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Postradiotherapy surveillance, which aims to detect and treat radiation injury, is important from the patient’s perspective, but also
from the radiation oncologist’s perspective. Unfortunately, patient nonattendance increases over the course of five years. The aim
of the study was to investigate the appropriateness and acceptability of reduced versus usual (conventional) postradiotherapy
surveillance in breast cancer patients. A total of 192 consecutive patients with curatively irradiated breast cancer from two selected
treatment years were included in our study, of whom 65 were offered six (after three months, 12 months, 24 months, 36 months,
48 months, and 60 months) and 127 were offered four follow-up appointments (after three months, 12 months, 36 months, and
60 months). Their patient-, tumour- and treatment-related characteristics were analysed, as well as follow-up events and at-
tendance rates. The reduced four-meeting surveillance practice shows similar results to the traditional six-meeting practice in
terms of appropriateness and acceptability, with significantly higher attendance rates at 36 and 60 months (p = 0.014 and 0.013,
respectively) when the individual moments are compared on a one-to-one basis. The patient-, tumour-, and treatment-related
variables examined did not show an effect on the attendance rate. There was also no significant difference between the two cohorts
in the detection of follow-up events (such as recurrence) and late radiation effects. In conclusion, this retrospective study provides
scientific support for the trend towards a risk-adjusted, reduced surveillance practice in radiation oncology. In particular, four
postradiotherapy follow-up visits seem to be appropriate and accepted in breast cancer patients after curative postoperative breast
irradiation. This reduced postradiotherapy surveillance practice has the advantage of saving time for the patient and resources for
the healthcare system without compromising quality; it could also improve patient participation. We, therefore, recommend it as
an appropriate standard for breast cancer patients.

1. Introduction

The recording of late effects after radiotherapy represents an
essential part of the quality of outcome after radiotherapy
procedures and is prescribed by law in Germany. To ensure
that this responsibility was met, patients were followed up at
regular intervals after radiotherapy, usually after three
months and then once a year for five years. This surveillance
practice, also known as “postradiotherapy follow-up,” is an
adjunct to the oncology follow-up care programme that

evaluates and manages late or long-term side effects of
cancer treatment [1].

Until now, patients have been called in for follow-up care
at fixed intervals after radiotherapy, regardless of their in-
dividual risk of late radiation effects, in accordance with the
equally rigidly defined oncology follow-up care. Oncological
follow-up consists of two parts: aftercare and surveillance.
Aftercare aims to detect, manage, and treat the psychosocial
and physical consequences of breast cancer (treatment),
while surveillance aims to detect locoregional recurrence
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(LRR) and second primary breast cancer (SPBC) at an early
stage. The latter is supported by two systematic reviews
showing that patients with asymptomatic or mammo-
graphically detected LRR or SPBC have a better survival rate
than patients with symptomatic or clinically detected LRR or
SPBC [2]. However, Eijkelboom et al. [2] recently in-
vestigated routine and interval detection of locoregional
breast cancer recurrence and the risk of subsequent distant
metastasis and were able to show that the severity of LRR
and the subsequent risk of a distant metastasis (DM) be-
tween LRR detected by routine and interval screening did
not result in less severe LRR and did not reduce the risk of
subsequent DM. This observation fuels the debate about the
scope and risk-adapted intensity of oncological follow-up,
which, in the UK, for example, includes at least one annual
mammography and regular visits with physical examination
and medical history [3] but, in some other countries, also
includes even denser follow-up schedules with laboratory
tests (e.g., tumour markers). On the other hand, there is
a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of personalisation, as
reported by van Maaren et al. [4]: her review shows that
existing interventions to personalise follow-up are scarce
(especially for surveillance), vary widely, are not structurally
embedded in clinical practice, and do not provide clear
evidence of their effectiveness. Against this background, the
results of the planned prospective Dutch trial on this topic
are awaited with interest.

With regard to radiotherapy, it seems possible to change
the appointment practice by extending the examination
intervals (currently once a year) and by reducing the number
of appointments in cases with a low incidence of late ra-
diation effects; this might also improve patient acceptance of
this postradiotherapy follow-up. The German Commission
on Radiological Protection has recently approved this option
for such patients with a low risk of late radiation effects, as
well as in the case of postoperative breast irradiation for
breast cancer [1].

To research the effects of reducing the number of ap-
pointments and to compare a reduction with the usual
(conventional) postradiotherapy follow-up schedule in pa-
tients with breast cancer, we conducted a retrospective
longitudinal observational study. The aim of the study was to
investigate two selected cohorts of breast cancer patients
with different postradiotherapy follow-up schedules over
5years with respect to follow-up events and late radiation
effects as parameters to determine appropriateness and
follow-up behaviour measured by attendance rate as a pa-
rameter to determine acceptability of the modified post-
radiotherapy surveillance.

