
NUREG/CR-6125 
Vol.1 

Human Factors Evaluation of 
Remote Afterloading Brachytherapy 

Human Error and Critical Tasks in Remote 
Afterloading Brachytherapy and Approaches 
for Improved System Performance 

Manuscript Completed: March 1995 
Date Published: May 1995 

Prepared by 
J. R. Callan, R. T. Kelly, M. L. Quinn, J. W. Gvyynne III, 
R. A. Moore, F. A. Muckler, J. Kasumovic, Pacific Science & Engineering Group 
W. M. Saunders, R. P. Lepage, E. Chin, University of California at San Diego Medical Center 
I. Schoenfeld, D. I. Serig, U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 

I. Schoenfeld, NRC Project Manager ' 

Pacific Science & Engineering Group 
6310 Greenwich Drive, Suite 200 
San Diego, CA 92122-5918 

Subcontractor: 
Division of Radiation Oncology 
University of California at San Diego Medical Center 
San Diego, CA 92103 

Prepared for 
Division of Systems Technology 
Office of Nuclear Regulatory Research 
U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission 
Washington, DC 20555-0001 
NRC Job Code L1116 

DISTRIBUTION OF THIS DOCUMENT IS UNLIMITED 
MIA/ 



DISCLAIMER NOTICE 

This document was prepared under U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) Contract No. NRC-04-90-074. The 
opinions, findings, conclusions, and recommendations expressed herein are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the NRC. The statements of strengths and weaknesses related to specific (commercial) 
Remote Afterloading Brachytherapy systems are the authors' conclusions based on their expertise and should not be 
interpreted to be regulatory or evaluative positions of the NRC. 



DISCLAIMER 

This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored 
by an agency of the United States Government. Neither the 
United States Government nor any agency thereof, nor any 
of their employees, make any warranty, express or implied, 
or assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the 
accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, 
apparatus, product, or process disclosed, or represents that 
its use would not infringe privately owned rights. Reference 
herein to any specific commercial product, process, or 
service by trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or 
otherwise does not necessarily constitute or imply its 
endorsement, recommendation, or favoring by the United 
States Government or any agency thereof. The views and 
opinions of authors expressed herein do not necessarily 
state or reflect those of the United States Government or 
any agency thereof. 



DISCLAIMER 

Portions of this document may be illegible 
in electronic image products. Images are 
produced from the best available original 
document. 



Abstract 

Remote Afterloading Brachytherapy (RAB) is a medical process used in the treatment of cancer. RAB uses a computer-
controlled device to remotely insert and remove radioactive.sources close to a target (or tumor) in the body. Some RAB 
problems affecting the radiation dose to the patient have been reported and attributed to human error. To determine the root 
cause of human error in the RAB system, a human factors team visited 23 RAB treatment sites in the U.S. The team 
observed RAB treatment planning and delivery, interviewed RAB personnel, and performed walk-throughs, during which 
staff demonstrated the procedures and practices used in performing RAB tasks. Factors leading to human error in the RAB 
system were identified. The impact of those factors on the performance of RAB was then evaluated and prioritized in terms 
of safety significance. Finally, the project identified and evaluated alternative approaches for resolving the safety significant 
problems related to human error. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Remote afterloading brachytherapy (RAB) is a medical process employed in the treatment of cancer that uses a computer to 
control the insertion and removal of radioactive sources in the vicinity of tumors in the body. RAB allows precise and reliable 
placement of radioactivity in the body while minimizing staff exposure to radiation. Some problems in the conduct of RAB 
have been noted in recent years, many of which have been attributed to human error. 

As provided by a mandate to assure public health and safety, the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) reviews and 
investigates reports of certain errors and problems in the medical use of by-product materials. The predicted expansion of 
RAB, coupled with documented evidence of human error, demonstrates the need to improve the safety of this process. To 
better understand the nature of the RAB process and the potential for human error in RAB, the NRC sponsored a human 
factors study of RAB. 

The project was designed to achieve the following specific goals: 

• identify root causes of human error in RAB systems 

• evaluate the effects human errors have on the performance of RAB functions and tasks 

• identify and prioritize tasks with significant safety problems 

• identify and evaluate alternative approaches for resolving those problems 

A Human Factors Approach to RAB 

Human factors is an applied science that evaluates human performance in interaction with technology and the environment. 
Human error is seen as the result of mismatches between what users are expected to do and what they are able to do. Human 
factors experts evaluate the demands placed on people by a system, identify actual and potential human errors, determine the 
consequences of those errors, and propose ways to minimize errors and their consequences. The result is a detailed 
description of what people within a system are required to do in relation to the system's purpose, goals, and functions. 

The analysis of the functions and tasks performed by people also specifically identifies many of the things necessary to 
support the required level of task performance (e.g., needed information, control capabilities, sufficient time, step-by-step 
procedures, skills, knowledge, abilities, and environmental conditions). Systematic human factors evaluation also includes 
evaluations of the system's workspaces, human-system interfaces, procedures, training, and organizational policies and 
practices against available standards and guidelines. Results of those evaluations, in conjunction with the results of the 
function and task analysis, are then used to identify potential "human factors problems." A human factors problem is defined 
as a task which humans are not likely to perform to the level required by the system. Human factors problems can be due to 
the unavailability or unsuitability of necessary human-system interfaces, procedures, training, and organizational practices 
and policies. 

Following identification of human factors problems, the impact of those problems is assessed. Assessing human factors 
problems in terms of their impact on the satisfaction of system goals provides a basis for prioritizing those problems. When 
prioritization is complete, plans for resolving significant problems can be developed. 

Overview of RAB 

Brachytherapy is a cancer treatment that uses radioactive materials to retard or destroy tumors with ionizing radiation. The 
process involves placing radioactive sources into a tumor, or in the area around the tumor, and then removing them after the 
prescribed dose of radiation has been delivered. 

Brachytherapy has become increasingly automated over the past two decades. In RAB, a remotely controlled device inserts 
and withdraws radioactive sources from source holders that have been placed in a patient. Two types of RAB are currently 
practiced in the United States; they differ in the activity of their sources. High dose rate (HDR) RAB treatments use a high 
activity iridium-192 source to irradiate the target tissue for 5-10 minutes. HDR treatments are often conducted on an 
outpatient basis. Low dose rate (LDR) RAB treatments use several lower activity radioactive sources, such as cesium-137, 
and are conducted as inpatient procedures, typically lasting 2-3 days. 
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Method 

Since all facilities involved in RAB could not be visited, a representative sample of twenty-three RAB facilities was chosen 
for visits to collect data on RAB. Facilities were chosen by afterloader manufacturer, geographic region, dose rate, licensing 
authority, caseload, and RAB experience. 

During the first data collection stage, the two distributors of RAB devices and seven facilities using those devices were 
visited. A function and task analysis of the RAB process was produced using data from those visits. During the second stage, 
another eight facilities were visited to identify and evaluate the human-system interfaces and the procedures and practices 
used in the RAB process. During the third and final stage of data collection, an additional eight facilities were visited to 
determine the training and organizational support provided for RAB. 

A comprehensive data collection protocol was devised prior to the site visits in order to ensure that data from those sources 
would meet the needs of the study. In addition, several data collection tools were developed specifically for this study. Those 
tools allowed human factors analysts to gather information about the characteristics of the devices and of each medical 
facility (e.g., personnel employed, equipment used, training and organizational factors, and practices and procedures used 
during remote afterloading). Unique aspects of each facility were also noted. These included its physical layout, potential 
distractors, organizational and administrative structures, jobs performed by various categories of workers, and local 
organizational, training, and treatment goals. Emphasis, throughout, was on identifying factors that could lead to patients 
receiving radiation dosages that differed significantly from the prescribed dosage or to inadvertent staff exposure. 

Data were collected from the following sources: 

• documentation supplied by the manufacturers and distributors of RAB equipment 

• documentation used on-site by RAB staff, including locally developed documents 

• interviews with all available RAB staff at each site 

• observation and recording of RAB activities as they were being performed or demonstrated 

• directed walk-throughs in which RAB staff performed tasks on simulated cases 

A human factors research team analyzed all the data gathered during the project and identified factors that contribute to 
human error in RAB. The consequences of each error were then determined, and alternative approaches for resolving safety 
significant problems related to human error were identified and evaluated. 

Results 

Phase 1: RAB Function and Task Analysis 

A human factors evaluation of the overall RAB process was conducted in Phase 1. It consisted of three major parts: a 
function and task analysis, an error analysis, and a skills assessment. The function and task analysis provided a detailed 
description of the tasks, equipment, materials, and personnel involved in performing RAB. The error analysis determined 
which RAB tasks are most susceptible to human error, identified actual and potential errors, and made preliminary 
determinations of their causes. The skills assessment identified the cognitive, perceptual, and motor skills needed to perform 
RAB functions and tasks. 

The function and task analysis organized the RAB process into five major functions: 

(1) Patient Preparation 
(2) Treatment Planning 

(3) Treatment Delivery 

(4) Post-Treatment 
(5) Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
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The skills needed for RAB were determined using a structured procedure that covered cognitive, perceptual, and motor skills. 
Two especially important cognitive skills were identified: the ability to detect and anticipate problems; and the ability to 
follow explicit rules in order to perform sequential actions. Certain functions and tasks were estimated to be more error prone 
than others. For example, treatment planning was considered to be the most difficult function, being highest in mental 
workload demands, and the function in which distractions were most likely to impair task performance. 

Phase 2: Human-System Interfaces 

Phase 2 evaluated the human-system interfaces used by RAB staff. These evaluations followed established human factors 
standards and guidelines for interface design. Four classes of human-system interfaces were evaluated based on the results of 
the Phase 1 function and task analysis: equipment, software, documents, and workspaces. Deficiencies that impede error-free 
human performance were identified for each of these four types of interfaces. 

General human-system interface findings across all RAB functions and tasks showed that 

• RAB staff were often unfamiliar with RAB interfaces that they had not used frequently. 

• Operators could not see some essential treatment controls and displays from their workstations. 

• System status information often was unavailable to system operators. 

Phase 3: Procedures and Practices 

Phase 3 evaluated the procedures and practices used to perform RAB tasks. The only tasks that were performed in exactly the 
same way at different facilities were those involving the actual operation of the RAB treatment delivery equipment. Very 
little written documentation was found that could be used to guide RAB task performance. Instead, verbal communication 
and demonstration was used to guide staff in RAB activities. 

Phase 3 also identified the methods used to link the tasks together and the communications procedures used to pass 
information and material between the tasks. These linkages were crucial but often overlooked aspects of task performance. 
Without a well-established system of linking tasks, information that is critical to the correct performance of RAB can be lost. 
Similarly, verification procedures are often needed to confirm that certain actions occurred at the appropriate time and place 
in the RAB process. Verification procedures tended to either be absent, poorly structured, or inconsistently used at many 
facilities. 

Phase 4: Training Practices and Policies 

Phase 4 evaluated the training and qualifications of RAB staff. Although all RAB staff at the visited sites had received on-
the-job training in RAB, most sites had no formal training programs, little written training material, and little, if any, follow-
up or refresher training of any type. In addition, there are currently no state or national standardized training programs that 
RAB staff are required to complete, nor are there standardized assessment procedures for RAB training. 

Certification examinations for RAB staff positions were required only for radiation therapy technologists at most sites 
(national certification is offered by the American Registry of Radiologic Technologists; in addition, some states have their 
own registry examinations). However, these certification procedures do not substantially address RAB-specific topics. Most 
RAB staff had therefore not been required to take formal written or oral examinations on RAB skills and knowledge. At the 
present time, there are no certification procedures specifically designed for RAB. 

Phase 5: Organizational Practices and Policies 

Phase 5 evaluated the organizational support provided RAB at each site. Eight organizational functions for RAB were 
identified and the way they affect RAB performance was assessed. These eight functions were 

• Establishing Goals 

• Defining Tasks 

• Acquiring Staff and Equipment 
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• Designing Procedures 

• Allocating Tasks 

• Communicating Goals and Procedures 

• Monitoring Progress Toward Goals 

• Directing Progress Toward Goals 

RAB was found to have been organized to meet different production, service, and treatment goals depending on local 
requirements and pre-existing staffing, workspace, and organizational structures. Although RAB staff and equipment had 
been acquired and assigned tasks, only a few sites had formally defined those tasks or produced written procedures to guide 
staff in performing them. Communication linkages during RAB task performance were particularly error-prone. Quality 
assurance procedures designed to identify RAB errors and address their consequences were incomplete and often failed to 
pass the information needed by staff to verify that the RAB process had been performed correctly. 

Phase 6: Identification and Prioritization of Human Error in RAB 

Phase 6 identified seventy-six opportunities for human error in RAB. The consequences of these errors could propagate 
through the RAB system and adversely affect patients or staff. A conceptual model of RAB was developed using data 
collected during Phases 1 through 5. The model allowed the consequences of human error to be identified and specified the 
information needed to detect and correct those errors. This was an important finding because the task linkages described in 
the model had often not been previously recognized as vital components of the RAB process. 

Next, a panel of RAB subject matter experts used the analysis and task linkages to identify and prioritize consequences of 
human error on RAB. The panel also identified critical tasks and linkages in which a performance error was judged likely to 
result in undesirable consequences. 

Critical RAB Tasks 

The following ten RAB tasks and task linkages were determined to be critical in terms of their error likelihood and the 
consequences of those errors: 

Patient Scheduling, Identification, and Tracking 

This task involves identification of patients and their records as they move through the RAB system. Errors in these tasks 
include scheduling patients for the wrong treatment, bringing patients to the wrong treatment area, and substitution of patient 
documents or treatments. 

Applicator Selection, Placement, and Stabilization 

This task requires that applicators be selected, placed near a target in the body, and secured to prevent movement. 
Information on applicator characteristics (e.g., length) and applicator placement must be given to the treatment planners and 
to the staff who connect the applicators to the treatment delivery equipment. Errors in this task include failure to place the 
applicator so that the desired dose can be delivered to the targets, failure to stabilize the applicator after placement, and 
failure to transfer accurate information on the placement to other tasks. 

Target Volume Localization 

This task involves identification and specification of the volume of tissue that is to be irradiated. Errors in this task include 
failure to identify all the radiation targets and failure to specify the exact locations of the targets. 
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Dwell Position Localization 

This task involves selection, specification, and communication of the positions that sources will occupy in the applicator 
during treatment. Errors in performing this task include incorrect identification, specification, or transfer of information about 
source positions between treatment planners and the treatment delivery system. 

Dosimetry 

This task involves calculation of the dose distributions that are produced by sources placed at specified dwell positions for 
specified times. Errors in dosimetry include failure to calculate the dose accurately or failure to describe the dose that will be 
received by each target from sources placed at the dwell positions. 

Treatment Set-up 

This task involves connection of patients to the afterloading treatment unit. Errors in treatment set-up include swapping two 
or more treatment channels so that treatment planned for one applicator will be delivered through another, connection of 
improper source guide tubes so that the planned treatment distance does not correspond to the planned dwell positions, or 
modification of the spatial relationship between the applicator and the targets so that the target tissues do not receive a correct 
dose. 

Treatment Plan Entry 

This task involves transfer of treatment parameters from the treatment plan to the treatment delivery unit. Errors in treatment 
plan entry include entry of values different from those in the treatment plan or the entry of the wrong treatment plan. 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 

Quality assurance in RAB involves testing equipment and procedures to identify and correct malfunctions or problems before 
they impair treatment or compromise patient and staff safety. Maintenance involves changes to equipment or procedures that 
are designed to prevent or eliminate problems. Errors in quality assurance and maintenance include failures to detect, deal 
with, or communicate problems during the performance of quality assurance or maintenance. 

Source Exchange 

Errors committed during source exchange can result in inadvertent exposure of staff to the source during the exchange 
procedure, or produce changes in RAB equipment that can cause problems in source positioning accuracy, equipment 
integrity, or treatment delivery. 

