
Abstract. Aim: To assess the role of stereotactic body
radiotherapy (SBRT) in pulmonary metastases from
colorectal cancer (CRC). Patients and Methods: Thirty-three
consecutive patients with pulmonary metastases from CRC
who received SBRT were included in the analysis. The
primary endpoints were local and systemic progression-free
survival, a secondary endpoint was the safety profile of
SBRT. Results: A total of 56 lesions were treated with SBRT.
A single nodule was treated in 15 patients, two in 13 and
three in five. The radiotherapy dose and the adopted
fractionations were 24-27 Gy as a single fraction for 40
lesions and 27-42 Gy in three fractions (2-3 times a week)
for the other 16 lesions. After a median follow-up of 22.8
months (range=1.3-45.7 months), the median progression-
free survival of the irradiated sites was 13.4 months.
Conclusion: SBRT can be considered as local therapy in
patients with lung metastases from CRC.

Colorectal cancer (CRC) is the third most common cancer
diagnosed worldwide, as a matter of fact it accounts for around
10% of all total solid tumors and more than 1,300,000 new
recorded cases in 2015 (1). Despite the progresses achieved in
early diagnosis and locoregional therapies, the onset of lung
metastasis is expected to occur in 5-16% of patients with CRC

(1, 2). After the diagnosis of pulmonary metastatic disease,
systemic therapy represents the treatment cornerstone,
improving survival and quality of life (3, 4). However, in
selected patients with a limited burden of disease, considered
as oligometastatic patients (5), survival can be enhanced even
by surgical resection of metastases (3, 6). An analysis of
surgical series, even if most studies were conducted in a small
number of patients and in a retrospective manner, shows that
when complete resection of the metastatic lesions is achievable,
the 5-year overall survival ranges from 25% to 70% (7, 8). In
recent years, many studies of stereotactic body radiotherapy
(SBRT) with an ablative intent have been conducted in patients
with metastatic cancer, including CRC (9-12). Considering its
safety and the chances of achieving the control of treated
lesions, in many patients with metastatic solid tumors, SBRT
could be considered as an alternative to surgery (13-16).
Despite the studies carried out in patients with oligometastatic
cancer, little is known about SBRT for patients with lung
metastasis from CRC cancer, especially considering advances
in radiotherapy, e.g. volumetric-modulated arc therapy (V-
MAT) and image-guided radiotherapy (IGRT). By combining
V-MAT and IGRT, high doses of ionizing radiation can be
delivered to very small areas (such as metastasis) excluding
tissues not grossly involved with tumor (lung parenchyma). 

This retrospective mono-institutional analysis aimed to
evaluate the activity and the safety of SBRT in a cohort of
33 consecutive patients with lung metastases from CRC. 

Patients and Methods 

Study design. We report a retrospective analysis of 33 consecutive
patients affected by lung metastases from CRC and treated with
SBRT between May 2011 and March 2015 at the Pisa University
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Hospital. Patient clinical data and treatment related data were
retrieved from the Pisa University Hospital database, the study . was
approved by the Comitato Etico di Area Vasta Nord Ovest
(CEAVNO), Pisa, Italy, (CEAVNO prot. n. 1235). All treated
patients gave their written consent for SBRT.

Treatment procedure. SBRT treatments were performed using a Varian
True Beam® platform (Varian Medical System, Inc., Palo Alto City,
California, USA) and 6-MV photons with flattening filter-free beams.
RapidArc® system (Varian Medical System, Inc., Palo Alto City,
California, USA) was used for treatment planning. Axial computed
tomographic (CT) images were obtained using a Light Speed RT 16-slice
simulator (General Electric Company, GE HealthCare, Milan, Italy). All
patients were immobilized in the supine position with a long whole-body
vacuum bag as support. 3D CT images were acquired corresponding to
the three phases of the respiratory cycle (conventional free-breathing,
end-inhalation and end-exhalation). The CT image slice was set at  
1.25 mm. Target lesions, gross tumor volume (GTV), were identified
using CT lung window setting (1600-400 Hounsfield units) on the three
CT image fusions. Clinical Target Volumes (CTVs) were made fusing
the GTVs obtained for the three different respiratory phases. CTV were
made fusing the three GTV. Planning target volume consisted of an
isotropic 3 mm expansion of the clinical target volume. Pulmonary
lesions were treated with 24-26 Gy as a single fraction or using a
hypofractionated schedule (27-42 Gy in three fractions). The choice of
dose and fractionation depended on tumor volume and location (close
proximity to critical structures such as heart, great vessels, main bronchus
and esophagus). The delivered dose were prescribed to the periphery of
the target. Before each fraction, a cone-beam CT was performed for each
patient’s set-up. Task Group 101 of the American Association of
Physicists in Medicine constraints were used to avoid toxicity of the
organs at risk (17). Toxicity was recorded using the Common
Terminology Criteria for Adverse Events, version 4.0 (18).

Before SBRT, all patients were staged with fluorodeoxyglucose
positron emission computerized tomography (PET/CT) or total body
CT scan with contrast agent. In order to assess the local response and
systemic disease, CT scanning or total body PET/CT were performed
6-8 weeks after the end of SBRT. Thereafter, every 3-4 months, patients
underwent follow-up examinations with total body CT scanning or total
body PET/CT, carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA) and carbohydrate
antigen 19-9 (CA19.9) assessment; clinical oncologists or medical
oncologists carried out clinical examinations. After SBRT, further
systemic therapies were not administered until disease progression.

