
Proton Therapy: Advancing Cancer Treatment through Precision 

Chris P. Bacon 

Universities at Shady Grove, Rockville, MD, chris.p.bacon@umd.edu 

Introduction and Background 

Proton therapy is a cutting-edge medical technology that has revolutionized the field of cancer 

treatment. Unlike traditional radiation therapies that use x-rays, proton therapy uses charged particles 

called protons to precisely target cancer cells. Proton therapy originated from the concept of particle 

therapy, which dates back to the early 20th century. The idea of using charged particles for cancer 

treatment gained momentum in the 1940s and 1950s, but it was not until the development of 

accelerators that proton therapy became a reality. The first clinical treatments using protons took place 

in the 1950s, marking the beginning of a new era in cancer treatment.  These first treatments were 

performed with particle accelerators built primarily for physics research. The first hospital-based proton 

therapy center was opened in 1989 at the Clatterbridge Centre for Oncology in the United Kingdom.  As 

of 2024, there are 44 proton therapy centers operating in the United States. 

Technical Aspects of Proton Therapy 

The process of proton therapy involves several technical components. Accelerators are used to generate 

high-energy protons, and these protons are then directed towards the tumor through a sophisticated 

system of magnets and beam-shaping devices.  Most proton therapy centers nowadays using the pencil 

beam scanning technology which manipulates a beamlet of protons onto the patient to administer a 

desired dose deposition pattern. The treatment planning system plays a crucial role in determining the 

optimal dose, beam angles and proton energy, to ensure that the protons effectively reach the tumor 

while sparing adjacent normal tissues. Advanced imaging technologies, such as CT and MRI, assist in 

precisely delineating the tumor's location and shape. 

Type of Ionizing Radiation Used 

Proton therapy distinguishes itself from traditional radiation therapies by the use of protons, which are 

charged particles with a positive electric charge. The key advantage lies in the physical properties of 

protons, particularly their ability to deposit energy in a highly localized manner. Unlike X-rays, which 

deliver radiation along the entire path, protons have a unique depth-dose characteristic, allowing them 

to release most of their energy at a specific depth within the tissues. This property, known as the Bragg 

peak, enables precise targeting of tumors while minimizing damage to surrounding healthy tissues. 

Compared to X-rays, protons exhibit less scatter and have a lower exit dose beyond the target area. This 

reduced exit dose is advantageous in sparing critical structures located beyond the tumor, further 

minimizing the risk of side effects and complications associated with radiation therapy.  

Societal Benefits of Proton Therapy 

The adoption of proton therapy has brought forth numerous societal benefits, contributing to the 

advancement of cancer treatment and patient outcomes. The precise control over the dose distribution 

makes proton therapy particularly suitable for treating tumors in sensitive areas, such as the brain, eye, 

spine, and pediatric cancers. One of the primary advantages is the enhanced precision in targeting 

tumors, which leads to reduced damage to surrounding healthy tissues. The technology also plays a vital 



role in cases where reirradiation is needed, offering a viable option for patients who have already 

undergone radiation therapy. 

Additionally, the reduced long-term side effects associated with proton therapy contribute to an 

improved quality of life for cancer survivors. The ability to spare healthy tissues from unnecessary 

radiation damage likely translates into fewer late effects, enhancing the overall well-being of patients. 

This is particularly relevant for pediatric patients, as they are more susceptible to the long-term 

consequences of radiation exposure.  However, there are still many open questions about the long-term 

effects of proton therapy, particularly with respect to the effects of secondary neutrons generated during 

the treatment.  On-going epidemiological studies aim to study the long-term health effects of proton 

therapy compared to conventional x-ray radiotherapy. 

Conclusion 

Proton therapy stands as a testament to the continual advancements in medical technology and their 

profound impact on cancer treatment. The precision afforded by this innovative approach, along with 

the unique physical properties of protons, has elevated the standard of care for various cancers. As 

research and technology continue to evolve, proton therapy holds the promise of becoming even more 

accessible and tailored to individual patient needs. The societal benefits, ranging from improved 

treatment outcomes to enhanced quality of life for survivors, underscore the significance of proton 

therapy in the ongoing battle against cancer. 

 