Source Calibration 

Source calibration involves the measurement of the characteristics of a radioactive source and the transfer of that information 
to RAB task in which those characteristics are used. Examples of source calibration errors include failure to measure 
accurately the activity of a radioactive source or failure to communicate accurately the calibration results to staff and 
treatment planning systems. 

RAB Problem Resolution 

Alternative approaches were developed to reduce the impact of human error on each of these ten critical tasks. Each 
alternative was then evaluated to determine how it might be used to reduce the likelihood of human error in RAB, to improve 
the opportunity for error detection, or to aid in the correction of error consequences. Promising alternatives were grouped into 
four categories: 
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(1) Human-Systems Interface and Equipment Modifications 
• tag readers for patient identification tags 
• automatic comparison of patient and treatment plan identifications 
• prominent labels on applicators that might be misidentified 
• applicator stabilization aids 
• digitization aids (e.g., scanners and target superimposition aids) 
• improved feedback and visualization aids for treatment planners 
• unambiguous data entry formats 
• dwell positions referenced to the applicator instead of the treatment unit 
• pre-treatment dose estimation based on treatment plan parameters 
• direct calibration chambers for RAB radionuclides 
• automatic calibration while the source is in its stored position 
• source position sensors (minimum would detect a source in the safe) 
• measurement of dose delivered (to some reference volume) during treatment 
• performance certification packages for software and hardware 

(2) Job Performance Aids 

• highly visible identification tags on patients and all their documents 
• applicator identification labels 
• an applicator-channel map 
• QA checklists that highlight failed or omitted checks 
• visual aids for treatment planning 
• improved access to emergency source containment safes 

(3) Procedure Modifications 

• tagging procedures for patients and their documents 
• use of an applicator-channel map for treatment planning and treatment setup 
• standardization of dosage units 
• target marking in simulation views (when applicable) 
• minimization of patient movement between simulation and treatment 
• erasure of magnetic media used to transfer treatment plans 

(4) Training and Organization Modifications 

• identification of error opportunities 
• a multi-tiered quality assurance program stressing early error detection 
• display of information needed for error detection to all staff 
• communication procedures that pass redundant information needed for error correction 
• verification of task linkages prior to treatment 
• certification of all RAB equipment and software after maintenance 
• integration of QA with refresher training in emergency and planning procedures 
• multiple source calibrations 
• training in local task performance and linkage procedures 
• training in error detection and allocation of error detection duties 
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Executive Summary 

• monitoring the efficacy of procedures and training in preventing errors 
• monitoring the efficacy of RAB error detection and correction 

Conclusion 
Taken together, alternative approaches to HSIs, job performance aids, procedures, and training would reduce the likelihood of 
errors in most of the critical tasks. The hardware modifications could also reduce the burden on staff by automatically 
performing some of the currently difficult procedures, automating error-prone linkages, and providing needed feedback to 
staff on their performance and on system integrity. The remaining organizational modifications could improve quality 
assurance and increase the opportunity for detecting and correcting human errors. 

These alternatives could eliminate many existing opportunities for human error. They could also improve quality assurance 
and safety by making errors easier to detect, and by providing staff with the information they need to identify and address the 
consequences of error in the RAB process. 

Although the alternative approaches provide some direction to solve problems in the critical tasks, they do not include the 
level of detail that would be required for implementation. In many cases, more than one alternative has been suggested for a 
single problem to allow for interim improvements until more technically challenging but potentially better solutions can be 
achieved. 
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1 Introduction 

Brachytherapy (Greek: brachy, short range + therapia, 
medical treatment) is a cancer treatment process that uses 
radioactive materials ("sources") to retard or destroy 
tumors with ionizing radiation. Depending on the area to be 
treated, radioactive sources are placed within a body cavity 
adjacent to the tissue to be exposed (intracavitary or 
intraluminal), externally adjacent to the tissue to be 
exposed or directly into a tumor or surrounding tissue 
(interstitial). In general, brachytherapy sources are intended 
to be removed after the treatment area has received its 
prescribed dose of radiation. In remote afterloading 
brachytherapy (RAB), a remotely controlled device inserts 
and withdraws the sources from source holders that have 
been placed in a patient. 

On November 21,1992, a patient who had been treated 
with a RAB device died after the brachytherapy source was 
left in an implanted source holder following treatment. In 
the past five years, other patients being treated with RAB 
devices have received radiation doses which differed from 
the prescribed dose or which were administered to the 
wrong location. All the events involved "human error." 

1.1 Purpose of the Project 

The Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) and its 
agreement states regulate brachytherapy as part of their 
mission to protect public health and safety. One area of 
regulatory concern is misadministrations. A brachytherapy 
misadministration means the administration of a 
brachytherapy radiation dose 
(1) involving the wrong patient, wrong radioisotope, or 

wrong treatment site (excluding, for permanent 
implants, seeds that were implanted in the correct site 
but migrated outside the treatment site), 

(2) involving a sealed source that is leaking, 

(3) when, for a temporary implant, one or more sealed 
sources are not removed upon completion of the 
procedure, or 

(4) when the calculated administered dose differs from 
the prescribed dose by more than 20 percent of the 
prescribed dose (U.S. Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission, January 1994). 

Misadministrations are often attributed to human error. 
Their consequences, as shown by the example above, can 
be severe. The purpose of the current project was to 
conduct a human factors evaluation of RAB to identify 
factors which could lead to human error. The remote 
afterloader itself is only one element of the RAB system. 
Other elements (e.g., personnel, facilities, supporting 
equipment, software, procedures, training, and the 

organization) are no less important to the success of 
brachytherapy and were also addressed in the evaluation. 

The project was specifically designed to identify factors 
(root causes) which contribute to errors in RAB systems, to 
evaluate the impact of those factors on the performance of 
functions and tasks essential to meet system goals, and to 
prioritize function and task performance problems related 
to human errors in terms of their safety significance. 
Beyond that, the project was designed to identify and 
evaluate alternative approaches for resolving safety 
significant problems related to human errors. 

1.2 Human Factors Evaluation 

Accident reports often end with a finding that human error 
was the cause of some disaster. However, that finding may 
be only the first step in determining the actual root cause of 
the disaster. 

A human factors evaluation designed to assess the 
relationship between human performance and system 
performance seeks to answer the following questions: 
• What performance is expected of people within a 

system? 
• What factors within the system or its environment 

might lead to failure to meet those human 
performance expectations? 

• What are the potential consequences of failing to meet 
various human performance expectations? 

• How can human error leading to important system 
failures be reduced? 

• How can the consequence of human error be 
mitigated? 

Human error is viewed by human factors analysts as the 
result of mismatches-between the human performance 
requirements of a system and what humans working within 
that system can reasonably be expected to do. For example, 
successful performance of a system may require error-free 
keyboard entry of data into a computer. At the same time, 
factors such as distractions and unfamiliar data entry 
formats may make it unreasonable to expect that every 
keyboard entry will be error-free. Successful performance 
of a system may also require that anyone suspecting an 
unsafe condition act to terminate operation. At the same 
time, emphasis on production and position in the work
place hierarchy may make it unreasonable to expect that 
everyone within the system will always exhibit such 
behavior. 

The human factors discipline offers an approach to 
systematic evaluation of human-machine systems for 
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potential errors and their consequences. The approach 
begins with a function and task analysis which 

• identifies the system's purpose and other important 
goals 

• identifies functions required to satisfy the system's 
purpose and goals 

• identifies tasks and task steps necessary for users to 
accomplish their roles with respect to the system 
functions 

• analyzes tasks and task steps for the performance 
requirements placed on the users 

The result is a detailed description of what people within a 
system are required to do in relation to the system's 
purpose, goals, and functions. The function and task 
analysis makes explicit many human performance 
requirements which may not otherwise be obvious. For 
example: 

• Data entry requirements may deviate from 
conventional practice, necessitating users to adopt 
unaccustomed procedures. 

• The order of execution of a sequence of task steps 
may be conditional upon the outcome of certain 
intermediate steps in that sequence. 

• Task performance may require complicated, precise, 
and subtle positionings and movements of the 
component parts of a system. 

The function and task analysis process also specifically 
identifies many of the things necessary to support the 
required level of task performance (e.g., needed 
information, control capabilities, sufficient time, step-by-
step procedures, skills, knowledge, abilities, and 
environmental conditions). 

Systematic human factors evaluation also includes 
evaluations of the system's workspaces, human-system 
interfaces, procedures, training, and organizational policies 
and practices against standards and guidelines (e.g., 
American National Standards Institute, 1988; Association 
for the Advancement of Medical Instrumentation, 1993; 
Department of Defense, MIL-STD-1472D, 1989; National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration, NASA-STD-3000, 
1987; Nuclear Regulatory Commission, NUREG-0700, 
1981). Results of those evaluations, in conjunction with the 
results of the function and task analysis, are then used to 
identify potential "human factors problems." A human 
factors problem is defined as a task which humans are not 
likely to perform to the level required by the system. Human 
factors problems may exist if the expected performance is 
simply beyond the human performance capabilities of 
people within the system (e.g., sense the presence of 
radioactivity). More often human factors problems are due 

to the unavailability of system components necessary to 
support the expected performance (e.g., lack of a direct 
indication that a radioactive source is in its storage position) 
or the unsuitability of system components which are 
available (e.g., displays indicating that a radioactive source 
is in a shielded storage position which are not based directly 
on the location of the source). Human factors problems can 
be due to the unavailability or unsuitability of necessary 
human-system interfaces, training, procedures, and 
organizational policies and practices. 

Following identification of human factors problems, the 
impact of those problems is assessed. Impacts depend upon 
the specific task and upon the design and operation of the 
system being reviewed. For a given system, failure to 
perform some tasks adequately may be noticed 
immediately and corrected prior to an adverse system 
outcome. Failure to perform other tasks adequately may 
cause only a single adverse outcome that can be easily 
detected and corrected. Failure to perform still other tasks 
adequately may have broad effects and lead to irreversible, 
adverse consequences. Such failures may not be noticed 
until there has been an accumulation of adverse outcomes. 
Assessing human factors problems in terms of their impact 
on the satisfaction of system goals provides a basis for 
prioritizing those problems. When prioritization is 
complete, plans for resolving significant problems can be 
developed. 

1.3 Human Factors Problem 
Resolution 

The goal of human factors problem resolution is to 
eliminate mismatches between what a system requires of 
people and what those people can be reasonably expected 
to do. One approach to meeting that goal is to modify the 
system to eliminate the human task or to reallocate that task 
to other components of the system which might perform it 
more reliably (e.g., electronic collection and transfer of data 
rather than repeated keyboard entry of that data reduces one 
type of opportunity for human error). Such an approach is 
necessary when neither the performance required of people 
in the system nor the performance capabilities of those 
people can be sufficiently modified to eliminate the 
mismatch. Even in cases where it is not necessary, it may 
be preferred. 

Other approaches to eliminating mismatches involve 
modifying the system to reduce human performance 
requirements or to enhance human performance 
capabilities. Modifying human-system interfaces to make 
system components which support adequate task 
performance both available and suitable for the intended 
use tend to reduce human performance requirements. 
Modification of task specific procedures and of 
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organizational policies and practices can also reduce human 
performance requirements. Modifying training or selection 
qualifications can improve the performance capabilities of 
people within the system. 

The selection of alternative approaches for resolving human 
factors problems is based upon a number of considerations. 
Among these are 

• the approaches that are possible for the system in 
question 

• the near and long term effectiveness and cost of 
possible approaches 

• the possible introduction of new human factors 
problems 

• coordination with approaches selected for the 
resolution of other human factors problems 

A combination of approaches is often used to resolve 
human factors problems. For instance, human-system 
interfaces may be enhanced (e.g., direct indication that a 
radioactive source has returned to its storage position may 
be provided). In turn, procedures may be developed to 
assure that failure to get that indication leads to a 
technically adequate alternative approach. Finally, training 
may be instituted or modified to address particular aspects 
of using the new human-system interfaces and procedures. 

Elimination of mismatches between the human 
performance requirements of a system and what humans 
working within that system can reasonably be expected to 
do is not always possible. In such cases, the goal of the 
human factors problem resolution process is to reduce the 
impact of the human factors problem. Approaches which 
lead to early detection and correction of a human error may 
lessen or eliminate the consequences of that error. 

This report describes the methods and findings of a human 
factors evaluation of RAB and presents alternative 
approaches for dealing with safety-significant human 
factors problems. 

1.4 Remote Afterloading 
Brachytherapy 

Several methods for implanting and removing 
brachytherapy sources have evolved over the years. Manual 
brachytherapy originated in the early 1900s, shortly after 
the discovery of radium. In its earliest applications, radium 
was implanted directly into the tissue to be treated. 
Subsequently, treatment versions were developed using 
lower activity and shorter lived isotopes such as gold and 

cesium. More refined forms of manual brachytherapy then 
were developed in which sources were loaded into pre-
positioned applicators. This approach, termed manual 
afterloading, reduced the radiation exposure of medical 
personnel during brachytherapy procedures. Nevertheless, 
there remained some occupational exposure to radiation 
during the manual loading and removal of sources and 
during nursing care. 

RAB was developed in Europe during the 1960s and 
introduced to the United States 10-15 years later. RAB 
provides a greater degree of safety for medical and staff 
personnel because a remotely controlled device inserts and 
withdraws the source material. Medical and staff personnel 
remain outside a shielded treatment room. This report 
addresses RAB only. 

Two types of RAB are currently practiced in the United 
States and are classified on the basis of the intensity of their 
sources: high dose rate (HDR) and low dose rate (LDR). 
HDR RAB uses a high activity (nominally 10 curies) 
source such as iridium-192 ( 1 9 2 I r ) to deliver a therapeutic 
absorbed dose of 500-1000 centiGray in 5-10 minutes. 
HDR treatments can be conducted on an outpatient basis 
due to their short treatment times. To enhance the 
biological effectiveness and patient tolerance of a HDR 
treatment, patients often receive the treatment dosage in 2 -
3 fractions separated by a few days. 

LDR RAB uses lower activity sources consisting of 
cesium-137 pellets (13?CS) or iridium wire of a few 
hundred milliCuries of activity,' depending on the number 
of pellets or length of wire chosen. Low dose rate 
treatments are conducted using inpatient procedures that 
duplicate manual afterloading brachytherapy treatment 
times (2—3 days). 

RAB is a complex system comprised of components that 
must function in a coordinated manner. These components 
include facilities, RAB functions (with their associated 
equipment) personnel, and patients. 

1.4.1 RAB Facilities 

RAB facilities include HDR treatment suites, LDR 
treatment suites, treatment planning areas, simulation 
rooms, and various control stations, waiting rooms, 
examination rooms, operating theaters, and storage and 
shop areas. HDR and LDR treatment rooms and treatment 
planning areas are briefly described below. 
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Figure 1. Floor-plan of a representative HDR brachytherapy suite 

1.4.1.1 HDR Treatment Suite 

Figure 1 shows a representative, dedicated, HDR 
brachytherapy suite. This floor-plan incorporates the 
essential treatment planning and treatment delivery 
facilities used in HDR RAB. Treatment planning and 
treatment delivery facilities usually are not located in such 
close proximity; for illustrative purposes, however, they 
are shown adjacent to the treatment room in the figure. 

The treatment room shows typical components of a HDR 
facility. The remote afterloader unit is positioned next to 
the patient, who is usually in a wheelchair or on a bed. 
The height of the afterloader's source head can be 
adjusted to aid in connecting the source guide tubes to the 
applicators that have been placed in the patient. A 
radiation detector that illuminates whenever ionizing 
radiation is present in the room is shown on the wall of 
the treatment room. Closed circuit TV cameras can be 
oriented to include both the patient and the radiation 
detector in their field of view. This enables the 
brachytherapy staff to observe the patient during the 
treatment session as well as to check for the presence of 
radiation before entering the treatment room. The 

emergency storage container is positioned close to the 
afterloader to expedite emergency shielding of the source. 

