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Abstract
fusearch indi,cates that patientsfeel more satisf,ed and obtain better health outcomcs when thq
are able to discuss tkcir Etcstions wi,th their hcalth professionals. A better understanding of
cancer patirnts' questions may lnlp guid"e intertentions to address tfuir information nuds and
improae pain managetnent. This study sought to explore and fuscribe the questions that women

with breast cancer haae about pai,n related to cancen Semistructtned interaiat)s were conducted

wi,th womcn with pain related to breast cancer m its treatrnent, reruitedfrom a large teaching
hospital in Tmonto, Canada. Interaiews were audio recordcd and fully transcribed. Data
saturation was reached after 18 parti,cipants wne i.nterviaued. Analysis inaolaed thp

identffication of themes and tfu dnelopment of a taxonomy of questions about pain. In total,
oaer 200 questions concerning seaen main themes une identif,ed: (1) und.erstand,i.ng cancer
pain, (2) hnowing what t0 expect, (3) options for pai.n control, (4) coping wi,th cancer pain,
(5) talking uith others with cancer pain, (6) f,nding help managing cancer pain, and (7)
describing pain. The infarmation collected, suggests that fornulating and articulnting
questions about pain is a context-d,ependent, time-intensi.ae process that requires reflection,

hnowlzdge, and a good use of language. Pati.ents haue numtrous and d,iunse questions about
pain and its treatnzent, which may be dfficult to address within tfu conterct of a tlpical
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cotlsultetizn. Tb manage pain adequately, innoaati.ae effurts are needrd to enable patinnts and
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Introduc'tion
Despite advances in the management of can-

cer pain, many people with cancer continue to
obtain inadequate analgesia.l-3 This has been
attributed, to a large extent, to important bar-
riers that hinder communication during the
treatment of cancer pain at the levels of
the health system, health professional, and
patient."-' Effective communication between
patients and health professionals is known to
improve health outcomes, including pain con-
trol." One way to improve this communication
is to enable patients to participate actively dur-
ing the management of their pain. To facilitate
patient participation, patients need to be pro-
vided with sufficient and appropriate informa-
tion and enabled to ask questions.e

Research indicates that patients who are
able to ask questions of importance to them
and get answers, feel less anxious, more satis-
fied with the consultation, experience greater
information recall and better health outcomes,
including pain control.l0-14 Unfortunately,
many patients may not know what questions
to ask or how to articulate their concerrrs. In
an effort to improve communication between
patients and health professionals, several re-
searchers have developed question-prompting
interventions to ensure patients' questions
are addressed.ll-l4 However. onlv a few inves-
tigatorsl5'16 have examined the questions that
cancer patients would like addressed.

Several pape$ have documented the infor-
mation needs and preferences of individuals
with cancer. However. most of the literature
discusses patient information needs from the
perspective of health professionals, the topics
identified are broad, and there are limited
data on the specific questions that cancer pa-
tients would like addressed. Although informa-
tion about pain management has been
identified as a priority for individuals with

canceqlT to our knowledge no studies have ex-
amined the questions that cancer patients have
about pain related to their illness. A better un-
derstanding of cancer patients' questions and
concerns may help guide interventions to ad-
dress their information needs and improve
pain management. Guidelines for the develop
ment of patient information materials suggest
that patients' questions should be used as the
starting point.t8

Using qualitative methodology, McJannet and
colleaguesl5 examined the information needs of
recently diagnosed cancer patients consulting
a surgeon, and Clayton and colleagueslo exam-
ined the information needs of cancer patients
referred to a palliative specialist. Although
both studies had important findings, neither fo-
cused on, nor specifically explored, the topic of
pain. Clayton et al. identified pain to be an im-
portant topic among palliative cancer patients;
however, the topic was not explored in detail
and the questions identified were limited to con-
trolling pain, concerns about morphine, and
the experience of pain near the end of life.

