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This booklet is written for patients who have been diagnosed with cancers
in the head and neck regions and will receive External Beam Radiation
Therapy (EBRT). It prepares you on what to expect before, during and after
your radiation treatment, the side effects that you may experience and how
to manage them.

We hope that you find this booklet helpful. However, it is intended only to
serve as a guide and not a substitute for medical advice. The treatment
techniques and side effects are specific to the type and region of the
cancer. Your experience during treatment may be different from others. If
you are unsure about any of the information discussed in this guide, please
bring this booklet along with you for your future appointments and discuss
them with your Radiation Oncologists.

If you have any other enquiries that are not addressed in this guide, feel
free to contact NCCS Cancer Helpline at 6225 5655 or reach us by email at
cancerhelpline@nccs.com.sg.

3

mailto:cancerhelpline@nccs.com.sg


Contents

4



WHAT IS HEAD AND NECK CANCER?

Cancers of the Head and Neck (HN) occur when abnormal cells develop
and grow in an uncontrolled manner, forming tumours in the head and neck
regions. They include a wide spectrum of diseases, and can arise from the
nasopharynx, oropharynx, oral cavity, larynx, salivary glands and nasal
cavity. Each subtype is associated with unique etiology, epidemiological
trends and treatment options. The cancerous growth can also invade
surrounding tissues and may even spread to other parts of the body.

Fig 1. Anatomy of the Head and Neck (National Cancer Institute)
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Radiation Therapy uses high-energy X-rays generated by a machine called
Linear Accelerator to treat cancer. It works by damaging the cancer cells,
making it hard for them to reproduce.

Intensity Modulated Radiation Therapy (IMRT) is an advanced technique
that allows radiation to be concentrated to the tumours while sparing doses
to surrounding normal tissues. It does so by delivering radiation of varying
strengths from different angles.

As the radiation beam passes through your body, it affects both cancer and
normal cells. While cancer cells die after radiation, normal cells are able to
repair and survive after a period of time. This is why side effects occur
gradually after the course of your radiation.

Fig 2. Linear Accelerator

15



YOUR RADIATION TEAM
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CONSULTATION

Your Radiation Oncologist will discuss the details of your treatment, risks
and benefits of radiotherapy, and potential side effects. Your doctor will also
answer any questions that you may have.

Once you understand and are agreeable for treatment, you will need to
sign a consent form. Radiotherapy booking, which comprises a series of
appointments, will then be made. The first will be shell making and CT
Simulation.
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PRETREATMENT PREPARATIONS
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TREATMENT PLANNING

During the time between your simulation and the start of your treatment,
your radiation oncologist will work with dosimetrists and medical physicists
to plan your treatment. They will use the scan to plan your radiation
treatment and determine the radiation dose while sparing the critical organs
nearby. These details will be carefully planned and checked to ensure that
your treatment is delivered safely. The process takes between 1 to 2
weeks.

22



TREATMENT

Radiotherapy is usually an outpatient treatment that is given once a day
(Monday to Friday, excluding public holidays). Please allocate 1 hour for
your radiotherapy appointments.

There will be regular routine reviews with your radiation oncologist to
monitor your progress and to manage any side effects.

Before your first treatment session, you will be briefed on your treatment,
expected side effects and how to manage them.
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● PRE-TREATMENT IMAGING AND TREATMENT
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● SPEECH THERAPY AND DIETITIAN
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Radiation treatment may be associated with two categories of side effects.
Early side effects can happen during treatment or a few weeks after
completion of treatment. Late side effects may only develop months to
years after completion of radiotherapy.

Note: Side effects from radiotherapy are localised, affecting areas that are
exposed to radiation only. Every individual is unique and you may not have
the same side effects as another patient who is also receiving radiotherapy.
Not all the side effects listed below are applicable to you. Your doctor will
discuss with you in greater detail the side effects that may occur from your
treatment.
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POST- TREATMENT

What can I expect after the treatment?

Here are a few key things to remember:
● Rest as much as possible to recover. Side effects will slowly go away

weeks after completion of your treatment. Some side effects (eg.
change in taste, thick saliva) may take longer to recover.

