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Abstract

Objectives : Opioid availability for the palliative care of patients with advanced
cancer is increasing globally. However, opioid availability remains extremely low in
Japan. We investigated whether pain is appropriately controlled by low-dose opioid
prescriptions in patients with advanced cancer in Japan.

Methods : A web-based nationwide survey for caregivers from 2000 community
comprehensive support care centers was performed in Japan to assess details about
pain in the 30 days before patients died of end-stage cancer. Separately, the data for
opioid prescription doses and medical services in the 90 days before the death of
patients with cancer were extracted from a health insurance claim database.

Results : Responses from 1034 responders were retrieved and 665 patients were
included. In total, 254 patients (38.2%) complained of severe-to-intolerable cancer-
related pain. The median cumulative prescription dose of opioids in the 90 days
before patient death was 311.0mg by oral morphine equivalent doses. Multiple regression
analyses across prefectures revealed that the proportion of patients with severe-to-
intolerable cancer-related pain was negatively associated with the cumulative opioid
consumption expressed as morphine-equivalent doses within 90 days before death.

Conclusions : The very low availability of opioids for patients with end-stage cancer
could result in high rate of severe-to-intolerable cancer-related pain patients. There
were several limitations in this study, and the interpretations of the findings should
be carefully. However, the increase in the absolute dose of opioids could improve the

palliative care framework to the pain-control levels of the global standard.
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