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OPTIONS IN BREAST CANCER

RADIATION THERAPY
By Chris Haaness, Ph.D

Radiation therapy

I f youdbve tal ked
oncol ogi st, t hen
heard about the benefits of radiation
treatments for your particular type
of breast cacer. The standard of
care for radiation therapy of breast
cancer is whole breast external
beam radiation. In this type of
radiation therapy, higknergy x

rays produced in a machine pass
through the breast to deliver the
radiation. Whole breast radiation
therapy is often given after a
lumpectomy or mastectomy (also
called chest wall irradiation). This
type of treatment is given 5 days a
week for up to 7 weeks. The most
common side effect of this
treatment is skin redness.

Breast brachytherapy
Brachytherap is a method of
delivering radiation using a small
radioactive source. The source is
placed inside the area to be treated.
For breast brachytherapy, the
source has to be placed inside the
breast tissue where the tumor was
removed. This requires teamwork
between your surgeon and your
radiation oncologist. The radiation
is delivered from inside the breast
and targeted to the area where the
cancer was. The amount (dose) of
radiation given is less than
conventional therapy because it is
given over a shorterrtie. Breast
brachytherapy is typically given
twice per day for 5 days. The side
effects of this type of treatment are
skin redness, bruising, and breast

paini common side effects of
bveastshrgesy. r adi at i on

youdve already
Advantages and disadvantages
Neither type of treatment rkes the
patient radioactive after the
treatment is finished. The obvious
advantage of brachytherapy is the
shorter treatment time. But
brachytherapy and conventional
radiation therapy, which is still the
standard of care, are fundamentally
different. Thisdifference may or
may not be given its due
consideration when discussing your
treatment options with your
physician.

Conventional radiation therapy
irradiates the whole breast, giving
the same radiation dose to all of the
breast tissue. Brachytherapy
irradiates only a small area of the
breast, around where the tumor was
located before it was surgically
removed. This is called partial
breast irradiation.

Partial breast irradiation

The supposed benefit of partial
breast irradiation is that it limits the
amaunt of radiation to healthy
breast tissue, thereby reducing the
potential for side effects. This is a
concept that is applied to radiation
treatments given in other parts of
the body, where there are nearby
organs such as the liver or kidneys
which may suier serious side
effects. Not all physicians believe
this is a wise approach to the
treatment of breast cancer, however.
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