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Managing 
Breathlessness



Palliative Care in 1990’s
One of my early text books

Start patient of Oral Morphine 5 
mg qid



Side effects and risks of opioid 
prescribing

Side effects: Constipation, Drowsiness, 
Confusion and Nausea

Opioid Stewardship requires: 
1. Tailored prescribing
2. Patient and Family Education
3. Shared decision making
4. Close follow up and Care Coordination



Systemic review and Meta-analysis 
2021

1. Opioids were not associated with more effectiveness than placebo for 
improving breathlessness

2. Anxiolytics were not associated with more effectiveness than placebo for 
breathlessness or related anxiety

3. Pharmacological interventions demonstrated some harm compared with 
usual care

Feliciano et al 2021, JAMA



Current Guideline ASCO 2021

u Non Pharmacologic interventions provided some benefit

u Support for Pharmacologic interventions like opioids was limited

Recommendations were
1. Assessment and ascertain potentionally reversible causes

2. Referral to specialist palliative care

3. Initial management with non pharmacological interventions and supplemental 
oxygen

4. Pharmacological options can be tried if initial non pharmacological  management 
is insufficient. Options include Systemic opioids, Short acting Benzodiazepines when 
dyspnea is anxiety related, Systemic corticosteroids when dyspnea is likely related to 
airway obstruction or inflamation. 



Background

Breathlessness is a common, 
distressing symptom for 
palliative care patients with 
cancer and non-cancer 
diagnoses

Increasing evidence than 
opioids have limited benefit 
and harms may outweigh 
benefit
Non-pharmacological 
strategies play a crucial role
Patients and carers need 
guidance to manage this 
challenging symptom and 
impact on function /QOL

CALD communities face 
disparities in accessing 
quality palliative care and 
information

Language barriers are a 
major obstacle, 
compounded by cultural 
barriers

Existing palliative care 
resources often fail to 
address unique needs of 
CALD populations

Information presented solely 
in English excludes CALD 
patients/carers, increases 
isolation and 
disempowerment



Goals and Objectives
Translate a comprehensive 
booklet on non-pharmacological 
management of breathlnessness 
into commonly spoken 
languages other than English
Based on booklet already in 
circulation in the English 
language
Translation process to be 
overseen by a team with 
expertise in palliative care, 
translation, and cultural sensitivity 
with input from patients/carers 



Goals and Objectives

Booklets to address:
u Understanding shortness of breath

u Non-pharmacological management 
techniques and strategies

u Managing associated symptoms – fatigue, 
sleep disturbance, mood disorders

u Breathlessness management plan

u Additional resources 



Benefits to Patients and Caregivers

u Improved understanding: Clear and concise information about shortness 
of breath and its management in their native language

u Empowerment: The capacity to actively participate in symptom 
management and decision-making about their care

u Reduced anxiety and distress: Clear communication and knowledge can 
alleviate fear and helplessness associated with breathlessness

u Enhanced quality of life: By effectively managing shortness of breath, 
patients can experience greater comfort and improved participation in 
daily activities



Project 
Outcomes

Managing Breathlessness 
booklet has been translated 
into the 6 commonly spoken 
languages other than 
English in the North and 
Western Metro area - 
Greek, Italian, Arabic, 
Chinese, Vietnamese and 
Turkish

Carried out by a 
professional translation 
service and double 
checked for accuracy 
Content has been updated. 
Images in booklet updated 
to ensure they are more 
representative of diversity of 
the patient population 

Piloted in each language 
by patients and caregivers, 
to check accuracy, 
readability, accessibility and 
ensure culturally 
appropriate content

Pilot feedback - improved 
knowledge and 
understanding of shortness 
of breath, greater 
confidence managing 
symptoms, booklet a 
valuable resource. Updated 
in response to feedback

Formatted as PDF to share 
electronically with patients, 
caregivers and healthcare 
professionals and can be 
printed locally by palliative 
care services (selecting 
booklet layout when 
printing). Printing for our sites

Available online to optimise 
accessibility to patients, 
caregivers and healthcare 
professionals locally, 
nationally, internationally in 
collaboration with 







Next Steps

u Now translating our symptom management 
plan templates with support from the RMH 
foundation

u Planning qualitative and quantitative 
evaluation/research through surveys and 
interviews, looking at experience of CALD 
patients/carers affected by breathlessness, 
barriers to seeking medical attention and 
accessing support 

u Share resources through newsletters from 
statewide and national organisations – PCV, 
PCA, ANZSPM, and other services supporting 
patients with lung cancer and advanced 
lung diseases

u Videos demonstrating use of non-drug 
breathlessness Mx techniques currently in 
production, will be made available on the 
website link provided in the booklets 



https://inspirebreathingbetter.com/ 

We are happy to share PDF versions of multilingual booklets
Michael.Collins@petermac.org

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/inspirebreathingbetter.com/__;!!NDYExDT0u85SdT4!qzYu90fTu03-TdcI_bqAxhVzJEZ9T0DEES1_ep-E8FReywkA5jEvz7-vqyqXoqA7-c3kAts0Q_rdX-a-wHlTNuO3h916aLEh$