The afterloader treatment control console is located 
outside the treatment room along with a closed circuit TV 
monitor and controls to abort a treatment session 
manually should the need arise. Treatment planning 
facilities are located in a separate room. HDR facilities are 
often collocated with teletherapy equipment in a remote 
area of the hospital, usually a basement or isolated ground 
floor location. This provides distance and shielding to 
limit personnel exposure to radiation. The patient, 
therefore, usually must be transported to the 
brachytherapy suite from another area of the hospital 
where applicators, (catheters, needles, or other source 
holding devices) have been inserted. Figure 1 shows 
equipment placement in a room dedicated to 
brachytherapy treatments. In cases where the 
brachytherapy device is collocated with a teletherapy 
device, the teletherapy device occupies a fixed location 
within the room and the brachytherapy device is rolled 
into position when needed. 
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Figure 2. Floor-plan of a representative LDR brachytherapy suite 

1.4.1.2 LDR Treatment Suite 

Figure 2 shows a representative treatment room for LDR 
applications. This room is usually a conventional hospital 
room that has been converted for radiation treatment 
through the addition of shielding, a radiation monitor, a 
closed circuit TV system, and intercoms. The remote 
control console outside the treatment room is used to start 
and interrupt treatment sessions, communicate with the 
patient, and monitor the status of the afterloader unit. 

1.4.1.3 Treatment Planning Area 

For illustrative purposes, treatment planning facilities are 
shown adjacent to the treatment room in Figure 1. They are 
usually located in a separate room and are often shared by 
the HDR, LDR, and teletherapy planning activities. The 
treatment planning control console, digitizing table, 
computer and its peripheral devices (e.g., printer, plotter) 

are used to generate a treatment plan which is then 
programmed into the afterloader control computer. 

1.4.2 RAB Functions and Associated 
Equipment 

The operations necessary to accomplish RAB include 
clinical evaluation, therapeutic decision making, patient 
preparation, treatment planning, treatment delivery, quality 
assurance, maintenance, and follow-up evaluations of 
patient progress. Clinical evaluation, therapeutic decision 
making, and follow-up evaluations were beyond the scope 
of this study. The functions performed in preparing, 
planning, and delivering an RAB treatment include 

Patient Preparation 
Treatment Planning 
Treatment Delivery 
Post-Treatment 
Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
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These functions and their associated equipment are 
summarized below in Sections 1.4.2.1 to 1.4.2.5. 

1.4.2.1 Patient Preparation 

Preparation for RAB includes patient scheduling, tracking, 
identification and instruction. Equipment set-up, life 
support attachment, and other tasks that must be 
accomplished before treatment begins are included in 
patient preparation. Checks and calibrations of the RAB 
system for treatment readiness are addressed under QA and 
Maintenance. 

1.4.2.2 Treatment Planning 

Treatment planning is the process whereby the dose 
distribution specified by the radiation oncologist's 
prescription is operationalized. The process involves 
determining appropriate dwell positions and times for the 
sources relative to the patient's treatment area. In order for 
a treatment plan to be implemented successfully, the 
position of applicators must be accurately determined 
relative to the cancer tissue and other anatomy. Figure 3 
illustrates a straight applicator placed near a tumor and a 
cylindrical isodose of radiation that might be delivered to 
tissue surrounding the applicator during treatment. 

Treatment simulation is the part of treatment planning that 
determines the location of applicators and sources relative 
to the cancer tissue. Treatment simulation is performed 
using an x-ray machine and simulated sources made of 
inert, radio-opaque material such as lead. The simulated 
sources are inserted into the applicators that have been pre-
positioned in the patient. X-ray images are then taken and 
the actual position of the simulated sources is evaluated 
relative to the desired position. If necessary, the simulated 
sources or applicators are repositioned, and another set of 
x-ray films is made. This process continues until the 
applicators are in the desired treatment location. 

The treatment planning computer and its peripheral devices 
(e.g., printer, plotter) are used to generate a treatment plan 
which is then programmed into the afterloader control 
computer. Specially designed software is used to determine 
the dwell positions and dwell times for the sources. 
Coordinate points related to patient anatomy and the tumor 
are entered into the planning program from simulation x-
ray images. The output of treatment planning is a set of 
recommended source dwell positions and a dwell time for 
each position. Results are displayed on a printer or a plotter. 
Computer printouts serve as records of the treatment 
planning session. 

The Radiation Isodose from closely 
spaced source dwell positions is 
cylindrical about the applicator 

Source Dwell Positions Tumor 
inside the applicator 

Figure 3. Some treatment planning terms 

Treatment planning computers are produced by various 
companies in the U.S. and abroad, including RAB device 
manufacturers. The computers are versions of general 
purpose micro and minicomputers with specialized 
software for the analysis of radiation activity, dose, decay, 
distribution in tissue, and optimization. Most treatment 
planning systems can be used for manual brachytherapy 
and teletherapy as well as RAB. 

1.4.2.3 Treatment Delivery 

RAB treatment delivery is accomplished by remotely 
positioning the source(s) within the tissue to be irradiated 
for the prescribed period of time. The sources are 
automatically removed to a safe repository upon command 
from the control console following treatment. Sources may 
also be restored temporarily to safe storage during periods 
of interruption such as when staff must be in the treatment 
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room. Remote afterloaders perform all of these source 
transport functions. 

Representative models of HDR afterloaders are shown in 
Figures 4 and 5. Figure 4 shows a GammaMed model 12i 
HDR afterloader and Figure 5 shows a microSelectron 
HDR afterloader. These two models, and an earlier model 
of GammaMed HDR afterloader were evaluated in detail 
during the course of this study. 

Figure 4. GammaMed® 12i HDR afterloader 

HDR afterloaders move their radioactive source 
mechanically by means of a steel cable or wire attached to a 
precision stepping motor. All current HDR remote 
afterloaders use a single source composed of iridium-192 
with a nominal activity of 10 Curies (Ci). In the majority of 
HDR afterloaders, the source is implanted in a metal 
capsule about 1 millimeter in diameter and about 5 
millimeters in length. One model of HDR afterloader 
incorporates the source into the end of the wire used to 
move it to different positions. To achieve the prescribed 
dose distribution, the source is moved precise distances 

Nucletron®, Selectron®, and MicroSelectron® are registered 
trademarks of Nucletron International B.V. GammaMed® is a registered 
trademark of Isotopen-Technik DR. Sauerwein GMBH. 

along the source guide tubes and held at each position for a 
specified length of time, typically only a few minutes. 

Figure 5. Nucletron® HDR afterloader 

LDR afterloaders use source trains of cesium-137 in 10-40 
milliCurie (mCi) pellets or iridium in ribbon assemblies of 
1-2 mCi seeds. Low dose rate sources are assembled 
according to the prescribed dose distribution and held 
stationary during a prolonged (2-3 day) treatment session. 
The LDR remote afterloaders move iridium elements or 
cesium pellets using combinations of pneumatic and 
mechanical power. Two LDR afterloader models are 
displayed in Figure 6 and 7. Figure 6 shows a Selectron 
LDR afterloader and Figure 7 shows a MicroSelectron LDR 
afterloader. Both models of LDR afterloader are distributed 
by the Nucletron corporation. 

The movement of the source between the afterloader and 
the patient is controlled by the afterloader control console. 
For HDR afterloaders, this console is located outside and 
adjacent to the treatment suite; for LDR afterloaders, it is 
integrated into the afterloader console. The treatment plan 
is entered into the treatment delivery computer at this 
console. The treatment session is monitored and can be 
interrupted or terminated at the console or, in some cases, at 
another remote station. Status indicators convey the 
condition of the afterloading system during a treatment 
session. Figure 1 shows the location of the HDR treatment 
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control console in the vicinity of the HDR brachytherapy 
suite. 

Applicators are transport and container devices that are 
placed in the patient in the desired proximity to the tissue to 
be treated. They are used to guide movement and ensure the 
proper positioning of the radioactive source(s). Applicators 
may be flexible tubes (catheters) whose shape can be 
changed to allow them to reach and conform to tumor 
locations within the body, or may be rigid appliances that 
can be used to deliver standardized treatment patterns. 
Multiple applicators can be used to generate complex dose 
distributions that may be needed to treat particular tumors. 

Figure 6. Selectron® LDR afterloader 

Source guide tubes connect the treatment channels of the 
afterloader to the applicators that have been placed in a 
patient. It is important to ensure that each applicator is 
connected to the correct afterloader channel. Manufacturers 
and RAB staff often use mechanical interlocks and labeling 
to help prevent source guide tubes from being connected to 
the wrong channel. 

All remote afterloaders have multiple safeguards for 
protecting patient and staff from unintended radiation 
exposure. These include: 

• a door interlock that causes the afterloader to return 
the source to a shielded position when the door to the 
treatment room is opened 

• automatic source return by a backup system in the 
event of a power failure, and 

• in the case of HDR afterloaders, a manually operated 
crank to return the sources to the afterloader should 
primary and backup power fail. 

Although they vary in details, all afterloader control 
consoles have an alphanumeric display, a numeric keypad 
for entering treatment plan parameters, indicator lights 
showing what mode the afterloader has entered, and a key 
switch for restricting access to afterloader controls. 

Figure 7. MicroSelectron® LDR afterloader 

All RAB consoles also have a printer for generating a 
record of each treatment session. This record includes 
treatment plan parameters, patient identification data, 
interruptions of treatment sessions, and error codes. 

1.4.2.4 Post-Treatment 

The Post-Treatment function includes disconnecting the 
patient from the afterloader, removal of applicators, and 
preparing the patient for discharge or resumption of routine 
nursing care. The patient may be transported to a recovery 
room, allowing them time to recover from the treatment 
session and the effects of medication. Treatment data are 
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printed and the staff verifies that the prescribed radiation 
dosage was administered to the patient. Patient records are 
updated, checked for accuracy and filed. 

1.4.2.5 Quality Assurance and Maintenance 

Quality assurance and maintenance consists of all activities 
required to check system operation: 
(1) source exchange 
(2) source calibration 
(3) equipment and software updates 
(4) troubleshooting 

(5) routine quality assurance 

Performance of these tasks helps to assure that treatment 
sessions are conducted as safely and effectively as possible, 
for both patients and staff. 

Miscellaneous quality assurance appliances are used to 
determine whether the remote afterloader system is 
performing according to specifications. Source position 
accuracy, activity level, and source travel distance are 
examples of critical factors that must be tested and 
calibrated. These devices include source position check 
rulers, calibration chambers, and source guide tube index 
rods. 

1.4.3 RAB Personnel 

Radiation therapy and radiation oncology departments are 
staffed with specially trained personnel needed for the safe 
and effective delivery of radiation in therapeutic doses. 
Staffs vary from place to place but can include physicians 
(radiation oncologists), nurses, medical physicists, radiation 
therapy technologists (also known as radiation therapists), 
dosimetrists, engineers, and clerical support personnel. 
Other important personnel components of the RAB system 
include those hospital departments which are served by or 
which serve the radiation oncology department. Personnel 
components important to RAB outside the medical facility 
include vendor personnel involved in training, information 
and engineering support. 

1.4.4 RAB Patients 

Finally, the patient also is a fundamentally important 
component of the RAB system. Patient understanding and 
cooperation is essential to safe RAB. 
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2 Method 

The RAB system described in Section 1 involves a complex 
process in which human error can contribute to 
misadministrations. The human factors discipline provides 
a systematic approach for evaluation of such systems to 
identify potential errors and their consequences. Once 
potential errors are identified, alternative approaches for 
reducing the frequency of errors and mitigating their 
consequences can be evaluated. In the current study, this 
systematic approach to systems analysis included the 
following six phases: 

(1) Function and task analysis 
(2) Human-system interface evaluation 
(3) Procedures and practices evaluation 
(4) Training and qualifications evaluation 

(5) Organizational practices and policies evaluation 
(6) Identification and prioritization of human factors 

problems and identification and evaluation of 
alternative approaches for resolving these problems 

Phases 1 through 5 required data to be collected from 
facilities where RAB was performed (e.g., hospitals and 
free-standing radiation oncology services) and from 
facilities which supported the performance of RAB (e.g., 
equipment distributors). Phase 6 required integration and 
evaluation of the data collected in the first five phases. 

2.1 Sampling Strategy 

Since all facilities involved in RAB could not be visited, a 
representative sample of RAB facilities was chosen for 
visits to collect data in the first five phases of the study. 
Two distributors of RAB devices and twenty-three facilities 
using those devices were visited. Data were collected in 
three stages. During the first stage, the two distributors of 
RAB devices and a sample of seven facilities using those 
devices were visited to collect data for a function and task 
analysis of the RAB process. During the second stage, 
another eight facilities were visited to identify and evaluate 
the human-system interfaces and the procedures and 
practices used in the RAB process. During the third and 
final stage of data collection, an additional eight facilities 
were visited to determine the training and organizational 
support provided for RAB. 

Although organized into three data collection stages with 
different emphasis for each stage, relevant data for prior 
analyses were also collected as the study progressed to . 
increase the data sample for those analyses. In particular, 
data collected on procedures and practices in the second 
stage were augmented with additional data collected in the 
third stage to provide a sample of 16 sites for that 
evaluation. 

Facilities were chosen by afterloader manufacturer, 
geographic region, dose rate, licensing authority, caseload, 
and RAB experience. The influence of these selection 
criteria on the sample chosen for the study is summarized in 
Sections 2.1.1 through 2.1.3. 

2.1.1 Afterloader Distributors 

At the beginning of this study there were two major brands 
(GammaMed and Nucletron) of afterloaders with 
widespread U.S. distribution. The U.S. distributors of both 
these brands were visited during the first phase of the study. 
A third brand, Omnitron which was introduced at about 
the time this study began has subsequently also developed 
fairly wide U.S. distribution. Because initial U.S. 
distribution of the Omnitron devices occurred after start of 
the first phase of the study, these devices were not included 
in the study. 

2.1.2 Facilities Using RAB Devices 

One hundred and thirty-five medical facilities had installed 
RAB devices in the U.S. at the beginning of this study. A 
representative sample of 23 was selected for site visits. A 
sampling methodology termed stratified random sampling 
(Cochran, 1977; Kish, 1965) was employed in site 
selection. Stratified sampling involves dividing the 
population from which samples will be selected into groups 
that are defined by various criteria. A random sample is 
then chosen from each group. Stratified sampling is useful 
when, as in the present case, several characteristics of the 
individual population members are known before data 
collection begins. The characteristics chosen for sites 
selected in this study were manufacturer, geographic 
region, dose rate, licensing agency, case load, and RAB 
experience. In addition, as a secondary consideration, 
different types of medical facilities were visited including 
government hospitals, university hospitals, private 
hospitals, and free-standing clinics. 

The data collection, interviews, and treatment walk
throughs performed by the site visit team required 
substantial participation by the facility. Two sites which 
were initially contacted elected not to participate when the 
data collection methods and visit requirements were 
explained. Two others were unable to participate due to 
scheduling difficulties. These four sites were replaced by 
others in the same region with roughly similar 
characteristics. To prevent bias, no site was dropped from 
the study after it had been visited. 

Omnitron is a registered trademark of Omnitron International, Inc. 
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Figure 8. Remote afterloading brachytherapy equipment installations in the U.S. in 1990 

2.1.2.1 Manufacturer 

The visited sites included eighteen which used a Nucletron 
afterloader and five which used a GammaMed afterloader. 
The ratio of Nucletron to GammaMed sites visited 
approximated the ratio of afterloaders of each brand in use 
nationwide at the start of the study (about 110 Nucletron 
and 25 GammaMed). Several sites had more than one 
model of afterloader (e.g., an LDR and an HDR or two 
models of LDR) and three had more than one brand of 
afterloader. Two visited sites had recently installed an 
Omnitron afterloader and planning system in addition to the 
equipment they had originally acquired. Treatment 
planning equipment from five different manufacturers was 
used at the visited sites. 