In this study, we explored the questions that
women with breast cancer have about the ex-
perience and management of pain related to
cancer. We focused on the experiences of
women with breast cancer because pain con-
tinues to be a prevalent syrnptom associated
with breast cancer and is diverse in nature
and etiology.le We chose a qualitative descrip
tive approach because we believed it was the
most appropriate method to learn from the
perspectives of those who experience pain re-
lated to cancer and build an understanding
based on their expressed needs.2o

Methods
Study Design

This study used a qualitative research ap-
proach called fundamental qualitatiae dtsmiption,



as described by Sandelowski.2l Qualitative de-
scriptive studies have as their central goal
a comprehensive summary of an event or phe-
nomenon, organized in a way that best fits the
data collected and will be most relevant to the
audience for whom it was written. There is n<-r

mandate other than to produce an accurate
descriptive summary of an event in the every-
day terms of that event. Such an approach is es-
pecially suited for those seeking to explore and
identify the "who, what, and where" of events
or phenomena. Although no description is
free of in terpre tation, fundamen tal quali tative
description involves a "low-inference" form of
interpretation.zl It allows the data to "speak
for themselves"22 and does not require the
researcher to describe the data in terms of a
specific conceptual, philosophical, or other
abstract framework.

Participants
We sought participants who: (l) had pain, of

any kind and of any severity, associated with
breast cancer or its treatment, (2) were 18
years ofage or older, and (3) were able to un-
derstand spoken and written English. The sam-
ple size was not fixed or predetermined, but
rather was determined by the saturation point
of the data. Recruitment ceased when the in-
formation being collected became repetitive
across individuals and new themes no longer
emerged.23 This occurred after l8 participants
were interviewed.

Participants were recruited from the Breast
Cancer and Pain Clinics at the Princess Mar-
garet Hospital in Toronto, Canada from June
to October 2003. Given the diversity of pain
syndromes related to breast cancer,le we ex-
plored the questions that the participants
had regarding any tlpe of pain related to
breast cancer or its treatment. We were inter-
ested in obtaining a maximum variation sam-
ple of participants with diverse characteristics
(disease status, treatment profile, years since
diagnosis) to capture the core experiences
and central themes that cut across a variety
of patient perspectives.2n Th. constraints im-
posed by a busy clinic setting necessitated con-
venience sampling. Fortunately, the final
sample comprised breast cancer patients with
a range ofcharacteristics and pain experiences
(Table 1).

Data Collecti,on
Each participant took part in one semistruc-

tured interview Interviews were conducted
by the same investigator $.L.B.) to ensure
consistency and reliability of the inforrnation
collected. Interviews were approximately
60 minutes in length, were audio recorded
and took place following a scheduled clinic ap-
pointment (n:16) or by telephone ar a later
date (n:2), depending on the participant's
preferences. Full infor rned consent procedures
were followed. Study approval was granted by
the University Health Network and the Univer-
sity of Toronto Research Ethics Boards.

Open-ended questions were used to guide
the interview. Participants were asked about
their experiences with pain, related questions
and concerns, specific information they
wished they knew more about or had known
earlier, questions they asked their health pro-
fessionals, and any unanswered questions.
Clarification probes and follow-up questions
were used. to clariSr and explore issues in
greater depth and to verify our understanding
of the information being collected.25 The in-
terview guide was pilot tested to ensure the
clarity of the questions and follow-up probes.
As appropriate in qualitative research, new
questions were developed and included in suc-
cessive interviews as new issues and themes
emerged.26 Data collection and analysis were
thus simultaneous and iterative, lending
further credibility to the dat^.27'28

Following the interview, each participant an-
swered a brief questionnaire to obtain descrip-
tive information about their disease status,
treatment profile, pain intensity, and demo-
graphics. Pain intensity was assessed using
a four-point categorical verbal rating scale2e
(none, mild, moderate, and severe). Partici-
pants rated their pain intensity at the time of
the interview, on average, and at its worst.

Data Aneilysis
Data from the transcribed interviews were

analyzed using qualitative content analysis fol-
lowing procedures described by Graneheim
and Lundman30 and by Creswell.26 Multistag.
data analysis was facilitated by QSR NVTVO
2.0 datz management software.

