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Large population studies have reported: 

                  8-12% of patients
                  receive radiation 
                  therapy in the last 
                  30 days of life

• Further details of the radiotherapy are however, not well 
described

• This can lead to multiple false assumptions:
1.  All patients are treated with palliative intent
2. The number of fractions delivered reflects the number of 

fractions intended
3. The number of fractions delivered reflects treatment  to 

a single area  

1727 patients who died of cancer between January 1, 2018 
and December 31, 2019 treated in the Geisinger Health 
System were retrospectively reviewed. 
233 of 1727 patients (15.5%) underwent radiation treatment in 
the last 30 days of life, and their radiation records were further 
reviewed.
Treatment characteristics recorded included:
• Schedule
• Intent
• Target
• Technology utilized
• Fractions scheduled
• Fractions received

A significant minority of patients were treated 
aggressively (19% with curative intent).

All the authors have no funding source, sponsorships, industry 
relationship, or conflicts of interests to declare.
This research did not receive any specific grant from funding 
agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.

DisclosuresN %
Palliative intent courses classified by number of intended 
fractions

1-5 142 65.7%
6-10 54 25.0%
11-15 8 3.7%
16-20 6 2.8%
21-30 6 2.8%

Radiation technique
2-dimensional radiotherapy/ 3-dimensional conformal 
radiotherapy 152 65.2%

intensity modulated radiotherapy 68 29.2%
stereotactic radiotherapy/stereotactic body radiotherapy 13 5.6% 

All known disease in area of radiation field 59 24.3%
Reason for palliative radiotherapy treatment

Treating symptoms 152 75.6%
Treating high risk asymptomatic areas 49 21.0%

Large variety 
(0-60%) receive 
single fraction
                                                          

20% receive > ten 
fractions                                              

Fractions delivered: 
• 12% of patients received single fraction radiation
• The median number of fractions received was 5
• 13% received more than 10 fractions

Patients treated aggressively:
• 19% were treated with curative intent
• 24% were given concurrent systemic therapy 
• 35% were treated with intensity modulated radiotherapy (IMRT), 

stereotactic radiotherapy (SRS), or stereotactic body radiotherapy 
(SBRT)

Patients treated with palliative intent:
• 11% had multiple sequential courses delivered
• 11% had intended schedules of more than 10 fractions  
• 18% had multiple sites with separate plans treated simultaneously

41% of patients did not complete their planned course of 
radiotherapy

Nearly half of patients didn’t receive the planned number 
of fractions.

Fractions delivered were consistent with other large 
series.

Radiotherapy delivery in the last thirty days of life is 
more complex than what might be assumed.

Table 1. Radiotherapy Treatment Characteristics
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