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W
hen I counsel patients after surgery, the 
question “Did you get it all?” comes 
up frequently. As with all things in the 
medical fi eld, it’s complicated.

A cancer’s behavior in the body is somewhat predict-
able based upon its characteristics in physical examina-
tion, under the microscope and in imaging studies such 
as CT, MRI or PET scans. But many cancers have the abil-
ity to spread to other locations through blood or lymph 
vessels, called metastasis.

Surgery may be recommended as the principal treat-
ment for a cancer if it appears to be confi ned to non-crit-
ical body structures. During an operation, surgeons rely 
on eyesight, touch, imaging studies with a radiologist’s 
analysis, and a pathologist’s advice regarding the type of 
cancer.

In a cancer operation, “margins” are the outer edges 
of the removed tissue. The pathologist examines the 
tissues under a microscope to evaluate for the presence 

of cancer cells at the margins. Positive margins imply 
that cancer may still be in the patient. Similar to weeding 
a garden, if the cut root can be seen at the edge of the 
dirt in your shovel, the root is likely still in your garden 
and may regrow.

Even with clear margins confi rmed by the best pathol-
ogists, we cannot defi nitively say no cancer cells are left 
behind. The pathology report may indicate higher risk of 
recurrence, and a surgeon may refer to a cancer special-
ist for follow-up treatment with chemotherapy and/or 
radiation.

Despite all the advances in medical science combined 
with the best pathologist, the best imaging studies and 
the best surgery, a surgeon can still only say “The sur-
gery went as planned and I removed everything I could 
see and feel. I’m pleased with the resection, but time will 
tell us if I got it all.”

This is why patients are followed closely for several 
years after surgery. 
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