2. Materials and Methods

In our institution, postradiotherapy follow-up was per-
formed six times in five years until 2012 (schedule A; i.e.,
three months (3 M), twelve months (12 M), 2 years (24 M),
3 years (36 M), 4 years (48 M), and for the last time at 5 years
(60 M) after completion of radiotherapy). Since 2013, there
have only been four postradiotherapy follow-up appoint-
ments in five years, with the 24-month and 48-month

European Journal of Cancer Care

appointments being cancelled in particular (schedule B; i.e.,
three months (3 M), twelve months (12 M), 3 years (36 M),
and 5years (60 M) after completion of radiotherapy). The
investigation was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
Hannover Medical School.

2.1. Study Population. Two cohorts were established for this
study: cohort A consisted of all consecutive patients with
histologically proven nonmetastatic breast cancer who were
treated with curative postoperative breast irradiation in 2011
and who were followed up according to schedule A; cohort B
consisted of all consecutive patients with histologically proven
nonmetastatic breast cancer who were treated with curative
postoperative breast irradiation in 2014 and who were fol-
lowed up according to schedule B. To avoid inclusion bias, we
excluded patients receiving definitive or palliative breast ir-
radiation, patients participating in clinical trials (due to
different follow-up schedules), and patients with insufficient
language skills and support-dependent patients.

In both cohorts, following breast-conserving surgery
(BCS) or mastectomy, all patients received postoperative
whole breast irradiation with tangential fields in the supine
position, either normofractionated with a median total dose
of 50 Gy in daily fractions of 1.8 to 2.0 Gy, five times a week,
or moderately hypofractionated with 15 x 2.67 Gy according
to the British START B trial [5]. If indicated, patients re-
ceived radiation to supraclavicular lymph nodes (SCRT)
normofractionated with a median dose of 45Gy and/or
a sequential normofractionated boost of the tumour region
with a median dose of 10 Gy in five fractions. Radiotherapy
was delivered using three-dimensional conformal technique
(3D-CRT). As an exception to this treatment schedule, five
patients in Group A with low-risk breast cancer received
intraoperative radiotherapy in a single fraction only in 2011
instead of the standard postoperative whole breast radio-
therapy over several weeks. If indicated, patients received
additional chemotherapy, either before (neoadjuvant) or
after (adjuvant) surgery, and/or additional hormone therapy
for hormone receptor-positive breast cancer; the com-
pleteness and duration of these drug therapies were not
considered in this study.

2.2. Assessments. The assessment and investigation during the
postradiotherapy follow-up were carried out exclusively by
physicians. Information on patient, tumour, and treatment
characteristics was collected from medical records and reports.
Postradiotherapy follow-up data included follow-up events
(recurrence, metastases, second tumour, death, and late radi-
ation effects) as well as attendance at appointments and were
collected from medical records and, in part, from appointment
books. Late radiation effects were defined as those occurring at
least three months after the completion of radiotherapy and
included skin changes, fibrosis, pain, lymphedema, pulmonary
sequelae, and cardiac events. Patient contact was not planned as
part of this longitudinal study.

The clinical TNM stage was recorded using the stand-
ardised tumour/node/metastasis (TNM) classification sys-
tem (7th edition) [6]. We recorded the initial pretherapeutic
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clinical TNM stage if neoadjuvant chemotherapy was per-
formed, i.e., the documented clinical stage before chemo-
therapy, cN+ was recorded as at least NI1. Relevant
comorbidities included neurological, cardiac, vascular,
rheumatological, psychiatric, nephrological, pulmonary, and
previous oncological diseases. Arterial hypertension, mild or
moderate hypothyroidism, and skin diseases were consid-
ered irrelevant comorbidities.

We classified late radiation effects into mild (grade 1 or
2) and severe (grade 3 or 4) according to the Common
Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events (CTCAE) version
4.03 [7] and distinguished between temporary and perma-
nent late radiation effects as follows: late effects that were
detectable only at a single follow-up visit (usually at the first
visit three months after completion of radiotherapy) were
classified as transient. This assumption is also based on the
fact that late effects are often not reversible. Those that were
detected at least two follow-up visits were classified as
permanent late radiation effects. If a patient did not attend,
we assumed the worst-case scenario and counted her last
visit as the end of compliance; similarly, her reported late
radiation effects were always considered permanent.