● Take special care of your oral hygiene. Have regular dental
follow-ups.

● Eat a healthy, well-balanced diet
● Avoid sweet, sticky foods to reduce risk of cavities
● Avoid drinking alcohol and smoking
● If you are having difficulties swallowing, consult the speech therapist

on how to resume the swallowing function.
● If you are unable to regain your weight, consult the dietitian on how to

increase your food intake.

You can walk in to NCCS Division of Radiation Oncology on weekdays
(8am-5pm), A&E Department on weekends or contact our call centre
at 6436 8000 if you have:

● A temperature of 38°C or higher
● Unresolved pain and discomfort in the treated area
● Nausea or vomiting that keeps you from eating or drinking anything in

the last 24 hours
● Severe shortness of breath
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How will I know if my cancer is gone?

Your Follow-Up Care Schedule:

Upon completion of treatment, you will still be monitored closely to ensure
that your side effects are recovering. You should continue to use your
medications as advised by your doctor. A scan at approximately 3
months after the end of radiotherapy may be needed for some patients.

You will continue to have regular follow-up appointments alternating
between your radiation oncologist at NCCS and other doctors looking after
your condition.

Regular follow-ups are important to ensure recovery of your side effects
and that the cancer is cured. Examinations of the mouth, neck and throat
will be done and regular dental examinations may also be necessary.

From time to time, your doctor may request further blood tests, x-rays, CT,
PET, or MRI scans. Your doctor may also monitor thyroid and pituitary
gland functions too.
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Am I allowed to shower before or after my treatment?
Yes, you are allowed to do so. However, remember not to scrub the
treatment area with soap and do not apply any moisturiser, toner or powder
4 hours before your treatment.

Can I still smoke and drink alcohol during radiotherapy?
Refraining from smoking during and after radiotherapy may make the
treatment more effective as you are likely to have fewer side effects from
your cancer treatment.

It is advisable not to consume alcohol as it will worsen dryness of your
mouth and further inflame a sore mouth or throat if you are having
radiotherapy to your head or neck area. Radiotherapy can make you feel
tired and alcohol can make this worse.

Will I become bald and is it permanent?
Radiation therapy will only cause temporary hair loss on the area of the
body that is being treated. Hair will regrow 3 to 6 months after treatment. It
may be patchy, thinner or a different colour.

Am I allowed to cut my hair halfway through the treatment?
It is not recommended to cut your hair after completing the CT simulation
scan. This is to avoid gaps in your customised shell that may result in
inaccuracies of the setup position. Please trim your hair before your
shell-making procedure.

Can I go near my loved ones after each treatment?
Yes. There is no lingering radiation after treatment.
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What type of food should I avoid during my treatment?
Loss of appetite due to changes in taste buds and experiencing pain when
swallowing are common side effects of head and neck radiotherapy. There
are no restrictions to the type of food you can eat. However, you should
avoid hot, spicy or acidic food to reduce discomfort during swallowing.
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It is normal to have a variety of emotions such as shock, anger, sadness,
and possibly even depression after a cancer diagnosis. You do not have to
struggle with your illness alone. Help is available to support you and your
loved ones through your cancer journey. Apart from the team of doctors
and health care professionals looking after you, there is other information
and support services available that you may find useful.
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Useful Contact &

Resources

Internet Resources
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For more information on cancer, please call the

Cancer Helpline at Tel: 6225 5655
Or email cancerhelpline@nccs.com.sg

MONDAYS - FRIDAYS : 8.30am to 5.30pm

SATURDAYS, SUNDAYS & PUBLIC HOLIDAYS: Closed (Please leave a
message)

THIS IS A PUBLIC EDUCATION INITIATIVE BY:

NATIONAL CANCER CENTRE SINGAPORE

Division of Radiation Oncology
National Cancer Centre Singapore
30 Hospital Boulevard
Singapore 168583

Tel: 64368000 Fax: 62256283
Website: www.nccs.com.sg
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