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Managing comfort, maintaining activity, and improving sleep are crucial elements of cancer care
that significantly impact quality of life and treatment outcomes. This report presents an in-depth
examination of how cancer-related pain, fatigue, and sleep disturbances can be effectively
addressed through pharmacologic and non-pharmacologic strategies. Drawing from global
guidelines and clinical evidence provided by organizations such as the WHO, NCI, and American
Cancer Society, the report highlights best practices for symptom management and holistic
support. Practical guidance is included for patients, caregivers, and clinicians. A glossary of
medical terms is provided for ease of understanding.
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While cancer treatment often focuses on tumor reduction and survival, symptom management—
especially related to pain, fatigue, and sleep—is equally vital to improving patients’ functional
status and emotional well-being. This report explores how cancer care providers can integrate
evidence-based strategies to enhance patient comfort and support physical activity and rest. It
also addresses concerns such as addiction fears, pain medication side effects, and energy
conservation strategies.

a) Background and Literature Review

Cancer-related symptoms such as chronic pain, fatigue, and sleep disruption are highly
prevalent and often under-treated. According to WHO (2021), over 50% of patients with
advanced cancer report moderate to severe pain. Fatigue affects up to 90% of patients
undergoing chemotherapy or radiotherapy (ACS, 2024). These symptoms can diminish
quality of life and reduce treatment adherence if not addressed.

b) Methods / Approach

This report is based on analysis of international cancer care guidelines, patient-reported
outcomes, and educational resources such as 100 Questions & Answers About Cancer
Symptoms and Treatment Side Effects. Emphasis is placed on WHO pain ladder protocols,
palliative care standards, and best practices from the National Comprehensive Cancer
Network (NCCN).

c) Findings / Analysis

Pain Management Pain in cancer patients may result from tumor growth, diagnostic
procedures, or treatment side effects. It can be continuous or intermittent, ranging from
mild to severe. WHQ'’s stepwise pain ladder recommends starting with non-opioid
analgesics (e.g., acetaminophen), progressing to opioids (e.g., morphine, fentanyl) as
needed.

Medications may be delivered via tablets, liquids, transdermal patches, or intravenous
pumps. Breakthrough pain is managed with immediate-release opioids alongside
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scheduled long-acting drugs. Patients often fear addiction, but tolerance and dependence
differ from addiction. When managed properly, the risk of addiction in cancer patients is
minimal (NCI, 2023).

Managing Side Effects of Pain Medication Common side effects include:

e Constipation: Managed with stool softeners and laxatives (e.g., senna, lactulose)
e Nausea: Addressed with antiemetics
e Drowsiness: Often transient; may require dose adjustment

Patients should communicate symptoms early to optimize relief and prevent unnecessary
discomfort.

Fatigue and Energy Conservation Cancer-related fatigue is multifactorial, arising from the
disease itself, treatment side effects, emotional stress, poor nutrition, or anemia. It is not
relieved by rest alone. Management includes:

e Prioritizing essential tasks

¢ Scheduling activities for peak energy times

e Incorporating mild physical activity (e.g., walking, yoga)

e Considering medications such as erythropoietin-stimulating agents for anemia

Sleep Hygiene and Insomnia Management Sleep disturbances may result from pain,
anxiety, treatment schedules, or environmental factors. Strategies to promote rest
include:

e Establishing a regular bedtime routine

¢ Avoiding stimulants (e.g., caffeine) after evening meals

e Using the bed only for sleep

e Creating a calm, dark sleeping environment

e Considering medications or behavioral therapy for persistent insomnia

Exercise and Physical Activity Contrary to misconceptions, gentle exercise can enhance
physical strength and reduce fatigue. Benefits include:

e Improved cardiovascular and muscular function
¢ Reduced anxiety and depression
¢ Enhanced appetite and sleep quality
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Patients should consult their oncologist before starting an exercise program. Light to

moderate activities, like stretching, walking, or swimming, are generally safe.

d) Discussion

Despite the availability of effective interventions, cancer-related pain and fatigue remain
underreported and undertreated in many settings—especially in LMICs. Cultural stigma,

lack of training, and fear of opioids are common barriers. Multidisciplinary care, including

physical therapists, psychologists, and palliative care specialists, is essential for

comprehensive management.

Educational programs can empower patients to recognize and report symptoms, while

digital health platforms can help track fatigue, sleep, and pain levels. Furthermore,

integrating symptom management into national cancer control programs can strengthen

supportive care globally.

Addressing pain, fatigue, and sleep disturbances is central to compassionate and effective cancer

care. These symptoms not only impair physical and emotional functioning but can also hinder

treatment adherence and outcomes. By combining pharmacologic therapies, lifestyle

modifications, and psychological support, providers can help patients maintain dignity, comfort,

and quality of life throughout the cancer journey.
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Train healthcare providers in WHO pain management protocols
Encourage routine symptom assessment using standardized tools
Develop individualized fatigue management plans

Promote light, structured exercise programs during treatment
Include palliative care services from diagnosis onward

Address myths and stigma around opioid use and addiction

N o uv A w NoR

Provide resources for sleep hygiene and non-pharmacologic sleep interventions

e Analgesics: Medications used to relieve pain

¢ Breakthrough Pain: A flare of pain that occurs despite ongoing pain control

o Erythropoietin: A hormone used to stimulate red blood cell production

o Fatigue: Persistent tiredness not relieved by rest

¢ Insomnia: Difficulty falling or staying asleep

¢ NSAIDs: Nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs like ibuprofen or naproxen

e Opioids: A class of strong pain-relieving drugs, including morphine and fentanyl

o Palliative Care: Medical care focused on relieving symptoms and improving quality of life
o Sleep Hygiene: Behaviors and practices that promote quality sleep

¢ Tolerance: A state where the body adjusts to a drug, requiring higher doses for effect
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