2.3. Statistical Methods. Patient-, tumour-, and treatment-
related data were summarised using descriptive statistics;
quantitative variables were expressed as the mean and range.
Patient characteristics between the two cohorts were compared
by using cross-tables and chi-square tests for continuous and
categorical variables, respectively. All p values were two-tailed;
P <0.05 was considered statistically significant. Participation
was measured from the date of the last radiation to the last
perceived date of follow-up and censored for tumour re-
currence (including metastatic disease), tumour disease (sec-
ond malignancy), or death. The Kaplan-Meier method and the
log-rank test were used to compare the participation rate for
the two postradiotherapy follow-up schedules and events
leading to discontinuation of treatment. A Cox regression
model was used to assess the association of patient-, tumour-,
and treatment-related variables with the participation rate.
Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS software (IBM
SPSS Statistics 26®, Chicago, IL, USA).

3. Results

A total of 192 patients were included in this retrospective
observational study. Sixty-five patients from 2011 were in-
cluded in the cohort A, and 127 patients from 2014 were
included in the cohort B. All recorded patient-, tumour- and
treatment-related parameters are listed in Table 1.

3.1. Balance of the Postradiotherapy Follow-Up Cohorts.
Comparability between the cohorts A and B was demon-
strated by the chi-square test, except for the variables T-stage
(p =0.038), chemotherapy (p =0.049), and radiotherapy
(p =0.003). In the cohort B, there were more Tjs stage

tumours were included than in the cohort A (A: 5%; B: 13%),
resulting in a lower rate of chemotherapy treatment in the
cohort B (A: 97%; B: 87%). Five patients in the cohort A
received intraoperative radiotherapy (IORT) alone, resulting
in a significant p value (p = 0.003). If these cases of IORT are
excluded from this analysis, the value changes to p = 0.171
(p value not significant).

3.2. Analysis of the Follow-Up Events. There was no signif-
icant difference between the two cohorts in terms of follow-
up events: recurrence, metastasis, second tumour, or death
(p = 0.395). Three patients in the cohort A (3/65=5%) had
to discontinue postradiotherapy follow-up, one within the
first three months, and ten patients in the cohort B (10/
127=8%) had to discontinue postradiotherapy follow-up
due to one of the above-mentioned follow-up events.

3.3. Analysis of the Late Radiation Effects. In the cohort A, 14
patients out of 57 (25%) attending patients showed late ra-
diation effects 3 months after completion of radiotherapy,
while, in the cohort B, 30 out of 118 (25%) patients showed
late radiation effects 3 months after completion of radio-
therapy (p = 0.48). In both cohorts, temporary late effects
were only observed at the first follow-up visit (Table 2). In the
cohort A, 7/57 (12%) patients and, in the cohort B, 8/118 (7%)
patients had temporary late effects (p = 0.285). In the cohort
A, 7/57 patients (12%) and, in the cohort B, 22/118 patients
(19%) developed permanent late effects (p = 0.361). Notably,
the permanent late effects in both cohorts are not detectable at
all follow-up visits due to the loss of some patients. Of the 14
patients from cohort A who attended the last follow-up, one
patient had permanent late effects (7%), as did six of the 39
patients in cohort B (15%, p = 0.435). All patients with late
radiation effects reported here had only mild symptoms. In
particular, we found no worsening of late radiation effects
when detected in the reduced frequency schedule (cohort B).

