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A b s t r a c t: The aim of the study was to investigate the efficacy of concurrent 
chemoradiotherapy (CCRT) in patients with locally and/or regionally advanced nasop-
haryngeal carcinoma (NPC). Between February 2005 and November 2007, 27 patients 
with advanced NPC were included in a prospective study of CCRT at the Radiotherapy 
and Oncology Institute in Skopje. Radiotherapy was performed using a sophisticated 
three-dimensional conformal technique. A dose of 69.4–71.4 Gy (median, 69.4 Gy) was 
delivered to the primary tumour and to the positive neck nodes. Chemotherapy consi-
sted of cisplatin 30 mg/m2 given concomitantly with radiation on a weekly basis. 

The median age was 49 years and 51.2% had stage IV disease. Eighty-eight 
percent received ≥ 5 cycles of concurrent cisplatin. Complete response rates three months 
after chemoradiotherapy completion were 81.5% (22 of 27) and 91.3% (21 of 23) at the 
primary site and in the neck, respectively. Only one patient had a locoregional relapse and 
four patients developed distant metastases. The most prevalent grade 3 acute effect was 
mucositis present in 63.0% of patients. The 2-year disease-free survival (DFS) rate was 
42.6%, the 2-year locoregional relapse-free survival (LR-RFS) rate was 76.9%, and the 2-
year distant metastases relapse-free survival (DM-RFS) rate was 63.6%. 

Considering the preliminary results of our study which do not indicate that the 
therapeutic effects of CCRT evaluated are comparable with the results from the 
randomised phase III studies, we recommend an effort for the routine use of the new 
radiotherapy technique, intensity-modulated radiation therapy (IMRT), as well as an 
initiation of a phase III trial addressing the definition of the precise role of sequential 
chemotherapy in the management of patients with locally advanced NPC.  
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Introduction 
 

NPC is a neoplasm of the head and neck that is rarely seen in Europe 
and the United States. It is much more common among Southeast Asian, North 
African, and Eskimo populations [1]. NPC differs from other HNC with regard 
to epidemiology, nodal presentation, histopathology, treatment strategies, res-
ponse to radiation therapy and chemotherapy, incidence of systemic metastases, 
and overall survival [1, 2]. Nasopharyngeal carcinoma is usually present as a 
locally advanced (stage III or IV) disease [3]. Local recurrences following radio-
therapy and high affinity for distant metastasis represent two major causes of 
treatment failure resulting in 5-year overall survival rates from 32% to 52% [4, 5].  

NPC is both a radiosensitive and chemosensitive tumour [6, 7]. CCRT 
(CCRT) in the treatment of locoregionally advanced NPC has been investigated 
in six randomized controlled trials [8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13]. The Intergroup Study 
(IGS) 0099 [8] and the study from Taiwan [9] have proved the greater 
effectiveness of CCRT compared with radiotherapy alone for advanced-stage 
NPC, demonstrating an improvement of both progression-free survival and 
overall survival. Two of the concurrent studies showed an improvement of 
locoregional control rate [9, 12] and in two other studies an improvement of 
distant metastasis control rate was observed [11, 13]. Although the results of the 
studies on the treatment of NPC by CCRT were not consistent, CCRT has 
proved its superiority to radiotherapy alone for the treatment of intermediate 
and advanced NPC [14, 15]. 

In this study we investigated a concurrent chemoradiation regimen with 
radiotherapy performed using a three-dimensional conformal technique and 
with concomitant chemotherapy consisting of cisplatin given on a weekly basis 
during external-beam radiotherapy in a cohort of patients with locally and/or 
regionally advanced NPC.  

