
Chang, Immunol Curr Res 2023, 7:4

 Mini Review Open Access

Volume 7 • Issue 4 • 1000155Immunol Curr Res, an open access journal

Im
m

un
olo

gy: Current Research Immunology: Current Research

Radiotherapy: Unleashing the Power of Radiation in Cancer Treatment
Miomi Chang*
Department of Radiation Oncology, The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Centre, Houston, TX, USA

Abstract
Radiotherapy, a key component in the comprehensive management of cancer, utilizes high-energy radiation to 

target and destroy cancer cells while sparing nearby healthy tissues. This article provides an overview of radiotherapy, 
exploring its principles, techniques, types, and side effects. The abstract highlights the significance of radiotherapy 
in cancer treatment, both as a curative modality and a palliative approach, and discusses future prospects and 
advancements in the field.
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Introduction
Radiotherapy, also known as radiation therapy or irradiation, is a 

potent and sophisticated medical treatment that utilizes high-energy 
radiation to target and destroy cancer cells. This therapeutic modality 
plays a crucial role in the comprehensive management of cancer, either as 
a standalone treatment or in combination with surgery, chemotherapy, 
or immunotherapy. Over the years, significant advancements in 
technology and research have transformed radiotherapy into a precise 
and effective approach, enhancing patient outcomes and contributing 
to improved cancer survival rates. In this comprehensive article, we 
will explore the principles, techniques, types, side effects, and future 
prospects of radiotherapy in cancer treatment. Radiotherapy, also 
known as radiation therapy or irradiation, is a highly effective and 
widely used medical treatment for cancer. It harnesses the power of 
high-energy radiation to target and damage cancer cells, inhibiting 
their ability to divide and grow. The ultimate goal of radiotherapy is to 
eradicate or control the tumor, leading to improved patient outcomes 
and enhanced quality of life. The principles of radiotherapy are rooted 
in the ability of ionizing radiation to induce DNA damage within cells. 
This damage disrupts the cancer cells' ability to proliferate, ultimately 
leading to cell death. To achieve maximum therapeutic benefits, the 
challenge lies in delivering an optimal dose of radiation to the tumour 
while minimizing radiation exposure to adjacent healthy tissues.

Various radiotherapy techniques have been developed to achieve 
this precision in treatment delivery. External beam radiotherapy 
(EBRT) involves directing radiation beams from outside the body to the 
tumour site, while brachytherapy involves placing a radioactive source 
directly within or near the tumour. These techniques, combined with 
modern imaging technologies and computer-assisted planning, have 
significantly improved treatment accuracy and efficacy. Radiotherapy 
can be categorized into curative and palliative approaches. Curative 
radiotherapy aims to eliminate cancer cells and achieve complete 
remission, often used for localized tumours or in combination with 
other treatments. Palliative radiotherapy, on the other hand, is employed 
to alleviate symptoms and improve the quality of life for patients with 
advanced or metastatic cancers [1].

While radiotherapy is highly effective, it can cause side effects due 
to the impact on surrounding healthy tissues. Common side effects 
include fatigue, skin reactions, nausea, and long-term effects such as 
fibrosis and secondary cancers. However, advancements in technology 
and research have led to significant reductions in side effects while 
improving treatment outcomes. The future of radiotherapy looks 
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promising with on-going research and technological advancements. 
Image-guided radiotherapy (IGRT) allows for precise tumour targeting, 
while adaptive radiotherapy modifies treatment plans based on real-
time changes in tumour size and location. Additionally, researchers 
are investigating radio sensitizers and radio protectors to enhance 
treatment effectiveness while protecting healthy tissues.

Radiotherapy remains a cornerstone in cancer treatment, offering 
both curative potential and palliative relief for cancer patients. As 
technology and research progress, radiotherapy continues to improve, 
delivering more precise and effective treatments with reduced 
side effects. With its integral role in multidisciplinary cancer care, 
radiotherapy continues to contribute to the global fight against cancer, 
providing hope and improved survival rates for patients worldwide [2].

Principles of radiotherapy

The fundamental principle of radiotherapy is based on the ability 
of ionizing radiation to damage the DNA within cells, including cancer 
cells. When cancer cells are exposed to radiation, the DNA damage 
disrupts their ability to divide and multiply, ultimately leading to 
cell death. Healthy cells surrounding the tumor are also affected, but 
they have a greater capacity to repair themselves compared to cancer 
cells, making radiotherapy an effective treatment option. The goal of 
radiotherapy is to deliver a precise and optimal dose of radiation to the 
tumour while minimizing radiation exposure to nearby healthy tissues. 
Achieving this balance is critical to maximizing treatment efficacy and 
minimizing side effects [3].