3.4. Analysis of Postradiotherapy Follow-Up Behaviour.
We chose patient attendance or participation as an objective
measure of postradiotherapy follow-up behaviour and found
that participation rates declined steadily over the five-year
period observed. Of a total of 382 follow-up appointments
offered over the five-year period, 208 (54%) were attended in the
cohort A, whereas, in the cohort B (reduced follow-up regimen),
332 of 491 (68%) offered appointments were attended. A direct
comparison showed that the attendance rates were similar in
both cohorts at three months (A: 89%, B: 93%; p = 0.365) and
twelve months (A: 70%, B: 78%; p = 0.422) after completion of
radiotherapy. At 36 months, significantly more patients in
cohort B participated in the reduced follow-up schedule (A:
48%, B: 63%; p = 0.014). This trend was also observed at the
final follow-up of 60months (A: 23%, B: 33%; p = 0.013)
(Table 3 and Figure 1). However, the log-rank test showed
a nonsignificant difference between the two cohorts, with p =
0.125 considering the entire observation period.
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TaBLE 1: Patients, tumour, and treatment characteristics of the study population.
Variable Cohort A (N=65) Cohort B (N=127) Chi-square
test p value
Age, years Mean (range) 60.23 (27-82) 58.47 (28-84) 0.353
T-stage, n (%)
Tis 3 (4.6) 17 (13.4) 0.038
T1 43 (66.2) 55 (43.3)
T2 14 (21.5) 39 (30.7)
T3 3 (4.6) 12 (9.4)
T4 2 (3.1) 4 (3.1)
N-stage, n (%)
N0 47 (72.3) 88 (69.3) 0.877
N1 14 (21.5) 29 (22.8)
>N 2 4(62) 10 (7.9)
Surgery, n (%)
BCS 61 (93.8) 109 (85.8) 0.099
Mastectomy 4 (6.2) 18 (14.2)
Radiotherapy, n (%)
CFRT 43 (66.2) 101 (79.5) 0.003
HEFRT 17 (26.2) 26 (20.5) 0.171*
IORT 5(7.7) 0 (0.0)
Chemotherapy, n (%)
Neoadjuvant 7 (10.8) 18 (14.2) 0.049
Adjuvant 56 (86.2) 92 (72.4)
No 2 (3.1) 17 (13.4)
Hormone receptor, n (%)
Positive 50 (76.9) 107 (84.3) 0.458
Negative 11 (16.9) 15 (11.8)
No information 4 (6.2) 5(3.9)
Relevant comorbidities, n (%)
Yes 19 (29.2) 39 (30.7) 0.833
No 46 (70.8) 88 (69.3)
Nationality, n (%)
German 61 (93.8) 110 (86.6) 0.222
Non-German 1 (1.5) 9 (7.1)
No information 3 (4.6) 8 (6.3)
Employment, n (%)
Employed 22 (33.8) 62 (48.8) 0.091
Unemployed 5(7.7) 15 (11.8)
Retired 19 (29.2) 27 (21.3)
No information 19 (29.2) 23 (18.1)
Familial relationship, n (%)
In a relationship 44 (67.7) 78 (61.4) 0.679
Single 18 (27.7) 41 (32.3)
No information 3 (4.6) 8 (6.3)
Children, n (%)
Yes 38 (58.5) 75 (59.1) 0.545
No 9 (13.8) 24 (18.9)
No information 18 (27.7) 28 (22.0)

BCS, breast-conserving surgery; CFRT, conventionally fractionated radiotherapy; HFRT, hypofractionated radiotherapy; IORT, intraoperative radiotherapy;
N and n, number of patients; *after exclusion of the patients with IORT due to statistical imbalance. Bold values represent statistically significant values.

3.5. Analysis of Factors Associated with Nonattendance.
Univariate Cox regression analysis was performed to
identify variables influencing the participation rate. Patients
without information for a selected individual variable were
excluded from the evaluation of that variable. No significant
results were found in this univariate analysis (Table 4);
therefore, it was not necessary to perform a multivariate Cox
regression analysis.

4. Discussion

Due to the increasing number of patients who have become
long-term breast cancer survivors, attention has also been
focused on the late effects of radiotherapy [8, 9]. Participation
in postradiotherapy follow-up helps patients maintain their
quality of life by providing information about possible late
toxicities and, if necessary, treating late radio-oncological
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TaBLE 2: Late radiation effects.

Cohort A n N CohortB n N

14/0/43 57 64** 30/0/88 118 127
0/7/38 45 64 0/22/77 99 127
0/5/31 36 64
0/4/27 31 64
0/2/23 25 64
0/1/13 14 62

7/7/43 208 382

Follow-up

3 M, temp/perm/no
12 M, temp/perm/no
24 M, temp/perm/no
36 M, temp/perm/no
48 M, temp/perm/no
60 M, temp/perm/no
In total, temp/perm/
no

0/10/66 76 120

0/6/33 39 117
8/22/88 332 491

Temp, temporary; perm, permanent; no, no side effects; M, months after
completion of radiotherapy; n, attending patients; N, available patients;
**excluded one patient who has to leave postradiotherapy follow-up within
the first three months after completion of radiotherapy.

TaBLE 3: Attendance of postradiotherapy follow-up.

Follow-up Cohort A N Cohort B N p value
3M,n (%) 57 (89.1) 64 118 (929) 127  0.365
12M, n (%) 45 (703) 64 99 (78.0) 127  0.422
24M, n (%) 36 (563) 64

36M, n (%) 31 (484) 64  75(62.5) 120  0.014
48 M, n (%) 25 (39.1) 64

60M, n (%) 14 (226) 62  39(333) 117  0.013

M, months after completion of radiotherapy; n, attending patients; N,
available patients. Bold values represent statistically significant values.

