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Understanding 
Radiation 
Therapy

Radiation therapy is a cornerstone 
treatment in the battle against breast 
cancer, utilizing high-energy beams 
such as X-rays, protons, or other 
particles to precisely target and 
destroy cancerous cells. This 
innovative approach takes advantage 
of the rapid production rate of cancer 
cells, making them particularly 
susceptible to radiation's destructive 
e�ects. Remarkably, this therapy 
employs energy forms that are both 
invisible and painless to the patient. 
Moreover, it's crucial to dispel a 
common myth: undergoing radiation 
treatment does not make you 
radioactive, and thus, there is no risk 
to those around you, including 
children.

The Two Main Approaches to 
Radiation Therapy

1. External Radiation Therapy: This 
method is widely used and 
involves directing radiation 
towards the breast from an 
external source.

2. Internal Radiation Therapy 
(Brachytherapy): In this approach, 
a device designed to deliver 
radiation is placed inside the 
breast, at the site of the tumor, 
post-surgery. This device then 
receives radioactive material at 
intervals throughout the treatment 
period.

The Rationale Behind Radiation Therapy
Radiation therapy plays a critical role in the comprehensive treatment of 
breast cancer. Its primary purpose is to eliminate cancer cells, 
significantly reducing the likelihood of cancer recurrence post-surgery. 
Furthermore, radiation therapy is also instrumental in alleviating pain and 
managing other symptoms in cases of advanced breast cancer.

Post-Surgery Radiation Therapy: Enhancing Outcomes

Following surgical interventions like lumpectomy or breast-conserving 
surgery, which aim to remove the tumor while preserving most of the 
breast tissue, radiation therapy is often recommended to target any 
residual cancer cells. This strategy, known as breast conservation 
therapy, combines lumpectomy with radiation therapy and has been 
shown to be as e�ective as a mastectomy (complete removal of the 
breast) in preventing cancer recurrence. In situations where the risk of 
recurrence is particularly low, radiation therapy may not be deemed 
necessary.

Options for Radiation Therapy Post-Lumpectomy

• Whole-Breast Irradiation: Targets the entire breast area with 
external beam radiation.

• Partial-Breast Irradiation: Focuses on the area surrounding the 
tumor removal site, suitable for certain early-stage breast cancers. 
This can be delivered either internally or externally.

Delving Deeper: Whole Breast External Beam Radiation Therapy

Following a lumpectomy, this approach typically involves treating the 
entire breast, and possibly the nearby lymph node areas, using a linear 
accelerator. The process is characterized by its precision and brevity, 
although the preparation for each session may extend the time spent in 
the treatment room to about 15–30 minutes. The treatment is 
administered daily, from Monday to Friday, over a span of one to seven 
weeks, depending on the surgical findings.

Innovations in Partial Breast Irradiation (PBI)

Ongoing research has illuminated the potential for safely concentrating 
radiation therapy on just the tumor-bearing segment of the breast, 
thereby shortening the overall treatment duration. PBI can be 
administered through either external beam radiation therapy, which 
directs radiation more precisely, or through breast brachytherapy, 
involving the insertion of a device that directly delivers radiation to the 
a�ected area.

Mitigating Side E�ects Through Technology

A notable advancement in this field is the use of Deep Inspiration Breath 
Hold (DIBH) technique. This method requires the patient to take and hold 
a deep breath during radiation delivery, significantly reducing the 
radiation exposure to the heart by distancing it from the breast being 
treated.
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Self-Care During Radiation Therapy
The journey through radiation therapy demands not only physical endurance but also an attentive 
approach to self-care. Here are some pivotal guidelines:

• Rest and Support: Emphasize rest and do not hesitate to seek help when necessary.

• Adherence and Communication: Follow your doctor's guidance closely and maintain open lines of 
communication.

• Medication Management: Ensure all medications, including supplements, are disclosed to your 
doctor to avoid any contraindications.

• Nutrition and Hydration: Prioritize a balanced diet and adequate hydration.

• Skin Care: Treat the skin in the treated area with extra care, avoiding extreme temperatures and 
chemicals. Only use products approved by your healthcare provider.

Radiation therapy for breast cancer represents a sophisticated and highly targeted approach to eradicate 
cancer cells, significantly enhancing patient outcomes. Through careful planning, technological 
advancements, and a commitment to self-care, patients can navigate their treatment journey with 
confidence and resilience.



VIRGINIACANCER.COM

Notes


