
 

 

Deep inspiration breath hold 
technique for breast or chest wall 
radiotherapy    
 

Information for patient

This leaflet is for patients having radiotherapy treatment to the breast or chest 
wall using the deep inspiration breath hold technique (DIBH), and provides 
more information about DIBH. This leaflet should be read alongside the 
radiotherapy to the breast or chest wall leaflet.  
 
What is deep inspiration breath hold? 
The deep inspiration breath hold is a technique used for holding your breath 
during your planning CT scan and while receiving radiotherapy treatment.  

 
Why is it necessary? 
Holding your breath stops your chest moving and helps to keep you still – this 
makes it easier to focus radiotherapy to the specific area needing treatment. 
 
Your breast and chest wall are also very close to your heart. In some patients, 
this makes it difficult to treat the breast and chest wall without their heart 
receiving a small amount of the radiation dose as well. Holding your breath 
causes your lungs to expand (inflate) and this pushes your breast and chest 
away from your heart, minimising the potential dose to your heart. 

 
DIBH techniques 
There are two methods which can be used to ensure treatment is only given at 
the correct time: 
 

 Spirometer 
You will be asked to wear goggles, a nose clip and 
a mouth piece which is connected to a device 
called the SDX system. The SDX system monitors 
your breathing and lung capacity, and using the 
goggles, allows you to visualise and monitor your 
own breathing pattern to effectively reproduce 
breath hold levels. The CT planning scan or 
radiotherapy treatment is then only delivered when 
you hold your breath at a predetermined level.                              



 

 

 Real time position method (RPM)  
RPM is done by placing a plastic block (approximately 6cmᵌ) on your chest. 
In this method, you will be guided by the radiographers who will coach you 
to hold your breath at a pre-set level. The CT planning scan or radiotherapy 
treatment will be delivered when this is achieved.  

                                
Performing DIBH  
You will need to be able to take a deep breath in and hold it for at least 25 
seconds to be able to use this technique. The radiographers will practice this 
with you at your planning appointment to make sure you are comfortable and 
confident before going ahead with the scan. 
 
During your planning scan and treatment sessions you will need to hold your 
breath like this on several successive occasions. 
 
It is important to take as big a breath as you can manage when asked to hold 
your breath by the radiographers. This will expand your lungs and chest as 
much as possible and help minimise the dose to your heart. 
 
It is a good idea to practice holding your breath a few times a day at home 
before coming for your planning scan and treatment appointments. This will 
help you to be confident in holding your breath. Practising will also help 
improve the ability of your lungs to take in bigger breaths (improve lung 
capacity). 

 
Alternatives to DIBH  
Not everyone will require or is suitable for this technique. 
 
If you are unable to hold your breath for your treatment there are alternative 
methods available to be able to minimise the exposure to your heart.  You can 
discuss this with a member of the radiotherapy team. 
 
You may decide that you do not wish to have to hold your breath during your 
treatment. This is an option you can choose and you will be able to discuss this 
with the radiotherapy team. 
 
Do you have any further questions?  
Please speak to a member of the radiotherapy team when you attend for your 
planning scan. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Our contact numbers 

 Radiotherapy review specialist: 020 7830 2919 

 Breast care nurses: 020 7794 0500 ext 35359 

 Radiotherapy and oncology counsellors: 020 7472 6739 

 Radiotherapy department reception: 020 7830 2919 

 Radiotherapy information service: 020 7472 6739 

 
Other useful contacts and websites 
Breast Cancer Care 

Phone: 080 8800 6000 
Website: www.breastcancercare.org.uk  

 
Macmillan Cancer Support 

 Macmillan cancer information and support centre at the Royal Free 

Hospital: 020 7794 0500 ext 31337 

 Macmillan cancer information and support centre at Barnet Hospital: 020 

8216 4142 

 Macmillan’s support line: 080 8808 0000  

 Website: www.macmillan.org.uk 

 
Maggie’s at the Cancerkin Centre 

Phone: 020 7830 2323 
Website: www.cancerkin.org.uk  
 

 
For more information about the cancer services at the Royal Free London visit 
our website: www.royalfree.nhs.uk/services/services-a-z/cancer-services  
 
We value your feedback – if you have any comments about this leaflet or you 
would like a list of references for it, please email: rf.communications@nhs.net  
 
This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need this leaflet in 
another format – for example Braille, a language other than English or 
audio – please ask a member of staff. 
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