Attendance
1,0
0,8
]
=
< 06
=
s
s
S 04
I} -+
i -+
0,2
0,0
0 12 24 36 48 60
months since termination of radiotherapy
cohort
A
-n B

termination of follow up
—+— termination of follow up

FIGURE 1: Attendance rate* to postradiotherapy follow-up. *For the
number at risk, see Table 3.

toxicities in a timely manner to avoid potential adverse health
effects [10]. In addition, close contact with patients after ra-
diotherapy provides valuable information for the radiation
oncologist to assess the safety of his or her therapeutic ap-
proach and maintain quality outcomes [1]. This aspect is
becoming increasingly important as radiotherapy procedures
are increasingly modulated by different fractionation schemes
for individualisation (personalisation) [11-13]. However, the

definition of follow-up intervals after radiotherapy, usually
once a year for a period of five years, is historical and requires
a certain degree of flexibility. In particular, a reduction in the
number of appointments appears to be possible in cases of low
incidence of late radiation effects and in the case of curative
postoperative breast irradiation for breast cancer [14]. To date,
no data on such reduced postradiotherapy follow-up schedules
have been reported in the literature.

In our retrospective longitudinal observational study, we
compared a four-time appointment with a conventional six-
time appointment in the postradiotherapy follow-up after
curative postoperative breast irradiation for breast cancer.
First, we did not find a significant difference in the detection
of the follow-up events of recurrence, metastasis, second
tumour, or death, nor did we find a significant difference in
the detection of late radiation effects between the two co-
horts. The event rates were similar to those reported in other
studies [14-16]: 5% in the cohort A and 8% in the cohort
B. In contrast, the rate of late radiation effects detected
appears to be higher than reported in other studies, probably
because of the worst-case scenario of patients dropping out
of postradiotherapy follow-up: 12% in the cohort A and 7%
in the cohort B for temporary effects, and 12% in the cohort
A and 19% in the cohort B for permanent late radiation
effects. Timely detection and treatment of follow-up events,
such as local recurrence of breast cancer, is primarily the
responsibility of the treating (gynaecological) oncologist and
is important for optimising survival and minimising the
consequences of recurrence. Postradiotherapy follow-up is
carried out in parallel with (gynaecological) oncological
follow-up, so that delayed documentation of follow-up
events is not a problem for radiation oncologists, even
with longer follow-up intervals.

Second, analysis of postradiotherapy follow-up behav-
iour showed a steady decline in attendance rates in both
cohorts, falling below the 40% mark at 60 months. At
36 months, significantly more patients participated in the
reduced follow-up of cohort B (p = 0.014); this trend was
also observed at the final follow-up of 60months
(p =0.013). However, the log-rank test showed a non-
significant difference between the two cohorts, with
a p=0.125 for the entire observation period. However,
equivalence in terms of noninferiority can be inferred from
the reduced postradiotherapy follow-up schedule.

In this retrospective longitudinal observational study,
the noninferiority of a reduced surveillance practice for
breast cancer patients after curative postoperative breast
irradiation can be assumed. Furthermore, better participa-
tion may be expected if the postradiotherapy follow-up
schedule is streamlined in cases with a low incidence of
late radiation effects, as shown here with the example of
breast cancer irradiation. No other variables were found to
influence participation behaviour in our study. This is an
essential and encouraging result of our work. However, it is
important to emphasize that the risk-adjusted reduction in
postradiotherapy surveillance is not based on a specific
patient risk profile but on the expected frequency and se-
verity of potential radiation late effects. Therefore, attention
should be paid to patients with an individualised increased
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TaBLE 4: Analysis of baseline characteristics for nonattendance—univariate Cox regression analysis.

Univariate Cox regression

analysis Category p value HR; 95% CI
Age Below/above mean 0.876 1.00; 0.98-1.02
T-stage Tis or T1/>T1 0.399 1.17; 0.82-1.67
N-stage NO/N1 or >N2 0.938 0.98; 0.66-1.47
Surgery BCS/mastectomy 0.950 1.03; 0.46-2.29
Radiotherapy CFRT/HEFRT or IORT 0.072 1.43; 0.97-2.10
Chemotherapy Yes/no 0.455 0.80; 0.44-1.45
Adjuvant/neoadjuvant 0.897 1.04; 0.60-1.78
Hormone receptor Positive/negative 0.688 0.90; 0.52-1.54
Relevant comorbidities Yes/no 0.997 1.00; 0.66-1.51
Nationality German/non-German 0.727 0.85; 0.35-2.09
Employment Employed/unemployed or retired 0.703 1.08; 0.73-1.60
Familial relationship In a relationship/single 0.789 0.95; 0.64-1.40
Children Yes/no 0.220 0.73; 0.44-1.21

BCS, breast-conserving surgery; CFRT, conventionally fractionated radiotherapy; HFRT, hypofractionated radiotherapy; IORT, intraoperative radiotherapy.

sensitivity to radiation, who should be monitored more
frequently by the radiation oncologist.

