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What is radiotherapy? 

Radiotherapy is a type of cancer treatment which uses high energy x-ray beams. Cancer 

cells are able to grow and divide faster than healthy cells. Radiotherapy works by killing 

cancer cells and is often used to treat lung cancer. It works by targeting the cancer cells 

and disrupting the cell growth. Cancer cells can’t repair themselves, so they die. Although 

normal cells surrounding your cancer may be affected by radiotherapy, they are 

usually able to repair themselves. 

 

It may be used on its own or as part of a combined treatment with surgery and/or 

chemotherapy. It is usually given from outside your chest (external beam radiotherapy) by 

directing high energy x-ray beams at your cancer. The machines that are most commonly 

used for this are called linear accelerators (LINAC). 

 

Radiotherapy can also be given by putting a small amount of radiation directly inside your 

lung (internal or interstitial radiotherapy). This type of treatment is called brachytherapy 

or endobronchial therapy. It is most commonly used to unblock or clear an airway, and 

help improve breathing and reduce breathlessness. This type of treatment is not available 

at every cancer hospital. Your clinical oncologist (a cancer doctor with special 

expertise in radiotherapy) will discuss the best type of treatment for you. 

 

Radiotherapy is a common treatment used for non-small cell lung cancers. Small cell lung 

cancer can also be treated with radiotherapy if chemotherapy is not suitable or has  

already been given. It can also be combined with chemotherapy  

(chemoradiotherapy - see page 5) Radiotherapy can also be helpful for treating lung  

cancer that has spread outside of the lungs, for example, bones (metastatic disease).  
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Why am I getting radiotherapy?  

There are several reasons why you may be receiving radiotherapy as a treatment for lung 

cancer.  

The table below explains terms used for radiotherapy and why you may be receiving it:  
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Radiotherapy Why is it given? How is it given? 

Adjuvant To get rid of any cancer 

cells which may still 

exist after having both 

lung cancer surgery and 

chemotherapy. 

Daily treatments,  

usually over 

three to four weeks. 

Combined 

Chemotherapy 

and 

Radiotherapy 

(Chemoradiotherapy) 

To try to cure either 

stage 2 – 3 non-small cell 

lung cancer which is not 

suitable for surgery or 

limited-stage small cell 

lung cancer. This method 

of treatment is very 

aggressive but may allow 

for the cancer cells to be 

destroyed at a faster rate. 

When radiotherapy and 

chemotherapy is given at  

thesame time it is called  

concurrent. If radiotherapy is 

given after first chemotherapy 

treatment it iscalled sequential. 

Your doctor willgive more  

information on howmany 

treatments you will need. 
 

There are many ongoing 

clinical trials to decide what 

dose and number of 

chemotherapy/radiotherapy 

sessions are the most effective. 

There is an increase in  

sideeffects by giving both treat-

ments at the same time. Your 

doctor will check whether you 

are fit enough for this  

treatment. 
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Radiotherapy Why is it given? How is it given? 

Preventative  To shrink the tumour and 

help reduce symptoms 

such as coughing, pain and 

breathlessness when lung 

cancer is not curable. Also 

may be used in treatment 

of lung cancer which has 

spread to other parts of 

the body, for example, 

bones or the brain. 

Usually daily treatments, for a 

short length of time. The 

amount given varies from 1-15 

days.  

Prophylactic 

Cranial 

Irradiation (PCI) 

To reduce the chance of 

disease spreading to the 

brain after a good response 

to chemotherapy (only 

recommended in small cell 

lung cancer). 

Daily treatments, 

usually over 10 days. 

Radical 

(either SBRT, 

SABR or CHART, 

see page 7) 

To try to cure stage 1 – 3 

lung cancer which is not suit-

able for surgery. The cancer 

must be small enough and in a 

suitable position so that the 

radiotherapy beam can totally 

surround it and you must be 

well enough for your body to 

cope with the treatment. 

Daily treatments, at a cancer 

centre. Usually given over a 

period of around four weeks. 
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What is CHART? 

CHART stands for Continuous Hyperfractionated Accelerated Radiotherapy. This is a 

shorter, more intensive way of giving radiotherapy. It is given as an inpatient treatment 

over a period of 12 days. Radiotherapy is given three times a day. This type of treatment 

is not suitable for everyone or available at every cancer hospital. 

 

What is stereotactic radiotherapy (SRT)?  

This type of treatment is also sometimes called radiosurgery, stereotactic ab-

lative radiotherapy (SABR) or stereotactic body radiotherapy (SBRT).  

 

It is a type of external radiotherapy that delivers highly focused very high doses of  

radiotherapy to a small area with more beams and angles than conventional radiotherapy. 

Cancer cells can be targeted very accurately using this type of treatment. This means that 

an increased dose of radiation can be delivered to cancer cells, without causing more  

side-effects to healthy cells.  

 

It is used to treat some very early stage lung cancers when surgery is not possible. It can 

also sometimes be used to treat the spread of lung cancer to your brain.  

 

Please note, this type of treatment is not suitable for everyone. Your doctor will advise 

you if it may be suitable for you. 

 

 

 

 

GIVING HELP AND HOPE 
The charity has two aims:  

Supporting people living with lung cancer  - Working closely with lung cancer nurses, we provide 

information, run lung cancer support groups and offer telephone and online support. Our patient grants 

offer some financial help to people affected by lung cancer.  

Saving lives - We fund lung cancer research, campaign for better  treatment and care for people who 

have lung cancer, and raise awareness of the importance of early diagnosis. Our lung cancer prevention 

work helps people to quit smoking and  encourages young people not to start smoking.  

Call us on 0333 323 7200 (option 2)  

www.roycastle.org 

This information has been taken from  the following sources: 

Lung cancer—answering your questions: Radiotherapy for lung cancer 2014 
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