
Treatment of cancer

Cancer comprises well over a hundred different diseases, but they all 
share one characteristic; they are abnormal cells in which the processes 
regulating normal mitosis are disrupted leading to an abnormal 
proliferation of cells. Carcinoma, sarcoma, leukaemia, lymphoma and 
melanoma are all different types of cancer.

What is cancer?

This is used to treat many types of cancer and works best for solid 
tumours that are contained in one area. Surgery can be used to remove 
the entire tumour, debulk a tumour or ease cancer symptoms. 

New types of surgery 
Cryosurgery: A treatment in which extreme cold is used to destroy 
abnormal tissue.

Lasers: Powerful beams of light that are used to cut through tissue, and 
which can focus very accurately on tiny areas. They can also be used to 
shrink or destroy tumours or growths that might turn into cancer. They 
are most often used to treat tumours on the surface of the body.

Surgery

Used in the early stages of cancer or just after it has started to spread, it 
is the most effective treatment after surgery. It can be used to:

• try to cure the cancer

• make other treatments more effective e.g., combined with 
chemotherapy or used before surgery

• reduce the risk of cancer coming back

• relieve symptoms if a cure is not possible.

External radiotherapy is where a machine is used to aim beams of 
radiation at the cancer. Radiotherapy implants involve placing small 
pieces of radioactive metal inside the body. Radiotherapy injections, 
capsules or drinks involve swallowing a radioactive liquid. Treatment 
involves several sessions spread over the course of a few weeks. Side 
effects are similar to those for chemotherapy but include sore skin, and 
loss of appetite.

Radiotherapy

This stops cancer cells from reproducing and spreading around the body. It can 
be used to:

• try to cure the cancer

• make other treatments more effective e.g., combined with radiotherapy or 
used before surgery

• reduce the risk of the cancer coming back

• relieve symptoms if a cure is not possible.

Chemotherapy is usually given into a vein in the hand, chest or arm via a tube. 
Treatment is normally spread over several months.

Side effects include feeling tired, nausea, hair loss, increased risk of infection, 
sore mouth, dry skin, diarrhoea and constipation.

Chemotherapy

This type uses a drug that is activated 
by light from a laser to kill cancer 
cells. It is most often used as a local 
treatment to treat a specific part of 
the body. When the cells that have 
absorbed photosensitive drugs are 
exposed to a specific wavelength, 
oxygen radicals are produced which 
kills the cells. Photodynamic therapy 
may also damage blood vessels in the 
tumour preventing it from growing and 
it may trigger the immune system to 
attack tumour cells.

Benefits
• Limits the damage to healthy cells 

because the photosensitizers tend 
to build up in abnormal cells and 
the light is focused directly on 
them.

• Therapy that does not cause 
scarring, which makes it good 
for people with skin cancers and 
precancers.

Drawbacks 
• Can harm normal cells in the 

treatment area and cause side 
effects.

• Can only be used to treat tumours 
that are on or just under the skin 
or on the lining of internal organs 
or cavities.

Side effects 
• A cough

• Trouble swallowing

• Stomach pain

• Shortness of breath

• Redness, swelling, itching of skin.

Photodynamic therapy

This is the use of more than one medication at a time. Since chemotherapy 
drugs affect cancer cells at different points in the cell cycle, using a combination 
of drugs increases the chance that all the cancer cells will be eliminated. The 
drawback is that multiple drugs may increase the risk of drug interaction.

Combination chemotherapy
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Significant progress has been made over the past few years in the treatment of both common and rare cancers 
and extensive research is being carried out across the scientific community. The main benefit is increased life 
expectancy for cancer patients, but this must be balanced against the cost and impact on other services.

Summary

When chemotherapy is used along with immunotherapy, the benefits may go 
beyond using the combination of drugs. Immunotherapy drugs work by helping the 
immune system recognise and attack cancer cells. When cancer cells are broken 
down by chemotherapy drugs, it can help the immune system recognise these cells 
as abnormal cells, so that the immunotherapy drugs can be more effective.

Benefits
• Using more than one drug at a time can make it possible to give all 

medications as early as possible in the disease.

Side effects 
• More medications increase the possibility of side effects.

• There is an increased risk of chemotherapy-induced neutropenia – reduced 
number of white blood cells.

Chemotherapy and immunotherapy

These use information about a person’s genes and proteins to treat a disease. Therapies include hormone 
therapies, signal transduction inducers, gene expression modulators, apoptosis and immunotherapies. 

Limitations 
• Cancer cells can become resistant to the therapy.

• Drugs are difficult to develop because of the target’s structure.

Side effects include diarrhoea and hepatitis, but targeted therapies are generally less toxic than traditional 
therapies.

Targeted therapies


