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Question: Can transdermal fentanyl patches be changed
every 48 hours instead of every 72 hours?
February 2017
Summary
In the majority of patients, analgesia is maintained for the duration of the recommended
72 hours that the patch is in situ. However, some patients may require replacement of
the transdermal patch at 48-hour intervals to maintain adequate analgesia.1,2,3,4,5
Reducing the duration of application of a patch by replacing the system before 72 hours
may result in increased serum concentrations of fentanyl. Before the dosing interval is
reduced, consider that exposure to heat may increase the rate of absorption of fentanyl
from the transdermal patch; assess the patient for pyrexia and ensure that the patch is
not exposed to external heat sources (e.g. heat pad, hot water bottle, electric blanket,
hot bath).1,2,6,7 The necessity for an increase in dose should also be considered.4

Detailed Information
There are two brands of matrix transdermal fentanyl patches currently available in
Ireland, Durogesic DTrans® and Matrifen®. The licensing for both preparations indicates
that the transdermal fentanyl patch should be replaced every 72 hours.1,2 Poor adhesion
and end of dosage pain have been reported as reasons necessitating early patch
replacement.8 It has been suggested that up to 25% of patients with cancer pain may
require more frequent application than 72 hourly.3 One study found that at steady state
80% of the total dose is absorbed within 48 hours.9 Thus, while in many patients the
analgesic effect lasts for 72 hours, some patients may find that the effect begins to
decline after 48 hours, usually at around 60 hours.9
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The Summary of Product Characteristics (SPC) for Durogesic DTrans® transdermal
patches advises that if analgesia is insufficient during the first application only, the patch
may be replaced after 48 hours with a patch of the same dose.1 The SPC for Matrifen®
transdermal patches advises that in patients who experience a marked decrease in
analgesia in the period 48-72 hours after patch application, replacement of fentanyl after
48 hours may be necessary.2

However, reducing the duration of application of a patch by replacing the system before
72 hours may result in increased serum concentrations of fentanyl.1 It is recommended
that before shortening the dosing interval in patients not responding adequately to a
given dose, an increase in dose should be evaluated so that patients can be maintained
on a 72-hour regimen if possible.4 Consider also that exposure to heat may increase the
rate of absorption of fentanyl from the transdermal patch; assess the patient for pyrexia
and ensure that the patch is not exposed to external heat sources (e.g. heat pad, hot
water bottle, electric blanket, hot bath).1,2,6,7
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