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Overview 

Global access to opioids for legitimate medical use, for patients at risk for pain and suffering 
continues to be a huge challenge.  Barriers at the International and national levels that limit 
access to pain relief come from the complex interplay and tensions of the drug control 
agencies, resource limitations and cultural, political and social factors.  

Placing examples of success in a metaphor of a rider on an elephant sometimes facilitates 
understanding how to change the status quo. This metaphor comes from the book SWITCH: 
How To Change When The Change Is Hard by Chip and Heath 2010. The rider is the rational 
component, the elephant is the emotional component, and the path is the route to achieving 
one's goals. The rider, who provides the planning and direction, may hold the reins but control 
is difficult owing to the relative size and energy of the elephant. To effect change, direct the 
rider, motivate the elephant and shape the path. 

What appears to be resistance to change (elephant) is often a lack of clarity on the part of the 
rider.  Providing clear directions, scripting critical moves and building on small wins gave 
confidence to a working group, with Liliana De Lima, to forward an Essential Medications 
proposal to World Health Organization (WHO).  As a consequence, in April 2013, WHO 
published a Model List of Essential Medications which is used world-wide to simplify the access 
and use of palliative care medications.  

A number of other illustrative examples are offered to demonstrate successful strategic change 
efforts, and the usefulness of the SWITCH model. 

Objectives 

After this presentation, participants will: 
1. Know the world-wide imbalance of opioid distribution. 
2. Understand strategies to help rectify this imbalance. 
3. Describe resources that help improve accessibility to morphine for pain relief. 

Important Teaching Points  

• For change to occur, someone somewhere must begin to act differently. 
• Find and follow the bright spots when trying to bring about change. 
• Change is easier when rider (rational) and elephant (emotional) elements move 

together on the same path. 
• Understanding a problem does not solve it. 
• Small targets lead to small victories which lead to increasing rate of change. 
• If you think education is expensive, try ignorance. 
• Access to pain relief is an essential human right. 
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