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MEDIA RELEASE

Thursday 24 May  2007

Understanding persistent pain –

A Research Project to be funded by ACHR

(Sydney 24 May 2007)

The Australian Centre for Health Research (ACHR) is to fund a project to try and get to the bottom of the persistent post-surgical pain suffered by many breast cancer patients.

Pain and cancer experts believe there is a significant lack of understanding of persistent pain with the result that many patients suffer in silence because the remedies they’re being offered do not work.

The Project will be undertaken by the University of Sydney Pain Management Research Institute with Professor Michael Cousins in overall control and Dr Fiona Blyth, a medical epidemiologist, being the Project leader.

The research has four stages and will cost about $100,000.  Half has already been raised and the ACHR has agreed to provide the balance.

Executive Director of the ACHR, Neil Batt, said it was clear from Professor Cousins’ research proposal that pain suffered by women who undergo breast cancer surgery was significantly under-recognised.

“Apart from the quality of life for the affected individuals, many important questions need to be looked at and the Centre is pleased to lend its support.”

Professor Cousins said there had been no Australian studies into this particular aspect of pain and it was urgently needed.

“Breast cancer survival rates are improving and there is an increasing imperative to reduce the impact of chronic pain on the quality of life of breast cancer patients.

“What is clear is that the pain experienced is not simple, is persistent and frequently does not respond to simplistic treatment – for example, pain killers.  This lack of effectiveness causes despair among patients and many simply suffer alone and in silence.”

Professor Cousins said persistent post-operative pain was a problem and it appears to be more prevalent  than previously recognised– our research is aimed at finding out the precise prevalence of pain, what generates it and what sustains it.

“It appears that different factors influence the way an individual’s brain processes pain signals.  We think genetics enters the picture; so does a person’s mental state so that somebody’s who’s anxious or depressed would process pain differently; and we also believe a patient’s social environment may play a part.

“I believe we’re going to have to change our minds – whereas short term pain is simply seen as symptom of something being wrong, persistent pain seems to be an entity unto itself – it’s not a symptom, it may in fact, be a disease.

“We’re starting to unfold the mechanism of persistent pain at the cellular level and the research we undertake will enhance our understanding of a debilitating condition for a significant number of women,” Professor Cousins said.

The Project will take 18 months to complete and its outcomes will be used to provide surgeons and oncologists with local data on the risks of developing chronic pain after breast surgery and how the problem develops and presents during a period of complex, ongoing cancer treatment.

It’s also planned to establish and publish guidelines or protocols for:

· Pre-surgery discussions with patients

· Procedures before during and after surgery that are likely to minimise pain; and

· Procedures for diagnosis of, and early intervention for pain, including the involvement of pain medicine specialists.

Further information:
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