Ketamine
An information guide

Ketamine
Introduction
This leaflet provides information on a medicine called ketamine
which is used to treat pain that is difficult to control. If you have any
questions after reading this, please ask your doctor.
What is ketamine?
Ketamine is a liquid drug which has been used as an anaesthetic
agent for many years. More recently it has been used at low doses
in the management of severe pain especially neuropathic (nerve)
pain.
How does ketamine work?
Ketamine works mainly by blocking the action of a chemical in the
nervous system that is important in creating persistent pain. This
reduces the amplification of the messages sent to the brain that tell
you that you are in a lot of pain.
What is the benefit of taking ketamine?
It is helpful in some patients to reduce the severity of pain when
other types of painkillers have not worked.
When is ketamine prescribed?
Ketamine is usually prescribed when other painkillers have not
worked. It may be prescribed by itself, or in combination with other
painkillers. It is always started by a doctor who specialises in
treating pain.
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What dose of ketamine is usually prescribed?
Your doctor will usually start off by prescribing a low dose of
ketamine and then slowly increasing it. This is because like any
medicine ketamine has a number of side-effects. Starting off with a
low dose and slowly increasing it allows your body to get used to
these effects.
It also allows your doctor to see how well your symptoms are
responding to ketamine. The usual starting dose is 10 mg four times
a day. This may be increased further as necessary under the
supervision of your doctor. How much ketamine you will need
depends upon how well it is working for you and if you are having
any side-effects.
How should you take the prescribed ketamine?
The preparation of the medicine is not a sterile procedure and the
syringe(s) you are given are re-usable. You should only take the
prescribed dose. Measure the exact amount. The medicine should
be swallowed.
What should I do if I miss a dose?
If you miss a dose try to take it as soon as you remember. However if
it is almost time for your next usual dose, wait until then to take
your medicine and skip the missed dose. Never double up the dose
to make up for a missed dose. If you are sick within one hour of
taking a dose of Ketamine repeat the dose as soon as you feel
better. If you miss more than one dose through being unwell,
contact your doctor.
How well or quickly does ketamine work?
For some people ketamine can work very quickly (within a few
hours). For other people it may take a few weeks of taking
reasonable doses of ketamine before their pain improves. Some
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patients do not find ketamine to be helpful. It is not possible to tell
who will respond to ketamine.
Can I take other medicines if I take ketamine?
In general, ketamine should not affect your other medicines. Other
painkillers such as weak opioids (e.g. codeine), non steroidal antiinflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) such as ibuprofen, or paracetamol
can be taken at the same time as ketamine.
If you are already taking a strong opioid such as morphine, and you
are started on ketamine your doctor will usually reduce the dose of
your morphine. This is because you may not need the same amount
of strong opioid while taking ketamine.
Before you take or buy any new medicines always tell your doctor
or pharmacist that you are taking ketamine.
What is the length of treatment?
The length of treatment will depend on why you were started on
ketamine and how well it works.
You will be reviewed periodically to assess whether your ketamine
can be reduced or discontinued. It may be necessary for your doctor
to change the dose during your treatment.
You can continue to take ketamine for as long as it helps your pain
if you are not having any side effects.
Is ketamine addictive?
It is very rare for someone who is taking ketamine for pain relief to
become addicted. However, it is sometimes taken illegally in high
doses and drug abusers can become addicted to it.
If you need to stop taking ketamine it should be stopped slowly.
This is because stopping it suddenly can result in severe rebound
pain. This is when pain comes back quickly and can be severe.
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What are the possible risks/ side-effects?
Tiredness or sleepiness may occur for a short period of time after
taking the prescribed dose. You may also experience a sensation
that everything feels ”unreal” or “far away” and this will last for
only a short time.
As with all medicines ketamine has a number of side-effects. The
most common side-effects include:
•
•
•
•

Drowsiness
Vivid dreams
Hallucinations (feeling, seeing or hearing something that is not
actually there)
Dysphoria (feeling unwell or unhappy).

