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Percocet is the brand name for a prescription pain medication that combines oxycodone, 
an opioid analgesic, with acetaminophen, a non-opioid pain reliever and fever reducer. This 
combination is used in medical practice to manage moderate to moderately severe pain 
when other treatments are not sufficient. Percocet can be effective for short-term pain relief, 
but it also carries significant risks, including dependence, overdose, and liver damage. For 
these reasons, it is tightly regulated and intended for use only under medical supervision. 

Understanding how Percocet works, when it is appropriate, and how to use it safely is 
essential for patients and caregivers. 

 

Prescription Status and Legal Classification 

Percocet is classified as a controlled substance in many countries because it contains 
oxycodone, a potent opioid with a high potential for misuse and addiction. It is legally 
available only with a valid prescription from a licensed healthcare provider and must be 
dispensed by a licensed pharmacy. 

Healthcare providers must evaluate a patient’s pain condition, medical history, and risk 
factors before prescribing Percocet. Many regions use prescription monitoring programs to 
track opioid prescribing and reduce misuse or diversion. 

 

How Percocet Works 

Percocet works through the combined actions of its two ingredients: 
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Oxycodone:​
 Oxycodone binds to mu-opioid receptors in the brain and spinal cord. This reduces the 
transmission of pain signals and alters how the brain perceives pain, providing strong 
analgesic effects. 

Acetaminophen:​
 Acetaminophen enhances pain relief through central mechanisms and helps reduce fever. 
When combined with oxycodone, it allows effective pain control at lower opioid doses. 

Together, these components provide stronger pain relief than either medication alone, but 
they also increase the risk of adverse effects if misused. 

 

Approved Medical Uses 

Percocet is prescribed for short-term treatment of pain that is not adequately controlled by 
non-opioid medications. Common uses include: 

●​ Post-surgical pain​
 

●​ Injury-related pain (fractures, severe sprains)​
 

●​ Acute dental or procedural pain​
 

Percocet is generally not intended for long-term use, especially for chronic non-cancer 
pain, unless the benefits clearly outweigh the risks and close monitoring is in place. 

 

Dosage and Administration 

Percocet is available in oral tablet form with varying strengths of oxycodone and 
acetaminophen. Dosage is individualized based on: 

●​ Pain severity​
 

●​ Patient age and weight​
 

●​ Liver and kidney function​
 

●​ Prior opioid exposure​
 

Patients are instructed to take Percocet exactly as prescribed, usually every few hours as 
needed for pain. Taking more than prescribed or taking it more frequently can be extremely 
dangerous. 



 

 

Duration of Use 

Healthcare providers aim to prescribe Percocet for the shortest possible duration, often 
just a few days. Longer use increases the risk of: 

●​ Physical dependence​
 

●​ Tolerance​
 

●​ Withdrawal symptoms​
 

●​ Opioid use disorder​
 

Pain should be reassessed regularly to determine whether continued opioid therapy is 
necessary. 

 

Common Side Effects 

Common side effects of Percocet include: 

●​ Drowsiness or sedation​
 

●​ Dizziness​
 

●​ Nausea and vomiting​
 

●​ Constipation​
 

●​ Headache​
 

●​ Dry mouth​
 

Constipation is particularly common with opioids and often requires preventive measures 
such as hydration, dietary fiber, or laxatives. 

 

Serious Risks and Adverse Effects 

Percocet carries several serious risks that patients should understand: 



 

1. Respiratory Depression​
 Oxycodone can slow breathing, especially at high doses or when combined with other 
sedatives. Severe respiratory depression can be life-threatening. 

2. Dependence and Addiction​
 Even when taken as prescribed, Percocet can lead to physical dependence. Misuse 
significantly increases the risk of addiction. 

3. Tolerance​
 With repeated use, higher doses may be required to achieve the same level of pain relief. 

4. Withdrawal Symptoms​
 Stopping Percocet abruptly after prolonged use can cause withdrawal symptoms such as 
anxiety, muscle aches, sweating, nausea, diarrhea, and insomnia. 

5. Liver Toxicity​
 Acetaminophen can cause serious liver damage if taken in high doses or combined with 
alcohol. Liver failure can occur even without early warning signs. 

 

Drug Interactions 

Percocet interacts dangerously with several substances, including: 

●​ Alcohol (increases liver damage and overdose risk)​
 

●​ Benzodiazepines (raises risk of sedation and respiratory depression)​
 

●​ Other opioids or sedatives​
 

Patients should inform their healthcare provider of all medications, supplements, and 
substances they use. 

 

Who May Be Prescribed Percocet 

Percocet may be prescribed to patients who: 

●​ Have moderate to severe acute pain​
 

●​ Have not achieved adequate relief with non-opioid treatments​
 

●​ Can follow dosing instructions carefully​
 

Before prescribing, clinicians evaluate: 



 

●​ Pain diagnosis and expected duration​
 

●​ Substance use history​
 

●​ Mental health conditions​
 

●​ Liver health and alcohol use​
 

Percocet may not be appropriate for individuals with liver disease, respiratory disorders, or a 
history of opioid misuse. 

 

Safe and Responsible Use 

Patients prescribed Percocet should: 

●​ Take only the prescribed dose​
 

●​ Avoid alcohol completely​
 

●​ Avoid driving or operating machinery if drowsy​
 

●​ Never share medication with others​
 

●​ Store the medication securely​
 

Any unusual side effects or concerns should be reported promptly to a healthcare provider. 

 

Overdose Prevention and Naloxone 

Because Percocet contains an opioid, there is a risk of overdose. Many healthcare providers 
recommend naloxone, an opioid overdose reversal medication, for patients prescribed 
opioids. Naloxone can temporarily reverse respiratory depression and save lives when used 
promptly. 

 

Legal and Safe Access 

The only legal and safe way to obtain Percocet is through a licensed healthcare provider 
and a valid prescription filled at a licensed pharmacy. Medications obtained from unregulated 
sources may be counterfeit, contaminated, or dangerously potent. 

 



 

Alternatives to Percocet 

Many pain conditions can be managed with alternatives, including: 

●​ Acetaminophen or NSAIDs​
 

●​ Physical therapy​
 

●​ Ice, heat, and rest​
 

●​ Non-opioid prescription medications​
 

●​ Behavioral and lifestyle approaches​
 

These options often reduce the need for opioid medications. 

 

Conclusion 

Percocet is a prescription opioid combination medication that can provide effective 
short-term pain relief when used responsibly under medical supervision. Its benefits must 
always be weighed against serious risks, including dependence, overdose, and liver toxicity. 
Careful prescribing, patient education, and close monitoring are essential to safe use. 

Understanding Percocet’s medical role, limitations, and safety considerations helps patients 
and healthcare providers make informed decisions that prioritize both pain relief and 
long-term health. 
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