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Post-Mastectomy Patients May Not Need
Radiation
Breast cancer patients with early stage disease that has spread to only one lymph
node may not benefit from radiation after mastectomy, because of the low risk of
recurrence following modern surgery and systemic therapy, according to
researchers at The University of Texas M. D. Anderson Cancer Center.
The research showed that stage I and II patients without spread to auxiliary lymph
nodes or with 1-3 lymph nodes with metastasis who received surgery and adjuvant
chemotherapy without radiation to the chestwall post-mastectomy, had a low
overall risk of locoregional recurrences (LRR).
According to Henry Kuerer, M.D., Ph.D., professor and Training Program Director in
M. D. Anderson's Department of Surgical Oncology, 90 percent of patients
diagnosed with node-positive disease will present with three or fewer nodes. An
estimated 47,000 women are diagnosed annually with breast cancer involving 1- 3
lymph nodes. Of those, 30,000 have only one lymph node involvement.
“There is currently no question that radiotherapy after mastectomy is effective at
decreasing the chances of LRR and is indicated in breast cancer patients with lymph
node spread in greater than four nodes and where the risk of LRR is higher than 10
to 15 percent. However, the need for post-mastectomy radiation in early stage
breast cancer patients has been a topic of great debate within the cancer
community for decades,” explained Kuerer, the study’s senior author.
“We have entered a new era of breast cancer diagnosis and treatment. Modern day
advances in all modalities have been dramatic and, collaboratively, have had a
significant impact on recurrence and survival. Given these advances, the goal of our
study was to assess the present-day LRR risk in women who present with smaller
breast tumors and metastases to fewer lymph nodes,” said Kuerer.
Kuerer and his colleagues studied clinical and pathological factors from 1,022 stage
I or II breast cancer patients who received a mastectomy at M. D. Anderson
between 1997 and 2002. Of those women, 79 percent had no lymph node
involvement, 26 percent had 1-3 positive lymph nodes, with the majority having just
one positive node. None received post-mastectomy radiation and/or pre-operative
chemotherapy; 77 percent received post-operative chemotherapy and/or hormonal
therapy. The median age was 54 years and the median follow up time was 7.5
years.
The researchers found that there was no statistical difference in the 10-year risk of
LRR in women without lymph node spread versus those with spread to one node 2.1 percent to 3.3 percent, respectively. The only independent risk factor for LRR
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was age; patients age 40 and younger, regardless of node involvement, were at
significant increased risk for LRR. “For these younger women, not less, but more
treatment may be needed,” said Rajna Sharma, M.D., a fellow in M. D.
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