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PAIN AND SYMPTOM 
MANAGEMENT: TALK TO  
YOUR HEALTH CARE TEAM800-813-HOPE (4673)
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www.cancercare.org

It is important to maintain open and honest communication with your 
health care team about any symptoms or pain that you are experiencing 
to help improve your quality of life. For people living with cancer, managing 
pain and other symptoms often depends on whether the cancer has spread 
to other parts of the body and the location of the tumors. 

ORIGINS OF PAIN

• Directly from the tumor: depending on 
its location and size, the tumor can be a 
source of discomfort

• Treatment-related: due to side effects 
of chemotherapy or radiation

• Post-operative: result of a surgical 
procedure

Remember that it can be helpful to bring 
a family member or friend when visiting 
the physician. Whether in person or via 
telephone, having someone with you can 
be an added support during a difficult 
time. They can help by taking notes and 
asking questions pertaining to your 
diagnosis and treatment. 

TALKING TO YOUR DOCTOR ABOUT PAIN

These are some of the things to discuss 
with your health care team and some of 
the questions they may ask you:

When and where is your pain? You may 
experience pain in more than one place in 
your body. Providing your doctor specifics 
about the pain can help them understand 
the cause of pain in each place. Was there a 
particular event that led to the pain? When 
did it start? Did it begin spontaneously? Does 
the pain move from one area to another?

What does the pain feel like? For 
example, is it dull, sharp, burning, 
pinching or stabbing? 

WHAT KIND OF PAIN IS IT? 

• Acute pain: usually doesn’t last a 
long time and can range in intensity

• Chronic pain: can last more than a 
couple of days and range in intensity 

• Breakthrough pain: occurs 
suddenly and may happen when 
doing certain movements or 
performing a certain activity

What is the intensity of your pain? 
Is it mild, moderate or severe? There 
are different pain scales can help you 
rate your pain:

• The simplest scale goes from 0 to 
10, with 0 equaling no pain and 10 
equaling the worst pain possible.

• A verbal scale uses mild, moderate 
and severe as key words to 
describe pain levels.

• A series of cartoon-like faces 
shows differing degrees of 
discomfort from 0 to 10.
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CancerCare® Can Help
Founded in 1944, CancerCare is the leading national 
organization providing free support services and 
information to help people manage the emotional, 
practical and financial challenges of cancer. Our 
comprehensive services include counseling and 
support groups over the phone, online and in-person, 
educational workshops, publications and financial and 
co-payment assistance. All CancerCare services are 
provided by professional oncology social workers and 
world-leading cancer experts.

To learn more, visit www.cancercare.org 
or call 800-813-HOPE (4673).
Facebook: facebook.com/cancercare 
Twitter: @cancercare
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GET EMOTIONAL SUPPORT

Your team of doctors, nurses and social 
workers are valuable sources of support as 
you cope with a cancer diagnosis.

Oncology social workers are licensed 
professionals who counsel people affected by 
cancer, providing emotional support and helping 
people access practical assistance. CancerCare’s 
oncology social workers provide individual 
counseling, support groups and locate services 
face-to-face, online or on the telephone, free of 
charge. To learn more, visit www.cancercare.org 
or call 800-813-HOPE (4673).

Does anything make the pain worse? For example, 
does standing or sitting make it hurt more? Is it worse 
at night and better during the day? Does a change in 
temperature intensify or relieve the pain? Do you feel 
more pain on a cold day? 

Does anything relieve the pain? Do you feel better if 
you massage the area or if you lie down/walk around? 

How much relief are you getting from pain 
medication? Does your pain medication provide you 
with enough relief? Does it wear off before it’s time for 
your next dose? Are you having any side effects?

Are you having any breakthrough pain? How many 
episodes of breakthrough pain do you have? When do they 
occur? How long do they last? What makes them better?

Is the pain affecting your everyday life? Is pain 
disturbing your sleep or your ability to eat? Is it 
impacting your ability to complete activities of daily 
living?  Are you able to go about your day without 
being interrupted by pain?

KEEPING A PAIN AND SYMPTOM JOURNAL

Writing down any symptoms or side effects that you 
experience on a daily basis can help inform you and 
your health care team about how to improve your 
care. As a result of keeping a treatment journal, you 
may notice patterns in the onset of pain and symptoms 
that you didn’t notice before. Writing in a journal can 
also help you feel empowered as you cope with cancer. 

Work with your health care team to make a list of all 
of your medications, chemotherapy and targeted 
treatments, including their dosage and the frequency in 
which they are taken. To keep track of side effects, you 
may find it helpful to write down information such as:

• When the side effect occurred and for how long

• How strong was the discomfort/pain on a scale of 1-10

• How the side effect impacts your daily activities

• Contact information for each member of your health 
care team

• When to call your doctor and/or go to the emergency 
room with a symptom 

• Questions or concerns you have