 
 

Material and methods 
 

Between February 2005 and November 2007, 27 patients with advan-
ced NPC were included in a prospective study of CCRT at the Radiotherapy and 
Oncology Institute in Skopje. The eligibility criteria were: [1] stage III or IV 
according to the American Joint Committee on Cancer (AJCC) 1997 Staging 
System [16] biopsy-proven NPC; [2] age ≥ 16 years; [3] performance status by 
the Eastern Cooperative Oncology Group (ECOG) system ≤ 1; [4] no distant 
metastases; [5] no severe liver or kidney dysfunction; and [6] no concurrent 
treatment for other malignant disease outside the upper aerodigestive tract. Pret-
reatment diagnostic work-up other than medical history and physical examina-
tion consisted of fiberoptic nasopharyngoscopy and biopsy to obtain the histo-
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logical proof, blood chemistries, chest radiography, abdominal ultrasonography 
and bone scan. The disease evaluation also included a computed tomography 
scan (CT) or magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) from the base of the skull to 
the whole neck. Histological diagnosis was performed from biopsy material of 
the primary tumour and/or nodal excision tissue. Tumours were classified as 
squamous cell carcinomas or lymphoepithelioma.  

Radiotherapy was performed on a Varian 23EX linear accelerator in 
accordance with a three-dimensional conformal radiotherapy (3DCRT) plan. A 
thermoplastic head mask was used for patients’ immobilization. The treatment 
planning CT scans required to define gross target volume and clinical target 
volumes were carried out in the treatment position. The definition of volumes 
was in accordance with the ICRU Report 62 [17]. The gross tumour volume 
(GTV70), also known as CTV70, was defined as the extension of the nasop-
haryngeal tumour and the gross nodal disease revealed by physical examination 
and by imaging procedures. The high risk clinical target volume (CTV59.4) was 
defined as CTV70 plus a margin for the potential microscopic extension of the 
disease. This volume also included those lymph nodes considered to be at high 
risk such as: submanidibular lymph nodes; upper jugular lymph nodes; midju-
gular lymph nodes; posterior cervical lymph nodes, and retropharyngeal lymph 
nodes. The low risk clinical target volume (CTV50.4) referred to the lower 
jugular lymph nodes and supraclavicular lymph nodes. The planning target 
volumes were PTV70, PTV59.4, and PTV50.4. They provided a margin of 0.5 
cm around the adequate CTV to compensate for the variabilities of treatment 
set-up and internal organ motions. Primary, subclinical PTV59.4 was treated 
with 6-MV photons through lateral fields to a total dose of 59.4 Gy (33 fractions 
of 1.8 Gy/fraction). An off-cord boost to the posterior neck was realized with 9-
MeV electrons. Separate anterior and posterior fields with 6-MV and 15-MV 
photons were used for the low risk PTV50.4 to a total of 50.4 Gy (28 fractions of 
1.8Gy/fraction). Arrangements with 4 to 7 fields in anterior, posterior, lateral, or 
oblique directions were used for the boost to the PTV70 up to a total of 69.4 to 
71.4 Gy (5 to 6 fractions of 2 Gy/fraction). The maximum dose to the spinal cord 
did not exceed 50 Gy. Treatment was delivered once daily, 5 fractions per week. 

Chemotherapy consisted of cisplatin 30 mg/m2 in 0.5 L of normal saline 
over 1 hour given to the patients concomitantly with radiation on a weekly 
basis, starting on the first day of radiotherapy. The complete blood picture and 
biochemistry were checked weekly before chemotherapy. 

Acute radiotherapy-related toxicities were assessed according to the 
Acute Radiation Morbidity Scoring Criteria of the Radiation Therapy Oncology 
Group (RTOG) [18] and chemotherapy-related toxicities by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) criteria [19]. All the toxicities were recorded on a weekly 
basis. According to our follow-up policy, the patients were seen for clinical 

Prilozi, Odd. biol. med. nauki, XXIX/2 (2008), 295–307 



298 Krstevska V., Stojanovski I. et al. 

examination monthly during the first year after completion of treatment, every 2 
months in the second year, and then every 3 to 6 months afterwards. The first 
assessment of tumour response was performed three months after completion of 
chemoradiotherapy by physical examination, fiberoptic nasopharyngoscopy and 
MRI of the nasopharynx and neck. The evaluation of response was also assisted 
by biopsy of any suspicious residual lesion. Complete response was defined as 
complete disappearance of locoregional disease. Partial response was defined as 
tumour shrinkage of ≥ 50% of the sum of the product of perpendicular dia-
meters of all measurable lesions. Follow-up nasopharyngoscopy and MRI were 
performed every 6 months for the first 2 years and thereafter when clinically 
indicated.  

