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What is naltrexone?
Naltrexone is a prescription drug known as an opiate 
antagonist. This means it blocks the actions of opioids, 
such as heroin, in the body. 

The drug is registered in Australia for use as an oral medication to 
assist in maintaining abstinence from opioids. Naltrexone can also be 
administered via an implant; however, this is an unregistered form of 
treatment which is yet to be supported by randomised controlled trial 
evidence. Treatment with naltrexone implants can be accessed through 
the Therapeutic Goods Administration “Special Access Scheme”.

Naltrexone is also indicated for alcohol dependence to assist with 
cravings and avoid relapsing to alcohol use.

Buprenorphine and methadone are two other prescription drugs used 
to treat opioid dependence. These drugs have opioid agonist actions 
(as do heroin and morphine), which means they cause an opioid effect 
in the body. In contrast, naltrexone only has opioid antagonist or 
blocking effects.

What are the effects?
Provided a person continues to take naltrexone daily, the effects of any opioids taken are 
blocked or substantially reduced.

For those taking naltrexone for alcohol dependence, the drug can reduce the craving for alcohol and reduce the 
‘reward’ effects of alcohol use.

Naltrexone treatment is most effective in patients who are highly motivated and who have good social support. 

Side effects of naltrexone treatment are common but mild and short-lived. Some reported side 
effects include:

• Sleep problems • Joint and muscle pains
• Tiredness • Abdominal pain and cramps
• Anxiety • Nausea, vomiting
• Headache

Less common side effects include:

• Feeling energetic

• Loss of appetite

• Thirst

• Diarrhoea, constipation

• Depression and irritability

• Dizziness

• Skin rashes

• Decreased potency, delayed ejaculation

• Chills

Naltrexone may also affect mental alertness and/or coordination.
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What are the risks?
Naltrexone will lower a person’s tolerance to opioids. This means that there is a serious 
risk of overdose if the individual uses an opioid, such as heroin, after missing doses of 
naltrexone or after treatment has finished. 

To avoid the risk of initiating acute opioid withdrawal, patients must be opioid free for at least 7-10 days before 
starting naltrexone. In some cases, the opioid antagonist drug naloxone is administered to ensure a patient does 
not experience a severe opioid withdrawal reaction when commencing naltrexone.

Caution is recommended when using naltrexone when there are signs of liver damage.
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