Study may help men decide between 3 treatments for prostate cancer 
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A study about the side effects of prostate cancer therapy could help men select the best way to fight their disease, doctors say. 

The survey, in today's New England Journal of Medicine, includes several pages of charts documenting changes in 23 treatment-related symptoms over two years. 

"We hope this information gives patients some realistic expectations," says Martin Sanda, director of the Prostate Care Center at Boston's Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center and lead author of the study, which included 1,200 men with early cancers and 625 of their spouses. 

"Prostate cancer treatment is not 'one size fits all' and needs to be individualized," he says. 

Doctors are likely to use the study to counsel patients, says Stephen Freedland of the Duke Prostate Center, who was not involved in the study. "We can have an extended intelligent conversation, saying: 'Here are the treatments. Here are the side effects. Which are important to you?'" he says. 

Doctors found that each of the three main types of therapy -- surgery, radiation and radioactive seed implants -- causes different problems. Sexual function suffered the most after any treatment, although surgery caused the greatest damage. Bowel problems were greatest after radiation. Urinary irritation was worst after radioactive seeds. 

Men who received hormone therapy in addition to radiation or radioactive seeds were even more likely to report sexual problems. Side effects of hormone therapy lasted up to two years, even though patients were treated for less than one year, the study shows. 

But researchers found that surgery also relieved some common symptoms of aging, such as the urinary irritation and obstruction caused by benign prostate swelling. The study shows urinary problems were more bothersome to men than any other side effect besides sexual function. That could sway some men with enlarged prostates toward surgery, Freedland says. 

Co-author Jay Ciezki of the Cleveland Clinic says the report has some good news. On average, men were no more depressed after treatment than before. Relatively few had a loss of energy. 

And although many problems peak in the first few months after surgery, many of those side effects diminished over the two years that researchers followed the men. "It's heartening to know that these patients get better," Ciezki says. 

Co-author Laurel Northouse hopes the study will help men and their wives feel better prepared for life after treatment. 

"It's better for patients to know ahead of time what they are likely to experience," says Northouse, a nursing professor at the University of Michigan. "You don't want men to say, 'If only I had known this, I would have gone another way.'" 