Statistical analysis. The end-points examined were DFS, LR-RFS, and 
DM-RFS. The starting point for DFS was the date of commencement of 
treatment, and the terminating point was the date when a relapse first occurred 
or, in the case of persistent disease, the date of the first follow-up. Patients in 
whom there was no evidence of disease after treatment were censored at the 
date of last follow-up. LR-RFS and DM-RFS were also evaluated and 
calculated from the first day of treatment until the day of the first occurrence of 
primary, neck or distant relapse, or until the day of the last follow-up. Patients 
who did not achieve a complete response after treatment had the same starting 
and terminating points and were assigned a LR-RFS of 0 months. The DFS, LR-
RFS and DM-RFS curves were constructed using the Kaplan-Meier method 
[20].  

 
 

Results 
 

Detailed patient and tumour characteristics are reported in Table 1. The 
male to female ratio was 2.3 : 1. Sixteen patients were aged 55 years or youn-
ger. Lymphoepithelioma was present in two thirds of the patients. Stage III and 
stage IV were almost equally presented.  

The median total dose was 69.4 Gy (range, 69.4–71.4). The median du-
ration of radiotherapy was 7.3 weeks (range, 7.1–9.4). Of 27 patients, 19 pati-
ents completed radiotherapy within 7.5 weeks, 7 patients between 7.6 and 9 we-
eks, and only 1 patient completed treatment after more than 9 weeks. Thirty 
percent of patients completed all 7 cycles, and 88.9% had ≥ 5 cycles of concur-
rent chemotherapy. The mean total dose of cisplatin given was 178 mg/m2 ± 
28.7 SD.  

Acute toxicities are listed in Table 2. Acute radiation toxicity was as 
expected, with 63.0% patients experiencing grade 3 mucositis and 81.5% pati-
ents experiencing grade 2 skin toxicity (Table 2). The median duration of acute 
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mucositis RTOG grade ≥ 2 was 8 weeks (range, 5–12). The median weight loss 
at the end of chemoradiotherapy as a percentage of weight on commencing 
treatment was 9% (range, 6–18). 

 
Table 1 – Tabela 1 
 

Baseline characteristics (total patients = 27) 
Osnovni karakteristiki (vkupno pacienti = 27) 

 

Characteristics  
Patient characteristics  
Gender:  

male 19 (70.4%) 
female 8 (29.6%) 

Median age (years) 49 years (range, 17–70 years) 
Age (years)  

< 40 6 (22.2%) 
40–55 10 (37.1%) 
> 55 11 (40.7%) 

ECOG performance status:  
0 25 (92.6%) 
1 2 (7.4%) 

Tumour characteristics 
 

Histology:  
squamous cell carcinoma 9 (33.3%) 
lymphoepithelioma 18 (66.7%) 

T stage:  
T2 9 (33.3%) 
T3 11 (40.7%) 
T4 7 (26.0%) 

N stage:  
N0 4 (14.8%) 
N1 5 (18.6%) 
N2 9 (33.3%) 
N3 9 (33.3%) 

Stage:  
III 13 (48.1%) 

 IV 14 (51.9%) 
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Table 2 – Tabela 2 
 

Acute toxicity caused by concurrent chemoradiotherapy* 
Akutna toksi~nost predizvikana so konkurentnata hemoradioterapija* 

 
Grade of WHO toxicity (% of 27 patients) Toxicity 

0 1 2 3 
Nonhaematologic     

   Mucositis† 0 0 37.0 63.0 
   Skin reaction† 0 7.4 81.5 11.1 
   Nausea 18.5 63.0 18.5 0 
   Vomiting 44.4 44.4 11.1 0 
   Weight loss 0 51.9 48.1 0 