Statistical analyses. The primary objective of this analysis was the
time to progression of treated lesions. Lesion progression was
measured by response evaluation criteria in solid tumor (RECIST)
(19). The secondary objective was progression-free survival with
respect to regions outside the irradiated site and SBRT safety
profile. All the intervals were measured from SBRT to event
occurrence. Kaplan–Meier method and Cox proportional hazard
models were used to analyze time-to-event variables and factors
associated with primary and secondary objectives, respectively.

Results
Patients. Patient characteristics are shown in Table I.
Twenty-five patients were males and 8 females; the median
age at the time of SBRT was 67 years (range=31-88 years).
Diagnosis of primary CRC was histological confirmed in all

patients and the site of primary tumor was rectum and colon
in 19 and 14 patients, respectively. Seven patients had
synchronous metastasis at the time of diagnosis of CRC
(three patients had lung metastasis). Thirty-two patients
underwent surgery at the primary site of disease (rectum or
colon), while one patient did not because of age and
comorbidity, and only palliative radiotherapy to the rectum
was performed as local therapy.

A total of 56 active lesions in 33 consecutive patients were
treated. At the time of analysis the median follow-up was 22.8
(range=1.3-45.7) months. Delivered radiotherapy dose was 
24-27 Gy as a single fraction for 40 lesions and 27-42 Gy
delivered in three fractions (2-3 times a week) for 16 lesions.
A single nodule was treated in 15 patients, two in 13 and three
in five. The median planning target volume was 21.45 cc
(range=6-156 cc). The median gross tumor volume was 2.3 cc
(range=0.6-68 cc). Twenty-nine irradiated lesions were
localized to the inferior or medium lobe, while 27 to the
superior lobe. Local relapses were recorded in 23 lesions
(41.1%); lesion control rate, defined by CT scan or PET/CT, at
6, 12 and 18 months was 87.8%, 62.0% and 30.0%,
respectively. Figure 2 shows two CT scans performed before
and after SBRT. The median time to progression of the
irradiated sites was 13.4 months, while outside the irradiated
site it was 6.8 months (Figure 1). 

Severe toxicities were not observed; only one grade 1
pneumonitis was recorded. 

Discussion

Despite the lack of results derived from prospective
randomized trials and the different endpoints adopted, local
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Table I. Patient characteristics.

Characteristic                                                     N                       %

Gender                                                                                           
    Male                                                              25                     75.7
    Female                                                            8                     24.3
Metastases treated perpatient                                                       
    1                                                                    15                     45.5
    2                                                                    13                     39.4
    3                                                                      5                     15.1
Site of lung metastases                                                                 
    Inferior/medium lobe                                   29                     51.8
    Superior lobe                                                27                     48.2
Primary site of cancer                                                                   
    Rectum                                                         19                     57.6
    Colon                                                            14                     42.4
Fractionation                                                                                 
    1 Fraction                                                     40                     71.4
    3 Fractions                                                    16                     28.6



treatments as salvage therapy in patients with oligometastatic
solid tumors represent an increasingly considered approach,
mainly in frail patients, sometimes as an alternative to salvage
systemic therapy or with the intent of postponing the

beginning (14-16). Considering the wide range of doses and
techniques adopted, and the absence of patient selection, prior
experiences conducted using SBRT in patients with pulmonary
metastases from CRC did not produce conclusive findings,
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Figure 1. Local and global control after stereotactic body radiotherapy. 

Figure 2. Computed tomography performed before (A) and after (B) stereotactic body radiotherapy showed disease control.



neither, for lesions or disease control. Filippi et al., after
studying 25 patients treated from 2004 to 2014 with a median
follow-up of 20 months, reported a 7.5% of failure at the
SBRT site, without recording serious side-effects. However,
the doses and the techniques adopted by Filippi et al. were
different, either 3D-conformal radiotherapy or V-MAT were
used (11). Yamamoto et al. treated 57 pulmonary metastases
from 2001 to 2011 with SBRT (like Filippi et al., using
various doses and techniques). They reported that CRC
metastases were more radio-resistant than non-CRC
metastases (p=0.022) (12). Worse tumor control for
pulmonary metastases from CRC was also reported by Oh et
al. (20). Widder et al. compared outcomes in patients with
lung metastases from CRC treated with SBRT or
metastasectomy at the same institution. Although patients
treated with SBRT had a worse prognosis (SBRT was
proposed mainly for patients not suitable for surgery), survival
after radiotherapy was not worse than that after surgery (14).

In the present study, all patients were treated with SBRT
using the same technique (V-MAT) and a relatively small
range of doses and fractionations. Not all treated lesions
were the first site of recurrence; as a matter of fact, we did
not consider overall survival as an endpoint. We only
considered irradiated-site progression-free survival and
systemic disease-free survival after SBRT. We found that
after a median follow-up of 22.8 months, irradiated site-
control was 78.8%, 62.0% and 30.2% at 6, 12 and 18
months, respectively. As expected, systemic disease-free
survival was shorter than irradiated site progression-free
survival. The clinical implication of this information could
be that we should select patients with metastatic CRC who
can benefit from local treatment considering not only the site
to be treated but also the disease as a whole. This is
particularly true when SBRT is considered in an attempt to
affect the course of disease and in some selected case
postpone the beginning of chemotherapy (21).

Conclusion

SBRT can be considered as local therapy in patients with
lung metastases from CRC. However, before considering a
patient suitable for SBRT, the planned outcome and the
impact on systemic disease should be carefully investigated.
Future prospective studies carried out on larger series are
needed in order to select patients with lung metastases from
CRC suitable for SBRT.
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