Techniques of radiotherapy

Several techniques are used to deliver radiation to the tumor site:

External beam radiotherapy (EBRT): In this commonly used 
technique, a radiation machine outside the body delivers targeted 
radiation beams to the tumour. Advanced EBRT techniques, such as 
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intensity-modulated radiation therapy (IMRT) and stereotactic body 
radiation therapy (SBRT), allow for highly precise and conformal 
radiation delivery, sparing adjacent healthy tissues [4] .

Brachytherapy: Also known as internal radiation therapy, 
brachytherapy involves placing a radioactive source directly within 
or near the tumour. This method is particularly effective for treating 
localized cancers, such as prostate, cervical, and breast cancers.

Proton therapy: Proton therapy is a specialized form of 
radiotherapy that uses protons, rather than photons or electrons, to 
deliver radiation. Protons deposit their energy directly at the tumour 
site, reducing radiation exposure to surrounding healthy tissues and 
organs [5].

Types of radiotherapy

Radiotherapy can be categorized into two primary types based on 
the tumour’s location and the treatment goal:

Curative radiotherapy: Curative radiotherapy aims to eradicate 
cancer cells and achieve complete remission. It is often used for 
localized tumours or in combination with other treatments, such as 
surgery or chemotherapy.

Palliative radiotherapy: Palliative radiotherapy is employed to 
alleviate symptoms and improve the quality of life for patients with 
advanced or metastatic cancers. It targets specific tumour sites or areas 
causing pain or discomfort [6].

Side effects of radiotherapy

While radiotherapy is a highly effective cancer treatment, it can 
cause side effects due to the impact on nearby healthy tissues. The 
severity and type of side effects depend on various factors, including 
the type of cancer, radiation dose, treatment duration, and the patient's 
overall health. Common side effects of radiotherapy include:

Fatigue: Fatigue is one of the most common side effects, often 
experienced during and after radiotherapy.

Skin reactions: Skin in the treated area may become red, irritated, 
and sensitive, similar to a sunburn.

Nausea and digestive issues: Radiotherapy targeting the abdominal 
region can cause nausea, vomiting, and diarrhoea [7].

Hair loss: Hair loss may occur in the treated area, but it is usually 
temporary.

Long-term effects: In some cases, radiotherapy may lead to long-
term effects, such as fibrosis (scarring of tissues), lymphedema (swelling 
due to damage to lymph nodes), and secondary cancers (though this 
risk is relatively low).

It is important to note that not all patients will experience side 
effects, and modern radiotherapy techniques strive to minimize these 
effects while maximizing treatment outcomes [8].

Future prospects and advancements

Radiotherapy continues to evolve rapidly, driven by technological 

advancements and research breakthroughs. Some notable areas of 
progress in radiotherapy include:

Image-guided radiotherapy (IGRT): IGRT utilizes imaging 
technologies, such as MRI and CT scans, to precisely target tumours, 
ensuring accurate radiation delivery. Adaptive Radiotherapy: This 
approach involves modifying treatment plans based on real-time 
changes in tumour size and location, optimizing treatment throughout 
the course of therapy [9].

Radio sensitizers and radio protectors: Researchers are 
investigating drugs that can make cancer cells more sensitive to 
radiation while protecting healthy tissues, thereby enhancing the 
efficacy of radiotherapy and reducing side effects.

Personalized radiotherapy: Advancements in genomics and 
precision medicine allow for tailored treatment plans based on a 
patient's unique genetic profile, increasing treatment effectiveness [10].

Conclusion
Radiotherapy remains a cornerstone in the management of cancer, 

providing curative potential and palliative relief for patients across the 
globe. Through ongoing research and technological advancements, 
radiotherapy continues to improve, delivering more precise and 
effective treatments with fewer side effects. Combined with surgery, 
chemotherapy, and immunotherapy, radiotherapy plays a critical role in 
multidisciplinary cancer care, offering hope and improved survival rates 
for cancer patients. As the field of radiotherapy progresses, it is expected 
to further enhance treatment outcomes, ultimately contributing to the 
ongoing global effort to conquer cancer and improve the quality of life 
for cancer patients and survivors.
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