
Abstract The outcome following intra-operative radia-
tion therapy in the treatment of osteosarcoma in the ex-
tremity in 33 patients was evaluated for oncological and
functional results. Local recurrence occurred in seven
cases, six of which were in a non-irradiated region, indi-
cating inappropriate planning of the radiation field.
Twenty-one patients underwent either prosthetic replace-
ment (14) or amputation (7). Irradiated tumours were left
in situ in the remaining 12 patients. In this latter group
no degenerative joint changes were observed radiologi-
cally. Twenty-six patients experienced local complica-
tions, of which fracture of the irradiated bone was the
most significant. Associated intramedullary nailing
showed encouraging results in preventing fracture. Al-
though IORT is effective for the local control of osteo-
sarcoma in extremities, critical patient selection and im-
provements of treatment protocol are required in order to
obtain a satisfactory outcome.

Résumé On a examiné les résultats oncologiques et
fonctionnels de 33 patients ayant reçu une radiothérapie
peropératoire pour un ostéosarcome d’une extrémité. Sur
les sept cas de récidive locale identifiés, six se situaient

dans une région apparemment non irradiée, ce qui indi-
que que la défaillance locale pourrait être due à un dé-
faut de détermination du territoire irradié. Sur les 33 pa-
tients, 14 ont reçu une endoprothése et 7 été amputés
après la radiothérapie. Les tumeurs irradiées ont été lais-
sées in situ chez les 12 patients restants. Dans ce dernier
groupe, l’examen radiologique n’a révélé aucune dégé-
nérescence au niveau des articulations. Des complica-
tions locales ont été observées chez 26 patients sur 33.
La complication la plus problématique était la fracture
de l’os irradié. La consolidation par enclouage médullai-
re a donné des résultats encourageants pour la prévention
des fractures. Bien que la radiothérapie peropératoire
soit efficace pour la maitrise locale de l’ostéosarcome
des extrémités, la sélection judicieuse des patients et
l’amélioration de la procédure sont nécessaires pour ob-
tenir un membre fonctionnel à long terme.

Introduction

Most osteosarcomas in extremities are now treated by
limb-saving procedures [6, 14, 17, 22]. These proce-
dures involve resection of the bony lesion with a wide
margin of soft tissue and reconstruction by cadaver allo-
genic grafts or prostheses [2, 4, 5, 7, 10, 15, 23, 25, 27].
Some authors report attempted reimplantation of the af-
fected bone after extracorporeal treatment as soaking in
ethanol [19], autoclaving [3, 10], or irradiation [24].
Each method has some advantages but the long term
oncologic and functional outcomes have yet to be evalu-
ated.

Sine 1978, we have used intra-operative radiation
therapy (IORT) for the treatment of osteosarcoma. IORT
was first established as a treatment modality for locally
advanced tumours [1], and its use in the treatment of os-
teosarcoma was described by Abe and Yamamuro [26].
Osteosarcoma is one of the most radioresistant tumours.
IORT, however, uses high-dose single irradiation, and to-
tal necrosis of irradiated bone has been confirmed histo-
logically [13,16]. In this report we reviewed the clinical
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results of 33 patients who received IORT between 1978
and 1994 to identify the role of this form of treatment.

Patients and methods

Between 1978 and 1994 IORT was used in the treatment of 36 pa-
tients with osteosarcoma. For this retrospective study, our inclu-
sion criteria were : (1) a primary lesion in an extremity; and (2) no
evidence of distant matasteses at the beginning of therapy. Thirty-
three patients were included in the study (Table 1). There were 24
males and 9 females with a mean age of 15 years (6–53). The pri-
mary site of the tumour was the middle or distal thirds of the fe-
mur in 20 patients, the proximal tibia in 11 and the proximal hu-
merus in 2. Histological examination of the pre-irradiated tumours
revealed that 32 were conventional osteosarcomas and one was a
high-grade surface osteosarcoma.

In earlier cases in the series, IORT was used as local adjuvant
therapy and subsequent surgical procedures for each case were
planned at the beginning of treatment. These patients were cat-
egorised as group A. In later cases IORT was regarded as defini-
tive local treatment and irradiated bones were left in situ and no
further procedures were performed unless required. These patients
were categorised as group B.

