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Brief Report

From ‘‘Breakthrough’’ to ‘‘Episodic’’ Cancer Pain? A European

Association for Palliative Care Research Network Expert Delphi Survey

Toward a Common Terminology and Classification of Transient

Cancer Pain Exacerbations
Erik Torbjørn Løhre, MD, P�al Klepstad, MD, PhD, Michael I. Bennett, MB, ChB, MD (Hons), FRCP, FFPMRCA,
Cinzia Brunelli, ScD, Augusto Caraceni, MD, Robin L. Fainsinger, MD, Anne Kari Knudsen, MD, PhD,
Sebastiano Mercadante, MD, Per Sjøgren, MD, and Stein Kaasa, MD, PhD, for the European Association for
Palliative Care Research Network
European Palliative Care Research Centre (E.T.L., C.B., A.C., A.K.K., S.K.), Department of Cancer Research and Molecular Medicine, and

Department of Circulation and Medical Imaging (P.K.), Faculty of Medicine, Norwegian University of Science and Technology, Trondheim,

Norway; Department of Oncology (E.T.L., A.K.K., S.K.) and Department of Anaesthesiology and Intensive Care Medicine (P.K.), St. Olavs

Hospital, Trondheim University Hospital, Trondheim, Norway; Academic Unit of Palliative Care (M.I.B.), Leeds Institute of Health Sciences,

School of Medicine, University of Leeds, Leeds, United Kingdom; Palliative Care, Pain Therapy and Rehabilitation Unit (C.B., A.C.),

Fondazione IRCCS Istituto Nazionale dei Tumori, Milan, Italy; Division of Palliative Care Medicine (R.L.F.), Department of Oncology,

University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada; Pain Relief and Supportive Care Unit (S.M.), La Maddalena Cancer Center, Palermo,

Italy; and Section of Palliative Medicine (P.S.), Department of Oncology, Rigshospitalet, Copenhagen University Hospital, Copenhagen,

Denmark

Abstract
Context. Cancer pain can appear with spikes of higher intensity. Breakthrough cancer pain (BTCP) is the most common

term for the transient exacerbations of pain, but the ability of the nomenclature to capture relevant pain variations and give

treatment guidance is questionable.

Objectives. To reach consensus on definitions, terminology, and subclassification of transient cancer pain exacerbations.

Methods. The most frequent authors on BTCP literature were identified using the same search strategy as in a systematic

review and invited to participate in a two-round Delphi survey. Topics with a low degree of consensus on BTCP classification

were refined into 20 statements. The participants rated their degree of agreement with the statements on a numeric rating

scale (0e10). Consensus was defined as a median numeric rating scale score of $7 and an interquartile range of #3.

Results. Fifty-two authors had published three or more articles on BTCP over the past 10 years. Twenty-seven responded in

the first round and 24 in the second round. Consensus was reached for 13 of 20 statements. Transient cancer pain

exacerbations can occur without background pain, when background pain is uncontrolled, and regardless of opioid

treatment. There exist cancer pain exacerbations other than BTCP, and the phenomenon could be named ‘‘episodic pain.’’

Patient-reported treatment satisfaction is important with respect to assessment. Subclassification according to pain

pathophysiology can provide treatment guidance.

Conclusion. Significant transient cancer pain exacerbations include more than just BTCP. Patient input and pain

classification are important factors for tailoring treatment. J Pain Symptom Manage 2016;51:1013e1019. � 2016 American

Academy of Hospice and Palliative Medicine. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction
Cancer pain can be caused by the cancer itself or by

cancer therapy. Tissue damage may occur in sites such
as bone, viscera, and nerve structures and sometimes
call for specific treatment strategies. Intermittent
spikes of higher pain intensity may occur, most often
named breakthrough cancer pain (BTCP).1 The defi-
nitions used for BTCP assume a stable or controlled
background pain.1 However, also when the back-
ground pain is not controlled, cancer pain may
fluctuate.

The prevalence of BTCP varies between studies.2

Factors other than differences in symptom and disease
burden might influence the reported prevalence.
These factors include differences in definitions and
diagnostic criteria,3,4 and inclusion of patients with
poorly controlled background pain.5

The concept of BTCP involves the presence of a
controlled background pain and short periods of
higher pain intensity, or transient cancer pain exacer-
bations. Algorithms for diagnosing BTCP have been
proposed.6e8 Still, there are unsolved issues both
regarding definitions and terminology of transient
cancer pain exacerbations. There is no agreement
on how to classify transient cancer pain exacerbations
appearing without background pain. Furthermore,
there is no universal agreement on the upper limit
of pain intensity of a controlled background pain or
the magnitude of increase in pain intensity for a tran-
sient cancer pain exacerbation to be clinically signifi-
cant. And although the issue has been addressed,9,10

there is no agreement on classification of transient
pain exacerbations according to pain pathophysiology
or etiology. Discrepancies on definitions and diag-
nostic criteria may influence the use and interpreta-
tion of classification systems.