Haematologic 
    

Leucopenia 59.3 29.6 7.4 3.7 
Anaemia 59.3 29.6 11.1 0 
Thrombocytopenia 85.2 11.1 3.7 0 

∗ Because of rounding, not all percentages total 100. 
∗ Poradi zaokru`uvaweto, zbirot na site procenti ne iznesuva sekoga{ 
100. 
† Toxicities assessed according to the Acute Radiation Morbidity Scoring Criteria of the 
Radiation Therapy Oncology Group (RTOG) 
 

Three months after completion of chemoradiotherapy, 22 patients 
(81.5%) and five patients (18.5%) had a complete response or partial response, 
respectively, at the primary site, giving an overall response rate at the primary 
site of 100%. Similarly, the overall response rate at the neck region was 100%, 
with 91.3% of patients with a positive neck experiencing complete response, 
and the remaining 8.7% manifesting a partial response. When both the primary 
site and neck were considered together, the composite response rates were the 
same as those achieved at the primary site. 

The median duration of follow-up was 12 months (range, 4–30). Only 
one patient (3.7%) initially staged as T4 developed local recurrence. Four pa-
tients (14.9%) developed distant metastases. All these patients had experienced 
a complete response following chemoradiotherapy. Three of them had meta-
stases in the liver and one patient had lung metastases. Nineteen patients 
remained alive at the close-out date. Four patients died after developing distant 
metastases, three patients with a partial response following treatment died 
because of the progression of their persistent disease, and one patient, being in 
complete remission, died of an unknown cause. 
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The DFS rate at 2 years was 42.6% (Figure 1). The median duration of 
DFS was 9 months (range, 1.2–28). The LR-RFS rate at 2 years was 76.9% 
(Figure 1). The median duration of LR-RFS was 9 months (range, 0–32). The 
DM-RFS rate at 2 years was 63.6% (Figure 1). The median duration of DM-
RFS was 13 months (range, 4–28).  
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Figure 1 – Kaplan-Meier plots of survival 

Slika 1 – Kaplan-Maer krivi na pre`ivuvawe 
 

 
Discussion 

 
The results of extensive exploration of the effect of the addition of 

chemotherapy to radiotherapy for patients with advanced NPC during the last 
two decades has revealed survival benefits with CCRT compared with radio-
therapy alone in several randomized trials [8, 9, 13, 14] and two meta-analyses 
[21, 22]. On the basis of these findings, CCRT is the current recommended treat-
ment for patients with advanced-stage NPC. The principles of improved efficacy 
by CCRT are based on the following points: [1] up-regulated sensitivity to ra-
diotherapy by chemotherapy; [2] the direct cell kill effect of chemotherapy; [3] 
the reduction of the repairing of sublethally injured tumour cells [23].  

In this study we have investigated a concurrent chemoradiation regimen 
with concomitant chemotherapy consisting of cisplatin given on a weekly basis 
during radiotherapy performed using a sophisticated three-dimensional conformal 
technique. Two factors influenced our choice of treatment. Firstly, there were en-
couraging data on the use of a weekly moderate dose of cisplatin concurrent with 
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radiotherapy [10, 24]. The moderate dose of cisplatin at 30 mg/m2 weekly was 
designed principally with the aim of improving local control, but also had an 
impact on the frequency of distant metastases. Secondly, using standard radiothe-
rapy techniques, the nominal dose administered to patients with advanced NPC is 
often greater than the actual dose to parts of the PTV, because of technical limita-
tions to radiation dose delivery. Using sophisticated treatment planning and deli-
very techniques, the specified tumour dose of 70 Gy was in fact received by a 
PTV encompassing all gross disease.  

