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PAIN AND CANCER 

What is Pain that is associated with Chemotherapy? 
There are many ways to define pain. The International Association for the 
Study of Pain says it is "an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience 
in association with actual or potential tissue damage, or described in terms 
of such damage." Whatever definition you prefer, pain is a sensation that 
hurts, and it has both physical and emotional aspects to consider. 
 
Pain can be acute or chronic: Acute pain usually starts suddenly, may be 
sharp, and often triggers visible bodily reactions such as sweating, an 
elevated blood pressure, and more. Acute pain is generally a signal of 
rapid-onset injury to the body, and it resolves when pain relief is given 
and/or the injury is treated. 
 
Chronic pain lasts, and pain is considered chronic when it lasts beyond the 
normal time expected for an injury to heal or an illness to resolve. Chronic 
pain, sometimes called persistent pain, can be very stressful for both the 
body and the soul, and requires careful, ongoing attention to be 
appropriately treated. 
 
What Causes Pain in Cancer Patients? 
The two most common causes of cancer pain are the cancer itself and the 
treatments you receive to treat cancer. 
 

1. The cancer itself. When cancer causes pain, some probable causes 
include the pressure of a tumor on one of the body's organs or on 
bone or nerves. Sometimes cancer can cause pain when blood 
vessels become obstructed by the tumor. 

 
2. Cancer treatments. There are a variety of treatments for cancer and 

some of them are less than pleasant. However, please remember that 
not all people being treated for cancer experience ALL of the array of 
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side effects of these treatments. A side effect one person feels may 
never happen to another. It is also very important to remember that 
many treatment-related side effects can be successfully prevented in 
some cases, and treated if they occur. More information about 
managing side effects is explained where each treatment type is 
discussed. 

 
How Can Cancer Pain be Controlled? 
Cancer pain can be managed. With today's knowledge of cancer pain and 
the availability of pain-relieving therapies, no one should have to suffer 
from unrelieved pain. 
 
The goal of pain control is to prevent pain that can be prevented, and to 
treat pain that cannot be prevented. It is possible that you will not have pain 
from chemotherapy treatments, but if you do, you can take steps to relieve 
it. The first step is to talk with your physician, nurse, or pharmacist about 
your pain. Give them as many details as possible. The National Cancer 
Institute (NCI) recommends that you describe your pain to your family and 
friends so that they can help communicate with your caregivers if you are 
too tired or in too much pain to talk to them yourself. Be sure to describe 
the following: 

• location of the pain 
In what parts of your body are you experiencing the greatest pain?  

• description of the pain 
Describe what the pain feels like. Is it sharp or dull, throbbing or 
steady? Describe the intensity of the pain by using a numerical scale, 
with 0 being no pain and 10 being the greatest pain.  

• length of the pain 
How long does the pain last?  

• pain aggravators 
What types of activities or positions make the pain better or worse?  

• medication history and profile 
List the names of the medications you are currently taking and their 
effectiveness.  

•  
For chronic pain, take your pain medication on a regular schedule (by the 
clock). Do not skip doses. If you wait to take pain medication until you feel 
pain, it may be more difficult to control. To lessen tension and reduce 
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anxiety, it may also be helpful to use relaxation exercises when you take 
your medication. 
 
You may find that your usual pain can be controlled by medication, but 
occasionally a more severe pain will “break through” for a short time. In 
some cases, your physician may prescribe a short-acting medication. 
Many different medications and methods are available to control cancer 
pain. If you are in pain and your physician has no further suggestions, ask 
to see a pain specialist or have your physician consult with a pain 
specialist. A pain specialist may be an oncologist, anesthesiologist, 
neurologist, neurosurgeon, another physician, nurse, or pharmacist. 
 


