Role of Pain Nurse: Challenging yet Fulfilling
Background

Pain is an inevitable experience throughout an individual’s life from cradle to grave. Good quality of pain management will lead to improvement of health care and quality of life to sufferers and their loved ones. Pain management is the art and science of treating the acute, chronic and cancer pain not only through the performance of selected appropriated assessment, use of pharmacological or non-pharmacological interventions to achieve the positive outcomes and most important, through utmost passion and determination to walk patients through the ups and downs of the rehabilitation pathways. 

The International Association for the Study of Pain (IASP) describes the role of Pain Nurses as follows: “Nurses play a critical role in effective pain management because they have frequent contact with patients in a variety of settings (e.g., home, hospital, outpatient clinic, community).”
 It is in this context that places the Pain Nurse in a unique position.
Acute Pain Service has been set up in major Government Hospitals since 1990’s and has evolved from “anaesthesiologist-based” to “nurse-based anaesthesiologist supervised” model nowadays. Pain nurses have extended their roles to provide the continuous and comprehensive care to meet the services demand. They are regarded as expert nurse clinicians providing nursing care in pain management to pain patients. They also excel in certain practice skills like counseling, health education, and physical/psychometric assessment and evaluation of the effect or side effects of drugs. Manpower of the pain nurse has increased from four to over sixteen in the past two decades. Their working experience ranges from 2 to 16 years and the majority are female staff. Most of them work on a full time basis in pain services and some will also participate in the peri-operative services as well.

Our works

Pain management is all about teamwork. Pain Nurse strengthens the collaboration between many disciplines. Pain nurse has a role of case manager among the many different specialities involved in pain patient rehabilitation, namely physiotherapists, occupational therapists, pain specialists, wards staffs, clinical psychologists, and pharmacists etc during the patient rehabilitation journey. Pain nurse acts as a middleman bridging the gap between different specialists and patients, enhancing communication and smoothening the physical and mental distresses of patients. . Besides, promotion of the healthy behaviours, strengthening and empowering patients to sustain their abilities to reduce their pain is also a fundamental aspect of our role. Pain nurse will provide patients therapeutic communication and counseling to identify patients’ expectations and understand their pacing skills, coping strategies. Patient empowerment program has been useful in pain rehabilitation,   inspiring patient to regain the locus of self control, so that they can handle setbacks and overcome the relapses.
By strengthening the partnership with our patients and other disciplines, hopefully there would be better hospital supported services and better resource allocation to keep with the growing demand. The development of evidence-based clinical guidelines, protocols, audit tools and continuous quality improvement to identify areas of care deficit are also part of our responsibilities. 
Is this a mission impossible? With the encouragement and support from supervisors, colleagues and recognition from others disciplines and patients, our challenges will not be insurmountable.
Our Challenges 
Like problems faced worldwide, our greatest challenges are the increasing population, the aging problems and the shortage of manpower. All these factors escalate the demand and workload. Not uncommonly, pain nurses have to work independently , and yet patient care is always teamwork. Communication is the key. Some nurses working on a part-time basis in pain services may face problems in networking, which can lead to lack of sense of belonging. To motivate the staff morale under constrained manpower and long working hours is a great art to work on. Most of us are building our nursing teams from scratch and have been facing great challenge in establishing the nursing care framework.
Our gratification 

To quote Florence Nightingale (Advice to Nursing Student 1873): - ”Nursing is most truly said to be a high calling, an honourable calling…..The honour does not lie in putting on Nursing like your uniform. Honour lies in loving perfection, consistency, and in working hard for it: in being ready to work patiently…” 

Pain Nurses take pride in this high calling, an admirable calling. The credit lies in loving perfection, consideration, consistency, and in working hard for it. 

It is especially heart-warming to be rewarded with a smile or small appreciation card, the value of which reflects on the thankfulness of the giver. Seeing patients managing their own problems and even helping others in the self-help group might be our greatest harvest.
For example, a young lady suffering of pain from a foot injury started off as a depressed and without any eye contact at every visit. We walked with her through the turmoils of rehabilitation together. Not long ago, she was willing to share us with her dreams and passions such as the intent of being able to walk independently like flying with her own wings. 
Consolidate ourselves

Being able to work with the Hospital Authority Pain Nurse Working Group is another blessing. This working group gives us a platform to share the updated information about quality improvement and guidelines to advance nursing standards among clusters in the periodical meetings. To have better understanding of the needs of our patients, some of us have volunteered as advisors of patient self help groups. Continuous local or overseas training would broaden our scope and consolidate our prospective in pain management. 

In the Near Future 

In acute pain aspect, we would like to consolidate the “Link nurse scheme” within clusters so as to have a seamless perioperative pain management to enhance control in postoperative period and to prevent chronic post surgical pain. There is a need to develop more pain assessment and audit tools for the Chinese pain population. More active participations in the initiation, supervision and evaluation of pain research projects and the publication of significant findings are necessary. Last but not least, we are committed to strive our best to promote the quality of life of our patients, to set up an accredited nurse-led clinics within three years in order to decrease the waiting time and to provide early nursing interventions so as to prepare for future challenges.

Long Term Planning
The long term planning in our speciality is to increase the awareness and consolidate the understanding in pain management. The Institute of Advanced Nursing Studies (IANS) , which is supported by the Hong Kong Hospital Authority, enhances the nursing standards and qualities by facilitating the continuing learning and personal development. Post-registration Certificate Course (PRCC) provides an intensive and comprehensive course for nurses in pain management which includes over fifteen day theoretical elements with six weeks clinical practicum to enhance nursing care. 

Ms. Cheung, a PRCC classmate has her feedback after the course, “As a trainee of Pain Nurse, it is more than what I have expected about pain nurse. They are responsible for many works: pain assessment or pain round independently, in analgesic titration or opioid switching during pain round, specific care during pain interventional procedure, in education for both patients and other professional colleagues. Being an educator is the main role of Pain Nurses. They are knowledgeable in pain management and are responsible for consultations and quality improvement.” She believes that pain management needs “heart” to develop “trustworthy relationship” with our patients and their relatives.   

Conclusion 

There is no doubt that change in pain management practices will be needed to keep pace with changing times. Wise utilization of the resources and our own adaptability will be the essential parts of the changes. Pain Nurses, with their unique knowledge and practice, can further expand their roles in the community to meet the increasing demand for health care services.  

A butterfly effect could be started from small changes initially. If we wish to change for the better world, it is time for us to start flapping our little wings….
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