2.1.2.2 Geographic Region 

Figure 8 shows the geographic distribution of RAB 
equipment in use in the U.S. at the beginning of this 
project. The sites to be visited were chosen from both urban 

and rural settings in each geographic region of the U.S. 
Care was taken to limit the number of sites chosen in any 
one state. 

2.1.2.3 Dose Rate 

Two of the visited sites performed only LDR remote 
afterloading treatments. Two others performed both HDR 
and LDR treatments. The remaining 19 sites performed 
only HDR treatments. 

2.1.2.4 Licensing Authority 

At the onset of this study, medical use of nuclear by -
product material was licensed by the NRC in 21 states. The 
29 other states licensed its use themselves in agreement 
with the NRC. Eleven of the sites visited in the study were 
in a state regulated by the NRC and twelve were in NRC-
agreement states. 
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2.1.2.5 Case Load and RAB Experience 

Sites with RAB case loads from less than one per month to 
greater than 30 per month were included in the study. Site 
selection was not distributed evenly by case load since one 
objective of the study was to learn from experienced users 
and such users were usually associated with sites having 
higher RAB case loads. Although it was assumed that 
experienced staff would have identified more RAB 
problems and developed more sophisticated RAB 
procedures than would be found at sites with little 
experience in RAB, data were also collected from five sites 
at which fewer than one RAB treatment a month was 
performed. These data were used to identify problems that 
might not occur with experienced RAB users. 

2.2 Data Collection and Analysis 
A comprehensive data collection protocol was devised prior 
to the site visits in order to ensure that data from those 
sources would meet the needs of the study. In addition, 
several data collection tools were developed specifically for 
this study. Those tools allowed human factors analysts to 
gather information about the characteristics of the devices 
and each medical facility (e.g., personnel employed, 
equipment used, training and organizational factors, and 
practices and procedures used during remote afterloading). 
Unique aspects of each facility were also noted. These 
included its physical layout, potential distractors, 
organizational and administrative structures, jobs 
performed by various categories of workers, and local 
organizational, training, and treatment goals. Emphasis, 
throughout, was on identifying factors that could lead to 
misadministrations or inadvertent staff exposure. 

A typical site visit involved 2-3 project team members for 
2-3 days. During visits, data were collected from the 
following sources: 

• Documentation supplied by the manufacturers and 
distributors of the remote afterloaders, including 
operating manuals, equipment specifications, training 
manuals, and journal articles 

• Documentation used on site by the people performing 
the RAB activities including operating or training 
manuals, written procedures, checklists, or other 
written job performance aids 

• Interviews with afterloader distributors and the project 
team's RAB consultants from the Department of 
Radiation Oncology, University of California at San 
Diego 

• Interviews with all available RAB personnel at each 
site including department chairs, radiation 
oncologists, nurses, medical physicists, radiation 
therapy technologists, dosimetrists, receptionists, and 

patient transporters. These interviews covered 
individual background and training information as 
well as discussion of local problems and practices 

• Direct observation and recording of various aspects of 
remote afterloading while they were being performed 
or demonstrated at each site. These supplied a 
documentable record to analyze remote afterloading 
brachytherapy functions and case history information 

• Directed walk-throughs in which staff were asked to 
perform their usual functions on simulated cases 
while being observed and questioned by members of 
the site visit team 

Phase 1, the function and task analysis, was designed to 
characterize the RAB process and establish a framework for 
both data collection during Phases 2 through 5 and 
integration of findings during Phase 6. The following 
sections provide an overview of the data collection and 
analysis methods used throughout all phases of the study. 

2.2.1 Phase 1: Function and Task Analysis 
and Error Analysis 

The function and task analysis involved visits to two RAB 
equipment distributors and to seven medical facilities. To 
guide the research team's activities prior to medical facility 
visits, a skeleton function and task listing was developed 
from the literature, from radiation oncology experts on the 
project team, and from the visits to RAB equipment 
distributors. The team revised the skeleton function and 
task listing by building, amplifying, and modifying the 
structure and detail following each site visit. The final 
function and task structure and inventory was completed 
after the seventh site visit. 

At medical facility site visits, the research team's approach 
to the function and task analysis was to observe and record 
the performance of all tasks performed by the RAB staff. In 
addition, those aspects of RAB that could not be observed 
objectively, or were difficult to review otherwise, were 
assessed through detailed, structured interviews with RAB 
staff at each site. An individual interview was conducted 
with each available member of die brachytherapy staff 
(e.g., department chair, radiation oncologists, nurses, 
medical physicists, radiation therapists, dosimetrists) to 
establish staff responsibilities, familiarity with various 
functions, training, and qualifications in brachytherapy. 
Interviews supplied valuable anecdotal information about 
equipment function, policy issues, and how personnel 
compensate for problematic aspects of their work 
environment that would have been difficult to obtain 
otherwise. 

With the permission of the supervising oncologist and— 
when required—the patient, the research team observed and 
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recorded data during more than ten RAB treatments (cases). 
The practices and procedures followed by the RAB staff 
during all clinical functions (i.e., treatment preparation, 
treatment planning, treatment delivery, and post-treatment) 
were recorded. The team also observed and recorded 
preparation, equipment maintenance, and calibration 
activities, before and after treatments, and during four HDR 
source exchanges. This information was used to build the 
function, task, and step descriptions needed to develop a 
complete function and task inventory and to generate a 
comprehensive understanding of the RAB system. 

The analysis first established the major system functions of 
RAB. These functions were arranged in the order in which 
they are performed. Next, each function was described in 
terms of the major tasks that must be carried out to satisfy 
the requirements of that function. Finally, each task was 
broken down into its component steps, resulting in the 
completed function and task structure and inventory 
(Function and Task Analysis, NUREG/CR-6125, Vol. 2). 

The following information was recorded for each function 
and task: 
• afterloader system used: Nucletron or GammaMed 
• physical arrangement of equipment within the 

workspace 
• space allocated for work and rest 
• job titles of persons performing the task 
• job titles of persons supervising the task 
• equipment used to perform the task 
• time required to perform the task (minimum, typical, 

maximum) as measured by stopwatch or elicited from 
staff. Video and audio tape recordings made at some 
sites were also used to determine task durations 

• performance sequence 
• distraction sources and distraction levels 
• detailed function, task, and task step taxonomy and 

description 
• input requirements for each task step 
• outputs from each task step 
• system feedback from each task step 
• possible errors and likelihood of errors at each task 

step 
• personnel workload allocation for functions and tasks 
• effects of distraction on staff performance 
• staff ratings of knowledge, experience, and/or 

familiarity with selected functions and tasks 

The process began with a generic function and task analysis 
which was then tailored to each type of RAB system being 

analyzed. Analysts were especially sensitive to differences 
between HDR and LDR systems, and to how functions and 
tasks were allocated to different individuals and groups of 
personnel at the seven facilities visited. 

2.2.1.1 Error Analysis 

An error analysis was accomplished concurrently with the 
function and task analysis. It was based on the following 
information: (1) analysis of misadministration data from 
NRC and Food and Drug Administration (FDA) reporting 
systems, (2) error likelihood estimates by RAB staff, (3) 
workload information developed from the function and task 
analysis, and (4) information about potential distractions 
developed from the function and task analysis. 

Misadministration Data 

Misadministration and problem data from the following 
sources were reviewed for error type, brachytherapy type, 
and function: 

• U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, Office for 
Analysis and Evaluation of Operational Data 
(NUREG 1272): 1982-1991 

• Radiological Health Bulletin, FDA Center for Devices 
and Radiological Health: August 1989-June 1991 

• Medical Devices Bulletin, FDA Center for Devices 
and Radiological Health: August 1989-June 1991 

• Medical Device Problem Reporting Program, FDA 
Center for Devices and Radiological Health: 1984-1990 

Error Likelihood Estimates 

The human factors team made qualitative estimations of 
error likelihood at each task step by assigning a score of 
high, medium, or low to that task step as established during 
interviews with RAB staff. After each subsequent site visit, 
the analysts revised the existing error likelihood 
assignments for each step, as necessary, based on the most 
recent observations. 

Workload Analysis 

The subjective measure of workload was developed from a 
standard instrument, the Subjective Workload Assessment 
Technique, in which three factors (time pressure, mental 
effort, and stress) were rated (Reid, Shingledecker, and 
Eggemeier, 1981). This instrument was administered to 
most RAB personnel at each site. Results were used to 
highlight functions and tasks that required the most effort, 
that would most likely be influenced by the potential 
distractions, and that would be potentially important 
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locations of error. Each workload factor was rated , 
separately for treatment delivery and treatment planning. A 
questionnaire was used to obtain ratings on a three-point 
scale in accordance with established procedures (Reid, 
Shingledecker, and Eggemeier, 1981). The scales for each 
workload factor were as follows: 

Time Pressure 

1. Often have spare time. Interruptions or overlap 
among activities occur infrequently or not at all. 

2. Occasionally have spare time. Interruptions or 
overlap among activities occur frequently. 

3. Almost never have spare time. Interruptions or 
overlap among activities are very frequent, or occur 
all the time. 

Mental Effort 

1. Very little conscious mental effort or concentration 
required. Activity is almost automatic, requiring little 
or no attention. 
2. Moderate conscious mental effort or concentration 
required. Complexity of activity is moderately high 
due to uncertainty, unpredictability, or unfamiliarity. 
Considerable attention required. 

3. Extensive mental effort and concentration are 
necessary. Very complex activity requiring total 
attention. 

Stress 

1. Little confusion, risk, frustration, or anxiety exists 
and can be easily accommodated. 

2. Moderate stress due to confusion, frustration, or 
anxiety noticeably adds to workload. Significant 
compensation is required to maintain adequate 
performance. 

3. High to very intense stress due to confusion, 
frustration, or anxiety. High to extreme determination 
and self-control required. 

Distraction Analysis 

The research team collected information on potential 
distractions from RAB staff members to identify factors 
that contribute to errors and to validate independently the 
functions and tasks with the highest likelihood of error. 

Background noise sources, such as intercoms, telephones, 
machinery noise, traffic noise, and conversational 
background were noted by the research team. Each 
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workstation was measured for overall background noise 
level using a sound level meter. RAB staff supplemented 
these observations and measurements by describing the 
effects on job performance, if any, of each of me potential 
distractors. Information about other sources of distraction 
and the qualitative effects of distraction on staff 
performance also were solicited from the RAB staff. 

Error Analysis Summary 

After the last Phase 1 site visit an error likelihood 
validation was conducted. The project team's RAB 
consultants and two of the most experienced brachytherapy 
physicists from the visit sites (1 Nucletron site and 1 
GammaMed site) independently selected the tasks with the 
greatest likelihood of error and rank ordered them. The 
remaining tasks were then assigned a medium or low 
likelihood of error based on the comments of the RAB staff 
supplemented by information from the distraction and 
workload analyses. 

2.2.1.2 Skills Assessment 

The completed task analysis furnished a detailed 
description of the functions and tasks of RAB. Following 
the task analysis, a structured procedure, the Job 
Comparison and Analysis Tool (JCAT; Seven, Akman, 
Muckler, Knapp, and Bernstein, 1991), was employed to 
determine the skills needed to perform each task. The JCAT 
is based on Fleishman's work in task taxonomies 
(Fleishman and Mountford, 1989; Fleishman and 
Quaintence, 1984) and has been used successfully in human 
factors projects similar to this one. Both cognitive and 
motor skills are included in the JCAT. As a result, it 
furnishes a comprehensive inventory of the skills required 
to perform RAB. 

The JCAT assessment includes two major components, 
decision flow diagrams and a list of 50 skills and abilities. 
The decision flow diagrams, which are based on the work of 
Mallamud, Levine, and Fleishman (1980), were used to 
identify the critical skills required for each brachytherapy 
function and task. While it does not include every skill 
needed to perform all work-related tasks, the JCAT provides 
a set of skills that can be used reliably to discriminate RAB 
functions and tasks from other work activities. 

Three human factors specialists from the research team, 
who were thoroughly familiar with RAB and human factors 
methodology, independently evaluated each RAB task 
using the JCAT. Raters referred to the function and task 
analysis to ensure that they clearly understood the detailed 
steps involved in each task. An inter-rater reliability 
coefficient of 0.89 was obtained for the JCAT ratings. After 
all tasks had been assessed independently, raters 
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reevaluated those few cases where their ratings differed. By 
discussing the rationale behind individual ratings, a 
consensus was reached for all RAB tasks. 

This methodology made it possible to identify critical skills 
for performing RAB without being influenced by local 
practices or personnel qualification requirements at the 
medical facilities visited. The results of this assessment are 
directly relevant to the analysis of staff training and 
qualifications later in the project. 

2.2.2 Phase 2: Human-System Interfaces 

In the second phase of the study, eight additional medical 
facilities were visited to collect data on the workspaces and 
human-system interfaces used in performing the tasks 
identified in Phase 1. 

2.2.2.1 Interface Classification 

Four broad classes of human interfaces with other elements 
of the RAB system were defined based on observations 
made during Phase 1. Subclasses were then defined in order 
to create functionally meaningful groups for the interface 
evaluations. The classification scheme served both to 
organize the project team's understanding of the human 
interfaces with other elements of the system and to 
structure the interface evaluation in terms of recognized 
human factors engineering standards and guidelines. These 
standards and guidelines were derived from numerous 
technical sources, but especially those listed below: 

• American National Standards Institute, "American 
National Standards for Human Factors Engineering of 
Visual Display Terminal Workstations," ANSI/HFS 
100-1988 

• Association for the Advancement of Medical 
Instrumentation, "Human Factors Engineering 
Guidelines and Preferred Practices for the Design of 
Medical Devices," ANSI/AAMIHE48-1993 

• U.S. Department of Defense, "Anthropometry of U.S. 
Military Personnel (metric)," DOD-HDBK-743A 

• U.S. Department of Defense, "Human Engineering 
Guidelines for Management Information Systems," 
MTL-HDBK-761A 

• U.S. Department of Defense, "Human Factors 
Engineering Design for Army Materiel," MIL-
HDBK-759B(MI) 

• U.S. Department of Defense, "Manuals, Technical: 
General Style and Format Requirements," MTL-M-
38784B 

• U.S. Department of Defense, "Human Engineering 
Design Criteria for Military Systems, Equipment, and 
Facilities," MIL-STD-1472D 

• National Aeronautics and Space Administration, "Man-
System Integration Standards," NASA-STD-3000 

• U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, "Guidelines 
for Control Room Design Reviews," NUREG-0700 

The interface classifications were: 

(1) equipment 
simulation systems 
treatment planning systems 
high dose rate afterloaders 
high dose rate treatment control systems 
low dose rate afterloaders 
low dose rate treatment control systems 
auxiliary equipment 

(2) software 
treatment planning software 
treatment control software 

(3) user manuals 
treatment planning manuals 
afterloader usage manuals 

(4) workspaces 
simulation 

treatment planning 
high dose rate treatment 
high dose rate treatment control 
low dose rate treatment 
low dose rate treatment control 

* Only user manuals were examined in Phase 2. Interface 
standards are less suitable for shorter forms of 
documentation, such as locally developed procedures, 
checklists, and forms, which were considered in Phases 3 and 
4 of this project. 

The way in which these four broad interface classes are 
associated with RAB functions and tasks is demonstrated in 
Table 1. The tasks of monitoring and controlling the 
treatment session have been combined in Table 1 and in 
subsequent analyses since they are performed together 
during treatment delivery. 