Based on the unresolved issues identified in a sys-
tematic review,1 and with the overall aim of a higher
degree of consensus on definitions and terminology,
a Delphi survey was undertaken among international
experts on BTCP. The study addresses the following
research questions:

1. How should transient cancer pain exacerbations
be defined?

2. How should transient cancer pain exacerbations
be termed?

3. How could transient cancer pain exacerbations
be subclassified to guide treatment?

Methods
A two-round international Delphi expert survey

was performed from February to May 2015. The par-
ticipants, identified by a literature search performed
in PubMed using the same strategy as in a recent

systematic review on BTCP,1 were the most frequent
authors on the subject over the past 10 years. Delphi
surveys may have low response rates,11,12 and a pre-
defined initial number of approximately 50 experts
was chosen to ensure a final sample size large
enough for valid results13 (Fig. 1). The authors and
coauthors on BTCP articles were contacted by e-
mail and invited to participate in a Web survey. Two
reminders were mailed to nonresponders in both
rounds, and the survey was closed one week after
the final reminder.
The selection of issues to be addressed was initially

based on areas with low degree of consensus identified
in a systematic literature review on assessment and
classification of BTCP.1 These areas included the ques-
tion of opioid medication as a prerequisite for the
diagnosis of BTCP, the issue of controlled background
pain and how to measure it, and the lack of a formal
classification system. The authors of this article further
discussed these issues and formulated 20 statements
(Table 1) for the Delphi survey. This work was done
on behalf of the European Association for Palliative
Care Research Network.
The study participants were asked to rate their

agreement with the statements on an 11-point
numeric rating scale (NRS 0e10), with the anchors,
‘‘do not agree at all’’ and ‘‘completely agree,’’ respec-
tively. Based on previous research and in accordance
with the study protocol,14,15 the statements reaching
a median score of less than seven (NRS 0e10) or an
interquartile range (IQR) of more than three were re-
assessed, except for statements where the participants
universally did not agree with the statement (median
NRS 0). The median NRS rating and the IQR for
each statement in the previous round were disclosed
to the participants in the second round. According
to a priori agreement and in line with recently pub-
lished research,12,15 consensus was defined as a me-
dian NRS (0e10) score of seven or more and an
IQR of three or less. The results are reported as me-
dians and IQRs of the agreement with the
statements.16

Results
Fifty-two authors and coauthors had published

three or more articles on BTCP over the past 10 years
and were eligible for the study (Fig. 1). The contact
details were unavailable for four authors; therefore,
an invitation mail was sent to 48 potential participants.
Two authors declined participation because of lack of
clinical experience, leaving 46 potential respondents.
After two reminders, 27 respondents provided com-
plete answers to the first round. After two reminders,
24 respondents provided complete answers to the sec-
ond round.
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Consensus was reached for 11 statements in the first
round (Table 1). In addition, there was a unison
disagreement with two statements. After reassessment
in the second round, consensus was reached for two
more, resulting in consensus on 13 of 20 statements.

Regarding the statements on definitions, consensus
was reached in the first round for: ‘‘Transient cancer
pain exacerbation is possible without significant back-
ground pain’’ (NRS 9.0, IQR 3.0), ‘‘Significant tran-
sient cancer pain exacerbation is possible without
background pain being controlled’’ (NRS 10.0, IQR
3.0), and ‘‘Significant transient cancer pain

exacerbation can occur in patients currently not on
opioids’’ (NRS 10.0, IQR 2.0). Consensus was also
reached in the first round for the statements: ‘‘Back-
ground pain is best described as controlled when the
patient is satisfied with the overall pain control the
around the clock pain medication provides’’ (NRS
8.0, IQR 3.0), and ‘‘A significant transient cancer
pain exacerbation can best be assessed by the patient’s
wish/need for rescue medication’’ (NRS 7.0, IQR 3.0).
For statements on terminology, consensus was

reached in the first round for the statements: ‘‘An
overarching concept for all significant transient

Fig. 1. Participant inclusion. BTCP ¼ breakthrough cancer pain.
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cancer pain exacerbations will contribute to standard-
ization in assessment and classification’’ (NRS 7.0, IQR
3.0), and ‘‘The term episodic pain could serve as an
overarching concept for all significant transient can-
cer pain exacerbations’’ (NRS 7.0, IQR 3.0).

Finally, consensus was reached in the first round for
all the statements on subclassification: ‘‘A subgrouping
of transient cancer pain exacerbations will provide bet-
teropportunities for amoreprecisediagnosis andbetter
tailored treatment’’ (NRS 8.0, IQR 3.0), ‘‘Identification
of transient cancer pain exacerbations due to bone

metastases can affect treatment choices’’ (NRS 9.0,
IQR 2.0), ‘‘Identification of transient cancer pain exac-
erbations due to neuropathic pain can affect treatment
choices’’ (NRS9.0, IQR2.0), and ‘‘Identification of tran-
sient cancer pain exacerbations due to visceral pain can
affect treatment choices’’ (NRS 9.0, IQR 3.0).
There was a unanimous disagreement with two of

the statements: ‘‘An increase in pain intensity of one
point on an NRS scale (0e10) is a significant transient
cancer pain exacerbation’’ (NRS 0.0, IQR 2.0), and
‘‘Background pain is best described as controlled

Table 1
Statements and Consensus Ratings

Consensus Reached in Favor of the Statement

1. Round 2. Round

NRS IQR NRS IQR

Definitions
Significant transient cancer pain exacerbation can occur in patients

currently not on opioids
10.0 2.0

Significant cancer pain exacerbation is possible without the
background pain being controlled

10.0 3.0

Transient cancer pain exacerbation is possible without significant
background pain