These symptoms can also be signs that your dose of ketamine is too
high.
Less commonly reported side-effects include an increase in blood
pressure, and a fast heart rate.
We do not know what the long term problems are with using this
medicine. Some studies suggest that there may be problems with
memory loss or thought processing, but it is not known if this is a
problem at the dose being used the clinic.
More recently there have been reports of ketamine causing
problems with kidney function, ulcers in the bladder and urinary
tract (the tube that passes urine out of your body), and lower
abdominal pain on long term use. Most of these patients had been
using ketamine for recreational purposes. However, there were
some who were taking it for pain reasons.
If you have any of the following problems:
•
•
•

Pain on passing water
Blood in the urine
Needing to pass urine more often then please contact your GP
or your pain nurse or pain doctor
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Who cannot take ketamine?
Normally you should not take ketamine if you have:
•
•
•
•
•

Raised pressure within the skull
Raised pressure inside the eye (glaucoma)
Recent history of epilepsy
Recent history of psychosis
Severe high blood pressure

Do I need to have any tests when taking ketamine?
While you are taking ketamine you will need to have your blood
pressure taken regularly. In addition you will also be monitored for
problems with your urinary tract. Your doctor or nurse will ask you
if you have any problem such as stinging when you pass water, if
you are passing water more often than normal and if you have any
blood in the urine.
Can I drink alcohol if I am taking ketamine?
You should avoid drinking alcohol if you are taking ketamine. This
is because alcohol may increase some of the side-effects of
ketamine.
Can I drive if I am taking ketamine?
Taking ketamine does not automatically mean that you cannot
drive. People who take the same amount of ketamine every day for
pain are usually fit to drive. When you first start taking ketamine or
when your dose is increased you may feel drowsy. You should use
common sense and not drive if you feel drowsy.
Note: Your doctor may have told you that you are fit to drive, but
remember it is your responsibility to decide whether you are fit to
drive on each occasion.

6

Where should I keep my Ketamine?
Ketamine should be stored out of the reach of children, in a cool
place away from sunlight.
Where can I get my Ketamine?
You will need to get a supply of this medicine from the hospital
pharmacy. Please ring the pharmacy few days in advance before
you run out of supply.
Pharmacy Contact Numbers:
Fairfield General Hospital 0161 778 355
North Manchester General Hospital 0161 740 6843
Rochdale Infirmary 01706 517308
Royal Oldham Hospital 0161 622 0962
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If English is not your first language and you need help, please contact the
Interpretation and Translation Service
Jeśli angielski nie jest twoim pierwszym językiem i potrzebujesz pomocy, skontaktuj
się z działem tłumaczeń ustnych i pisemnych
 ﺑراه ﮐرم ﺗرﺟﻣﺎﻧﯽ اور ﺗرﺟﻣہ ﺧدﻣت، اﮔر اﻧﮕرﯾزی آپ ﮐﯽ ﭘﮩﻠﯽ زﺑﺎن ﻧﮩﯾں ﮨﮯ اور آپ ﮐو ﻣدد ﮐﯽ ﺿرورت ﮨﮯ ﺗو
ﺳﮯ راﺑطہ ﮐرﯾں
Dacă engleza nu este prima ta limbă și ai nevoie de ajutor, te rugăm să contactezi
Serviciul de interpretare și traducere
ইংরাজী যিদ আপনার .থম ভাষা না হয় এবং আপনার সাহােয9র .েয়াজন হয় তেব অনু=হ
কের ?দাভাষী এবং অনুবাদ পিরেষবা@েত ?যাগােযাগ কBন
 ﻓﯾرﺟﻰ اﻻﺗﺻﺎل ﺑﺧدﻣﺔ اﻟﺗرﺟﻣﺔ اﻟﺷﻔوﯾﺔ واﻟﺗﺣرﯾرﯾﺔ، إذا ﻟم ﺗﻛن اﻹﻧﺟﻠﯾزﯾﺔ ھﻲ ﻟﻐﺗك اﻷوﻟﻰ وﺗﺣﺗﺎج إﻟﻰ ﻣﺳﺎﻋدة
: 0161 627 8770
: interpretation@pat.nhs.uk
To improve our care environment for Patients, Visitors and Staff, Northern Care
Alliance NHS Group is Smoke Free including buildings, grounds & car parks.
For advice on stopping smoking contact the Specialist Stop Smoking Service on 01706
517 522
For general enquiries please contact the Patient Advice and Liaison Service
(PALS) on 0161 604 5897
For enquiries regarding clinic appointments, clinical care and treatment please
contact 0161 624 0420 and the Switchboard Operator will put you through to
the correct department / service
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