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Radiotherapy (Breast or Post-mastectomy)  
Risks & Complications / Side Effects 

Information sheet no: RTO_SE_BRE E01 Radiotherapy and Oncology Department 
 

 

A. 
 

 Early / Short Term Side Effects  

These may occur during radiotherapy, but usually disappear several weeks after completing 

the treatment. 

Common 
 1. Tiredness, nausea and loss of appetite. 

 2. Skin dryness, reddening, irritation or darkening, blistering or peeling in the area treated. 

 3. Occasional aches and pains in the area treated. 

 4. Temporary hair loss in the area treated. 

 5. Swelling of preserved breast ( breast conservation only). 

 6. Sore throat and discomfort on swallowing, dry cough if the neck is irradiated. 

Uncommon 
 1. Impaired wound healing. 

 2. Lung inflammation may cause transient cough, shortness of breath or fever. 

B.  Late / Long Term Side Effects  

 
These may appear several months to several years after radiotherapy and may persist. 

 
Common 

 1. Occasional discomfort and sensitivity in the area treated. 

 2. Skin dryness, thickening and colour change in the area treated. 

 3. Scarring of irradiated lung tissue (effect on lung function is usually not significant). 

 4. Mastectomy : Increased firmness of the chest wall, which may affect subsequent breast 

reconstruction using an implant. For patients with an implant already in place before 

radiotherapy, there may be increased scarring around it after treatment. 

 5. Breast conservation : Increased firmness, shrinkage or prolonged swelling of the 

treated breast. 

 6. Arm swelling when the armpit is irradiated. 

 
Uncommon 

 1. Permanent hair loss in the area treated. 

 2. If the neck or armpit is in the radiation field : Decreased shoulder and / or neck mobility 

due to scarring. 

 
Rare 

 

 1. Rib fracture, which does not usually cause any symptoms. 
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2. Severe soft tissue injury in the treated area resulting in chronic pain, infection or ulceration. 

Surgery may be required. 

3. Discomfort in the shoulder, paraesthesia and weakness in the arm and hand (Brachial 

plexopathy). 

4. Lung inflammation may cause persistent dry cough and shortness of breath. 

5. Injury to heart and great vessels (slight excess in cardiac and cerebrovascular death). 

6. Radiation-induced inflammation of the liver for right breast radiotherapy. 

 Note:  
 

 Radiotherapy can cause teratogenicity. During radiotherapy, both male and female patients 

should take contraceptive measures. 

 Radiotherapy may affect the function of your pacemaker. Please let us know if you have a 

cardiac pacemaker. 

 Radiation-induced tumours may occur, but this is rare. 

Growth of irradiated area may be affected in children. 

On rare occasions, patients may develop severe life threatening complications due to 

radiotherapy and die. 

 It may be possible that the intended treatment outcome cannot be achieved, the disease 

may not be alleviated and it may recur or progress in the future. 

 Despite all precautions, unpredictable and unpreventable adverse outcomes may occur 

after treatment. Please kindly read and fully understand the content above before deciding 

on undergoing the treatment mentioned. 

 