9.0 3.0

Background pain is best described as controlled when the patient is
satisfied with the overall pain control the around the clock
medication provides

8.0 3.0

A significant transient cancer pain exacerbation can best be
assessed by the patient’s wish/need for rescue medication

7.0 3.0

The increase in pain intensity on an NRS scale (0e10) has to be
more than two points for the transient cancer pain exacerbation
to be significant

7.0 5.0 7.0 3.0

Terminology
An overarching concept for all significant transient cancer pain

exacerbations will contribute to standardization in assessment
and classification

7.0 3.0

The term episodic pain could serve as an overarching concept for
all significant transient cancer pain exacerbations

7.0 3.0

There are significant cancer pain exacerbations other than
breakthrough pain

9.0 5.0 8.0 2.75

Subclassification
Identification of transient cancer pain exacerbations due to bone

metastases can affect treatment choices
9.0 2.0

Identification of transient cancer pain exacerbations due to
neuropathic pain can affect treatment choices

9.0 2.0

Identification of transient cancer pain exacerbations due to visceral
pain can affect treatment choices

9.0 3.0

A subgrouping of transient cancer pain exacerbations will provide
better opportunities for a more precise diagnosis and better
tailored treatment

8.0 3.0

No consensus in favor of the statement
Background pain is best described as controlled when the

background pain intensity is 3 or less on an NRS scale (0e10)
7.0 5.0 7.5 6.75

Background pain is best described as controlled when the
background pain intensity is 4 or less on an NRS scale (0e10)

7.0 6.0 6.0 3.0

A significant transient cancer pain exacerbation can best be
assessed by an increase in NRS score to a certain predefined
number

5.0 6.0 5.0 3.0

A significant transient cancer pain exacerbation can best be
assessed by a percentage increase in NRS score

5.0 6.0 5.0 5.0

An increase in pain intensity of two point on an NRS scale (0e10) is
a significant transient cancer pain exacerbation

4.0 4.0 5.0 3.75

An increase in pain intensity of one point on an NRS scale (0e10)
is a significant transient cancer pain exacerbationa

0.0 2.0

Background pain is best described as controlled when the
background pain intensity is 6 or less on an NRS scale (0e10)a

0.0 2.0

NRS ¼ numeric rating scale; IQR ¼ interquartile range.
aStatement not reassessed in the second round.
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when the pain intensity is 6 or less on an NRS scale
(0e10)’’ (NRS 0.0, IQR 2.0). Those statements were
not reassessed.

Two statements on definitions and terminology
reached consensus after reassessment in the second
round (1. and 2. round, respectively): ‘‘The increase
in pain intensity on an NRS scale (0e10) has to be
more than two points for the transient cancer pain
exacerbation to be significant’’ (NRS 7.0, IQR 5.0
and NRS 7.0, IQR 3.0), and ‘‘There are significant can-
cer pain exacerbations other than breakthrough pain’’
(NRS 9.0, IQR 5.0 and NRS 8.0, IQR 2.75).

For five statements, consensus could not be reached
(1. and 2. round, respectively): ‘‘An increase in pain
intensity of two points on an NRS scale (0e10) is a sig-
nificant transient cancer pain exacerbation’’ (NRS 4.0,
IQR 4.0 and NRS 5.0, IQR 3.75), ‘‘A significant tran-
sient cancer pain exacerbation can best be assessed
by a percentage increase in NRS score’’ (NRS 5.0,
IQR 6.0 and NRS 5.0, IQR 5.0), ‘‘A significant tran-
sient cancer pain exacerbation can best be assessed
by an increase in NRS score to a certain predefined
number’’ (NRS 5.0, IQR 6.0 and NRS 5.0, IQR 3.0),
‘‘Background pain is best described as controlled
when the background pain intensity is 4 or less on
an NRS scale (0e10)’’ (NRS 7.0, IQR 6.0 and NRS
6.0, IQR 3.0), and ‘‘Background pain is best described
as controlled when the background pain intensity is 3
or less on an NRS scale (0e10),’’ (NRS 7.0, IQR 5.0
and NRS 7.5, IQR 6.75).

Discussion
Controversy and disagreement regarding basic defi-

nitions of transient cancer pain exacerbations persist.1

This Delphi survey provided consensus on several key
statements. That is, short-lived episodes of more se-
vere cancer pain can occur both without background
pain as well as when the background pain is not
controlled, regardless of opioid treatment. Further-
more, patient-reported treatment satisfaction is impor-
tant when defining controlled background pain and
significant transient cancer pain exacerbations. How-
ever, consensus was not reached for most statements
specifying numerical pain intensity scores. The exis-
tence of transient cancer pain exacerbations other
than BTCP was recognized. The benefit of an over-
arching term comprising all such transient pain exac-
erbations was acknowledged, and the suggestion that
the term ‘‘episodic pain’’ could serve the purpose
was endorsed. Finally, consensus was reached for the
importance of identifying pathophysiological mecha-
nisms of transient cancer pain exacerbations.