Intra-operative radiation therapy

As modifications have been introduced during the 15 years of our
experience, current procedures are described here. The tissues to
be resected were identified, after preoperative imaging, according
to the concept of wide resection described by Enneking [8], and
the area to be irradiated was planned to include the entire area to
be resected. At operation the lesion to be irradiated was isolated
and separated from normal tissue in the axial plane, and the conti-
nuity of proximal and distal normal tissue was maintained. After
preparation, the area to be irradiated was wrapped in sterile ban-
dages to separate it from the area not being irradiated in the longi-
tudinal plane. In tumours of the femur or tibia irradiation was per-
formed bilaterally. Thus the tissues not being irradiated were re-
tracted posteriorly (Fig. 1). Lesions in the humerus were irradiated
anteroposterially while tissues that were to be preserved were re-
tracted medially. Irradiation was administered with electrons of
12–30 MeV or X-rays of 10 MV with a dose of 45–70 Gy. Elec-
trons were delivered by a β-tron (BT-32, Shimadzu Corp., Kyoto),
and X-rays were delivered by a linear accelerator (2100, Varian
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Fig. 1 IORT for a tumor in the distal femur. Tissues to be irradiat-
ed are exposed and wrapped with sterile bandages. Other tissues
are retracted away from the field dorsally. Irradiation is given by
opposed bilateral directions
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Associates, Palo Alto, CA). Among the earlier cases in this series
four patients (1–4) received anteroposterior irradiation and another
four (5–8) were given combined anteroposterior and bilateral irra-
diation for a lesion in the distal femur or proximal tibia. Informed
consent was obtained from all patients or their guardians.

Chemotherapy

Preoperative chemotherapy was administered in 32 patients; intra-
arterially in 18 cases, intravenously in 5 cases and by both routes
in 9 cases. Postoperative systemic chemotherapy was administered
in 32 cases. The chemotherapeutic regimes have changed during
the period of this study but most consisted of adriamycin, met-
hotorexate and cisplatinum.

Survival analysis

Survival rates were estimated by the method of Kaplan-Maier
[12]. For disease-free survival rate, the end point was defined as
the first detection of local recurrence or metastases.

Functional evaluation

Functional evaluation was performed for patients who were able to be
followed for at least 12 months and who retained the affected limb at
final follow-up. Twenty-two patients in this study met these criteria
and were evaluated with the revised 30-point scale of the Musculo-
skeletal Tumour Society described by Enneking [9]. We excluded the
“emotional acceptance” from the evaluation and thus removed 5
points, because no information was available from deceased patients
treated early in this series; thus there was a 25-point scale.

Results

There were 7 local recurrences, 2 in group A and 5 in
group B (Table 1). All but one of the recurrences were in
soft tissue which was retracted from the field of irradia-
tion.

Distant metastases were detected in 21 patients. The
median interval from the initiation of treatment to the ap-
pearance of metastases was 7 months (2–120) (Table 1).

Sixteen patients died of the disease. The median time
from the beginning of treatment to death was 20 months
(7–51). Eleven patients remained disease-free at the last
evaluation; with a median follow-up of 114 months
(35–222).

The final oncological results for each group were: in
group A, nine patients died of the disease; in two pa-
tients there was no evidence of disease and one patient
was continuously disease-free. In group B seven patients
died of the disease, one patient died of an unrelated
cause, two patients were alive with disease, in one pa-
tient there was no evidence of disease and ten patients
were continuously disease-free. The disease-free survival
rate was 39% at 7 years and 35% at 10 years.

In group A, seven patients underwent prosthetic re-
placement and two underwent amputation, one as a pri-
mary treatment before IORT and one due to extensive
postoperative skin necrosis. Five patients underwent am-
putation for local recurrence, or for the development of a

Table 2 Functional evaluation (femur and tibia). M male, F, female, DF distal femur, MF midshaft femur, PT proximal tibia

No. Age Sex Site Pain Function Supports Walking ability Gait Total % Rating Local status at evaluation (mo.)

1 13 F DF 5 3 1 3 3 15 60 Endoprosthesis (222)
3 15 M PT 3 3 1 3 3 13 52 Endoprosthesis (17)
4 17 M DF 5 1 4 3 1 14 56 Endoprosthesis (12)
5 15 M DF 5 2 5 3 2 17 68 Endoprosthesis (12)
6 20 M DF 4 3 6 4 4 20 80 Endoprosthesis (191)
9 11 M DF 3 1 0 2 1 7 28 IORT only, fractured (12)

11 12 F DF 3 1 0 2 1 7 28 IORT only, no fracture (12)
13 12 F PT 5 3 4 4 3 19 76 Endoprosthesis (147)
15 15 M PT 5 3 3 4 3 18 72 IORT only, no fracture (12)
16 12 F PT 5 2 3 4 3 17 68 IORT only, no fracture (19)
20 15 M PT 5 3 3 3 3 17 68 Endoprosthesis (110)
23 20 M DF 4 3 5 3 3 18 72 Endoprosthesis (12)
24 17 M DF, MF 5 3 5 4 4 21 84 Nailed, no fracture (13)a

25 25 F DF, MF 5 3 3 4 3 18 72 Nailed, no fracture (18)
26 11 M DF 5 1 1 2 1 10 40 IORT only, fractured (13)
27 16 M PT 5 4 5 4 4 22 88 Endoprosthesis (75)
28 17 M DF 3 3 5 4 3 18 72 Endoprosthesis (70)
30 12 F DF 4 3 1 3 2 13 52 IORT only, no fracture (12)
31 12 M DF 5 3 5 5 3 21 84 Endoprosthesis (31)
32 16 M DF 5 3 5 4 3 20 80 Endoprosthesis (43)

a Evaluation before detection and treatment of a skip lesion

Table 3 Functional evaluation (humerus). M male, F female, PH proximal humerus

No. Age Sex Site Pain Function Hand Dexterity Lifting Total % Rating Local status at evaluation (mo.)
positioning ability

17 12 M PH 5 1 1 3 2 12 48 IORT only, fractured (122)
33 14 M PH 5 3 5 5 4 22 88 Nailed, no fracture (35)



pseudarthrosis. Prosthetic replacement was performed in
seven patients. Three patients underwent internal stabili-
sation of the irradiated bone by intramedullary nailing.