Each transcript underwent several close
readings. Codes derived from the data were



Age (years)
>55

Education completed
Greater than secondary

or high school

Language (native)
English

Country of origin
Canada

Years since diagnosis
0-5
6-10
1l+

Metastatic breast cancer
Yes

Treatments received
Surgery
Radiation therapy
Chemotherapy

Number of pains
Greater than one pain

Pain intensity (at its worst)
Mild
Severe

Pain intensity (in the last 7 days)
Mild
Moderate
Severe

Pain intensity (at the intervierv)
No pain
Mild
Moderate
Severe

Current analgesic therapy
None
NSAIDs or acetaminophen
Opioid

Attributed cause of pain
Cancer
Treatment
Unknown
Unrelated

Thble 1
Participant Characteristics (r?: 18)

Characteristic No. of Participants (Vo)

14 (77.8)

8 (44.4)

14 (77.8)

l1 (61.1)

I (44.4',)

5 (27.8)
5 (27.8)

10 (55.6)

17 (e4.4)
12 (66.7)
14 (77.8)

9 (50.0)

2 (11.1)
16 (88.9)

l0 (55.6)
6 (33.3)
2 (11.r)

I (5.6)
13 (72.2)
2 (11.1)
2 (11.1)

2 (11.1)
3 (16.7)

13 (72.2)

8 (44.4)
7 (38.e)
2 (11.1)
1 (5.6)

NSAIDs : nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory dmgs.

systematically applied to words and passages in
the text. Three of the authors (.L.B.,J.H., and

J.W.) independently coded the first l0 tran-
scripts. Independent coding results were
compared and a coding scheme was developed
that was applied to all transcripts. Interrater

reliability was high; there were only a few dis-
agreements among the coders, which were eas-
ily resolved in conversation. Similarities and
differences in the codes and related text were
explored and sorted into categories; the un-
derlying meaning of the calegories was then
formulated into a theme; and the participants'
questions were extracted and organized into
a taxonomic structure based on the emergent
themes. Findings emerged through consensus
among investigators. A detailed descrip-
tion of the analysis procedure is described
elsewhere.3l

Several steps were taken to ensure the cred-
ibility of the results, following recognized
criteria for assessing validity in qualitarive in-
quiry."'" These included providing a detailed
description of the research procedures, partic-
ipants, and results to enable readers to judge
the applicability of the results in other settings;
independent coding of the data by three
researchers and regular debriefing of the
research team to corroborate the research
findings; and respondent validation involving
the use of clarification probes and follow-up
questions during interviews to ensure that
the participants' viewpoints were accurately
captured and faithfully interpreted.

Results
The sample comprised breast cancer patients

with a range of sociodemographic back-
grounds, treatment profiles, disease character-
istics, and pain experiences (Table l). The
m{ority (n:10) of participants had been liv-
ing with the cancer for six or more years and
had evidence of metastatic breast cancer. Ten
participants were receiving treatment at the
time of the interview, two were about to begin
treatment, and six women had received
treatment and were in remission. Each of the
participants described varied and extensive ex-
periences with pain. The majority of partici-
pants (n:16) reported experiencing severe
pain at some point since their diagnosis. At
the time of the interview. all but two of the
participants were using some form of analgesic
therapy for pain control and the m{ority
(n:13) reported experiencing mild pain.
Eight participants believed their pain was
caused bythe breast cancerand seven attributed
their pain to the treatment.



Analysis of the interview transcripts resulted
in the identification of 208 questions concern-
ing seven main themes: (l) understanding
cancer pain (cause, meaning, and nature of
cancer pain), (2) knowing what to expect,
(3) options for pain control, (4) coping with
cancer pain, (5) talking with others with can-
cer pain, (6) finding help managing cancer
pain, and (7) describing pain (Table 2).

These seven themes form the core findings of
this study and will be described in brief. In the
description of each theme, the term "some" re-
fers to two to four participants, "many" to five to
eight participants, and "most" refers to nine or
more participants (i.e., greater than 50Vo).
Table 3 includes representative quotes from
each theme. Table 4 includes typical questions
from the taxonomy. A complete version of the
taxonomy can be accessed from http:/ /vww.
virtualclinic . ca / coach.

Understanding Cancer Pain
All participants expressed a desire to know

the cause of their pain. A predominant concern
was whether their pain was caused by or related
to their cancer. Participants wanted to under-
stand why and how cancer causes pain, the
meaning of pain and why the nature of pain
changes (quotes 1-3). They feared that new or
more intense pain meant that the cancer was

getting worse or spreading, the cancer had re-
turned, ora newform of cancerwas developing.

