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Introduction 
After breast surgery you may experience discomfort or sensations such as tightness and numbness 
in the breast or under your arm. Research has shown that good control of your pain levels after 
surgery reduces your chance of developing long-term (chronic) pain. Everyone experiences pain 
differently, and some people need more pain relief than others. It is therefore important that the 
treatment of your pain is tailored to your personal needs. 

Common types of pain relief medication 
Paracetamol can be used regularly to control mild to moderate pain. 

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) such as diclofenac or ibuprofen can be used to 
control moderate pain. NSAIDs must be used with caution by people with asthma, kidney disease, 
heartburn or stomach ulcers. 

Opioids are strong painkillers used for severe pain. They include codeine and tramadol. Co-codamol 
and co-dydramol tablets are a combination of codeine and paracetamol.  

Pain during your hospital stay 
Before your surgery, the nurse may give you some pain relief to take by mouth.  

During your surgery, the anaesthetist (the doctor who looks after you in surgery) will provide pain 
relief into your bloodstream. 

After surgery, your pain will be regularly assessed by the nursing staff to ensure you are receiving 
adequate pain relief. You should always tell a doctor or nurse if your pain worsens. 

Pain at home 
When you are ready to go home, you will need to have a supply of painkiller tablets. You should 
obtain tablets such as paracetamol and ibuprofen yourself before your surgery. The hospital will also 
supply stronger painkillers for you to take home and to use if needed. 

It is important that you take painkillers regularly following your surgery so that you are comfortable 
and not in pain. If your pain is well controlled after surgery, you are less likely to develop long-lasting 
(chronic) pain that can persist for months or years after your treatment has finished. 

The information below will help you to decide which type of painkiller to take, based on the level of 
pain that you have. 

Remember that it is normal to experience pain after surgery, and we would expect you to require 
regular painkillers for a couple of weeks. However, if your pain is still not controlled on these tablets, 
please contact the Breast Care Nurses or your GP, as you may need to be seen and assessed to 
ensure there is no other cause for your pain. 

Assessing your pain 
The diagram on the next page is a pain ladder. It will help you to decide which medication is suitable 
depending on the amount of pain you are in. 
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Start at the top of the ladder and move down until your pain matches the description given. Each 
medication can be taken in addition to each other. This means that when you move down one step 
you will continue to take the medication from the previous step; this way you are building up your 
level of pain control.  

You will also be provided with a diary containing a visual scale to assess your levels of pain at home. 
Please fill this in accurately following your surgery and bring it with you to your post-operative 
appointment. This diary will also guide you as to which medication to take to control your pain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Details: 
Breast Care Nurse: 01493 452447 
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Painkillers:		
Tramadol,	
diclofenac	and	
paracetamol	

Painkillers:	
Co-codamol	with	
or	without	
ibuprofen		
	

Step	3	
	
Pain	level	8-10	out	
of	10	

	

Step	two	
	
Pain	level	5-7	out	
of	10	

Painkillers:	
Paracetamol	with	
or	without	
ibuprofen	

Step	one	
	
Pain	level	1-4	out	of	
10	

Mild pain, 
e.g. aching, discomfort 

Moderate pain, 
e.g. burning pain  

Severe pain, 
e.g. severe sharp or burning pain 


