
 
 
 

Health Quality & Safety Commission – Measures Library: Technical document v1 | June 2022 Page 1 of 2 

 

People dispensed a weak opioid, rate per 1,000. 

This measure details the crude rate per 1,000 of people who had a 

community dispensing of a weak opioid. 

The IHI classes opioids as one of four groups of medicines (along with 

anticoagulants, insulin and sedatives) that can cause harm to patients, 

even when used as intended. Except circumstances, strong opioids are 

intended for short-term use only, with use for 6 weeks or more raising 

questions of appropriateness. 

 The number of people dispensed a weak opioid. 

Stats NZ resident population. 

Medication: 1229 tramadol; 1332 codeine phosphate; 2427 

dihydrocodeine tartrate; 3906 tramadol hydrochloride. 

Paracetamol with codeine was excluded on the basis that these contain 

a much lower dose of codeine. 

Unit of measure: Rate 

Adjustment applied: None 

District health board (DHB) assignment: Domicile 

Pharmaceutical Collection, Ministry of Health. 

National population projection, Stats NZ. 

Data is not presented where the denominator was less than 10.  

Previous analyses did not include 3906: tramadol hydrochloride. The 

addition of this code has resulted in an almost doubling in the rate of 

weak opioid dispensing across New Zealand.   

Note: A weak opioid is classed as step 2 of the WHO analgesic ladder. In 

New Zealand the following weak opioids are subsidised: tramadol, 

codeine and dihydrocodeine. 

See appendix for more details. 
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Data is presented as standard deviation from the mean. 

Standard deviation is a statistical measure of variation from a mean. Assuming that recorded instances 

are normally distributed (ie, they are in the usual ‘bell-shaped curve’), 68 percent of all recorded 

instances would be expected to be within one standard deviation either side of the mean and 95 percent 

within two standard deviations. The two ‘middle’ shades will be within one standard deviation of the 

mean. 

 

Data for each DHB is presented as rate per 1,000 population. Upper and lower confidence intervals were 

calculated to 95 percent level of confidence. 

 

When reporting the size of variation between DHBs to prevent either low or high outliers having a large 

effect on the reported ratio, the top and/or bottom DHBs are excluded to avoid overstating the variation. 