Knowing What to Expect
Most participants wanted to be well in-

formed about what was likely to happen,
particularly in regard to pain. They wanted to
know when they should expect to experience
pain and what the pain would be like. Partici-
pants desired detailed information about the
expected location, intensity, duration, and
sensory qualities of the pain (quote 4). They
seemed to be under the impression that pain
follows a predictable course.

Table 2
Themes

1. Understanding cancer pain
2. Knowing what to expect
3. Options for pain control
4. Coping with cancer pain
5. Talking with others with cancer pain
6. Finding help managing cancer pain
7. Describing pain

Participants explained that knowing what to
expect would make them feel less anxious
(quote 5). New or unexpected pains evoked
fear and anxiety. Knowing what to expect
helped them prepare for the pain as well as

determine whether their pain was "normal."
Participants considered "normal" pain to be
that which is typical or experienced by others
in similar situations (quote 6;.

Options fm Pain Control
Participants raised numerous questions

about a range of different options for pain
control, including analgesic medication, medi-
cal or surgical treatments, and nonphannaco-
logical approaches. They expressed a desire
to know all options available, how the drugs
or treatments work, expected side effects,
and under what circumstances they are used
to treat pain. Many described a period of
time when they endured severe pain because
they were not aware of the treatment options
available (quote 7).

Participants raised several practical ques-
tions about the use and administration of anal-
gesic medication, including when and how the
medication should be taken, how often, for
how long, when to expect pain relief, and
the expected duration of the relief (quote 8).
Concerns about addiction and tolerance were
common, particularly with respect to the use
of opioids. Fear of unpleasant or unmanage-
able side effects prompted many to avoid or
discontinue pain medication.

Participants also expressed a desire to learn
about nonpharmacological approaches to pain
relief: "things to help that aren't medically
based." Some did notfeel adequatelysupported
in their pursuit of alternative approaches to
pain relief and would have appreciated guid-
ance from their health professional (quote 9).
Participants also spoke about wanting to know
what they could do for themselves to relieve
their pain. There was a clear distinction be-
tween activities that one could do for oneself,
while at home, to relieve pain versus methods
of pain relief that require (indirectly or directly)
the help of a professional.

Coping with Cancer Pain
The participants described numerous ways in

which the pain had a negative impact on their
lives physically, psychologically, and socially.



Table 3
Representative Quotes

Understanding Cancer Pain
1 "The one that to me would be number one is, 'Why am I having the pain?' and 'what is going on now in my body that I am

having all this pain?'[Participant 16]
2 "I've asked, 'I know there are nodes in these areas, does that mean that there is some invasion there or that there is some

cancer spreading?' As soon as you have aches and pains, you always think *rat there is some new form of cancer
developing." [Participant 1l]

3 "It moves around, back and forth for a couple of hours. Then when it returns it might be in a different spot. I can't
understand 'why it's always there and not ahvap there and rvhy it goes arvay for a few weeks,"' [Participant 4]

Knon4ng \4rhat to Expect
4 "The rype of pain, 'How it will manifest itself, the intensity'' 'Is it suppose d to be constant?' 'Is it supposed to come in great

big stabs?' This kind of thing might be helpful." [Participant 11]
5 "Ifyou don't know about it then you get more concerned, and you're thinking, 'Should I do something sooner?"'

IParticipant 4]
6 "I guess Ijust wanted to know 'if it rvas normal'...'whether other people have this kind ofpain after having this kind of

surgery."' [Participant 17]

Options for Pain Control
7 "I wish I knew then that there was a painkiller like this to alleviate my pain because it was so bad and if it would have been

alleviated then, I wouldn't have suffered so much, right?" [Participant 5]
8 "'How long before it starts working?' 'How long it's going to rvork for?' ... if I'm taking my pill at 8:00 in the morning, 'when

should I feel relieP' 'An hour later, twenty minutes later?' And if I'm taking the m every twelve hours, 'Is it going to last the
twelve hours?'" [Participant 18]