Another point to discuss is the low attendance rate at the
end of the postradiotherapy follow-up programme, which
should be analysed more closely: failure to attend a follow-up
appointment is a risk factor for cancer patients developing
unmet needs, according to Harrison et al. [17]. Unmet needs
refer to a lack of information, supportive care, and physical or
psychological help and can have an impact on relationships or
professional fulfilment [17-20]. According to a review by
Mirosevic et al. [20], breast cancer patients have a higher
prevalence of unmet needs than patients with other tumours.
Interestingly, there is also evidence to suggest that breast
cancer patients who have survived cancer for at least 5 years
are less likely to suffer from depression compared to the
situation during and shortly after diagnosis and treatment
[21]. However, lower participation leads to a lower quality of
follow-up care by treating radiation oncologist: for example,
fewer patients with late radiation effects can be counselled and
treated in a timely manner, or new fractionation regimens
may be misjudged in terms of their toxicity. In this case, the
data within one year of irradiation are particularly important
because of the increased toxicity during this period.

Loss to follow-up is a well-known phenomenon in health
care, but it is also an underestimated and often neglected
health problem [22]. For example, in oncology, Endo et al.
[23] investigated the loss to follow-up during active sur-
veillance in 425 patients with stage I seminoma and found
that 14% of patients on active surveillance were lost to
follow-up in the first two years and 38% in the first five years.
In breast cancer patients, Ouyang et al. [24] reported a loss to
follow-up rate of 12.9% (198/1536 patients) in the first year
and 26.8% (411/1536 patients) in the fifth year after surgery.
Santia et al. [9] reported a similar loss to follow-up rate of
19% (37/194 patients) after the 6th year, which increased to
30% (97/326 patients) after the 16th year. Possible coun-
termeasures include the use of reminder intervention to
improve adherence to appointments, such as post-
radiotherapy follow-up [9, 22-25]. In a cross-sectional
study, Bruns et al. [25] demonstrated that reminder in-
tervention in breast cancer patients resulted in significantly

higher rates of attendance at postradiotherapy follow-up;
specifically, he reported an absolute decrease in non-
attendance from about 24% to 18% after written (postal)
reminders and from about 24% to 9% after telephone re-
minders. In the future, the development of high-speed In-
ternet and interactive social media text messaging systems
may make it easier to reach patients [24, 25].

In this study, we focused on patients with breast cancer
because of the large number of women affected. The strength of
this study lies in the homogeneous patient population that was
followed up under the same conditions after radiotherapy.
However, the follow-up examinations in this retrospective
study were performed by different investigators at different
times. Therefore, the quality of the data collection can only be
considered consistent to a limited extent, despite the de-
partment’s own predefined examination parameters. For this
reason, in this study, we only classified late radiation effects into
mild and severe and distinguished between temporary and
permanent late radiation effects. In our study, no other late
radiation effects were observed that were not already present at
the first visit three months after completion of radiotherapy.
This may be related to the fact that, in both cohorts, permanent
late radiation effects were not detectable at all follow-up visits
due to discontinuation of some patients and random exit/
withdrawal of patients with late radiation effects at post-
radiotherapy follow-up. Another possible bias in this study is
the time difference, as the two groups of patients were three
years apart. We think it is unlikely that this time difference
would have affected the results if the treatments were similar
and the only major difference between these two groups of
women was the follow-up schedule. However, there were some
patient and treatment differences between the two groups that
may have influenced the conclusions. Other limitations of the
study were the retrospective design and possible unrecorded
factors leading to patient nonparticipation, which could cause
the so-called “confounding bias.” We reduced the likelihood of
confounding bias by using a sufficiently long follow-up period
and by analysing baseline characteristics between the two
cohorts and in relation to participation behaviour. Cox re-
gression analysis showed no evidence that the variables ex-
amined affected patient adherence.
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5. Conclusions

This retrospective longitudinal observational study has
shown that a reduced schedule of four postradiotherapy
follow-up visits is appropriate and accepted in breast cancer
patients after curative postoperative breast irradiation and
thus supports recent activities towards a risk-adapted re-
duced surveillance practice in radiation oncology. Our
statistical analysis was performed to detect a difference
between the two cohorts, but the absence of a difference does
not automatically indicate noninferiority—so a prospective
study with a noninferiority design would ideally be the
next step.

