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                          Taking pain medicine is an important part of your cancer treatment plan.
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  Having cancer doesn’t mean that you’ll have pain. But if you do, pain can usually be controlled with pain medicine and non-drug approaches. Pain may be caused by cancer or cancer treatment. The information on this page will help you talk with your doctor to develop a pain management strategy to relieve your pain.
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Key facts about pain for people with cancer


	Controlling pain is an important part of your cancer treatment plan. You may have pain that feels more intense at times than others. Therefore, sometimes you may need stronger medicines or different approaches to control the pain.
	Your doctor will develop a pain control plan that is unique to you, based on your symptoms and what is causing the pain.
	Tell your health care team how the plan to control pain is working. Trying to “deal with” the pain can make it harder to control in the future.
	Effectively treating pain can make a big difference in your everyday life, as well as improve your mood, help you sleep better, and give you energy.



      
              
                    
    
Common types of pain in people with cancer


	Acute pain, which may feel sharp and come on quickly. It often lasts for only a short time.
	Breakthrough pain, which may come on suddenly, is pain that may occur while you are taking medicine to manage chronic pain. It usually lasts for a short time and may be intense. Breakthrough pain may happen even when you’re taking the correct amount of pain medicine, if the current medicine is wearing off, for example.
	Chronic pain, also called persistent pain, is pain that usually lasts more than three months. It may be mild or severe. Chronic pain may come and go or be constant. Chronic pain levels may also stay the same, or get worse, over time.



      
              
                    
    
Causes of cancer-related pain


There are different causes of pain in people being treated for cancer. Sometimes cancer is the cause of your pain. This may happen if a tumor presses on nerves or other parts of your body. Some cancer treatments or tests cause pain, such as surgery or bone marrow aspiration. Another cause of pain may be the side effects of cancer treatment, such as mouth sores, peripheral neuropathy, or skin reactions.



      
              
                    
    
Specialists who treat people with pain


Some hospitals have pain specialists. These specialists often work together as a team to treat pain. Your pain control team may be led by your doctor or a palliative care specialist. Other specialists on the team may include experts such as a nurse, an acupuncturist, a pharmacist, a surgeon, a psychiatrist or a psychologist.



      
              
                    
    
Developing a pain control plan 


Based on your description of the pain, your symptoms, a physical exam, and sometimes imaging tests, your doctor will develop a plan to control your pain. This plan usually includes pain control medicine and may include other practices such as those listed in the integrative medicine section below.


Describing your pain: When you talk with your doctor or nurse, be as specific as you can about the pain. Your health care team may ask you questions like these to better understand and treat your pain: 






        
    
  
              

        

	Where do you feel pain? 
	What does the pain feel like (is it sharp, burning, shooting, or throbbing)? Here are words you can use to help describe pain.
	Does the pain come and go, or is it constant?
	When does the pain start? How long does the pain last?
	How bad is the pain, on a scale of 1 to 10, where “10” is the most pain and “1” the least?
	What helps to lower the pain or make it go away?
	What makes the pain get worse?
	Does the pain interfere with eating, sleeping, exercise, or other daily activities? 
	How does pain affect your mood and mental health?

Ask your nurse how to track pain-related information. Some people write down their levels of pain and the medicine they took for it, in a notebook. Others may get a chart from their nurse or use a pain app on their phone.    


Getting a pain control plan that works for you: Once a pain control plan has been developed, your health care team will talk with you about whether your pain is going down. They may ask you questions:


	Is your pain medicine helping to lower the pain?
	How much medicine do you take?
	When and how often do you take it?
	Is the pain medicine causing side effects that are bothering you?
	Would you like to try other practices that may help with your pain? For example, acupuncture, mindfulness, hypnosis, or guided imagery.

Based on your answers to these questions, your doctor may change the type or amount of pain medicine and make other suggestions.


When to call your doctor: Contact your doctor or nurse if you feel new pain, if your pain isn’t decreasing or going away with pain medicine, or if you have side effects from the pain medicine. Pain is not something that you have to “put up with.” Ask your doctor about any other times you should call.



      
              
                    
    
Taking your pain control medicine


Different types of pain medicine (also called painkillers, pain relievers, and analgesics) are used to control pain. Your doctor will explain what medicine is recommended for you, when to take it, and exactly how much to take (dose) at one time. It’s also important to learn about side effects and how to manage them.


Types of pain medicine 


These different types of medicine may be used to control pain:


	over-the-counter pain medicine such as aspirin, acetaminophen (Tylenol), ibuprofen (Advil), or naproxen (Aleve)
	prescription medicines such as antidepressants, antiseizure medicines, muscle relaxants, or steroids
	opioids, also called narcotics, for moderate to severe cancer pain, such as tramadol, hydromorphone, methadone, morphine, oxycodone, and hydrocodone.

Learn more about these and other drugs in the NCI Drug Dictionary. 


