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Plain English summary

Most people are diagnosed with oesophageal (gullet) cancer when it is already at an advanced
stage. Losing the ability to swallow food and even fluids is very common when patients are

approaching the last months of life.

Placing a flexible metal tube, or stent, in the gullet opens it up and improves the ability to swallow
quickly. Unfortunately this can fail after around 3 months because the cancer grows and presses on
the stent.

We designed this trial to see if giving a small dose of radiotherapy alongside insertion of the stent
would allow more people to remain swallowing well after 3 months. This could then improve their
quality of life and reduce hospitalisation towards the end of life. It may also reduce bleeding from the
gullet, as well as other symptoms.

We recruited 220 people across the UK, randomly assigning them to have the stent as usual or the stent
and a low dose of radiotherapy.We collected a lot of information from the participants at home on how
the cancer, the stent and the radiotherapy affected their ability to swallow and their quality of life.

Overall, the study showed that the radiotherapy did not improve the ability to swallow 3 months
following stent insertion and was less cost-effective than stent insertion alone. It seemed to reduce
the risk of bleeding from the tumour itself, but patients found that radiotherapy made them tired
and attending extra hospital visits could be troublesome. We also learned that, even after a stent
was inserted, patients still struggled with food and needed more support with managing daily life
with the stent.

The trial results are important. They show that, to answer questions such as these, studies should use
different ways of assessing what works, particularly focusing on patients’ and families’ viewpoints.

The results will guide doctors to not routinely give radiotherapy in this situation. The results also
suggest that, after the insertion of a stent, patients need extra help in managing their diet, their
worries about the stent and their worries about the future.
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