A reduced postradiotherapy surveillance practice has the
advantage of saving time for the patient and resources for the
healthcare system without compromising quality. In addi-
tion, better participation can be expected if the post-
radiotherapy follow-up schedule is streamlined in the way
presented. Where appropriate, the use of reminders in any
form should also be considered to increase the participation
rate in the follow-up and thus possibly also improve the
quality of the results, so that both mild and severe radiation
late effects can be reliably detected.

Data Availability

The datasets used and/or analysed during the current study
are available from the corresponding author upon reason-
able request.

Ethical Approval

This investigation was performed with the approval of the
regional Hannover Medical School Ethics Committee. This
article does not contain any studies with human subjects.
The research described in the present manuscript was in
accordance with both national law and the Helsinki Dec-
laration of 1975 (including its most recently amended
version).

Consent

Informed consent was obtained from all individual partic-
ipants included in the study.

Conflicts of Interest

The authors declare that they have no conflicts of interest.

Authors’ Contributions

Idea was given by FB. Review of the literature was performed
by GHH and FB. Conception and design were performed by
GHH, ACK, HC, and FB. Acquisition of data was performed
by GHH and ACK. Analysis and interpretation of data were
performed by GHH and FB. Manuscript draft (including
preparation of figures and tables) was performed by GHH
and FB. Manuscript revision was performed by GHH, ACK,
HC, and FB. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.

Acknowledgments

The authors thank the AJE Support Team (https://www.aje.
com) for the language editing pass as part of the preparation
of our manuscript. Open access funding was enabled and
organized by Projekt DEAL.

References

[1] German Comission on Radiological Protection, “Patient follow-up
as part of quality assurance in radiation therapy to monitor the
outcome of treatment Recommendation by the German Com-
mission on Radiological Protection,” Published by Federal Ministry
for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety,
Berlin, Germany, 2011,  http://www.ssk.de/SharedDocs/
Beratungsergebnisse_PDF/2011/2011_09¢.html?nn=2041716.

A. H. Eijkelboom, L. de Munck, M. de Vries et al., “Routine

and interval detection of locoregional breast cancer re-

currences and risk of subsequent distant metastasis,” Breast

Cancer Research and Treatment, vol. 197, no. 1, pp. 123-135,

2023.

National Institute for Health and Care Excellence [Nice],

“Early and Locally Advanced Breast Cancer: Diagnosis and

Management,” NICE guideline, England, UK, 2018.

[4] M. van Maaren, J. van Hoeve, J. Poorthuis, J. Korevaar,

C. Drossaert, and S. Siesling, “The effectiveness of person-

alised surveillance and aftercare in breast cancer follow-up:

a systematic review,” European Journal of Cancer, vol. 175,

p. S11, 2022.

Start Trialists’ Group, S. M. Bentzen, R. K. Agrawal et al., “The

UK Standardisation of Breast Radiotherapy (START) Trial B

of radiotherapy hypofractionation for treatment of early

breast cancer: a randomised trial,” Lancet, vol. 371, no. 9618,

pp. 1098-1107, 2008.

L. Sobin, M. Gospodarowicz, and C. Wittekind, “Breast tu-

mours TNM classification of malignant tumours,” UICC

International Union against Cancer, John Wiley and Sons,

Oxford, England, 7th edition, 2009.

National Cancer Institute, “Common terminology criteria for

adverse events (ctcae), v4.03,” 2017, https://ctep.cancer.gov/

protocolDevelopment/electronic_applications/docs/CTCAE_4.
03.xlsx.

[8] L. Wilkinson and T. Gathani, “Understanding breast cancer as

a global health concern,” British Journal of Radiology, vol. 95,

no. 1130, Article ID 20211033, 2022.

P. Santid, A. Jansana, I. Del Cura et al., “Adherence of long-

term breast cancer survivors to follow-up care guidelines:

a study based on real-world data from the SURBCAN cohort,”

Breast Cancer Research and Treatment, vol. 193, no. 2,

pp. 455-465, 2022.

[10] T. Herrmann and R. Miiller, “Radiation protection in radi-
ation oncology. Yesterday, today, and tomorrow,” Strahlen-
therapie und Onkologie, vol. 188, pp. 341-349, 2012.

[11] J. Yarnold, “Changes in radiotherapy fractionation-breast
cancer,” British Journal of Radiology, vol. 92, no. 1093, Ar-
ticle ID 20170849, 2019.