In some former definitions, regularly administered
opioid medication was suggested as a prerequisite

for BTCP.17 In more recent literature, this require-
ment has generally been abandoned.6,7,10,18 The cur-
rent definitions of BTCP require the presence of a
background pain, and that the background pain has
an intensity less than a defined level, for example,
NRS (0e10) # 4.7 A multicenter prevalence study
explored the effect of different levels of background
pain on the prevalence of transient cancer pain exac-
erbations (episodic pain).5 When comparing patients
with any background pain intensity to a subgroup of
the population with an average background pain of
NRS (0e10) # 6, a higher prevalence of episodic
pain was found when including patients regardless
of background pain intensity level. This result sup-
ports our consensus finding that transient cancer
pain exacerbation, or episodic pain, is possible irre-
spective of background pain intensity.
Patient-reported outcome measures are essential as-

sessments in oncology and palliative medicine and
should capture clinically important data and be
responsive to change over time.19 Extensive work has
been undertaken to identify meaningful cutoff points
for pain intensity measurements, including pain exac-
erbation and pain relief, and different cut points and
methods to measure changes in pain intensity have
been suggested.20e25 The lack of consensus on the
statements presenting specific cutoff points for
BTCP intensity and meaningful changes in pain inten-
sities must be interpreted in the light of the ongoing
research. Also the definition of a controlled back-
ground pain is currently being discussed,26 and the
absence of consensus must be viewed against this back-
ground. Several articles have applied the criterion not
more than ‘‘mild’’ intensity for a controlled back-
ground pain.6,8,18 In even more recent research,
controlled background pain is defined as NRS
(0e10) # 4,7 based on previous findings.24

The international Delphi panel reached agreement
on the statements implying that the best description of
pain as controlled or in need for further treatment is
the patient’s satisfaction with the ongoing medication
or wish for further medication, respectively.
BTCP has been recognized as a spectrum of very

different entities.6 Within the international expert
panel, there was consensus that there are intermittent
pain flares other than BTCP and support for the idea
of ‘‘episodic pain’’ as an overarching term for all such
transient pain exacerbations. Episodic pain was previ-
ously suggested as a clinical entity by European Associ-
ation for Palliative Care.27 In a topical review
preceding the latest update of the International Clas-
sification of Diseasese11, cancer pain is described as
continuous (background pain) or intermittent
(episodic pain),28 in line with the consensus reached
in this study.
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Different pain etiologies and pathophysiological
mechanisms may call for different treatment modal-
ities, as affirmed in this study. Although underused,
single-fraction radiotherapy is efficacious in palliating
uncomplicated bone metastases.29 Neuropathic pain,
associated with an unpredictable response to conven-
tional analgesic treatment, can potentially be relieved
by addition of specific adjuvant drugs.15 Furthermore,
episodic pain with visceral etiology is an important
finding in patients with abdominal cancer.30 Also in
the topical review preceding the latest International
Classification of Diseasese11 update,28 the impor-
tance of pain etiology, pathophysiology, and body
site is emphasized. Moreover, the principle of multiple
parenting is introduced, allowing the same diagnosis
to be subsumed under more than one category. In
clinical practice, the diagnostic process can be guided
by important symptom descriptors and patient-
reported outcome measures followed by a symptom
diagnosis with related pathophysiology and etiology
(Fig. 2).

Only approximately 50% of the eligible authors re-
sponded in both rounds. Although expected,11,12

this is a clear limitation of the study. And although au-
thors of articles on BTCP will have special insights in
this field of research, a risk of including participants
with limited clinical experience was present. Addition-
ally, no input was obtained from the patients.

In conclusion, transient pain exacerbations can
occur independently of background pain level,
ongoing pain medication, and include more than
BTCP only. The phenomenon could be named
‘‘episodic pain’’ and subclassified according to patho-
physiology. Patient-reported treatment satisfaction is
important both when assessing background and
episodic pain.
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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Different definitions of break-
through pain (BTP) influence the observed BTP
prevalence. This study examined BTP preva-
lence variability due to use of different cutoffs
for controlled background pain, different
assessment periods for background pain, and
difference between worst and average pain
intensity (PI).
Methods: Cancer patients from the EPCRC-CSA
study who reported flare-ups of pain past 24 h
were potential BTP cases. BTP prevalence was
calculated for different cutoffs for background

PI on numeric rating scales (NRS 0–10) for the
past week, past 48 and past 24 h period. Fur-
thermore, BTP cases were categorized based on
the difference between maximum and average
PI past 24 h (range, 0 to[2 points, NRS 0–10).
Results: Of 696 respondents, 302 patients
(43.4%) reported pain flares the past 24 h. The
BTP prevalence when using a defined back-
ground PI B 4 for the past week was 19.8%. This
number varied for different defined cutoffs for
background PI. Actual background PI and BTP
prevalence also varied between the assessment
periods ‘‘past week’’, ‘‘past 48 h’’, and ‘‘past 24 h’’
(PI 4.0, 3.6, and 3.4; BTP prevalence 19.8, 22.7,
and 24.9% for background PI B 4). For patients
with background PI B 4 past week, 105 had a
difference between maximum and average PIEnhanced digital features To view enhanced digital

features for this article go to https://doi.org/10.6084/
m9.figshare.7246817.
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C one point and 48 had a difference [ two
points.
Conclusions: The reported BTP prevalence is
dependent on the cutoff for background PI in
the BTP definition, population background PI
during the assessment period, and defined cut-
off for the difference between worst and average
PI.
Funding: NTNU, Norwegian University of Sci-
ence and Technology.

