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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Follow-Up for Gastric
Cancer: How Extensive
and Intensive Should It Be?

TO THE EDITORS:

Usually after complete resection (R0), patients with
gastric cancer undergo a follow-up including endoscopy,
computer tomography (CT), and serum iron measures. It is
unknown whether this follow-up strategy or a more
extensive strategy associated with increased costs, includ-
ing for example positron emission tomography (PET), is
beneficial.

Even after overcoming the current economic crisis,
payers and regulators will need data for the efficiency and
usefulness of follow-up strategies in order to continue to
pay. For example, there is currently controversy on public
health care reform in the United States. We urgently need
to reduce the cost of care, notes Bodenheimer and
colleagues.'

In the absence of evidence-based recommendations for
follow-up and the very poor prognosis of patients devel-
oping recurrence after standardized D2 gastrectomy,
intensive and high-cost imaging evaluation is questionable.

On this controversial topic, Hur and colleagues provide
useful information based on nationwide survey in Korea,
where gastric cancer is epidemic.” The authors sent out
questionnaires to 205 members of the Korean Gastric
Cancer Association (KGCA) about follow-up schedules
and methodologies. Follow-up studies were carried out
more often in patients with advanced gastric cancer than
with early gastric cancer in the first follow-up year (every
3 months vs every 6 months, respectively) and thereafter.
After surgery, most responder’s members of the KGCA
used CT for imaging, carcinoembryonic antigen (CEA) and
carbohydrate antigen (CA) 19-9 as tumor markers, and
serum iron among follow-up measures. The authors con-
clude that clinicians use a variety of approaches in Korea

regarding the extent of follow-up and methodologies after
curative resection for gastric cancer. They propose a mul-
ticenter randomized trial to compare routine follow-up with
intensive schedules.

Current, phase III randomized trial based guidelines
recommend standardized surgery and adjuvant treatment. In
Japan, gastrectomy with D2 lymphadenectomy is followed
by postoperative adjuvant chemotherapy for stages II and
IIT disease. In the United States and Europe the extent of
lymphadenectomy varies, but postoperative chemoradio-
therapy or perioperative chemotherapy, respectively, are the
standards of care. After such an aggressive multimodal
treatment, the evidence of recurrence is nearly always fatal.
Therefore, intensive and extensive postoperative screening
to identify recurrence at an early, potentially curable stage
is in most cases unrealistic.

Despite this disappointing outcome of patients with
evident recurrence, prospective cost-effectiveness studies
are required. However, all efforts should be focused to
prevent relapse. At the advanced stage, the accumulation of
a tremendous number of driver mutations in multiple genes
likely makes recurrence an incurable disease even for the
future.
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