How much and when to take pain control medicine



  

  

	
		
							      

						Cancer Pain Control: Support for People With Cancer

							Learn what you can do to help manage the physical and emotional effects of cancer-related pain.

					
	




Take the prescribed amount of medicine, at the scheduled time. If you aren’t sure exactly when to take your pain medicine, ask your doctor.


	Don’t wait until your pain gets bad before taking pain medicine. If you wait to take your medicine, the pain may take longer to go away, or you may need to take more medicine. The best way to control pain is to stop it from starting or keep it from getting worse.  
	Tell your doctor if the medicine is not working. The type of pain medicine or the amount you are taking may need to be changed.
	Never stop taking your pain medicine without first talking to your doctor. Taking less pain medicine than your doctor has prescribed or stopping the medication abruptly could cause a condition called withdrawal. Symptoms of withdrawal may include anxiety, sweating, nausea, and vomiting.
	Sometimes your body gets used to a medicine and it no longer works as it first did. This is called drug tolerance. Either more medicine or a different type of medicine may be prescribed.

Side effects of pain control medicines


It’s important to ask about side effects that pain medicine may cause so you know what to expect and how to manage them. Common side effects of pain medicine include constipation, drowsiness, nausea, or vomiting. Some of these may go away as your body gets used to the pain medicine. Talk with your doctor to learn about any reactions you should seek emergency medical care for or call about.


What to know about drug tolerance, physical dependence, and addiction 


People with cancer often need to take strong pain medicine, such as opioids. Ask your health care team about drug tolerance, physical dependence, and addiction, especially if you were prescribed opioids to control pain.


Drug tolerance is a condition that happens when your body gets used to medicine. Some people with cancer pain stop getting pain relief from pain medicine over time. If drug tolerance happens, your doctor may increase the dose or prescribe a different pain medicine.


Physical dependence is a condition in which a person takes a drug over time and has unpleasant physical symptoms if the drug is suddenly stopped, or the dose is significantly reduced. It happens when the body gets used to a certain level of the medicine. Physical dependence can happen with the chronic use of a drug, even when taken as instructed.


Addiction involves compulsive drug seeking behavior and the inability to stop taking the drug, despite harmful consequences—such as not meeting important family, work, or social obligations. Know that addiction can happen to anyone, regardless of age, race, or income levels.


It’s common for people with cancer to worry about becoming addicted to pain medicines. Know that needing a higher dose of pain medicine or having symptoms when the dose is decreased or stopped is not the same as addiction. Your doctor will carefully prescribe your pain medicine and monitor you, so that your pain is safely treated. Each person’s pain control plan is tailored to them. Most people with cancer who take strong pain medicine, such as opioids, use them safely and effectively.



      
              
                    
    
Complementary and integrative medicine practices to manage pain


In addition to prescribing medicine to manage pain, your health care team may suggest other practices. These non-drug practices are often called complementary medicine, integrative medicine, and whole person health. Some examples of natural pain relief include:


	Acupuncture is the technique of inserting very thin needles about the thickness of a hair into specific points on your body. It can help to relieve discomfort and pain. Learn about acupuncture.
	Biofeedback is a technique that helps you learn how to control functions such as heartbeat, blood pressure, and muscle tension to reduce pain. Learn about biofeedback-assisted relaxation.
	Distraction is a technique that can help you take your attention away from the pain by focusing on something else, such as listening to music, walking outside, or watching a movie.
	Guided imagery, also called visualization, is a technique in which you focus on positive scenes, pictures, or experiences to lower pain. Learn about guided imagery.
	Hypnosis is a trance-like state of deep relaxation that can be used to relieve pain. Learn about hypnosis.
	Meditation can help to relax your mind and body, which can improve your overall sense of well-being and lower pain. Learn about meditation and mindfulness.

These and other integrative medicine practices are available in communities and hospitals. There are also online programs. Ask your health care team to suggest the best options for you.  



      
              
                    
    
Questions to ask doctors about pain 


	What symptoms should I call you about?
	What symptoms should I go to the emergency room for?
	Which medicine(s) do you recommend for me?
	What side effects may I have from the pain medicine?
	If the pain doesn’t go away, can I take more pain medicine or take it more frequently?
	If so, how much and how often can I take the pain medicine?
	Is there a pain specialist that you could refer me to for more information?
	Are there approaches other than or in addition to pain medication that may help my pain? 


NCI's Cancer Pain PDQ summary has in-depth information on managing and treating cancer-associated pain. View the patient or health professional version.





      
              
                    
    
Related resources 


	Cancer Pain Control: Support for People With Cancer
	National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH)
	National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA)
	Can Acupuncture Help Cancer Survivors with Chronic Pain?
	Managing Cancer Pain: Are Better Approaches on the Horizon?
	The Opioid Epidemic and Cancer Pain Management: A Conversation with Dr. Judith Paice
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