given in lower doses than when used for depression. TCAs have a direct effect on 
the brain, spinal cord and other nerves. Because of their effect on the nervous 
system they can cause side effects including mouth dryness, drowsiness, blurred 
vision, constipation and difficulty passing urine. People often find that these side 
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effects tend to reduce after a week or two and starting these drugs at a low dose 
and increasing them slowly may reduce the incidence of severe side effects. These 
drugs need to be taken regularly to work and unlike other medications used for pain 
may take a few days to take effect. Types of TCA drugs include Amitriptyline, 
Imipramine, Nortriptyline and Dothiepin. 
 
Selective Noradrenalin Reuptake Inhibitors (SNRIs): another class of 
antidepressant used to treat nerve pain. SNRIs are not generally recommended for 
people under the age of 18 years. Venlafaxine has been shown to be as effective as 
TCAs and may cause fewer side effects in some people. Types of SNRI drugs 
include Venlafaxine (Efexor) and Duloxetine (Cymbalta). 
 
All types of antidepressant medication should never be stopped suddenly but 
reduced slowly under the supervision of a doctor. 
 

 anticonvulsant medication 
 

These drugs are known as ‘membrane stabilisers’ and work by calming the nerves 
that become overexcited in neuropathic pain. These medications can cause side 
effects including sedation, dizziness, mouth dryness, nausea, vomiting and skin 
rashes. Newer anticonvulsant medication such as Gabapentin and Lyrica have 
been shown to cause fewer side effects when used to treat nerve pain however 
older antiepilepsy drugs such as carbamazapine is useful in the treatment of 
Trigeminal Neuralgia. As with antidepressant medication this medication need to be 
taken regularly, increased slowly to reduce side effects and may take a few days 
before they start to take effect. Anticonvulsant medication should never be stopped 
suddenly but reduced slowly under the supervision of a doctor. 
 

 opioids 
 

Opioid medication such as Tramadol, Oxycodone and Methadone may have some 
effect for neuropathic pain for some people in low dose. However these drugs are 
generally more useful for other types of pain that are not due to nerve damage. Side 
effects of opioid medication include sedation, nausea, vomiting, constipation and 
itching. 

 

How effective is this medication? 
 
Nerve pain is a very difficult condition to treat and the best result from these types of 
medication is usually only a 30 – 50% reduction in pain. Many people are happy with this 
decrease in their pain but may experience side effects from taking the medication. These 
side effects may settle with time but some people will be unable to take some or all of 
these medications due to side effects. A combination of different classes of drugs may be 
required in order to get the best result.  
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Most people find that they need to work closely with their GP or specialist in order to reach 
a balance of pain relief vs side effects and they may need to try different drugs or doses 
before getting the best reduction in their nerve pain. As neuropathic pain is a permanent 
condition it is expected that these drugs may need to be taken for several years. 
 

Support services 
 
Chronic Pain Australia offers support and advice to people and their families with 
persistent pain (http://www.chronicpainaustralia.org/). 
 

http://www.chronicpainaustralia.org/