I "I pretty much felt like I was on my ou'n trying different things and not really knowing where to go or who to approach or
you know, what would work...I spent a lot of time and money trying to find the answer. So, I rvould have definitely have
liked some guidance in that." [Participant 17]

Coping with Cancer Pain
10 "I don'twant it to stop my life. I want to be able to live with it." [Participant 11]
11 "Meditation, visualization, spirituality? Easy things to help you cope so that you're not feeling so victimized... It's never

going to go away. I'm never going to get better, exactly. And we don't want people to feel like there's no help, because
there is. It's just a matter of getting that out there." [Participant 18]

Talking with Others with Cancer Pain
12 "The main thing I would ask them is you know 'what have they found that has worked or at least helped to alleviate the

pain'... And I guess I rvould want to know, 'how it has affected their life as well."'[Participant 17]
13 "Um. I guess, more of a desire to talk to them. Because maybe their doctors have suggested something that my doctor

doesn't know about." [Participant 5]

Finding Help Managing Cancer Pain
14 "I saw the surgeon a few times afterwards and complained about the pain. [They said] Just keep taking 'X'.' But it didn't

really seem to do that much. So, my comprehension of pain was that I couldn't control it. Until I met Dr. A and she said
to me, 'You do not have to be in pain in this day and age,' and that is when the lights came on." [Participant lZJ

15 "If it were to happen again, I rvould ask more questions of my doctor. I would ask, you know, 'n'hether it is better to go the
hospital and tell *rem that I am in terrible pain.' I wouldn't have n'asted my time with my family doctor. Sometimes
maybe some people feel like 'Oh, I don't want to bother the doctor, it's just pain, lr'e all get pain.' But no, I would never
do that again." [Participant 9]

16 "All I can say is make sure pebple are aware of what I found out, that you don't have to have pain. If I'd never been
introduced to Dr. A, I don't know how long it would have gone on. I didn't even know there were pain control doctors
out there. I mean why would any average person know that there is a doctor who specializes in pain control?"
[Participant 121

Describing Pain
17 "I guessjust maybe differentways ofdescribing it and sort ofwhat itwould mean to a doctor. Because you know he might

sa1., 'It's throbbing,' but the doctor might have a different idea of what that means than I do. So I don't really know
whether I'm using those words the right way or not." [Participant 4]

Many expressed fear that their pain and related
disabilitywould worsen with time and interfere
with their quality of life indefinitely. In general,
participants were determined not to let the pain
disrupt their lives or reduce their enjoyrnent of
life (quote l0).

Participants actively sought ways to cope
with their pain and maintain a good quality
of life despite the pain. Some expressed a de-
sire to learn about cognitive and behavioral
strategies to cope with pain. Participant 18 ex-
plained that developing effective coping



TAbb 4
Typical Questions

Undentanding Cancer Pain
What causes it?

Is my pain caused by cancer?
What does it mean?

Does the pain mean the cancer is getting rvorse or
spreading?

Why is it like this?
Why does the pain come and go?

Knowing What to Expect
What is normal?

\A/hat type of pain is normal and to be expected given
my particular situation?

What will it be like?
Where will I have pain? How bad n'ill it be? How long

will it last? What will it feel like?

Options for Pain Control
What about medication?

What are the most common types of pain medication
and how do they work?

What about treatments?
Do cancer treatments help to relieve pain?

What about alternative or complementary therapies?
What alternative therapies are used to treat cancer

pain?
What about self care?

What can I do for m;nelf to help relieve my pain?

Coping with Cancer Pain
Impact on life

Will I ever be able to do the things I did before?
How to cope

What can I do to cope with the pain?

Talking with Others with Cancer Pain
Talking to your health professional

Is it just me or are there others like me?
Talking to other breast cancer patients

How has the pain affected your life?

Finding Help Managing Cancer Pain
Who can help?

\A/ho should I talk to and n'here should I go to get
help managing my pain?

When to get help?
\Arhen should I get medical attention for my pain?

How to get help?
How can I get in contact with a pain specialist or

a pain clinic?

Describing Pain
What words should I use to describe my pain?

strategies would make her feel less victimized
(quote 11).