Keywords: Background pain; Breakthrough
pain; Cancer pain; Pain classification

INTRODUCTION

The prevalence range in breakthrough pain
(BTP) literature is wide [1]. Variability in diag-
nostic criteria and inclusion of patients with
poorly controlled background pain may con-
tribute to this feature [1]. The definition of BTP
includes an adequately controlled and
stable background pain [2, 3]. In addition, the
patient must have transient exacerbations of
pain, which are pain flares well distinguished
from the background pain [2–5]. Despite inter-
national agreement on these basic characteris-
tics, controversies about the definition of BTP
continue in clinical as well as in research set-
tings [6]. Differences in definitional criteria
complicate both the clinical diagnosis and the
comparison of epidemiological data between
studies [6]. Within the scope of defining BTP
according to characteristics that are universally
understood and measurable [6], the current
study explores consequences of definitional
variability.

Background pain of moderate intensity or
less was a criterion in the pioneer definition [5].
In more recent literature, adequately controlled
background pain is defined as ‘‘mild’’, or speci-
fied as B 4 on the 11-point numeric rating scale
(NRS 0–10) [2, 4]. Furthermore, BTP prevalence
has been reported for patients with background
PI B 6 (NRS 0–10) [7]. Pain flares are also
described in cancer patients with uncontrolled
background pain [7, 8]. It has been argued that
narrow criteria for background pain intensity
(PI) may result in the exclusion of clinically

important pain flares [6]. How the prevalence of
BTP varies with the defined cutoff for back-
ground PI has not been studied in detail.

The assessment period for background pain
was originally defined as the past 24 h [5]. In a
follow-up paper, the assessment period for
background pain was changed to the previous
week [9], an approach adopted in current BTP
literature [2–4, 10]. The different recall periods
for background pain have been compared
[11, 12], showing a high correlation between PI
for a 24-h and 7-day recall period [13]. The
potential consequences for the BTP prevalence
caused by different assessment periods for
background pain have not been reported.

The magnitude of the pain flare was origi-
nally defined as a transitory increase in pain to
greater than moderate intensity, which occur-
red on a background pain of moderate intensity
or less [5]. Since then, extensive work has been
undertaken to identify meaningful cutoffs for PI
and relevant measures of changes in PI [14–19].
Different interpretations exist for the necessary
size of a transient pain exacerbation in cancer
patients in order to classify it as a significant
pain flare [3, 16, 20, 21]. In a recently published
study by Mercadante et al. [3], a difference of
one point or more (NRS 0–10) between break-
through PI and background PI was accepted as a
significant transient increase in PI. Mercadante
et al. also suggested a PI C 7 (NRS 0–10) as a
meaningful cutoff for BTP medication, aiming
for a PI B 4 (NRS 0–10) after treatment [16]. In a
Delphi study including expert opinions from
researchers within the field of BTP, the panel
agreed with the statement that the increase in
PI has to be more than two points on an NRS
scale (0–10) for a transient cancer pain exacer-
bation to be clinically significant [20].

The EPCRC-CSA study included cancer
patients whose pain was evaluated by several
self-reported assessment methods [22], provid-
ing an opportunity to address the research
question: How is the assessed BTP prevalence
affected by different definitions for cutoffs for
controlled background PI, assessment periods
for background pain, and cutoffs for the differ-
ence between worst and average PI past 24 h?

194 Pain Ther (2018) 7:193–203



METHODS

Study Design and Patient Population

The EPCRC-CSA (Trial registration: ClinicalTri-
als.gov identifier, NCT00972634) is a cross-sec-
tional observational international study
conducted in 17 centers within eight countries
in 2008 and 2009 [22]. Adult patients with
incurable cancer and able to complete a com-
puter-based symptom assessment were eligible.
Patients who rated their worst PI C 1 (NRS
0–10) for the previous 24 h, were subject to
further pain assessment and included in the
present study, which is a secondary analysis of a
study originally designed to assess the feasibility
of computer-based symptom assessment [22].

Measurement Tools and Data Collection

The measurements used in the secondary anal-
ysis included: (I) A simplified item from the
Alberta Breakthrough Pain Assessment Tool
(ABPAT) [23], where all patients with worst PI
C 1 (NRS 0–10) for the past 24 h were intro-
duced to the concept of BTP as characterized in
the ABPAT instructions [23]. They were then
presented with the question: ‘‘Have you had
flare-ups of BTP in the last 24 h?’’ (Yes/No). (II)
Elements from the Brief Pain Inventory (BPI),
which is a widely used assessment tool for pain
where each PI scale ranges from 0 (no pain) to
10 (pain as bad as you can imagine) [24]. BPI
questions on worst PI past 24 h and past week
were supplemented with questions on worst PI
past 48 h, and average PI specified for the time
periods ‘‘past 24 h’’, ‘‘past 48 h’’, and ‘‘past
week’’. All data were collected electronically and
obtained the same day.