Fourteen patients underwent prosthetic replacement
of the knee joint. The final status was thus : prosthetic
replacement in 13, amputation in 8, internal stabilisation
in 3 and no additional surgery in 9 (Table 1).

Twenty-two patients were available for functional
analysis, of whom 12 had undergone prosthetic replace-
ment, no additional operations had been performed in 7
and internal stabilisation had been performed in 3. The
average functional rating of the patients with prosthetic
replacement was 71% (52–88). The average rating for
those with internal stabilisation was 81% (72–88), and
the average rating for those without further surgery was
48% (8–72). The poor rating for the last group was due
to the development of a pseudoarthrosis in three cases
and the use of braces or non-weight bearing to prevent
fractures in four cases (Tables 2, 3).

Complications

There were significant complications in 26 patients.
Fracture of the irradiated bone occurred in 13 patients.
Deep infection developed in 4 patients, after surgery sec-
ondary to initial IORT.

Seventeen patients suffered skin complications after
IORT, 4 in patients with a tumour of the femur, 11 pa-
tients with a tumour in the tibia and 2 patients with a tu-
mour in the humerus. The complications were mild and
the skin healed satisfactorily, except in two cases, one re-
quired a rotation flap, and one underwent amputation.

Nerve damage occurred in 12 patients, 5 in patients
with a tumour of the femur, and 7 with a tumour of the
tibia. In the two humeral cases, the major nerves were
divided to obtain a wide surgical. Partial peroneal palsy
due to irradiation was seen in two cases.

Discussion

Prosthetic replacement and allografts are the two main
procedures used to restore function after resection of 
osteosarcomas in extremities. Several problems with
prostheses, however, have still to be resolved; such as
mechanical failure, loosening at the bone prosthesis in-
terface, and stress shielding. Allografts also present sev-
eral problems, such as a high infection rate, transmission
of viral disease, and inadequate mechanical properties
for joint function [4, 25].

Some promising results have been reported with re-
implantation. Autoclaved bone has been shown to unite
to host bone. Articular cartilage, however, is very vulner-
able to heat treatment, and the use of autoclaved bone,
including joint surfaces is usually combined with pros-
thetic replacement [3, 11].

Osteogenesis is preserved after treatment with alco-
hol, but cartilage degeneration occurs as early as 12

weeks after treatment in the experimental model [19].
Although the rate of bone union at the host-graft junction
seemed satisfactory after high-dose extracorporeal irradi-
ation and reimplantation [24], patients were required to
remain non weight-bearing for a longer period (12
months) until union was achieved, and the rate of bone
necrosis was higher than that seen with other methods.
Our method has advantages when compared with the im-
plantation. There is no risk of pseudoarthrosis at the host
graft junction. Articular cartilage was maintained [20].
Structures necessary for joint stability are divided in
methods such as autoclaving or extracorporeal irradia-
tion, causing gross instability. One of the disadvantages
of IORT is that the exposure of the irradiated field re-
quires extensive local dissection, which can cause vascu-
lar insufficiency. The local complication rate in this se-
ries is higher than those in the literature for other limb-
saving treatments (36–71%) [3, 4, 7, 10, 22]. The major
complication, threatening the outcome, is a fracture of
the irradiated bone. The strength of bone decreases after
irradiation [18] as does vascularity, and there is an in-
crease in local osteoporosis [21]. The most significant
factor for oncological control of osteosarcoma is the
width of the margin of excision at operation; and the crit-
ical aspect of IORT is determining the plane between ir-
radiated and non-irradiated tissues. Histological exami-
nation of the resected tissue after IORT shows necrosis
of the tumour [13, 16]. The local recurrence rate in this
series was higher than that in the literature (5–14%) [6,
7, 10, 11, 22], suggesting inappropriate determining of
the margin in some cases. The oncological and function-
al results in this group of patients is not satisfactory.
During pre-operative planning in each case, the advanta-
ges of IORT must be weighed against the anticipated ex-
tent of tissue dissection required to achieve a wide
enough margin while retracting normal tissues away
from the field of irradiation. In order to obtain a func-
tional limb in the long-term after IORT, critical patient
selection and improvements in the protocol and tech-
nique are required. Since 1995 we have used a higher
dose of radiation and preventative intramedullary nailing
is used routinely, sometimes in combination with bone
cement; and the final evaluation of the place of IORT in
the treatment of osteosarcoma remains to be identified.
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