Thlhing with Others with Cancer Pain
Many participants expressed a desire to talk

to other breast cancer patients about their
pain and learn from their experiences. Specif-
ically, they expressed a desire to learn if there
were others who had similar pain experiences,

what their pain was like, how it has affected
their lives, what they are doing to cope, what
their doctors suggested in terms of pain relief,
and the method of pain relief they found to be
most effective (quote 12).

It seemed that participants were seeking in
others, information and support, as well as re-
assul?nce, that theirs was a typical or normal
presentation. Questions such as "Is it just me
or are there others like me?" were common.
Participants were hopeful that by talking to
others they might learn of questions to ask
their doctor, as well as methods of pain relief
that their doctor, might have not considered
(quote 13).

Findi.ng Help Managing Cancer Pain
Many participants stated that they were un-

der the assumption that pain is an inevitable
part of cancer. They were not aware that can-
cer pain can be effectively controlled in most
cases or that there are specialists in pain man-
agement who can assist them. Many partici-
pants described a period of time when their
pain was not adequately assessed or treated
and they were not referred to others with
more expertise (quote l4).

The participants confided that they often
did not knowwhich health professional to con-
sult about their pain. In particular, they asked
whether they should consult their family doc-
tor, an oncologist, or a pain specialist about
a pain problem. Some participants were con-
cerned they had "wasted time" consulting
their family doctor and wished that they had
consulted someone else sooner (quote 15).

Participants said that they would have liked
to have known who to talk to and where to go
to obtain help managing their pain, how to get
in contact with a pain specialist or a pain clinic,
and where to access information about pain
management. They described a need for in-
creased public awareness about pain control.
They implored that other cancer patients
should be informed that cancer pain can be
controlled and about the existence of a team
of specialists that can help (quote 16).

Describing Pain
All participants seemed to find it difficult to

describe their pain adequately. Often, partici-
pants began their description by saying "It is
hard to describe..." and resorted to analogy or



metaphor. Some of the participants explicitly
expressed that they would like to learn how to
describe their pain to health professionals. For
example, Participant 4 requested examples of
words that are typically used to describe pain,
descriptions of the meaning of those words,
and more specifically, what they would mean
to a health professional (quote l7).

Discti,ssion
To our knowledge, this is the first study to fo-

cus on, and extensively describe, the questions
that a sample of cancer patients have regard-
ing the experience and management of pain
related to cancer. Although comprehensive,
we acknowledge that the taxonomy of ques-
tions is not exhaustive. However. the similari-
ties between our core themes and those
found in other studies examining cancer
patients' information needsl5'16 permit confi-
dence in the comprehensiveness and credibil-
ity of the findings. This observation also
suggests that these themes may represent
information that is important to cancer pa-
tients regardless of cancer type and may not
be specific to the experience of breast cancer
pain.

This study has certain limitations. The study
design and method of data collection may
have skewed the sample toward individuals
who find it easier to talk about their illness
or who felt well enough to participate, and
the constraints imposed by a busy clinic setting
necessitated convenience sampling. Fortu-
nately, given that we were seeking a maximum
variation sample, the final sample comprised
breast cancer patients with a range of sociode-
mographic backgrounds, treatment profiles,
disease characteristics, and pain experiences.
Saturation of themes was achieved across this
diversity. The study findings, therefore, reflect
important shared patterns that cut across
individual cases and that derive their signifi-
cance from having emerged out of heteroge-
neity. Although qualitative research does not
aim to generalize findings to a wider popula-
tion, it is common practice to provide suffi-
cient descriptive detail to enable the reader
to judge whether or not the findings apply in
other settingr.zT Giv"tr that saturation was
reached across a diverse sample, it is

reasonable to conclude that the findings could
apply to similar middle-class breast cancer pa-
tients being treated in a similar context. The
pain services offered at this hospital may have
influenced the nature of the questions that
the participants raised. Patients being treated
at institutions that do not offer such services
may have different questions about pain.

This study revealed that formulating and ar-
ticulating questions is not a simple task. The
process of formulating and articulating ques-
tions takes time-more time than is allotted
for a typical consultation. The participants
did not simply list their most important ques-
tions. They talked indepth and reflected on
their experiences with pain over the course
of their illness. In the process of doing so,
they described questions and concerns they
had in relation to certain experiences. In addi-
tion, some participants expressed topics of
concern and questions they had not previously
articulated. If pain is to be managed ade-
quately, efficient mechanisms are needed to
help patients identi$, and articulate their ques-
tions and get answers.