Terminology and Statistical Analysis

Average pain was used as a measurement for
background pain and, unless stated otherwise,
with the assessment period ‘‘past week’’ [2].
Patients answering ‘‘yes’’ to the ABPAT-based
BTP screening question were classified as
‘‘ABPAT?’’. The ABPAT-positive patients were
grouped according to background PI past week,

and the cumulative percentages of ABPAT-pos-
itive patients within each potential level of
maximal background PI were computed. Sub-
sequently, the procedure was repeated for the
assessment periods for background pain ‘‘past
48 h’’ and past ‘‘24 h’’. Kappa statistic was used
to compare agreement beyond chance between
the cumulative percentages of ABPAT-positive
patients with background pain B 4 (NRS 0–10)
for the three different assessment periods for
background pain. Kappa values 0.61–0.80 indi-
cate substantial agreement, and kappa values
0.81–1.0 indicate almost perfect agreement [25].
Finally, the ABPAT-positive patients grouped
according to background PI past week were
further categorized based on the difference
between reported worst and average PI past
24 h. The chosen categories were: A difference
of at least one point, a difference of at least two
points, and a difference of more than two points
(NRS 0–10) between worst and average PI past
24 h. Hypothetical BTP prevalences were calcu-
lated from percentages of ABPAT-positive
patients satisfying specified criteria for back-
ground PI and difference between worst and
average PI past 24 h.

Compliance with Ethics Statement

This article is based on a previously conducted
study. All procedures performed in the primary
study were in accordance with the ethics com-
mittees at the respective study sites and with
the 1964 Helsinki Declaration and its later
amendments or comparable ethical standards.
Informed consent was obtained from all indi-
vidual participants included in the primary
study.

RESULTS

Participant Characteristics

Among 1017 patients included in the EPCRC-
CSA study, 715 persons reported worst PI C 1
(NRS 0–10) past 24 h. Patient-reported BTP reg-
istrations according to the ABPAT-based
screening question, and average PI registrations
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for the three assessment periods ‘‘past week’’,
‘‘past 48 h’’, and ‘‘past 24 h’’ were available for
696 patients. Essential patient characteristics for
the 696 patients included in the present analy-
sis are displayed in Table 1.

Prevalence of self-reported flare-ups
of pain in the past 24 h related to the level
of background PI, the assessment period
for background pain, and the difference
between worst and average PI

Three hundred and two out of 696 patients
(43.4%) who answered the APBAT-based
screening question reported flare-ups of BTP for
the past 24 h and were classified as ‘‘ABPAT ?’’.
The distributions of background PI for ABPAT-
positive patients are displayed in Fig. 1 for the

three assessment periods ‘‘past week’’, ‘‘past
48 h’’, and ‘‘past 24 h’’. The mean (median)
average PI scores for the assessment periods
‘‘past week’’, ‘‘past 48 h’’, and ‘‘past 24 h’’ were
4.0 (4.0), 3.6 (3.0), and 3.4 (3.0) (NRS 0–10),
respectively. Figure 1 illustrates that a large
proportion of the ABPAT-positive patients had
uncontrolled background pain.

Defining a cutoff for background PI B 3 (NRS
0–10) in ABPAT-positive patients resulted in a
BTP prevalence of 14.9%. The corresponding
number for a defined cutoff for background PI
B 4 was 19.8% (Table 2). Table 2 shows the
cumulative percentage of ABPAT-positive
patients in relation to each score for back-
ground pain, resulting in increased BTP preva-
lence when including patients with higher
background PI.

The cumulative percentages of ABPAT-posi-
tive patients related to background PI scores are
displayed in Fig. 2 for the different assessment
periods for background pain ‘‘past week’’, ‘‘past
48 h, and ‘‘past 24 h’’. As indicated in the figure,
differences between the assessments periods
result in variable percentages of patients meet-
ing the requirements for having BTP. For
instance, compared to a 19.8% BTP prevalence
using background PI B 4 (NRS 0–10) assessed
for the past week, the corresponding percent-
ages were 22.7 using background PI the past
48 h (93% agreement, kappa 0.80), and 24.9
using background PI the past 24 h (92% agree-
ment, kappa 0.76).

As illustrated in Fig. 3, among ABPAT-posi-
tive patients, the difference between worst and
average PI past 24 h ranged from zero to more
than two points (NRS 0–10). Defining a mini-
mum difference between worst and average PI
past 24 h of one point and background PI B 4
(past week), resulted in a BTP prevalence of
15.1%. Using the same definition for back-
ground PI, but with a minimum difference of
two points between worst and average PI,
resulted in a BTP prevalence of 9.5%. Figure 3
illustrates a BTP prevalence variability related to
difference between worst and average PI past
24 h ranging from 6.9% (48 out of 696 patients)
to 19.8% (138 out of 696 patients), using the
same definition for background pain (PI B 4
past week). In addition, Fig. 3 illustrates that 60

Table 1 Patient characteristics (n = 696)

%

Age (years), mean (range) 62 (20–90)

Sex

Female 49

Male 51

Inpatients 58

Outpatients 42

Karnofsky status, mean (range) 69 (20–80)

Metastatic cancer 86

Locally advanced cancer 14

On current chemotherapy 42

On current radiotherapy 24

On current pain medication 79

Worst pain intensity past week (NRS

0–10), mean (SD)

5.4 (2.8)

Average pain intensity past week (NRS

0–10), mean (SD)

4.0 (2.3)

Cancer as patient-perceived reason for

pain

73

Cancer treatment as patient-perceived

reason for pain

26
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of the ABPAT-positive patients reported no dif-
ference between worst and average PI past 24 h.

