
Key insights from the study:
• Navigating Chronic Pain: Wilhelm’s 40-year battle with rheumatoid arthritis 

underscores the complexity of managing chronic pain and the pivotal role opioids played in 
her quality of life.

• Tapering Journey: The narrative details Wilhelm’s cautious approach to opioid 
tapering, driven by the stable condition of her rheumatoid arthritis and influenced by 
evolving health policies amidst the opioid crisis.

• Policy Implications: The personal account serves as a critical commentary on 
the need for comprehensive support systems for patients undergoing opioid tapering, 
emphasizing that policy changes must be accompanied by adequate patient resources.

What happened?
After decades of relying on opioids to manage severe 
rheumatoid arthritis pain, Linda Wilhelm embarked on a 
tapering journey, prompted by the longest period of stability in 
her condition since diagnosis. The decision was not without 
its challenges, including significant withdrawal symptoms and 
the stark realization that opioids may no longer be contributing 
to pain management. Wilhelm’s experience as a patient 
partner with the Chronic Pain Research Network offered some 
preparation, yet the lack of systemic support became evident.

Why is it important?
Wilhelm’s story sheds light on the broader issue of opioid 
tapering in the context of chronic pain management, especially 
against the backdrop of the opioid crisis and changing medical 
policies. Her narrative calls attention to the essential need for 
patient-centered approaches, comprehensive support systems, 
and the involvement of patients in policy-making processes to 
ensure empathetic and effective care.

What now?
While opioids were crucial in managing Wilhelm’s chronic 
pain, her tapering journey highlights the critical need for a 
balanced approach to opioid prescriptions, the importance 
of patient support systems, and the need for policies that 
reflect the complexities of chronic pain management. Her 
story is a call to action for more nuanced, compassionate, and 
resource-backed healthcare policies that genuinely consider 
the patient’s perspective.
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