The composite complete response rate achieved in our study three 
months after completion of chemoradiotherapy was 81.5%. Data from the pros-
pective randomized trials on CCRT in patients with locoregionally advanced 
NPC indicates moderate variation in the complete response rates – between 49 
and 98% [8, 9, 10, 12, 13]. The overall response rate at the primary site of 100% 
in our study was 9% greater than the overall response rate in the chemoradiothe-
rapy arm in the randomized trial conducted by Wee et al. [13]. 

In our study, the most common site of grade 3 acute reactions was the 
mucous membrane. Similar findings have been reported by other authors [8, 12, 
13, 25].  

Locoregional recurrence as a site of first progression following treat-
ment was demonstrated in 3.7% of the patients in our study. This corresponds 
with the findings of Rischin [25], reporting locoregional relapse in only two 
patients (6%) in a study on 35 patients treated with three cycles of induction 
chemotherapy followed by CCRT of 60 Gy with cisplatin 20 mg/m2 daily for 5 
days in weeks 1 and 6. Locoregional failure in 7% of the patients treated with 
chemoradiotherapy was reported by Chan et al. [10] in their analysis of a phase 
III randomized trial comparing concurrent cisplatin-radiotherapy with radio-
therapy alone. 

The present study showed 2-year rates of DFS, LR-RFS, and DM-RFS 
of 42.6%, 76.9%, and 63.6%, respectively. Cooper [26] reported on 35 patients 
treated with concurrent regimen, in which all but one received 70 Gy to the 
primary site by sophisticated three-dimensional techniques. Unfortunately, des-
pite the similarities in the treatment approaches, the DFS rate of 42.6% at 2 
years achieved in our study does not correspond with the projected 3 year DFS 
of 65% reported by Cooper. 

The closer review of the phase III studies performed to compare CCRT 
versus radiotherapy alone for advanced NPC showed that the results concerning 
survival achieved in the arms treated with concurrent regimen are distinguished 
from the results obtained in our study. Namely, the IGS 0099, which demonstra-
ted the superiority of chemoradiation followed by three cycles of adjuvant che-
motherapy, reported a 3-year PFS rate of 69% [8]. In the study conducted in 
Hong Kong, a 2-year PFS rate of 76% for the group of patients treated with che-
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moradiation was reported [10]. Analyzing the results of a phase III randomized 
trial conducted by the Taiwan group, Lin et al. [9] reported the 5-year PFS rate 
of 72% for the group treated with CCRT. These authors reported a 5-year na-
sopharynx disease-free survival rate of 89%, and a 5-year distant metastases 
disease-free survival rate of 79% in the same group of patients. In a factorial 
study, Kwong et al. [11], investigating the efficacy of CCRT and adjuvant che-
motherapy in advanced NPC, reported a 3-year failure-free survival rate of 69% 
in the chemoradiotherapy group. In the same group of patients, the 3-year loco-
regional failure rate and distant metastases rate were 27% and 29%, respecti-
vely. Wee et al. [13], reporting the results of the Singapore trial, showed a 2-
year DFS rate of 75% in the arm treated with concomitant chemotherapy and 
radiotherapy.  

According to the results of our study with a short follow-up that are pre-
liminary and do not clarify the relative importance of CCRT and more precise 
radiotherapy treatment, we assume that one area of concern regarding our treat-
ment strategy must be the dose of cisplatin administered as concurrent chemo-
therapy that might have been inadequate to completely eradicate micrometasta-
ses. Given that the major cause of treatment failure in the CCRT was distant 
metastases [27], more should be done to improve on the efficacy of the adjunct 
chemotherapy that is administered. Although one can consider adding more 
cytotoxics in combination during the concurrent chemotherapy phase, the expe-
cted increased mucositis will limit both the number of cytotoxics and the dose 
that can be administered. On the other hand, sequential therapy (adding indu-
ction chemotherapy to CCRT) could be considered in the future as a recommen-
dable treatment option for patients with advanced NPC leading to improvement 
of systemic control. Recent phase II studies using intensive induction chemothe-
rapy followed by concurrent cisplatin-radiotherapy have shown encouraging 
toxicity profiles and disease control [28, 29]. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Considering the results of our study which do not indicate that the 
therapeutic effects of evaluated CCRT are comparable with the results from the 
randomized phase III studies performed to compare CCRT versus radiotherapy 
alone for advanced nasopharyngeal carcinoma, we advocate the continuity of 
highly sophisticated 3DCRT as well as the initiation of a phase III trial addres-
sing the definition of the precise role of sequential chemotherapy in the mana-
gement of patients with locally advanced NPC. The use of novel radiotherapy 
technique (IMRT) in this patient category in the near future should be strongly 
encouraged and should also be a promising tool to achieve a higher rate of 
locoregional tumour control. 
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KONKURENTNA HEMORADIOTERAPIJA KAJ LOKALNO  

