
 

Active surveillance preserves quality of life
for prostate cancer patients

March 21 2017

Faced with the negative quality-of-life effects from surgery and
radiation treatments for prostate cancer, low risk patients may instead
want to consider active surveillance with their physician, according to a
study released Tuesday by the Journal of the American Medical
Association (JAMA).

The Vanderbilt University Medical Center study led by Daniel Barocas,
M.D., MPH, associate professor of Urologic Surgery, compared the side
effects and outcomes of contemporary treatments for localized prostate
cancer with active surveillance in order to guide men with prostate
cancer in choosing the best treatment for them.

Surgery is considered by some to be the most definitive treatment, and
there is evidence from other studies that it has better long-term cancer
outcomes than radiation for higher-risk cancers, but it has more sexual
and urinary side effects than radiation.

"Patients who were treated with surgery or radiation had side effects,
while those who were managed with active surveillance, for the most
part, did quite well," Barocas said.

"It is best to avoid treatment if you have a prostate cancer that is safe to
observe. This is why most doctors recommend 'active surveillance' for
low-risk cancers," he said.

Three-year survival from prostate cancer was excellent in the study at

1/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/prostate+cancer/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/prostate+cancer/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/active+surveillance/


 

over 99 percent for patients regardless of whether they chose surgery,
radiation or active surveillance. Barocas did caution that prostate cancer
tends to be slow growing and patients would need to be followed for 10
years or more to find differences in mortality.

"This study shows that, despite technological advances in the treatment
of prostate cancer, both surgery and radiation still have a negative effect
on quality of life," said co-author David Penson, M.D., MPH, Paul V.
Hamilton, M.D., and Virginia E. Howd Professor of Urologic Oncology
and professor and chair of the Department of Urologic Surgery.

"Certainly, if a man has low-risk prostate cancer, he should seriously be
considering active surveillance as a reasonable way to go," he said.

Erectile dysfunction and urinary incontinence were more common in
men treated with surgery than radiation when studied three years after
treatment, although the difference in sexual dysfunction was only
apparent in patients with excellent baseline function.

"Urinary incontinence was reported as a moderate or big problem in 14
percent of men three years after surgery compared to 5 percent of men
who had radiation," Barocas said.

"Men who had radiation reported more problems with bowel function
and hormone side effects compared to men who had surgery, but these
differences were only seen within the first year following treatment," he
said.

The authors also reported that:

Surgery was associated with fewer urinary irritative symptoms,
like weak urine stream or urinary frequency, compared to active
surveillance.
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Radiation patients had similar urinary irritative symptoms to men
on active surveillance, which is an improvement from previous
studies with older radiation techniques.
None of the treatments had an impact on general quality of life,
such as the ability to do activities of daily living, emotional
health and energy or vitality.

  More information: JAMA, jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/ …
.1001/jama.2017.1704
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