
Clinical Opiate 
Withdrawal Scale

(COWS)

• How to Administer

Toolbox Session Template
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Neuropsychiatric symptoms
• Insomnia
• Restlessness, anxiety, irritability, agitation
• Depression
• Intense cravings

Opiate Withdrawal 101
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Short Acting 
Opiates/Heroin 
Onset: 4-6 hours

Peak effect: 18-72 hours
Duration: 5- 10 days Long Acting

Opiates/Methadone 
Onset: 24-48 hours 

Peak Effect: 3-4 days 
duration 2 to several

weeks

Physical Symptoms
• Rhinorrhoea “runny nose”
• Lacrimation “teary eyes”
• Sweating
• Hot and cold flushes
• Piloerection

“goosebumps”
• Abdominal cramps
• Nausea, vomiting,

diarrhoea
• Muscle twitching/restless

legs
• Bone and muscle aches

and cramps



Assessment Tips
Resting Pulse Rate: Sitting or lying for 1 minute

Sweating: Over past 30 minutes, patient report

Restlessness: Observed, patient report

Pupil Size: Turn lights on, allow for adjustment 

Bone or joint aches: Additional pain, over baseline 

Runny nose or tearing: Report or observation, e.g.

observed “sniffing”

GI Upset: Diarrhoea or vomiting in past 30 minutes 

Tremor: put patient hands on top of yours to be able 

to feel a fine tremor

Yawning: Observed during assessment

Anxiety: Self report and observed

Gooseflesh skin: See and feel piloerection



How to Administer COWS

• 2-10 minute to complete including observation and
scoring

• Complete on initial assessment and then every 6
hours until withdrawal symptoms resolve

• Score guide is found on the flip side on the chart
• Physiological observations must be recorded on the

relevant Observation and Response Chart at each
assessment

• Total score once completed all 10 items then indicates
level of severity to help guide pharmacological
management

• See flipside of the chart for Clondine and Adjunct
Medications for pharmacological management
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Pharmacological Treatment

 Scores > 12: Consider
symptomatic treatment, clonidine

 Utilise other adjunct medications
as per symptoms presenting

 All medications must be prescribed
on WA Hospital Medication Chart

 Scores > 24: consider AOD referral
for alternative and additional
therapies (eg Suboxone®)Do not cease clonidine abruptly if the patient has been taking high doses for more than 3-5 days



Question 1: What is the most appropriate intervention?
a. Clonidine 100mg QID
b. Metoclopramide 10mg TDS day PO
c. Diazepam 10mg QID
d. Option A and B

Question 2: On day 2, Patient B’s COWS score increased to 30. He is distressed
with limited effect from current treatment regime. What should you do?
a. Add / increase diazepam
b. Administer additional pain relief
c. Contact HSPAOD Team/ or Drug and Alcohol Clinical Advisory Service

Scenario
Patient B is a 35 year old male presenting to the emergency 
department in heroin withdrawal and has a COWS score of 
14: 2 points for anxiety/irritability, 1 point for restlessness, 2 
points for bone aches, 2 points for a runny nose, 2 points for 
yawning, 2 points for goosebumps and 3 points for GI 
upset/vomiting
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• For more information see Department of Health Alcohol and Other Drugs Withdrawal
Management Practice and Pathways Document

• Local HSP Alcohol and Other Drugs Policy
• Contact your HSP AOD Service for an Alcohol and Withdrawal Management Education

Session
• Contact Drug and Alcohol Clinical Advisory Service DACAS on 65530520 for further

information on Suboxone in the management of opioid withdrawal

More Information..
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