DISCUSSION

BTP prevalence estimates, defined as propor-
tions of ABPAT-positive patients, were depen-
dent on both the cutoff for controlled
background pain and the population back-
ground PI during the assessment period for
background pain. The prevalence estimates

were approximately doubled if assessed without
including controlled background pain as a cri-
terion. Different cutoff criteria for a necessary
numeric difference between worst and average
PI also had a substantial impact on the assessed
BTP prevalence.

Appraisal of Methods

Uncontrolled background pain should be trea-
ted before assessing BTP [2]. For the purpose of

Fig. 1 Distribution of background pain intensitya in
ABPAT-positiveb patients. aBackground pain intensity
assessed for the three time periods ‘‘past week’’, ‘‘past
48 h’’, and ‘‘past 24 h’’. bPatients answering ‘‘yes’’ to the

Alberta Breakthrough Pain Assessment Tool (ABPAT)-
based breakthrough pain screening question were classified
as ABPAT-positive

Table 2 ABPAT-positive prevalence variability related to cutoff for background pain intensity, percentages (n)

Level of background pain intensityb (NRS 0–10)

0 £ 1 £ 2 £ 3 £ 4 £ 5 £ 6 £ 7 £ 8 £ 9 £ 10c

ABPAT?a

(n = 302)

0.1

(1)

2.7

(19)

6.9

(48)

14.9

(104)

19.8

(138)

26.6

(185)

32.5

(226)

37.9

(264)

41.7

(290)

42.1

(293)

43.4

(302)

a ABPAT ?/positive: patients answering ‘‘yes’’ to the Alberta Breakthrough Pain Assessment Tool (ABPAT) based
breakthrough pain screening question were classified as ABPAT-positive
b Background pain intensity: all calculations include the cumulative percentages of patients with the respective background
pain intensity or less
c (Level of background pain intensity) B 10 = all ABPAT-positive patients, irrespective of background pain intensity
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this analysis, the diagnosis of BTP was based on
a screening question of pain flares, and after-
wards the prevalence was calculated according
to reported background PI. Without the inten-
tion of presenting precise prevalence estimates,
but merely to demonstrate the effect of back-
ground PI when assessing BTP, this procedure
was found acceptable.

Despite the demonstrated reliability and
validity of recalled pain measures as used in the
present study, these registrations are still prone
to recall bias and/or actual variations in PI

[12, 13]. With 58% being in-patients and 42% of
the patients still on chemotherapy, the
observed lower background PI for the past 1 and
2 days compared to past week might represent a
treatment effect increasing the proportion of
patients with controlled background pain. For
matters of stringency, the assessment periods
for background pain and BTP should ideally be
concurrent.

To get a precise measurement of the magni-
tude of a transient exacerbation of pain, as a
minimum, PI before and during the painful

Fig. 2 ABPAT-positivea prevalence variabilityb related to
different assessment periods for background pain inten-
sityc. aPatients answering ‘‘yes’’ to the Alberta Breakthrough
Pain Assessment Tool (ABPAT)-based breakthrough pain
screening question were classified as ABPAT-positive.
bABPAT-positive prevalence variability related to different
assessment periods for background pain indicated for a
cutoff for background pain intensity B 4 (NRS 0–10).

cBackground pain intensity assessed for the three time
periods ‘‘past week’’, ‘‘past 48 h’’, and ‘‘past 24 h’’. Mean
pain intensity for the three assessment periods were 4.0,
3.6, and 3.4 (NRS 0–10), respectively. All calculations
include the cumulative percentages of patients with the
respective background pain intensity or less
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episode is needed. Without this information at
hand, worst and average PI recollected from the
same period as the pain flare occurred may
provide proxy knowledge on the size of PI
fluctuations. Still, background PI before an epi-
sode of BTP may not be equivalent to average
pain, and peak PI during the flare-up of pain
may be different from patient-reported worst
pain.

The screening question for BTP used in the
primary study assessed the past 24 h [22].
Patients with BTP, but not experiencing any
pain flares within this period were not included.
Nor did the study specifically examine whether
the pain flares were cancer related. However,
the majority of the patients believed the cancer
caused their pain (Table 1). Finally, average PI

was used as a measure for background pain. The
approach may open for interpretations, but the
method has been used in both older and more
recent studies [7, 9].

Comparison with Previous Work

Besides prevalence variations related to disease
stage and symptom burden, the identification
of BTP depends on the characteristics used to
define BTP [1, 6]. The primary publication from
the EPCRC-CSA study indicated that more than
40% of the patients had BTP last 24 h [22]. In a
follow-up paper on the same study population,
which demonstrated a nation-based range in
prevalence from 14 to 75%, the authors
emphasized the point that research on BTP has

Fig. 3 ABPAT-positivea prevalence variabilityb related to
difference between worst and average pain intensityc.
aPatients answering ‘‘yes’’ to the Alberta Breakthrough Pain
Assessment Tool (ABPAT) based breakthrough pain
screening question were classified as ABPAT-positive.
bABPAT-positive prevalence variability related to differ-
ence between worst and average pain intensity past 24 h,
indicated for a difference of at least one point and a

difference of more than two points, and a cutoff for
background pain intensity B 4 (NRS 0–10). cDifference
between worst and average pain intensity for the past 24 h,
displayed for the differences: C 0 points, C 1 point, C 2
points, and [ 2 points (NRS 0–10). dBackground pain
intensity assessed for time period ‘‘past week’’. All calcu-
lations include the cumulative percentages of patients with
the respective background pain intensity or less
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been challenged by a lack of consensus on
standard language and taxonomy [26]. A com-
mentary on the follow-up paper implied that
many of the patients with a pain flare might
have uncontrolled background pain, a claim
confirmed in the present analysis [27].