2.2.2.2 Data Collection 

Because of time constraints during site visits, workspaces 
and interfaces were not evaluated on-site. Instead, human 
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Table 1. RAB Functions and Tasks with their Associated Interfaces 

Equipment Software Documents Workspaces 
Patient Preparation 

Patient scheduling, identification, and tracking - Form Var 
Patient instruction — - Proc Var 
Life support monitoring Aux - - Var 
Applicator placement and stabilization Aux - Manl Var 
Patient transportation Aux — - Var 

Treatment Planning 
Simulation with dummy sources Sim - Proc Sim 
Target volume localization Plan Plan Manl Plan 
Radiation prescription - - - Var 
Dwell position localization Plan Plan Manl Plan 
Dosimetry Plan Plan Manl Plan 
Treatment plan selection and approval - - Form Var 

Treatment Delivery 
Treatment set-up Aft - Manl, Cklst Tmt, Ctrl 
Treatment plan entry Ctrl Ctrl Manl Ctrl 
Verify treatment data prior to treatment Ctrl - Proc Ctrl 
Treatment session monitoring Ctrl Ctrl Manl Ctrl 
Treatment session control Ctrl Ctrl Manl Ctrl 

Post-Treatment 
Source guide tube disconnection Aux - - Tmt 
Applicator removal Aux - - Tmt, Var 
Patient transportation Aux - - Var 
Treatment verification Ctrl - Proc, Form Ctrl 
Record-keeping Ctrl - Form Ctrl 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange Aft, Ctrl Ctrl Proc, Cklst, Form Tmt, Ctrl 
Source calibration Aft, Ctrl, Aux Ctrl Proc, Cklst, Form Tmt, Ctrl 
Equipment and software updates All Plan, Ctrl - Plan, Tmt, Ctrl 
Troubleshooting Plan, Ctrl Plan, Ctrl Manl Plan, Ctrl 
Routine quality assurance Aft, Ctrl, Aux Ctrl •Form, Cklst Tmt, Ctrl 

Equipment Software Documents Workspaces 
Simulation (Sim) Treatment Planning (Plan) User Manuals (Manl) Simulation (Sim) 
Treatment Planning (Plan) Treatment Control (Ctrl) Local Procedures (Proc) Treatment Planning (Plan) 
Afterloader (Aft) Checklists (Cklst) Treatment Room (Tmt) 
Afterloader Control Unit (Ctrl) Forms (Form) Treatment Control (Ctrl) 
Auxiliary Equipment (Aux) Various Other (Var) 

factors engineering data were collected at each site for later 
analysis. 

The human factors engineering standards and guidelines 
listed in the preceding section were first reviewed to 
identify data necessary to evaluate workspaces and human 
interfaces with other elements of the RAB system. Data 

collection forms, checklists, and interview questions were 
then developed to assure that die needed data were 
obtained. The completed data collection plan required 
quantitative measurements, observations by the site visit 
team, and interviews of RAB staff. In addition, engineering 
drawings and photographs provided some interface data. 
Some flexibility was required during site visits so that the 
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team could adapt the data collection plan to any unique 
characteristics of a particular site (e.g., workspace layout). 

2.2.2.3 Data Analysis 

Upon returning from the site visits, data on workspaces and 
on human interfaces were evaluated against relevant human 
factors engineering standards and guidelines that had been 
obtained from the sources listed in Section 2.2.2.1. The 
evaluations concentrated on aspects of the workspaces in 
RAB facilities that could affect function and task 
performance, and on the fundamental components of the 
interface (e.g., display size, button spacing, reach envelope). 
A formalized checklist was used in conducting these detailed 
and systematic evaluations, ensuring that all relevant aspects 
of each RAB interface were examined. Deviations from 
recognized human factors engineering design guidelines 
were noted in detail. In addition, seven current RAB user 
manuals were evaluated against human factors guidelines for 
instructional manual design and medical device labeling. 
These guidelines were derived from over 100 monographs 
and journal articles from the literature on human factors, 
document design, instructional technology, adult learning, 
reading, and human-computer interaction. Any differences 
between the manuals supplied by the distributors and those 
found at the medical sites were noted. As new or revised 
manuals became available, copies were requested from the 
distributors so that the analysis would reflect the most recent 
available versions of the documentation. 

2.2.3 Phase 3: Procedures and Practices 

Data on procedures and practices used in performing and 
verifying RAB tasks were collected during the same eight 
medical facility visits used to collect data on workspaces 
and human-system interfaces. Phase 1 identified 
verifications of some RAB tasks. Verifications were 
expanded and considered separately from the tasks used to 
perform RAB in Phase 3 and subsequent analyses. 

2.2.3.1 Procedures and Practices Classification 

Technically adequate and complete procedures and 
practices are valuable, often essential, elements of systems 
involving humans. The term 'procedure' has various 
meanings in human factors analysis, medicine, and training 
contexts. In this project, a 'procedure' was defined as: 

'Procedure': An ordered sequence of tasks or steps 
that has been designed, approved, and 
documented for some purpose. 

The steps in the procedure must be documented in a form 
that permits its use as a reference for task performers and 

allows deviations from the approved sequence to be 
detected. Approval of such a procedure may be informal. 
There may be more than a single procedure approved for a 
particular purpose. 

In this project, a 'practice' was defined as: 

'Practice': Any ordered sequence of tasks or steps 
used repeatedly for some purpose. 

Practices may differ between individuals and may or may not 
conform to the approved sequence set out in a procedure. Thus 
both procedures and practices govern the performance of tasks, 
but procedures are documented while practices are not. 

Historically, RAB evolved from manual brachytherapy 
through the allocation of some tasks previously performed 
by humans to machines, computer software, and specially 
designed hardware. As with most such evolutionary 
systems, users have been required to fill the gaps produced 
by the automation. Users continue to perform all the 
unautomated tasks. They also perform new tasks required 
for the transfer of information and material between 
equipment, and monitor and verify their own performance 
as well as that of the equipment. 

Figure 9 shows a conceptual model of how information and 
materials flow through a portion of the RAB process. Four 
tasks involving patient contact (Applicator placement, Target 
volume localization, Treatment set-up, and Treatment session 
monitoring and control) are performed concurrently with four 
tasks that do not involve patient contact (Source calibration, 
Radiation prescription, Treatment plan selection and 
approval, and Treatment plan entry). These tasks are linked 
together by the movement of the patient and of information 
and materials between task performers. As a quality control 
check, a series of verification procedures determines whether 
the tasks and their linkages are performed without error. 

Eight classes of procedures and practices relevant to the 
conduct of RAB were identified by reviewing the function 
and task analysis findings. As Table 2 shows, each class of 
procedure addresses a different part of the RAB treatment 
delivery process. Medical procedures were not evaluated 
for medical/technical adequacy because they were beyond 
the scope of this project. 

2.2.3.2 Data Collection 

Data about RAB procedures and practices were collected at 
each facility during the visits for later analysis. 

Three forms of written documentation were accepted as 
evidence of locally approved procedures: 
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Figure 9. RAB conceptual model of information and material flow in major tasks and task linkages 
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Table 2. Types of Procedures Used in Remote Afterloading Brachytherapy 

Procedure Purpose 

Medical' 

Task Allocation1 

Task Ordering1 

Task Locating' 
Task Performance2 

Task Linkage2 

Performance Verification3 

Linkage Verification3 

Specifies a sequence of tasks or steps designed to treat a specific medical condition or 
body location. 
Specifies who, or what, is responsible for performing each RAB task. 
Specifies when and in what order each RAB task is to be performed. 
Specifies the work space to be used in performing an RAB task. 
Specifies a sequence of steps designed to perform a particular RAB task. 
Specifies a sequence of steps designed to connect the output of one RAB task to the input 
of another RAB task. 
Specifies a sequence of steps designed to detect and correct errors in RAB task 
performance. 
Specifies a sequence of steps designed to detect and correct errors in task linkage, or in the 
information transfer between tasks. 

'These procedures deal with the design of an RAB treatment program. 
2These procedures deal with the planning and delivery of an RAB treatment. 
3These are QA procedures used to detect and correct errors. 

• Descriptions—Written descriptions detailed the steps 
that must be performed to accomplish one of the 
classes of procedures and practices in Table 2. Either 
locally written descriptions or excerpts from 
manufacturer's manuals that had been compiled and 
adapted for local use met this criterion. 

• Worksheets—Worksheets contained information 
identifying a task step and provided a place for the 
user to enter a derived value after performing that step 
in the procedure. 

• Checklists—Checklists contained a check box that the 
user could mark during task performance in order to 
keep track of which, steps had been completed. 

The definition of a practice allowed data to be collected on 
the same categories for which procedures were identified. It 
also permitted collection of RAB data which had not been 
formalized in approved written documents. Since practices 
need have no written documentation, data on practices were 
collected through direct observation of RAB staff and/or 
interviews with RAB personnel at each site. 

Although practices had no obvious written documentation, 
some were nevertheless structured in such a way that task 
performers would be unable to deviate from the ordered 
sequence of steps. Such constraints were noted separately 
for each identified practice. The project team collected the 
following types of data on-site for each class of procedure 
and practice: 

(1) Task allocation procedures and practices 

The project team determined the staff person and 
equipment assigned to perform each RAB task. Five 
job categories were investigated: MD, Physicist, 
Dosimetrist, Radiation Therapy Technologist, Nurse, 
and Clerical. 

(2) Task ordering procedures and practices 
The order in which the tasks were performed by 
procedure or practice and the time that elapsed 
between the performance of tasks was noted. Written 
procedures covering the order and interval between 
tasks were collected (when available). 

(3) Task locating procedures and practices 

Workspaces assigned by procedure or practice were 
identified for all RAB tasks. 

(4) Task performance procedures and practices 
Written procedures for task performance were 
collected (when available). The steps used in 
performing each RAB task by procedure or practice 
were noted. 

(5) Task linkage procedures and practices 
Written procedures for task linkage were collected 
(when available). Task linkages needed to perform 
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RAB were derived from the function and task analysis 
and were identified at the site using direct 
observation, user descriptions and walk-through 
demonstrations of task performance. The following 
information was collected: 

tasks performed 
order of task performance 
persons performing each task 
information and material passed between tasks 
personnel involved in the linkages 
number of times that control of the procedure or 
information was passed between individuals 
method of transferring control and information 
between individuals 

(6) Task performance verification procedures and practices 

Steps used to verify the correct performance of a task 
by procedure or practice were recorded. Written 
procedures for verifying that a task had been 
performed correctly were collected (when available). 

(7) Task linkage verification procedures and practices 

Procedures and practices used to verify that data 
transferred between tasks was transferred correctly 
were recorded. Written procedures for verifying task 
linkages were collected (when available). 

RAB treatments performed at the site were 
investigated at the task linkage level to determine 
several characteristics: 

time at which verification was attempted 
verification method used 
format of the verification 
verifying agent 
redundant information that was preserved and 
was available for use in verification 

• information actually used in verification 

2.2.3.3 Data Analysis 

Once procedures and practices had been collected at each 
site, they were compared with the RAB functions and tasks. 
Procedures were evaluated for their format, their 
availability, and their suitability for task performance. 
Practices were evaluated to determine whether they 
compensated for procedural inadequacies or missing 
procedures and whether they were in conflict with the 
approved procedures. 

Seventy-two documents (i.e., procedural descriptions, 
worksheets, or checklists) collected from the RAB sites 

were evaluated on their form and content against procedural 
guidelines. The evaluation focused on six general criteria: 
legibility, language, format, illustrations, highlighting, and 
comprehensibility. Each criterion was divided into two or 
three specific items (e.g., simple, non-stylized font) that 
could be evaluated for each form with a "yes", 
"sometimes", "no", or "not applicable" response. The 
results for each category were tallied and the percentages 
for each response calculated. In the content evaluation, 45 
worksheets and checklists used during patient preparation, 
treatment planning, treatment and quality assurance were 
evaluated. 

2.2.4 Phase 4: Training 

In the fourth phase of the study, eight additional medical 
facilities were visited to collect data on the training 
provided to the staff in the procedures and practices 
necessary to accomplish RAB. Information regarding 
training and qualifications was collected at each of the 23 
sites and considered during the Phase 4 analysis. Data 
analysis concentrated on two areas: 

(1) the training and qualifications of RAB staff 

(2) the training materials available to the RAB staff 

2.2.4.1 Data Collection 

To evaluate the training and qualifications possessed by 
RAB staff, detailed interviews were conducted at each 
RAB site. All available staff members involved in RAB 
were interviewed. The interviews were conducted 
individually in a private location. Questions asked during 
these interviews were open-ended, encouraging extended 
discussions on training and qualifications issues. The 
interview approach allowed respondents an opportunity to 
elaborate on certain issues peculiar to their site, thus 
ensuring more complete data collection. 

RAB functions and tasks identified in Phase 1 served as a 
basis for the development of specific training and 
qualifications related questions to be used in the RAB staff 
interviews. The questions addressed a wide variety of 
training and qualifications issues and covered the following 
topics: 

• type of formal (college) education received and/or 
degrees held 

• type(s) of medical certification held 
• type and length of RAB training received in a 

"formal" setting (e.g., classroom instruction with 
qualified instructor and standardized course of 
instruction) 

• perceived adequacy of the "formal" training 
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° instructional material used during the course of 
"formal" instruction 

° type and length of RAB training received in an 
"informal" setting (e.g., OJT, apprenticeships, 
seminars, working groups, newsletters, videotapes, 
etc.) 

• length of directly related RAB experience 
• length of indirectly related manual afterloading 

brachytherapy experience 
• length of indirectly related experience in other forms 

of radiation oncology treatments 
• form and frequency of re-training received 
• testing required and/or qualification procedures 

conducted prior to performing RAB 
• form and frequency of performance feedback received 
• perceived "transfer of training" that occurred between 

RAB tasks, and other tasks performed by an RAB 
staff member 

• additional training desired 

To evaluate training materials and programs available to 
RAB staff, the following items were collected from each 
equipment manufacturer and RAB site: 

(1) technical documentation provided by brachytherapy 
equipment distributors 

(2) training course materials provided at the Nucletron 
training facility 

(3) training/advertisement video tapes produced by the 
brachytherapy equipment manufacturers 

(4) "in-house" training material produced locally at each 
RAB site including 

written RAB related policies and procedures 
written evidence of a training course 
written testing material 
written qualifications standards 
performance checklists 
miscellaneous training materials, including 
background reading material, reports and 
protocols developed at other RAB sites, and 
general "nice-to-know" information that may be 
of value as supplementary training material 

2.2.4.2 Data Analysis 

The content of RAB training programs was evaluated by 
comparing each instructional system to a model training 
system specified by the "systems approach to training" 
(Gagne, Briggs, and Wager, 1988). This model requires that 
training needs be defined, that training objectives be stated, 

that specific knowledge, skills, and abilities be identified, 
and that those requirements be addressed with training 
material and testing methods designed to meet specific 
learning objectives. 

To facilitate evaluation against the model system, the 
interview data were entered into a computer based training 
and qualification matrix, and organized according to five 
staff positions: Oncologist, Physicist, Dosimetrist, 
Technologist, and Nurse. RAB site, type of RAB 
equipment used, and site licensing agency (whether the 
sites were licensed by the NRC or by the State) were also 
included in the matrix. This additional information allowed 
factors that might affect local training and qualification 
requirements to be considered. 

The matrix was then used to compare the training and 
qualifications of individuals within a staff position group; 
and also to consider the differences in training and 
qualification requirements across staff positions. The 
training requirements for each staff position were 
determined by using a structured protocol, the Job 
Comparison and Analysis Tool (JCAT; Seven, Akman, 
Muckler, Knapp, and Bernstein, 1991) to identify critical 
skills and abilities required for each RAB task. Skills and 
abilities required for RAB tasks performed by individuals 
in each staff position were then compared to the training 
provided to individuals in those positions. The results of the 
comparison are summarized in Section 3. 

To obtain a rough estimate of the prevalence of RAB 
training materials at each site, a simple count was made of 
the types of training material collected. Collected training 
material was then categorized according to type, and 
evaluated on their availability, their content and their 
suitability for training purposes. Due to the brevity of many 
of the collected training materials, only a few items were 
selected for a full content/format evaluation. 