[12] J. Haussmann, S. Corradini, C. Nestle-Kraemling et al.,
“Recent advances in radiotherapy of breast cancer,” Radiation
Oncology, vol. 15, no. 1, p. 71, 2020.

[13] I. Kolatova, B. Melichar, J. Vanasek et al., “Special techniques
of adjuvant breast carcinoma radiotherapy,” Cancers, vol. 15,
no. 1, p. 298, 2022.

[2

&

[5

[6

[7

[9


https://www.aje.com
https://www.aje.com
http://www.ssk.de/SharedDocs/Beratungsergebnisse_PDF/2011/2011_09e.html?nn=2041716
http://www.ssk.de/SharedDocs/Beratungsergebnisse_PDF/2011/2011_09e.html?nn=2041716
https://ctep.cancer.gov/protocolDevelopment/electronic_applications/docs/CTCAE_4.03.xlsx
https://ctep.cancer.gov/protocolDevelopment/electronic_applications/docs/CTCAE_4.03.xlsx
https://ctep.cancer.gov/protocolDevelopment/electronic_applications/docs/CTCAE_4.03.xlsx

(14]

(15]

(16]

(17]

(18]

(19]

(20]

(21]

(22]

(23]

[24]

(25]

C. Petersen and F. Wiirschmidt, “Late toxicity of radiother-
apy: a problem or a challenge for the radiation oncologist?”
Breast Care, vol. 6, no. 5, pp. 369-374, 2011.

P. Hopwood, J. S. Haviland, G. Sumo, J. Mills, J. M. Bliss, and
J. R. Yarnold, “Comparison of patient-reported breast, arm,
and shoulder symptoms and body image after radiotherapy
for early breast cancer: 5-year follow-up in the randomised
Standardisation of Breast Radiotherapy (START) trials,” The
Lancet Oncology, vol. 11, no. 3, pp. 231-240, 2010.

D. Y. Kim, E. Park, C. Y. Heo et al., “Hypofractionated versus
conventional fractionated radiotherapy for breast cancer in
patients with reconstructed breast: toxicity analysis,” The
Breast, vol. 55, pp. 37-44, 2021.

J. D. Harrison, J. M. Young, M. A. Price, P. N. Butow, and
M. J. Solomon, “What are the unmet supportive care needs of
people with cancer? A systematic review,” Supportive Care in
Cancer, vol. 17, no. 8, pp. 1117-1128, 2009.

M. B. B. Ellegaard, C. Grau, R. Zachariae, and A. Bonde
Jensen, “Fear of cancer recurrence and unmet needs among
breast cancer survivors in the first five years. A cross-sectional
study,” Acta Oncologica, vol. 56, no. 2, pp. 314-320, 2017.
M. Pembroke, J. Bradley, and L. S. Nemeth, “Breast cancer
survivors’ unmet needs after completion of radiation therapy
treatment,” Oncology Nursing Forum, vol. 47, no. 4,
pp. 436-445, 2020.

S. Mirogevic, J. B. Prins, P. Seli¢, L. Zaletel Kragelj, and
Z. Klemenc Keti§, “Prevalence and factors associated with
unmet needs in post-treatment cancer survivors: a systematic
review,” European Journal of Cancer Care, vol. 28, no. 3,
Article ID 13060, 2019.

D. Brandenbarg, S. W. M. C. Maass, O. P. Geerse et al., “A
systematic review on the prevalence of symptoms of de-
pression, anxiety and distress in long-term cancer survivors:
implications for primary care,” European Journal of Cancer
Care, vol. 28, no. 3, Article ID e13086, 2019.

N. D. Stubbs, S. Sanders, D. B. Jones, S. A. Geraci, and
P. L. Stephenson, “Methods to reduce outpatient non-
attendance,” The American Journal of the Medical Sciences,
vol. 344, no. 3, pp. 211-219, 2012.

T. Endo, K. Kawai, T. Kamba et al., “Risk factors for loss to
follow-up during active surveillance of patients with stage I
seminoma,” Japanese Journal of Clinical Oncology, vol. 44,
no. 4, pp. 355-359, 2014.

Q. Ouyang, S. Li, M. Gao et al., “Risk factors associated with
loss to follow-up of breast cancer patients: a retrospective
analysis,” The Breast, vol. 57, pp. 36-42, 2021.

F. Bruns, A. C. Knoéchelmann, C. Henkenberens, and
H. Christiansen, “Non-attendance to post-radiotherapy
follow-up in breast cancer: efficacy of mail and telephone
reminders,” Clinical Oncology and Research, vol. 2020, no. 8,
pp. 1-5, 2020.

European Journal of Cancer Care