Patients with BTP are reported to have more
intense background pain [9]. This seems rea-
sonable considering that the transient exacer-
bations of pain increase the average pain,
reflecting all variations in PI [1]. In line with
this, previous studies have shown higher
prevalence of transient exacerbations of pain
when including patients regardless of back-
ground PI compared to a subgroup of the
patient population with an average background
PI of B 6 or B 4 (NRS 0–10), respectively [7, 28].
The present study supported these findings, and
explored the implications of different intensity
levels for background pain. Usually, no more
than mild background PI is accepted as a pre-
requisite for diagnosing BTP [2]. Different cut-
offs are applied for distinguishing mild from
moderate pain, and a systematic review on
symptoms included in the Edmonton Symptom
Assessment Scale found NRS scores 1–4 best
reflecting mild pain [17, 18, 29, 30]. As shown
in Table 2, by raising the accepted level of
maximum background PI by one point from 3
to 4 (NRS 0–10), the calculated BTP prevalence
will increase from 15% to almost 20%.

Choice of recall periods for patient-reported
outcomes should depend on the specific pur-
pose of the trial, the characteristics of the dis-
ease, and the treatment to be tested [13].
Recalled average pain from the past 48 h has
been shown to be a reliable and valid measure of
actual pain in cancer patients [12]. The present
study demonstrated a high degree of agreement
beyond chance for prevalence estimates when
changing the assessment period for background
pain from ‘‘past week’’ to ‘‘past ‘‘48 h’’, support-
ing that possibility when appropriate due to
trial purposes. In addition, there was substantial
agreement between the prevalence estimates for
BTP when changing the assessment period for
background pain from ‘‘past week’’ to ‘‘past
24 h’’. However, despite this agreement, Fig. 2
illustrates a change in BTP prevalence from 19.8
to 24.9% for different assessment periods for

background pain (background PI B 4), reliant
on the distribution (Fig. 1) and central tendency
measure (average PI) of the background pain
[31].

A transient pain exacerbation can be assessed
as an increase in absolute score, an increase to a
predefined score, or as a proportion of increase
on a numeric rating scale, with different degree
of support in favor of the various views [14, 20].
For raw numerical scores, a commonly cited
clinically important difference in PI is two
points (NRS 0–10) [14]. A large study exploring
the responsiveness of the Edmonton Symptom
Assessment Scale in cancer patients concluded
that the optimal cutoff for improvement and
deterioration was one point or more (NRS 0–10)
for each of the ten symptoms, pain included
[19]. The discussion in the aftermath of the
study pointed out that although being a useful
measure for power calculations and response
determinations in trials, for the individual
patient additional measures like personalized
symptom goals may be useful [32–34]. The
present study indicated that to predefine the
necessary size of a transient pain exacerbation
might add stringency to a study design. Inter-
estingly, approximately 20% of the patients
who reported pain flares the past 24 h also
reported no difference between worst and
average PI for the same period. Lack of clarity
and misunderstandings may represent chal-
lenges when interpreting patient-reported
questionnaires, and can result in information
bias and systematic errors in study results
[23, 35].

The present study supports previous findings
and underlines that valid comparisons of
prevalence and treatment effects are dependent
on standardized and universally agreed upon
criteria for BTP [6, 7, 28].

Limitations

The current study is based on a 10-year-old data
set. Pain prevalence and pain control may have
changed during the following years [36]. How-
ever, a recent study found no improvement in
cancer pain management in a 5-year perspective
from 2008 [37]. Furthermore, the study
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population is patients with advanced cancer,
limiting the generalizability of the conclusions.

CONCLUSIONS

The study underlined that BTP prevalence
assessment needs to be standardized [6]. To
reduce inter-study variability, both the numer-
ically defined cutoff for controlled background
PI and the actual background PI in the popula-
tion should be reported. The necessary increase
in PI for a transient pain exacerbation to be
considered significant also should be stated, as
this may have a substantial impact on the
prevalence. However, the present study did not
aim to identify the optimal definition of BTP,
but simply addressed that variable use of BTP
definitions will result in variable prevalence
estimates. Lack of definition consensus makes it
difficult to know to what extent differences
between studies are due to the use of different
BTP definitions or reflect actual differences in
clinical pain experienced by the patients. Fur-
ther international collaboration to improve
standardization in assessment and reporting of
BTP should be prioritized.

The present study also demonstrated that
pain flares outside the definition of BTP is fre-
quent, and hence must be accounted for in
inclusion and exclusion criteria in research and
addressed in clinical practice [20]. Finally, the
study demonstrated that PI assessments that
reflect the most recent changes in pain medi-
cation are applicable.

Due to the methodology of this study, which
is based on a 10-year-old dataset, the findings
should be studied prospectively and with a
controlled design investigating a broader spec-
trum of pain characteristics and patient popu-
lations. Whether broad or narrow diagnostic
criteria for BTP influence the number of treat-
ment interventions, patients’ pain reports and
treatment satisfaction should also be addressed.
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