The format of the selected training material was first 
evaluated against human factors guidelines for document 
design derived from the following sources: 

• "Principles of Medical Device Labeling," NTIS PB 
94-126851, 1993 

• U.S. Department of Defense, "Manuals, Technical: 
General Style and Format Requirements," MIL-M-
38784B, 1983 

• U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission, "Guidelines 
for the Preparation of Emergency Operating 
Procedures," NUREG-0899, 1982 

The evaluation focused on 

• highlighting 
• graphics 
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• information organization 
• language and readability 
• legibility 
• physical media properties 

The suitability of the material for training purposes was 
then evaluated by comparing its strengths and weaknesses 
in each of the above categories with the material's RAB 
training objectives. 

2.2.5 Phase 5: Organizational Practices and 
Policies 

A set of factors tailored to RAB organizations was 
developed to guide data collection in the Phase 5 site visits. 
They were used to gain a general understanding of 
organizational dynamics at the site. These factors were 

• organizational structure 
• staff selection criteria 
• staff motivation methods 
• staff training policies 
• staff job satisfaction 
• staff performance appraisal methods 
• decision making methods 
• decision communication methods 

Data collected on RAB goals, the resources and staff 
allocated to RAB tasks, and the methods used to support, 
monitor, and direct RAB task performance, were used to 
identify the way in which each RAB system was organized 
and maintained. 

2.2.5.1 Data Collected at all Sites 

Basic organizational information regarding site 
composition, site licensing, number of treatments, types of 
treatments, staff background and staff composition, were 
collected from administrators at all 23 sites. Data collected 
at these sites included 

• hospital affiliations 
• the area and population served 
• RAB case load 
• RAB equipment 
• size and staff of the departments performing RAB 
• size and composition of the RAB teams 
• organizational chart(s) 
• organizational problems and suggested solutions to 

them 

• training offered at the site for RAB task performers 
• re-training and certification requirements for RAB 

task performers 
• maintenance policies for RAB equipment 
• radiation safety policies for RAB 

Additional data on organizational practices dealing with 
staff (e.g., motivation, supervision, and communications) 
were collected during interviews with RAB staff at all sites. 

2.2.5.2 Data Collected During Phase 5 

In addition to the collection of basic organizational 
information at all sites, eight sites were selected for detailed 
investigation of RAB organizational practices and policies. 
These were the same sites visited to collect data on staff 
training programs. Interviews were conducted with the 
people who had defined the goals and objectives of the 
RAB treatment facility, and with those who had designed 
the system for delivering RAB treatments, selected the 
equipment, and selected and trained the RAB personnel. 
Interviews were also conducted with personnel who were 
responsible for defining or communicating procedures for 
RAB task performance or task linkage and with everyone 
responsible for monitoring and directing progress toward 
the departmental goals. 

When possible, all persons holding administrative positions 
related to RAB organizational functions at the site were 
interviewed. Data were collected from all RAB task 
performers at the site on their participation in the 
organizational functions and the effect those functions had 
on their job performance. 

Directed interviews with RAB administrators during Phase 
5 covered the following organizational topics: 
• goals of the RAB program 
• facilities and resources provided for RAB 
• composition of the staff and their qualifications 
• medical and administrative structures used to direct 

RAB task performers 
• communications structure set up between task 

performers and administrators 
• methods used to allocate RAB tasks to staff and 

evaluate their performance 
• training provided and required for RAB staff 
• employee motivation methods used at the site 
• workplace safety monitoring performed at the site 
• methods used to report and resolve safety problems at 

the site 
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Since production, approval, and communication of 
procedures is an important organizational function, the 
person responsible for the definition and communication of 
procedures for performing each RAB task was interviewed 
(when available) regarding 

• task performance procedures that were being used for 
each task 

• problems that had been considered in designing the 
task performance procedures 

• linkage and verification procedures designed for the 
RAB tasks 

• methods used to monitor conformance with 
procedures 

This study was particularly interested in the performance of 
the various organizations in directing and supporting RAB 
at each site. To assess the performance of the organization, 
both the administrators and the task performers at the site 
were interviewed separately about the organizational 
support for the staff and for each RAB task performed at 
the site. 

Each task performer at the site was interviewed to 
determine his or her work schedule, job responsibilities, 
training received, working conditions, communication 
methods used with supervisors and other team members, 
feedback received on job performance, overall job 
satisfaction level, and suggested changes regarding local 
operating procedures. 

In addition, the primary task performer for each RAB task 
was asked how he or she had learned to perform the task, 
whether there was a training program covering that task at 
the site, and whether he or she had learned to perform, link 
and verify the task from that program. 

2.2.5.3 Data Analysis 

The data collected on organizational performance from all 
sites was evaluated in Phase 5 of the study to identify RAB 
organizational functions and tasks that described 

• how the organizational functions were performed at 
each site 

• how the organization supported and directed the 
performance of the RAB functions and tasks 

The analysis identified eight organizational functions 
related to operating an RAB facility. Data collected from all 
sites on organizational performance were then analyzed to 
determine the practices and policies needed to perform 
those functions. 

2.2.6 Phase 6: Identification and 
Prioritization of Human Error in 
RAB 

Phase 6 was designed to build upon information gained 
during the first five phases to 

(1) Identify the factors which can contribute to human 
error in RAB. 

(2) Evaluate the impact of these factors, both singly and 
in combination, on the performance of the functions 
and tasks essential to meet RAB goals. 

(3) Prioritize function and task performance problems 
related to human errors caused by those factors in 
terms of their safety significance. 

(4) Identify and evaluate alternative approaches for 
resolving safety significant problems related to human 
error. 

A conceptual model of RAB treatment delivery was 
developed in Phase 6 based on the original function and 
task analysis, and the practices used at the RAB sites to 
perform the RAB tasks and link them into a treatment 
delivery system. The model was then used to describe and 
analyze error propagation through each RAB treatment 
delivery system. 

The results of that model-based analysis were presented to 
a panel of experts on RAB treatment delivery. The experts 
used the data on error propagation to prioritize the 
problems created by human error in RAB treatment 
delivery. They identified ten critical RAB tasks and task 
linkages in which the consequences of human error were 
significant and unlikely to be corrected by current RAB 
practices. Equipment and methods used to perform these 
tasks and linkages were then evaluated to identify 
alternative approaches for reducing the frequency of human 
error and for making the consequences of those errors 
easier to detect and correct. 

2.2.6.1 Identification of Factors Which Can 
Contribute to Human Error in RAB 

RAB requires that certain actions be performed by users 
and other complimentary actions be performed by 
equipment under user control. Possible human errors in 
RAB fall into three categories: 

(1) performance errors (e.g., failure to meet performance 
requirements for a task) 

(2) linkage errors (e.g., failure to transfer information or 
material using appropriate interface, or linkage 
procedures) 

NUREG/CR-6125 24 



Method 

(3) verification errors (e.g., failure to identify potential 
errors or failure to take appropriate action to address 
their consequences) 

These three categories of human error were evaluated in 
terms of each of the RAB system components studied in 
this project: task performance requirements, human-system 
interfaces, task linkage procedures and practices, and 
training and organizational factors in order to assess the 
impact of actual as well as potential human error on RAB 
system performance. 

Task Performance Requirements 

Following the Phase 1 data collection, a comprehensive 
function and task analysis was conducted to identify the 
functions and tasks performed by people in delivering 
RAB. Each RAB task was then divided into task steps 
performed in sequence to accomplish the task. 

Potential human errors in the performance of each step 
were identified and the likelihood of such an error was 
estimated. This initial error likelihood estimate was updated 
after each subsequent data collection stage. 

Human-System Interfaces 

Interfaces were evaluated for their adherence to human 
factors guidelines and for the way in which they supported 
the performance requirements of each function and task. 
Potential errors due to inadequate interfaces were identified 
and added to those identified in Phase 1. The feedback 
provided to staff to allow them to detect those errors were 
identified and evaluated. 

Task Linkage Procedures and Practices 

Communication linkages were identified following the 
second data collection stage involving human-system 
interfaces, workspaces and procedures and practices. 
Specification of these linkages allowed specific linkage 
errors to be identified. Task linkage errors usually involve 
information transfers between tasks but may also involve 
changes to equipment or other objects that are transferred 
between tasks or workstations. The likelihood of task 
linkage errors was estimated based on the way in which 
tasks were linked together. Since errors can also be made 
while attempting to correct other errors, methods used to 
address the consequences of task performance and task 
linkage errors were evaluated. This resulted in 
identification of additional QA-related potential errors 
involving 

• failure to detect task performance or linkage errors 
• failure to correct task performance or linkage errors 

• correction of non-existent performance or linkage 
errors 

These linkage errors were added to the original set of errors 
defined in Phase 1. The information required and available 
for detecting errors and the methods used to correct errors 
and to address their consequences were evaluated. 

Training and Organizational Factors 

Data on training and organizational support for RAB were 
used to identify errors that could occur due to the way in 
which the RAB process was organized or supported. 
Methods used by RAB facilities to assess staff performance 
and provide and assess training in task performance, 
linkage, and QA procedures were also evaluated. 

2.2.6.2 Evaluation of the Impact of Factors on RAB 

To evaluate the impact of factors on RAB system 
performance, a conceptual model of the RAB process was 
developed. The model linked RAB functions and tasks 
together by specifying the order in which tasks were 
performed and the linkages between the tasks. The 
conceptual model was then used both to describe different 
RAB treatment delivery systems and to analyze the 
mechanisms for the propagation of error consequences in 
those systems. 

The impact of various factors on RAB system performance 
was estimated by analyzing the way in which each factor 
could affect other elements of the conceptual model. The 
errors which could occur in different systems were 
identified. The methods needed to detect each error and to 
limit its consequences were determined. 

Error Propagation Analysis 

The conceptual model was used to trace the propagation of 
the effects of potential errors through different RAB 
systems (e.g., HDR, LDR). The consequences of errors in 
task performance and task linkage errors depended on the 
performance, linkage, and verification practices used as 
well as on the training and organizational support provided. 
The mechanisms for propagation of error consequences 
within each modeled RAB system were identified so that 
the impact of each potential error or combination of errors 
on RAB treatment delivery could be evaluated. The 
conceptual model was then used to determine the 
information that would be needed to detect and correct 
potential errors at different stages of the RAB treatment 
delivery process. 

25 NUREG/CR-6125 



Method 

Error Detection and Correction Analysis t r a i n i n 8 a n d organizational procedures, and the five 
members of the site visit teams. 

The information needed to detect potential errors was 
defined. The model was then used to determine whether 
that information was transferred from task to task and 
available for verification of task performance and task 
linkage. If no detection procedure was specified at a 
particular transfer point in the model, the error or its 
consequences were allowed to propagate through the 
system into the next task. 

Once an error is detected, additional information is usually 
needed to correct the error. For example, lack of a label can 
be detected easily, but more information is required to 
determine the missing label's contents. As with error 
detection, the information needed to correct errors in task 
performance or task linkage must be carried by the system 
to the place at which it is needed. The information required 
to correct potential task performance or task linkage errors 
was identified. The model was then used to determine 
whether that information was carried to the point at which 
correction of the error was possible. 

2.2.6.3 Prioritization of Problems in Terms of their 
Safety Significance 

As noted in Section 1.2, a human factors problem is a task 
(including task linkages) which humans within a system are 
not likely to perform to the level required by the system. In 
RAB, some such problems can have high safety 
significance. This study identified and prioritized such 
problems. 

Identification of Safety Significant Problems 

Safety significant problems were defined as human task 
performance or linkage errors whose consequences could 
propagate through the system and cause unintended 
radiation exposure to the patient or the RAB staff. 

The conceptual model was used to identify all incidents in 
which human errors in task performance or task linkage 
could lead to inappropriate radiation exposure of the patient 
or staff. Those incidents included incidents which might not 
be detected by current QA practices as well as those which 
would be reported as misadministrations or reportable 
events under current reporting guidelines. Problems 
unrelated to radiation exposure and those which had no 
human task performance components (e.g., unexpected 
equipment failures) were not evaluated in this study. 

Safety significant human factors problems were identified 
by a group composed of ten subject matter experts on RAB 
and human factors. The group included a 
physician/physicist, a physicist, a dosimetrist, specialists in 

At the first meeting, the group reviewed errors, potential 
errors and tasks susceptible to error (critical tasks) using the 
function and task analysis as a guide. Errors were classified 
and characterized by detectability, frequency, likelihood, 
and consequence. The critical tasks were identified within 
each function, based on error associations. 

Prioritization of Error Consequences 

A second meeting of the subject matter experts was used to 
review and discuss the contributions to critical task 
performance and error significance of: human-system 
interfaces, procedures and practices, training and 
qualifications, and organizational practices and policies. 
The group was asked to identify critical tasks in which a 
performance error was likely to result in a 
misadministration or other undesirable consequence to the 
patient or staff. The experts used their own mental models 
of RAB treatment delivery to gauge and assess the effect of 
task performance and linkage errors on the system. The 
potential contributions from each area were discussed and 
prioritized. 

2.2.6.4 Identification and Evaluation of Alternative 
Approaches for Resolving Safety Significant 
Problems 

Each task or linkage in which an error could propagate 
through the system to cause a safety significant problem 
was analyzed independently to determine items in the 
human-system interfaces, procedures, training, or 
organization that could be changed to reduce the likelihood 
of the error's occurrence or make it easier to detect and 
correct. Alternatives to current practice incorporating these 
changes were formulated and evaluated for their effect on 
RAB and their utility in reducing human error and its 
consequences during the RAB process. 
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Phases 1 through 5 of this study were data collection and 
analysis efforts designed to characterize the RAB system as 
it currently exists. Phase 6 assessed the impact of 
aggregated Phase 1 through 5 results on RAB task 
performance and prioritized potential errors in terms of 
their safety significance. This section summarizes the 
findings of those phases. Phase 6 also identified and 
evaluated alternative approaches for resolving safety 
significant problems related to human error in RAB. The 
findings of that analysis are discussed separately in Section 
5. 

3.1 Phase 1: Function and Task 
Analysis 

Phase 1 identified RAB functions and tasks performed in 
planning and delivering RAB treatments (NUREG/CR-6125, 
Vol. 2). It also provided a preliminary error analysis and 
skills estimate for performing those tasks. Clinical 
evaluation and therapeutic decision making tasks which 
precede or follow the RAB treatment session were not 
addressed in this study. 

3.1.1 RAB Functions 

Five RAB functions were identified: 
• Patient Preparation 
• Treatment Planning 
• Treatment Delivery 
• Post-Treatment 
• Quality Assurance and Maintenance 

These functions describe discrete stages in the planning, 
organization and delivery of a single RAB treatment. Each 
function was composed of several tasks. Figure 10 depicts 
the temporal flow between these functions and their 
associated tasks during an RAB treatment session. Quality 
assurance and maintenance tasks are not shown in the time 
sequence since they are performed at various times during 
this flow. Routine QA is not in sequence in Figure 10, since 
it can be performed throughout the treatment process. Each 
RAB function is described below along with its associated 
tasks. 

3.1.1.1 Patient Preparation 

This is the function in which a patient is prepared for 
treatment delivery. It involves treatment scheduling and 
tracking, patient identification, patient instruction, life 
support, applicator placement, and patient transport. 

Patient Scheduling, Identification, and Tracking 

The first task in patient preparation is to schedule a 
treatment session. Once a session is scheduled, the patient 
must be identified and tracked through the RAB process to 
ensure that the scheduled treatment will be received. RAB 
patients may be treated on an outpatient or an inpatient 
basis. Inpatients are those who have been admitted to the 
hospital and usually come to radiation oncology from 
another service. Outpatients may come directly into 
radiation oncology or be admitted through a central, 
outpatient admitting facility. The patient admission process 
varies among sites and determines subsequent patient 
scheduling, transportation, and tracking procedures. 

Patient Instruction 

Patient instruction can be viewed as a training procedure in 
which the staff informs patients about the treatment process 
and then teaches them to perform any tasks that will be 
expected of them during the treatment process (e.g., 
movement between workstations, remaining in one position 
during the treatment, responding to instructions). Some 
assessment of the patient's understanding and task 
performance capacity is usually made in conjunction with 
the instruction. Instruction is particularly important for 
patients undergoing LDR treatments, since LDR treatments 
take place over several days and require patient 
participation throughout the treatment process. 

