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Post-mastectomy Pain Syndrome 

After having breast cancer surgery, some women have problems with nerve
(neuropathic) pain in the chest wall, armpit, and/or arm that doesn’t go away over time.
This is called post-mastectomy pain syndrome (PMPS) because it was first noticed in
women who had mastectomies1, but it can also happen after other types of breast-
conserving surgery2 (such as a lumpectomy).

Symptoms of PMPS

The classic symptoms of PMPS are pain and tingling in the chest wall, armpit, and/or
arm. Pain may also be felt in the shoulder or surgical scar. Other common complaints
include: numbness, shooting or pricking pain, or unbearable itching. Most women with
PMPS say their symptoms are not severe.

How common is PMPS?

Studies have shown that between 20% and 30% of women develop symptoms of PMPS
after surgery. It's most common after operations that remove tissue in the upper outside
portion of the breast or the underarm area.

PMPS is thought to be linked to damage done to the nerves in the armpit and chest
during surgery. But the causes are not known for sure. Women who are younger, who
have had a full axillary lymph node dissection3 (ALND) and not just a sentinel lymph
node biopsy, or who were treated with radiation4 after surgery are more likely to have
problems with PMPS. Because ALND is done less often now, PMPS is less common
than it once was.

Managing PMPS
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It is important to talk to your doctor about any pain you are having. PMPS can cause
you to not use your arm the way you should, and over time you could lose the ability to
use it normally.

PMPS can be treated. Some pain medicines, even some as strong as opioids
(narcotics)5 don't always work well for nerve pain, but there are medicines and
treatments that do work for this kind of pain. Talk to your doctor to get the pain control
you need.
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Additional resources

Along with the American Cancer Society, other sources of information and support
include:

National Cancer Institute Toll-free number: 1-800-4-CANCER (1-800-422-6237)
Website: www.cancer.gov (http://www.cancer.gov/)6

Offers current information about breast cancer screening, diagnosis, and treatment
as well as information on other types of cancer, as well as information for the family
and children of people with cancer

●
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National Comprehensive Cancer Network (NCCN) Website: www.nccn.org/patients
(http://www.nccn.org/patients)7

Made up of experts from many of the nation’s leading cancer centers, the NCCN
develops guidelines for doctors to use when treating patients. Some of these
guidelines, including one on breast cancer, are available in versions for patients as
well. Also provides online information on other topics to help patients, caregivers,
and families make informed decisions about cancer care.

●

Susan G. Komen for the Cure Toll-free number: 1-877-465-6636
Website: www.komen.org (http://www.komen.org/)8

Offers information on breast health and breast cancer; tools, including videos and
quizzes; and referrals to support groups. Some written materials in Spanish, Arabic,
Chinese, Vietnamese, Russian, and Korean

●

*Inclusion on this list does not imply endorsement by the American Cancer Society.
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The American Cancer Society medical and editorial content team
(www.cancer.org/cancer/acs-medical-content-and-news-staff.html)

Our team is made up of doctors and oncology certified nurses with deep knowledge of
cancer care as well as journalists, editors, and translators with extensive experience in
medical writing.

American Cancer Society medical information is copyrighted material. For reprint
requests, please see our Content Usage Policy (www.cancer.org/about-
us/policies/content-usage.html).
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