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Radiat ion Oncologist  and Radiat ion Therapy
Fem ale Pat ient

A radia t ion oncologist  is an internal m edicine physician who specializes in the t reatm ent  of 
diseases using radiat ion t reatm ents. After your cancer is evaluated and it  is determ ined that  
the use of radiat ion therapy could dest roy any rem aining cancer cells which m ay be left  in your 
breast  area, you will be referred to a radiat ion oncologist . Most  pat ients who have a lum pectomy 
or breast-conserving surgery are referred to a radiat ion oncologist  for evaluat ion pr ior to their  
surgery.

Radiat ion therapy ( t reatm ent  by high-powered X- rays)  is an effect ive weapon against  breast  cancer 
because it  dam ages cells and prevents cell reproduct ion. When a cell is about  to divide and is 
radiated, it  cannot  divide, and it  dies. Radiat ion therapy is used to dest roy cancer cells in the area 
of the breast  that  is radiated. Chem otherapy kills cells that  have spread to other parts of your body 
through the blood or lym phat ic system . Often both m ethods are used to give the best  possible 
chance for eradicat ion of the disease.

On your first  visit  to a radiat ion oncologist , the physician will carefully review your pathology 
report , m am m ogram  records or film s, your surgery recom m endat ions or surgical records, results 
from  any diagnost ic tests perform ed and your m edical history. A physical exam  will be perform ed 
and recom m endat ions m ade for your t reatm ent .

Candidates for  Radiat ion Therapy
Radiat ion therapy is given after breast-conserving surgery to help lower the r isk of a local 
recurrence in the breast  or nearby lym ph nodes. I t  is also given after m astectomy if the cancer was 
larger than 50 m m  (about  2 inches)  or if cancer had spread to the lym ph nodes.

Types of Radiat ion Therapy
There are several types of radiat ion therapy used to t reat  breast  cancer:

 Ŷ Externa l beam  radia t ion com es from  a m achine outside or the body 
 Ɣ Tradit ional external beam  radiat ion therapy is given daily, five days a week for six weeks. 
 Ɣ Accelerated external beam  radiat ion therapy is adm inistered in three weeks by giving a 

higher dosage of radiat ion at  each t reatm ent  session. 
 Ŷ I nterna l radia t ion  (brachytherapy)  is a radioact ive delivery source that  is placed into the 

breast  lum pectomy cavity for a short  period and then rem oved. Treatm ent  is usually given 
twice a day for five days.

Externa l Radiat ion Therapy
The radiat ion oncologist  will m onitor your t reatm ents. Treatm ents are given in a clinic or hospital 
on an outpat ient  basis. This first  session will include special exam s, such as CT scans or special 
X- rays, to determ ine the area to be t reated. To ensure that  the radiat ion beam  is aim ed correct ly 
each day, a technician will out line your chest  with t iny, freckle-sized dots. Ask your technician if 
your m arks will be sem i-perm anent  or perm anent . I f sem i-perm anent , the m arks will eventually 
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fade away, but  they need to rem ain unt il t reatm ent  is com pleted, so soap and scrubbing on 
the area m ust  be avoided during the t reatm ent  period. Often, the m arks are tat tooed and are 
perm anent . This visit  m ay require one hour or longer. Treatm ents are given five days a week, 
Monday through Friday, for up to six weeks. Each t reatm ent  t im e requires approxim ately 15 
m inutes, with the actual t im e under radiat ion being only a few m inutes. 

Radiat ion therapy is delivered by a m achine that  produces high-          
energy X- rays from  radioact ive substances. The radiat ion is directed 
to the area in your body where disease was found or where there is a 
potent ial for m icroscopic disease. The t reatm ents are painless and 
you cannot  see the rays. You will lie on your back on a table in a 
t reatm ent  room . Once you are posit ioned correct ly, the therapist  goes 
into an adjacent  room  where they can m onitor you on closed circuit  
TV and talk to you over an intercom  during the procedure.

The m achine is then turned on. Radiat ion equipm ent  is large and 
often noisy. The m achines m ay click or sound som ething like a 
vacuum  cleaner as they m ove around to aim  at  the cancer from  different  angles. Radiat ion therapy 
is painless;  but  som e wom en m ay have a sensat ion of warm th or m ild t ingling—this is norm al. 
Once the m achine delivers the prescribed dose to your body, usually within a few m inutes, it  is 
turned off and the therapist  returns to help you up from  the table. You can then dress and leave. 

Most  people in good physical condit ion do not  need to be accom panied to their  radiat ion t reatm ent  
and can drive them selves. I n fact , m any cont inue to work or engage in norm al daily act ivit ies 
following t reatm ents.

I t  is im portant  to avoid any products that  could irr itate the radiated area or interfere with the 
radiat ion t reatm ents. Do not  use any products such as deodorants, powders or soaps that  contain 
alum inum  as they can leave a residue on your skin. Ask your t reatm ent  team  which products 
you m ay use during your t reatm ents. Many wom en are concerned about  perspirat ion odor under 
the surgical arm . Ask your healthcare provide if you m ay wipe the area with alcohol or dust  with 
cornstarch.

The effects of the t reatm ents will be m onitored by your radiat ion oncologist  throughout  the 
t reatm ents. Som e wom en experience m ild fat igue, slight  skin discolorat ion in the area resem bling 
a sunburn, sore throat  or difficulty swallowing. These t reatm ents do not  m ake you radioact ive, nor 
are you a danger to your fam ily. Most  wom en find that  they are able to m aintain a relat ively norm al 
lifestyle with added rest  periods to com pensate for the fat igue. 

Quest ions About  Radiat ion Therapy:
 Ŷ How m any radiat ion t reatm ents will I  receive?
 Ŷ When will these t reatm ents begin?
 Ŷ How long will each t reatment  last?
 Ŷ How will the area to be radiated be m arked? 
 Ŷ Are the m arkings perm anent  or tem porary?
 Ŷ What  kind of soap and bath do you recom m end?
 Ŷ What  kind of skin react ion can I  expect  and how can I  best  protect  my skin?
 Ŷ I s there anything that  I  cannot  use during my t reatm ents (deodorant , powders, etc.)?
 Ŷ Can I  wear my bra or prosthesis during the t reatment  period?
 Ŷ Will I  be able to perform  my norm al dut ies during t reatm ent?
 Ŷ What  side effects m ay I  expect  during or after t reatm ent?
 Ŷ How will the t reatm ents affect  my breast  after t reatm ent  is com pleted?
 Ŷ Do you have writ ten inform at ion on radiat ion therapy?
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