Increasing tramadol utilization without regulatory control among non-cancer out patients
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Introduction. Tramadol is prescribed for moderate pain management; however, concerns regarding its long-term safety and appropriateness remain. Marked variations in prescribing patterns exist across countries yet analyses of long-term use in Korea are limited.
Aims. This study aimed to evaluate trends in tramadol prescribing in Korea (2015-2023), examine associations with comorbid conditions, and compare national patterns with those observed in France and Germany.
Methods. Using claims data from the Korean Health Insurance Review and Assessment Service (HIRA), we calculated tramadol prescription rates per 1,000 population from 2015 to 2023. Logistic regression analyses were performed to assess associations between long-term use and selected comorbidities.
Results. In Korea, tramadol prescribing showed a continuous upward trend, exceeding 200 prescriptions per 1,000 population and reaching the highest level in 2023. In contrast, previous studies (Hedenmalm et al, 2019) indicate that rates in France peaked around 50–60 per 1,000, while Germany reported fewer than 10 per 1,000, both showing a decline after 2010. Logistic regression suggested correlations with osteoporosis (OR (Odds Ratio) = 1.437, CI = 1.377–1.500), spondylitis (OR = 1.225, CI = 1.136–1.322), and polyarthropathies (OR = 1.153, CI = 1.096–1.214), indicating possible links with these chronic musculoskeletal conditions.
Discussion. Tramadol prescribing in Korea has risen continuously, surpassing 200 prescriptions per 1,000 population in 2023—over ten times higher than levels in Germany and several-fold greater than France. This stark discrepancy highlights Korea as an outlier in global prescribing trends, while the observed links with chronic musculoskeletal conditions underscore the urgent need for stricter clinical monitoring and policy interventions. 
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