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Introduction

• Background

• History

• Interobserver agreement

• Confounding factors
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Opioid Withdrawal

Withdrawal intensity

1) Severity of physical dependence

2) Relative occupancy of mu opiate receptor at a point in time

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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Withdrawal Scales

Initially developed and used in research

To:

Compare efficacy of treatments for withdrawal

Assess degree of physical dependence before induction 

Assess physiological patients’ readiness for induction (e.g. buprenorphine) 

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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Himmelsbach Scale (1941)

First 
rating 
scale

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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Evolution of measuring 

opiate withdrawal

1960s 

1: Opiate Withdrawal Subjective Experience Scale (OPW) 

1970s (Advent of methadone maintenance treatment)

1: Strong Opiate Withdrawal Scale – high levels of physical dependence

2: Weak Opiate Withdrawal Scale – measuring less intense withdrawal symptoms

1980s (move to more sensitive and validated instruments)

1: Opiate Withdrawal Scale 

2: Subjective Opiate Withdrawal Scale

3: Objective Opiate Withdrawal Scale

1990s

1: Short Opiate Withdrawal Scale – shortened version of the Opiate Withdrawal Scale

2: Short Opiate Withdrawal Questionnaire – measure before and after withdrawal. Only 
one above not based on the Himmelsbach Scale, included mood

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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1980s

Attempts to separate subjective and objective measures

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.

Subjective

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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Objective

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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The Clinical Opiate 

Withdrawal Scale (COWS)

Day/Month/Year Page 10

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.

/

First published in a training manual for Buprenorphine Treatment (1999)

Items included were validated in previous assessment instruments 

Rating system taking into account signs (objective) and symptoms (subjective) 
which may occur along a continuum

Ability to be serially administered to track changes over time 

Modelled after the Clinical Institute Withdrawal Assessment of Alcohol Scale 
revised (CIWA-Ar)

Most commonly used tool
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COWS
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COWS

Day/Month/Year Page 12

Tomaszewski CA, Quenzer F, Corbett B, Lafree A, Lasoff D, Romo J, Mukau L. Interobserver agreement between 

emergency clinicians and nurses for Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale. J Am Coll Emerg Physicians Open. 2021 Jun 

18;2(3):e12462. doi: 10.1002/emp2.12462. PMID: 34179884; PMCID: PMC8212561./

Do we all score the same?
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Subjective vs 

Objective 

Measurements

Day/Month/Year Page 13

Objective &

Subjective

Objective

Objective

Objective

Objective

Objective

Objective &

Subjective

Objective &

Subjective

Objective &

Subjective

Objective &

Subjective

Dilemma

Mix of clinical 
signs and 
reported 
symptoms

Interobserver agreement

Study looking at correlation of scoring for opioid withdrawal using the COWS

ED clinicians and nurses independently scored 120 patients

Tomaszewski CA, Quenzer F, Corbett B, Lafree A, Lasoff D, Romo J, Mukau L. Interobserver agreement between 

emergency clinicians and nurses for Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale. J Am Coll Emerg Physicians Open. 2021 Jun 

18;2(3):e12462. doi: 10.1002/emp2.12462. PMID: 34179884; PMCID: PMC8212561.
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Interobserver agreement

Tomaszewski CA, Quenzer F, Corbett B, Lafree A, Lasoff D, Romo J, Mukau L. Interobserver agreement between 

emergency clinicians and nurses for Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale. J Am Coll Emerg Physicians Open. 2021 Jun 

18;2(3):e12462. doi: 10.1002/emp2.12462. PMID: 34179884; PMCID: PMC8212561. Page 15

COWS Score

Tomaszewski CA, Quenzer F, Corbett B, Lafree A, Lasoff D, Romo J, Mukau L. Interobserver agreement between 

emergency clinicians and nurses for Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale. J Am Coll Emerg Physicians Open. 2021 Jun 

18;2(3):e12462. doi: 10.1002/emp2.12462. PMID: 34179884; PMCID: PMC8212561. Page 16
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Buprenorphine Dose

Tomaszewski CA, Quenzer F, Corbett B, Lafree A, Lasoff D, Romo J, Mukau L. Interobserver agreement between 

emergency clinicians and nurses for Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale. J Am Coll Emerg Physicians Open. 2021 Jun 

18;2(3):e12462. doi: 10.1002/emp2.12462. PMID: 34179884; PMCID: PMC8212561. Page 17

Confounders

Day/Month/Year Page 18

What else can impact scoring?
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What else do we need 

to consider?

Medical factors?

Psychological factors?

Medications?

Footnote to go here Page 19

Vignette

Day/Month/Year Page 20
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Vignette

Day/Month/Year Page 21

44yo single Aboriginal female, on DSP, admitted to the inpatient psychiatric 
service in the context of worsening psychotic symptoms over 2 months, including 
auditory hallucinations from a device she believes is implanted in her body, on a 
background of daily methamphetamine and cannabis use with previous 
admissions for Schizophrenia and Opioid Use Disorder on maintenance therapy. 

Referred to DOAM during psychiatric admission requesting early administration of 
her Buvidal depot. On 224mg 3/52

Opiate withdrawal symptoms: commented ‘ jittery, restless and crying’ then stated 
‘sluggish, tired and off colour’; unable to state specifically due to opiates. 

History of akathisia from anti-psychotics and noted to be restless on exam

COWS Score?

Day/Month/Year Page 22

Hypothetically

Restlessness = 5

Anxiety or irritability = 4

Also a tremor = 4

COWS Score = 13 or Moderate Withdrawal

Implications?
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Akathisia and EPSE scores

Day/Month/Year Page 23

Barnes Akathisia Rating Scale

Day/Month/YearFootnote to go here Page 24
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Abnormal Involuntary Movements 

Scale

Day/Month/YearFootnote to go here Page 25

Conclusion

Day/Month/Year Page 26

COWS is a validated tool to measure opiate withdrawal 

A mix of objective and subjective measures can vary scores between clinicians

Careful assessment of signs and symptoms to ensure attributable to opioid 
withdrawal, as there can be considerable overlap in scoring patients who may 
have co-morbid medical and psychiatric conditions which can alter scores
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Thank You
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Monitoring symptoms pre 

and post withdrawal

Wesson DR, Ling W. The Clinical Opiate Withdrawal Scale (COWS). J Psychoactive Drugs. 2003 Apr-Jun;35(2):253-

9. doi: 10.1080/02791072.2003.10400007. PMID: 12924748.
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CIWA-Ar
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