I/ILI REGIONALNO NAPREDNAT  
NAZOFARINGEALEN KARCINOM 

 
Krstevska V., Stojkovski I., Klisarovska V. 

 
Универзиtеtска клиника за radioterapija i onkologija,  

Skopje, R. Makedonija 
 
 

Celta na studijata be{e da se prou~i efikasnosta na konkurent-
nata hemoradioterapija (KHRT) kaj pacientite so lokalno i/ili regio-
nalno naprednat nazofaringealen karcinom (NFK). Vo periodot od 
fevruari 2005 do noemvri 2007 godina, 27 pacienti so naprednat NFK bea 
vklu~eni vo prospektivna studija za konkurentna hemoradioterapija vo In-
stitutot za radioterapija i onkologija vo Skopje. Radioterapijata be{e 
sproveduvana so primena na sofisticiranata tridimenzionalna konfor-
malna tehnika. Ostvarenata doza vo podra~jeto na primarniot tumor i na 
pozitivnite jazli na vratot be{e 69,4–71,4 Gy (sredno, 69,4 Gy). Hemotera-
pijata se sostoe{e od cisplatin 30 mg/m2 administriran edna{ nedelno 
konkomitantno so zra~eweto. 

Srednata vozrast be{e 49 godini i 51,2% od pacientite bea so bo-
lest vo IV stadium. Osumdeset i osum procenti imaa primeno ≥ 5 ciklusi na 
konkurenten cisplatin. Stapkite na kompletniot odgovor tri meseci po 
zavr{uvaweto na hemoradioterapijata bea 81,5% (22 od 27), i 91,3% (21 od 
23) na mestoto na primarniot tumor, i vo podra~jeto na pozitivnite 
limfni jazli na vratot, soodvetno. Lokoregionalen relaps be{e utvrden 
samo kaj eden pacient, a dale~ni metastazi bea manifestirani kaj ~etiri 
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pacienti. Naj~esto zastapen stepen 3 na akutnite reakcii be{e mukozitot, 
prisuten kaj 63,0% od pacientite. Stapkata na dvegodi{noto pre`ivuvawe 
bez znaci na bolest (PBB) be{e 42,6%, stapkata na dvegodi{noto pre-
`ivuvawe bez lokoregionalen relaps (PBLRR) be{e 76,9% i stapkata na 
dvegodi{noto pre`ivuvawe bez dale~ni metastazi (PBDM) iznesuva{e 
63,6%. 

Zemaj}i gi predvid preliminarnite rezultati od na{ata studija 
koi ne poka`uvaat deka terapevtskite efekti na evaluiranata konkurent-
na hemoradioterapija se komparabilni so rezultatite od randomiziranite 
faza III studii, se prepora~uva rutinsko koristewe na novite radiote-
rapevtski tehniki kako {to e radioterapijata so moduliran intenzitet, 
kako i zapo~nuvawe na faza III klini~ki ispituvawa za definirawe na pre-
ciznata uloga na sekvencijalnata hemoterapija vo lekuvaweto na paci-
entite so lokalno naprednat NFK.  

 

Klu~ni zborovi: nazofaringealen karcinom, radioterapija, tridimen-
zionalna konformalna radioterapija, konkurentna hemoradioterapija. 
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