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An 85 y.o. opioid-naïve resident of a personal care home is dying of pneumonia 
complicating a long history of dementia. She is short of breath, with a respiratory rate 
of 50/min. She is given morphine 5 mg subcutaneously.   
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The suggestions below are not intended to be comprehensive advice applicable to all clinical scenarios; suggested 
medications and doses must be considered in the unique clinical context. The following specific assumptions apply: 

• the prescribing clinician is aware of any medication allergies or intolerances 
• the patient is assumed to be opioid-naïve in the doses suggested below; in a patient already on opioids their 

existing tolerance will need to be considered. 
• the doses indicated below are conservative starting doses, as there may be some uncertainty about how a 

medication will be tolerated. These may very well need to be rapidly escalated, as guided by empirical 
effectiveness, particularly when using opioids to relieve dyspnea or sedatives in agitated delirium. 

• the intramuscular and rectal routes are not well tolerated and can usually be replaced by subcutaneous or 
sublingual routes�

Medication Indications Route Dose Interval 

   Frail elderly 

and/or mild 

symptoms 

“Usual”

adult and 

moderate

to severe 

symptoms

• Dyspnea

• Pain

Enteral (oral; feeding 

tube)

OR

buccal/sublingual*

2.5 – 5 mg 10 mg q1h prn   

(if repeated prn doses 

needed, add a q4h 

scheduled dose, usually 

equal to the effective 

prn dose) 

 Intravenous 1.25 – 2.5 

mg

5 – 10 mg  q 15 min. prn 

 Subcutaneous 1.25 – 2.5 

mg

5 – 10 mg  q 30 min prn 

Morphine 

 Nasal Transmucosal** not recommended; poor bioavailability
1

• Dyspnea

• Pain

Enteral (oral; feeding 

tube)

OR

buccal/sublingual*

0.5 – 1 mg 2 mg q1h prn

(if repeated prn doses 

needed, add a q4h 

scheduled dose, usually 

equal to the effective 

prn dose) 

 Intravenous 0.25 – 0.5 

mg

1 – 2 mg q 15 min. prn 

 Subcutaneous 0.25 – 0.5 

mg

1 – 2 mg q 30 min prn 

Hydro-

morphone

 Nasal Transmucosal** 0.5 – 1 mg 2 – 4 mg  q 15 min prn 
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Medication Indications Route Dose Interval 

   Frail elderly 

and/or mild 

symptoms 

“Usual”

adult and 

moderate

to severe 

symptoms

Methotri-

meprazine  

(Nozinan®) 

• Agitated 

delirium

• Supplement

opioids in 

dyspnea; lacks 

resp. depressant 

effects

• Nausea

Enteral (oral; feeding 

tube)

OR

buccal/sublingual*

2.5 – 5 mg 10 – 25 mg q 1h prn 

  Intravenous 2.5 – 5 mg 10 – 25 mg q 15 min prn 

  Subcutaneous 2.5 – 5 mg 10 – 25 mg q 30 min prn 

Lorazepam • Anxiety

• Sedation, often 

added to metho-

trimeprazine

Sublingual (consider 

dropping into a 1 ml 

syringe, then drawing up 

approx 0.5 ml water to 

dissolve & administer) 

0.5 – 1 mg 1 – 2 mg q1h prn 

Scopolamine

(0.6 mg/ml 

injectable)

Resp. secretions at 

end-of-life

Subcutaneous 0.3– 0.6 mg 0.3 – 0.6 

mg

q1h prn (may initially 

need 2 or 3 back-to-

back doses) 

Nasal Tansmucosal
2,3 0.3– 0.6 mg 

(0.5 – 1 ml) 

0.3– 0.6 mg

(0.5 – 1 ml)

q1h prn 

* buccal/sublingual involves administering up to 1-2 ml of the parenteral preparation of medication 

into the mouth. These small volumes tend to be swallowed reflexively in unresponsive patients, and

their bioavailability are similar to the oral route. High concentrations of the drug may be needed in 

order minimize volume (e.g. morphine 50 mg/ml; hydromorphone 10 mg/ml) 

** • small volumes of high concentration

• if dose > 1 ml then divide equally between nostrils 

• Bioavailability ranges from 50 – 80 % and onset of effect ranges from 5 – 20 minutes, depending

on the drug 

• May use a 1 ml syringe as a dropper, or an M.A.D. atomizer as outlined in WRHA Palliative 

Care Program’s guideline on Medication Administration By Mucosal Atomization Device 

• see also http://www.intranasal.net 
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