Other researchers have recognized that pa-
tients may benefit from interventions that
help them to prepare and articulate questions
to discuss with their health professional.rl-la A
common feature of these interventions is a 20-
minute session with a trained clinical assistant
in which a patient receives support formulat-
ing questions and coaching to communicate
effectively with their health professional. Col-
lectively, these studies suggest that patients
who are enabled to ask questions that are im-
portant to them and get answers feel more re-
laxed, are more satisfied with the consultatiorr.
and experience greater information recall and
better health outcomes. However. such strate-
gies are unlikely to be implemented and
sustained in a busy clinical setting, unless the
time involved and the need for a clinical assis-

tant can be avoided.
Internet-based strategies may provide a solu-

tion.32 The Internet promises unprecedented
opportunities to facilitate patient involvement
in health care, enhance communication be-
tween patients and health professionals, and
make more efficient use of health-related re-
.orrrcer.33 A meta-analysis conducted in 2003
revealed that 55-60% of cancer patients in
high-income countries were using the Internet



either directly or indirectly (through family
and friends) to find health inforrnation, con-
nect with other patients, and communicate
with their health professionals.un A. informa-
tion has become more accessible, patients are
becoming better informed and their expecta-
tions of the health system are increasing.33
Building on the literature and these study find-
ings, several members of our team (f.L.B.,J.H.,
J.W., and A.RJ.) are developing an online sys-

tem to help cancer patients prepare questions
to ask their health care team about their pain
(http: / / vw,rw.virtualclinic .ca / coach) . The pro-
gram consists of an inventory of questions
and answers about the experience and man-
agement of pain related to breast cancer and
support developing a question list. Users are
coached to select questions that are important
to them, organize their questions into lists for
different health professionals, prioritize their
questions based on their level of importance,
and print or email their questions in prepara-
tion for their next medical appointment.

We did not investigate whether patients in
this study treat issues related to pain differently
than questions related to diagnosis or treat-
ment of the disease. However, the study did
reveal that patients may be reluctant to ask
questions about pain. There are many reasons
why patients may choose not to ask questions
or seek further information, such as being fear-
ful of the answer, being thought of as stupid,
or concerned the physician does not have
enough time.35'36 Barriers to asking questions
that were discovered during the course of
this research include being fearful of the an-
swer, concerned that the physician does not
have enough time, the belief that pain is inev-
itable, feeling overwhelmed, long waiting
times, and reports of pain that are ignored.
While efforts to encourage cancer patients to
ask questions can be realized, more research
is required to identify why cancer patients may
choose not to raise questions about pain. Im-
portant factors to consider are the barriers
known to discourage patients from reporting
pain to health professionals, identified by
\A/ard and colleagues," as well as certain physi-
cian behaviors and communication styles that
are conducive to an open dialogue about pain.

Our study findings revealed that breast can-
cer patients have numerous and diverse ques-
tions about pain and its treatment, which

may be difficult to address within the context
of a typical consultation. If pain is to be man-
aged adequately, innovative efforts are needed
to enable patients and health professionals to
recognize, articulate, and answer such ques-
tions. Many of the questions and concerns
raised can be effectively addressed using pa-
tient education resources outside the clinical
encounter. For those questions that require
an individual response, Internet-based tools
that help patients prepare questions in ad-
vance may enable a better exchange of infor-
mation during consultations, improve the
ability of patients and clinicians to target and
address important issues, lead to more effi-
cient use of consultation time, and ultimately
to better health outcorrres.

The themes identified reveal a lack of knowl-
edge regarding the nature of cancer pain and
options for pain control. They also reveal
a lack of awareness regarding what to expect
in terms of pain relief, the health services avail-
able, and how to access these services. There is
clearly a need to develop better mechanisms to
meet patients' information needs regarding
pain and its treatment. It is our hope that these
findings will spur further efforts to develop
and evaluate strategies to adequately address
patients' questions about pain, enhance com-
munication between patients and health
professionals, and support cancer patients in
their pursuit of adequate pain relief.
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