Life Support Monitoring 

Life support monitoring involves maintenance of the 
patient's vital functions such as heart rate and blood 
pressure. The RAB patient frequently needs no life support 
assistance, but assistance may be provided by medical staff 
for patients who require special care or who may be under 
medication, such as sedatives, analgesics, anti-anxiety 
drugs, or local anesthetics. Patient attendants or RAB staff 
are required to attach, monitor, and adjust life support 
equipment during this task which continues throughout the 
RAB treatment procedure. 

Applicator Placement and Stabilization 

Applicator placement and stabilization is a medical task in 
which the applicator is placed and secured close to the 
target. Placement of applicators may require collaboration 
with different medical specialists, depending on the 
location of the target and the route chosen to introduce the 
applicator into the patient's body. For example, lung 
catheters are applicators which are positioned by a 
pulmonary specialist, soft tissue needles are applicators that 
may be positioned by surgeons, and cervical applicators are 
usually positioned by gynecologists. 
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Figure 10. Flow diagram of temporal relationships between major RAB functions and tasks 
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Patient Transportation 

This task involves moving an RAB patient from one 
location to another. Important steps within this task include 
locating and identifying the patient, determining the 
transfer route, moving the patient from the transport 
equipment to the destination equipment, and passing 
information about the patient to the destination staff. 

3.1.1.2 Treatment Planning 

Treatment Planning is the function in which the dose 
distribution specified by the radiation prescription is 
transformed into instructions for positioning the source 
during treatment. It involves specification of each radiation 
source to be used, the linear distance to move that source 
into its treatment position and the amount of time that the 
source should be allowed to dwell at that position. LDR 
treatment plans specify a different source at each treatment 
position. HDR plans specify a single source which is then 
moved to different positions during treatment. 

If the treatment directive specifies a radiation dose to be 
given to particular targets, then treatment planning requires 
localization of the applicator and targets within the same 
three-dimensional coordinate system. Calculations must 
then be performed to determine positions within the 
applicator at which the source or sources will be placed and 
allowed to dwell during treatment to produce the prescribed 
radiation dose distribution. 

Treatment planning is often performed using computers 
with specialized software. The computer is used to 
reconstruct the positions of the applicator(s) and targets in 
space from simulation images, and to calculate and plot the 
dose distributions that would result from sources allowed to 
dwell at specified positions within the applicator(s). Staff 
enter information from the treatment directive and select 
and digitize the simulation images used to identify the 
expected positions of the targets, applicators, and sources. 

Simulation with Dummy Sources 

The purpose of simulation is to establish the position of the 
implanted applicator relative to the target. Simulation 
equipment consists of patient positioning devices, 
applicator, source and target locating devices, and imaging 
equipment. 

Typical steps in this task involve insertion of radio-opaque 
dummy source strings into the applicators followed by 
exposure of two orthogonal x-ray images (usually anterior-
posterior and lateral). These images show where the 
applicator has been placed in the patient's body. The 
dummy sources identify potential dwell positions within 

each applicator. Fluoroscopy is often used to position the 
patient so that the x-ray images will contain the desired 
information. 

Target Volume Localization 

This task defines the anatomical boundaries of the target 
volume (tumor) that is to be irradiated. Target volume 
determinations are usually based on qualitative clinical 
judgment using several factors: imaging techniques, 
surgical staging, and knowledge of the biological behavior 
of various tumors. Typically, heavy reliance is placed on 
the ability to form accurate three-dimensional mental 
images. Increasingly, treatment planning computers are 
being used to construct two or three-dimensional 
anatomical images for more precise tumor localization. 

Radiation Prescription 

Once radiation targets are identified, the dose to be given to 
each target is prescribed by a physician and incorporated in 
a treatment directive. The treatment directive specifies the 
prescribed dose distribution and the method to be used to 
deliver the dose to the targets. The treatment directive may 
include a specification of the source dwell positions to be 
used or may leave the choice of dwell positions to other 
treatment planning tasks. The physician may formulate his 
prescription using the case history of the patient and 
information about the target and applicator derived from the 
simulation x-ray. 

The radiation prescription is often made in units of 
absorbed dose—in rads or centiGray (cGy)—to a volume 
surrounding the applicator. A typical radiation prescription 
might be to give a dose of 1200 cGy to a cylinder around 
the applicator. The treatment directive for this prescription 
might then direct that this dose be delivered in two separate 
fractions, of 600 cGy each, one day apart, using an HDR 
192jr afterloading device. 

Variations were found in the method by which the 
prescription was recorded and transmitted to treatment 
planning personnel. For example, oncologists at some sites 
marked the target and specified the prescription on the x-
ray film, while oncologists at other sites used locally 
developed forms to transfer that information. 

Dwell Position Localization 

Dwell position localization involves selecting and 
specifying positions for sources to occupy along the 
treatment path defined by the source guide tubes and 
applicators. Typical HDR dwell positions for a single 
source are spaced at 5 or 2.5 mm intervals between 
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predetermined starting and stopping points. In HDR RAB, 
treatment planning takes far longer than treatment so the 
dwell times at each position must be calculated prior to 
positioning the source. In LDR, dwell positions are 
specified for multiple sources within source trains that are 
placed in applicators and then held in place for an extended 
period of time (up to several days). This permits LDR 
sources to be placed before specifying their dwell times and 
then removed after the time required to deliver the 
prescribed dose of radiation has been calculated. 

Dosimetry 

Dosimetry is the task that calculates the prescribed dose at 
specific anatomical or spatial locations due to radiation. In 
RAB, the radiation comes from one or more radioactive 
sources positioned in the applicator(s) during treatment. 
Although computer software is used to calculate the dose 
distributions from these sources, users are required to 
digitize the placement locations from simulation images (x-
rays) so that the distances between the treatment positions 
and targets can be reconstructed by the computer. Those 
distances are then used to calculate the dose that would be 
delivered to the reconstructed targets by placing a known 
source at the measured position(s). 

Dosimetry can be used to predict the dose distribution 
produced by a specific treatment plan or to generate a 
treatment plan by calculating treatment positions and/or 
dwell times. In the latter case, users enter the source 
characteristics and prescribed dose distribution and the 
treatment planning software iteratively chooses dwell times 
and/or positions until a plan that produces the requested 
dose distribution has been generated. 

Treatment Plan Selection and Approval 

The final task in treatment planning consists of selecting 
and approving a particular treatment plan and verifying that 
the plan will deliver the prescribed radiation dose to the 
radiation targets. Plans may be chosen from a dose atlas, 
generated for an idealized patient using standard treatment 
geometries, or for individual patients by inserting simulated 
sources into the patient's applicator(s) and taking x-ray 
views of the treatment field to define the positions of the 
sources and the radiation targets. 

Once a tentative plan is selected, its dose distribution is 
compared to the dose distribution specified in the treatment 
directive to verify that it will deliver the prescribed dose. 
All automated treatment planning systems display isodose 
lines from the dose distribution in two dimensions. Some 
rotate these lines to aid in visualization of the three 
dimensional dose distribution. Once the distribution is 
verified, the plan is reviewed by the prescribing physician 

to ensure that the dose will be delivered to the desired 
targets. Approval of the plan for treating the patient is 
usually indicated by the physician's signature on a dose 
distribution plot or on a table of the plan's dwell positions 
and times. 

3.1.1.3 Treatment Delivery 

This is the RAB function in which the dose of radiation 
specified in the treatment directive is delivered to the 
patient. Tasks in treatment delivery involve connecting the 
patient to the afterloader, entering a treatment plan into the 
afterloader control unit, and monitoring and controlling the 
delivery process. 

Treatment Set-up 

Treatment set-up is the first task in treatment delivery. 
During this task the patient is placed and stabilized in a 
treatment position. The afterloader unit is then adjusted for 
height and fixed in position and the patient is hooked to the 
afterloader unit by attaching guide tubes between the 
applicators in the patient and the appropriate afterloader 
channels. 

Treatment Plan Entry 

Treatment plan parameters can be entered into the 
afterloader control unit either manually or by one of several 
automated or partially automated means: 

• using the keyboard at the control console 
• using a memory card 
• recalling a treatment plan stored in the control unit 

memory 
• direct transfer between the treatment planning system 

and the treatment delivery system 

Verify Treatment Data Prior to Treatment 

Verifying that the treatment plan parameters have been 
entered correctly into the afterloader control unit is 
accomplished by comparing the plan parameters that were 
generated by treatment planning with the values that were 
entered into the afterloader control unit. Verification can be 
performed either by the person who entered the treatment 
plan or, more preferably, by a second individual. 

Treatment Session Monitoring 

Monitoring a treatment session involves monitoring both 
the patient and the hardware in the treatment delivery 
system. Patients are monitored via closed-circuit television 
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and intercom. LDR patients are monitored in their hospital 
rooms from a nursing station. HDR patients are monitored 
from the afterloader control console area just outside the 
treatment room. The afterloader device monitors its own 
performance during treatment and provides a running 
account of system status on the operator's console. 
Indicator lights alert system operators of conditions that 
require attention. The printer provides a hard copy record of 
each source movement and status change during treatment. 

Treatment Session Control 

The position of the sources during treatment is controlled 
by the afterloading equipment. In HDR, the afterloader 
positions a single source at the first dwell position and then 
moves the source to the next dwell position whenever the 
dwell time for a position has been reached. In LDR, the 
afterloader positions multiple sources at different dwell 
positions. 

In both HDR and LDR sources are automatically retracted 
into shielded parts of the afterloader after treatment is 
completed. Should this procedure fail, the afterloader 
operator can interrupt the treatment and retract the sources 
either by alternative automated means or by manual 
intervention. Interruptions are routine occurrences in LDR 
treatments where sources are retracted automatically each 
time someone enters the treatment room. This allows the 
nursing staff to tend to patient needs and visitors to enter 
the room without danger of exposure to radiation. In 
contrast, interruptions in HDR treatments occur only when 
an anomalous situation exists. Sessions are aborted 
automatically or by the operator when a serious condition 
arises and treatment must be stopped immediately. 

3.1.1.4 Post-Treatment 

This is the function in which the RAB patient is prepared 
for release or resumption of routine nursing care after the 
treatment has been delivered. Tasks in this function involve 
disconnecting the patient from the afterloader source guide 
tubes, removing the applicators from the patient, 
transporting the patient from the treatment delivery area, 
verifying treatment delivery, and record-keeping. 

Source Guide Tube Disconnection 

In this task, the source guide tubes are disconnected from 
the applicators and (usually) from the source head of the 
remote afterloader. They are then placed in storage 
locations and used in later treatments. 

Applicator Removal 

Applicators are usually removed by the staff who placed 
them, although removal procedures can be simpler than 
placement procedures since position information is often 
not collected during removal. Removed applicators are 
either discarded or sterilized for reuse. 

Patient Transportation 

Patient care after an HDR treatment usually involves 
moving patients to a recovery room, tending to their needs, 
and allowing them time to recover from the treatment 
session and the effects of medications. The patient 
undergoing LDR treatment usually remains in the hospital 
room in which the treatment was given. Regular nursing 
care can be resumed after removal of the sources. 

Treatment Verification 

Treatment verification is performed after treatment to 
detect mistakes that may not have been noticed earlier. All 
afterloaders evaluated in this study deliver a printout of 
treatment session parameters along with a running record of 
events (e.g., interruptions) that occurred during each 
session. The radiation therapy technologist or physicist can 
use these records to verify, after treatment, that the 
prescribed radiation dosage was administered to the patient. 
If discrepancies are detected, they are recorded in the 
appropriate forms and the prescribing physician is notified. 

Record-Keeping 

Patient and brachytherapy record-keeping involves gathering 
and collating all treatment planning and treatment delivery 
data. These data are placed in patient records, departmental 
records, and hospital records for storage and future access. 

3.1.1.5 Quality Assurance and Maintenance 

This function consists of five tasks that are performed to 
ensure that the RAB system is operating reliably, safely, 
and effectively. These tasks include exchanging the source, 
calibrating a newly installed source, performing equipment 
and software updates, troubleshooting problems in RAB 
equipment or process, and conducting routine quality 
assurance tests of the RAB system. Maintenance involves 
the diagnosis and repair of RAB equipment, software, and 
supplies; it occurs as needed in any of the QA tasks. 

Source Exchange 

Source exchange involves the ordering, receipt, storage and 
maintenance of new radioactive sources and the storage and 
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disposal of old ones. Source exchange is performed 
frequently for the short life LDR sources, never for long 
life LDR sources, and three to five times a year for HDR 
sources. 

Source Calibration 

This task involves measurement of the activity of a 
radiation source and the transfer of that measurement to the 
devices and into the activity units (e.g., Curies, milliCuries) 
used for planning and delivering RAB treatments. 

Equipment and Software Updates 

This task involves changes to the devices or programs used 
to perform RAB tasks. These include installation of 
software and hardware updates and any other changes to 
hardware or software that might change the interface with 
the equipment or the way in which the equipment or 
software operates. 

Troubleshooting 

This task involves the recognition and resolution of 
problems or difficulties in the RAB equipment or process. 
It includes dealing with problems detected during QA or 
maintenance activities as well as problems related to the 
support of the patient and staff during emergencies or other 
unexpected occurrences. 

Routine Quality Assurance 

Routine quality assurance involves tests conducted to 
determine whether the RAB system is operating properly, 
procedures have been followed, and whether those 
procedures have produced the intended results. Routine QA 
in RAB verifies that the patient is ready for treatment and is 
being treated properly, that the RAB treatment process is 
being used within its designed capacity, and that the system 
is meeting its operational and performance goals. Routine 
QA tasks include verifying the identity of the patient, 
testing the operation of the equipment, and verifying and 
monitoring the performance of the staff and the RAB 
process. Less routine QA tasks involve certification of 
performance of new or modified equipment, software, and 
procedures. 

3.1.2 Preliminary Error Analysis 

The preliminary error analysis involved a review of 
misadministration data for the period 1978-1992, error 
likelihood estimates, a workload analysis, and a distraction 
analysis. The analysis of NRC reports identified RAB tasks 
that should be examined more carefully for potential 

sources of error. For the most part, these tasks were within 
the treatment planning and treatment delivery functions. 

The findings of the misadministration analysis were 
confirmed by the error analysis conducted during the site 
visits. Brachytherapy personnel cited treatment planning as 
the most difficult function, rated it highest in workload 
characteristics—time pressure, mental effort, and stress— 
and reported that they were most susceptible to distraction 
during treatment planning. RAB experts also rated 
treatment planning tasks with the greatest number of 
medium and high error likelihood scores. 

3.1.2.1 Misadministration Review 

The findings of the misadministration error analysis are 
summarized for each RAB function and task in Table 3. The 
number of reported misadministrations is shown for each 
task along with a brief description of each type of error. 

Treatment delivery was the function associated with the 
greatest number of misadministration errors, with errors 
occurring in four of the five tasks. Treatment planning had 
the second largest number of problems, with most errors 
occurring in the dosimetry task and consisting of dose 
calculation errors. 

3.1.2.2 Error Likelihood Estimate 

The findings of the subjective error analysis conducted on 
site are summarized in Table 4. High dose rate treatment 
planning is the function associated with the highest 
likelihood of error, followed by treatment delivery. These 
likelihood estimates agree with the misadministration report 
data in Table 3 and the workload analysis presented in the 
following section. The consequence of an uncorrected error 
in HDR treatment planning is likely to be severe because of 
the high radiation dosages employed in HDR treatments. 
HDR errors may also be difficult to detect and correct due 
to the short duration of most HDR treatments. 

3.1.2.3 Workload Analysis 

Table 5 shows the results of the workload assessment for 
HDR and LDR during treatment planning and treatment 
delivery. Mental effort was judged to be greater in these 
activities than either time pressure or stress, both of which 
were rated equally. RAB staff subjectively experience 
greater workload in treatment planning than in treatment 
delivery. HDR treatments are associated with slightly 
higher levels of stress, mental effort, and time pressure than 
LDR treatments. HDR workload increases when the 
patient is in severe discomfort, is sedated, or is attended by 
clinical personnel who are anxious to proceed with the 
treatment session. Table 6 shows the workload assessments 
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Table 3. Misadministration Error Analysis 

Function/Task 
Number of 

Misadministrations 
Description of 
Human Error 

L Patient Preparation 
1. Patient scheduling, identification and tracking 
2. Patient instruction 

1 
0 

Misidentify patient 

3. Life support monitoring 
4. Applicator placement and stabilization 
5. Patient transportation 

0 
0 
0 

II. Treatment Planning 
1. Simulation with dummy sources 
2. Target volume localization 
3. Radiation prescription 
4. Dwell position localization 
5. Dosimetry 
6. Treatment plan selection and approval 

0 
1 
0 
2 
4 
1 

Poor mapping of target volume to tumor 

Interpretation of imaging data inaccurate 
Dose calculation error 
Fail to independently verify plan 

IE. Treatment Delivery 

1. Treatment set-up 

2. Treatment plan entry 

3. Verify treatment data prior to treatment 
4. Treatment session monitoring 

4 

4 

1 
5 

Wrong treatment site 
Wrong sources loaded 
Misenter plan values 
Wrong treatment site 
Fail to verify plan 
Wrong source placement in applicator 

5. Treatment session control 

IV. Post-Treatment 
1. Source guide tube disconnection 
2. Applicator removal 
3. Patient transportation 
4. Treatment verification 
5. Record-keeping 

V. Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
1. Source exchange 
2. Source calibration 
3. Equipment and software updates 
4. Troubleshooting 
5. Routine quality assurance 

0 
0 
0 
0 
4 

1 
1 
0 
0 
1 

Fail to detect dislodged source 

Fail to account for all sources 
Fail to maintain adequate records 

Improper packaging of source 
Calibration units different 

Fail to perform radiation survey 

Total 30 

for three groups of RAB personnel: oncologists, physicists, 
and radiation therapy technologists. Dosimetrists were 
combined with radiation therapy technologists to generate a 
statistically meaningful category and because there often is 
overlap in their responsibilities. 

3.1.2.4 Distraction Analysis 

Distractions and potential distractions were observed in all 
stages of the brachytherapy process. These distractions can 
exert a significant impact on both subjective workload and 
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Table 4. Summary of Tasks with Highest Likelihood of Errors 
Based on Subjective Error Analysis 

Function/Task Task Summary Error Likelihood 
Ranking* 

Treatment Planning 

Target volume localization 

Dwell position localization 
and dosimetry 

Simulation with dummy sources 

Treatment Delivery 

Treatment plan entry 

Treatment set-up 

Defining the geometry of the area to be 
irradiated by reconstructing applicator 
locations and anatomical points. This task 
is more likely to be a source of error in HDR 
than in LDR treatments because of the 
shorter time frame for planning in HDR. 

Selecting source dwell positions in the 
applicators and a dwell time at each position 
so that the dose distribution specified in the 
treatment directive will be generated. 

Taking x-rays of implanted applicator(s) using 
dummy sources to show applicator position 
relative to the target volume. 

Manually entering a treatment plan (dwell 
positions and dwell times for each applicator) 
at the afterloader control console. 

Attachment of source guide tubes to the 
afterloader and to the applicators, ensuring 
that each source guide tube is attached to its 
assigned channel and is fully seated. 

* 1 = highest, 5 = lowest 

error likelihood. The crowded conditions and high activity 
levels in most hospitals intrude to some degree into most 
clinical activities. Radiation therapy suites are often located 
in a basement or a remote wing because of the need for 
shielding. In spite of this isolation, intercoms, telephones, 
public address systems, and foot traffic still produce 
distractions and noise. The presence of family members, 
personnel involved in other radiation oncology activities, 
and others not directly involved in RAB also were observed 
to present potential distractions to the RAB staff. 

Background activities and distractions were noted by the 
site visit team during all brachytherapy functions except 
QA and maintenance. In spite of the high level of staff 
activity and the competing demands placed on staff in a 
radiation oncology setting, RAB personnel reported that 
their performance was impaired by these factors only 
during treatment planning. This finding was supported by 
on-site observations. 

Treatment planning requires intense concentration for a 
period of 10-30 minutes. More time is required in complex 
cases or when task steps must be repeated to detect errors 
or correct their consequences. Effective treatment planning 
depends on the execution of a series of sequential, inter
dependent steps. Ideally, treatment planning personnel can 
construct a plan from start to finish without being 
interrupted; however, this may be the exception rather than 
the rule. 

QA and maintenance tasks were accomplished when time 
permitted, without need for outside clinical staff and were 
therefore relatively unaffected by background activities. 

3.1.2.5 Tasks with Significant Error Probabilities 

The combined results of these different methods for 
estimating error probabilities are shown in Table 7 which 
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Table 5. RAB Staff Judgments of Workload Factors 

Treatment Planning Treatment Delivery 

RAB Time Mental Time Mental 
Type Pressure Effort Stress Pressure Effort Stress Mean 

HDR 2.0 2.6 2.1 1.7 2.3 1.8 2.1 
LDR 2.0 2.2 1.5 2.0 2.2 1.8 1.9 

Mean 2.0 2.5 2.0 1.8 2.3 1.8 

Note: Responses were made using a 3-point rating scale. A score of 1 corresponds to a perceived low level of the workload factor, 2 corresponds to a 
moderate level, and 3 corresponds to a high level. 

Table 6. RAB Staff Judgments of Workload Factors by Job Category 

Treatment Planning Treatment Delivery 

Job Time Mental Time Mental 
Category Pressure Effort Stress Pressure Effort Stress Mean 

Oncologists 2.0 2.4 1.8 1.5 1.8 1.5 1.8 
Physicists 2.1 2.6 2.2 1.8 2.3 1.9 2.1 
Radiation Therapy 
Technologists 2.0 2.5 1.8 1.9 2.4 1.7 2.1 

Note: Staff judgments were made using a 3-point rating scale. A score of 1 corresponds to a low level of the indicated activity or perception. 2 corresponds 
to a moderate level, and 3 corresponds to a high level. 

lists twenty-four different error opportunities and the task 
and step in which each error could be made. 

3.1.3 Skills Assessment 

The 27 tasks in RAB involve 19 perceptual, motor, or 
cognitive skills. Eight of the 19 apply to only a single task. 
Thus, 11 of these skills are needed to perform most tasks in 
RAB. Table 8 lists the skills required for each RAB task. 
The percentage of those RAB tasks which use perceptual, 
motor and cognitive skills is shown in Figure 11. The skills 
assessment confirmed the importance of cognitive skills in 
RAB. Problem sensitivity and information ordering are by 
far the most widely used skills. Problem sensitivity is the 
ability to detect and foresee problems and patterns of 
problems. Information ordering is the ability to follow 
explicit rules in order to perform actions in a particular 
order. Information ordering is an important skill because 
RAB tasks are performed in a highly structured, sequential 

manner. Treatment planning required more demanding 
skills than other RAB functions. Most of these required 
skills are cognitive in nature, corroborating the mental 
workload assessment reported in the previous section. 

3.2 Phase 2: Human-System Interface 
(HSI) Evaluation 

During Phase 2, analysts assessed the data on RAB 
equipment, software, documents, and workspaces from site 
visits to determine whether these factors facilitated or 
inhibited RAB task performance. Phase 2 results are 
presented in detail in NUREG/CR-6125, Vol. 3. Analysts 
considered several types of information in making their 
assessments, including the findings of the detailed human-
system interface evaluation presented in Table 1, the steps 
involved in performing each task (as defined in Phase 1), 
the information and control capabilities required to perform 
the tasks, and the comments made by RAB staff during site 
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Table 7. Tasks with a Significant Probability of Human Error 
and Undesirable Error Consequences 

Function/Task Step Possible Errors 

Patient Preparation 

Patient Transportation 

Treatment Planning 

Simulation with 
Dummy Sources 

Dosimetry 

Treatment Delivery 

Treatment Set-up 

Treatment Plan Entry 

Transport after placing applicators 

Select dummy source(s) 
Insert dummy sources into applicators 
Visualize dummy source locations 

Calibrate x-ray images 
Identify applicator and its position 
Enter shield locations 
Enter shield characteristics 
Enter reference radiation dose 
Select active dwell positions 
Select active dwell positions 
Select active dwell positions 
Enter dwell times 
Select weighting factors 
Enter source characteristics 
Enter source characteristics 
Enter source characteristics 

Attach source guide tubes 
Attach source guide tubes 

Enter channel number 
Enter length 
Press position key 
Press cancel key 
Press time key 

Applicator position changed 

Wrong dummy source(s) inserted 
Sources not fully inserted 
Patient improperly aligned 

Incorrect values entered 
Incorrect values entered 
Incorrect shield position entered 
Incorrect shield data entered 
Incorrect dose level or units entered 
Incorrect starting position entered 
Incorrect position offset entered 
Position entered for wrong applicator 
Incorrect values entered 
Incorrect weight entered 
Wrong date entered 
Wrong isotope entered 
Wrong calibration data entered 

Guide tubes and channels mismatched 
Indexer ring not secured 

Wrong channel selected 
Wrong length entered 
Wrong position selected 
Wrong position selected 
Wrong time selected 

visits. General findings across all functions and tasks were 
that 
• Staff were not familiar with infrequently used 

interfaces. 
• Operators' views of essential displays and controls 

were often obscured. 
• System status information was often not available to 

users of the equipment. 
• When system status information was available, it was 

often difficult to understand. 

The following sections present the results of the human 
systems interface evaluations for specific RAB functions 
and tasks. 

3.2.1 Patient Preparation 

Traditional HSI factors exerted minimal influence on the 
patient preparation tasks since, for the most part, 
equipment, software, and documents played only minor 
roles in these tasks. The tasks involved in Patient 
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Table 8. Skills Required to Perform Specific RAB Tasks 

Skill 

Function/Task 

I. Patient Preparation 
1, Patient scheduling, ID, and tracking 
2. Patient instruction 
3. Life support monitoring 
4. Applicator placement and stabilization 
5. Patient transportation 

II. Treatment Planning 
1. Simulation with dummy sources 
2. Target volume localization 
3. Radiation prescription 
4. Dwell position localization 
5. Dosimetry 
6. Treatment plan selection and approval 

III. Treatment Delivery 
1. Treatment set-up 
2.Treatment plan entry 
3. Verify treatment data prior to treatment 
4. Treatment session monitoring 
5, Treatment session control 

IV. Post-Treatment 
1. Source guide tube disconnection 
2. Applicator removal 
3. Patient transportation 
4. Treatment verification 
5, Record-keeping 

V. Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
1. Source exchange 
2. Source calibration 
3. Equipment and software updates 
4. Troubleshooting 
5. Routine quality assurance 
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Figure 11. Percent of RAB tasks requiring various skill factors 

Preparation are performed at various locations in the 
radiation oncology suite. 

3.2.1.1 Patient Scheduling, Identification, and 
Tracking 

Patient scheduling was performed by administrative staff 
within the radiation oncology suite. Patient scheduling 
results were often kept on large office calendars maintained 
by a receptionist, clerk or administrator. These schedules 
were filled out after using the telephone to contact and 
coordinate treatment times with patients and staff. 

Patient identification was performed initially by verbal 
interchange with the patient or by inspecting records that 
accompanied the patient to the RAB facility. Within the 
RAB work area, identification and tracking of the patient 
and his records used photographs, identification labels, and 
the patient's name and treatment data written on records. 
The labels, names, and data were often difficult to read and 
interpret so that they were not suitable for rapid 
identification. 

3.2.1.2 Patient Instruction 

Most treatment facilities made special efforts to explain the 
nature and course of treatment to each patient. The 
radiation oncologist and nurse usually explained in general 
terms what to expect during an RAB treatment and 

summarized its expected effect on their disease. HDR 
patients are usually instructed to remain stationary during 
the brief period of treatment delivery and LDR patients are 
instructed to limit their movements. When patients were not 
capable of participating fully in treatment delivery, because 
of senility, sedation, or cognitive impairment, their ability 
to understand and follow the instructions was assessed so 
that these potential problems could be addressed prior to 
treatment. No interfaces or aids were used in this task. 

3.2.1.3 Life Support Monitoring 

Life support and monitoring equipment are highly variable 
in interface design, presenting potential human interface 
problems to staff. These potential problems were not 
evaluated in this study since most sites at which such 
equipment was used either restricted its use to physicians or 
provided other specialized staff from outside the RAB work 
group to deal with the life support equipment. 

3.2.1.4 Applicator Placement and Stabilization 

Many of the applicators used in RAB were adequately 
designed and labeled. Some, however, have no labeling 
whatsoever. This made it difficult to discriminate between 
them when they were used in a multiple applicator 
treatment. Discussions of applicator attachment in user 
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manuals and other documents were incomplete and 
generally unsatisfactory. 

No mechanism was provided to assess the stability of 
applicators after they had been placed in treatment 
positions. To compensate for this deficiency, staff at some 
sites used tape and ink marks to match positions on the 
applicators to marks on the patient's skin so that they could 
detect applicator motion after placement. 

3.2.1.5 Patient Transportation 

Transport equipment for sedated patients was provided and 
restraints were available if needed. Staff at most facilities 
attempted to minimize patient movement after applicators 
were in place, with varying success. Two facilities limited 
patient movement during transport by placing and securing 
the patient on a hard frame prior to transport. The patient 
and frame were then moved together on subsequent 
transfers, allowing the patient to remain in a single position 
on the frame. Restraints and bed rails were available on 
transportation equipment at most sites to prevent semi
conscious patients from falling. No other standard 
interfaces were found to help prevent or detect applicator 
movement during patient transport. Positioning marks made 
at some sites during applicator placement could be used to 
detect gross movement of externally visible applicators 
during transport. 

Identification labels on the patients and their records were 
used to verify each patient's identity and to match the 
patient with transported records. These labels were often 
difficult to read and interpret, or used codes (such as bar 
codes) that required machine translation before they could 
be compared after transport. 

3.2.2 Treatment Planning 

HSI influences on treatment planning tasks were more 
pronounced than on patient preparation tasks. Analysts 
evaluated the adequacy of equipment design and workspace 
layouts for simulation with dummy sources, target volume 
localization, dwell position localization, and dosimetry . 
The other treatment planning tasks, radiation prescription 
and treatment plan selection and approval, were performed 
by the radiation oncologist at various workspaces, which 
had no particular influence on their performance. 

Treatment planning was found to be complex and mentally 
demanding. It was often performed under considerable time 
pressure with minimal performance feedback from software 
and hardware interfaces. Treatment directives and the 
worksheets used to transport information between planning 
tasks were often not standardized. Measurement units 
varied with individuals and between different tasks and 

equipment. Error opportunities increased each time staff 
was required to translate between incompatible information 
presentation and entry formats. 

Treatment planning systems were not designed for physical 
comfort and often did not place needed information in the 
operator's line of sight. Non-standard labeling and data 
entry formats further increased the likelihood of human 
error. 

3.2.2.1 Simulation with Dummy Sources 

Several models of simulation equipment were used for 
simulation. In general, this equipment met human factors 
engineering design standards (e.g., MEL-STD-1472D, 
NASA-STD-3000) and promoted accurate usage by 
technologists who performed simulation tasks. Much of the 
older equipment, however, employed sub-optimal displays 
and ambiguous control labeling. These interfaces 
introduced a significant potential for error due to confusion 
about the actual (vs. intended) settings. Some protection 
against these errors was provided by extensive practice 
(repetition) in performing simulation tasks and by the 
standardization of task sequences, equipment settings, and 
staff roles. 

Most workspaces for simulation were found to be arranged 
in an appropriate manner to support the simulation tasks. 
Workspace configurations at most sites had evolved based 
on the needs and suggestions of the staff. The ability to 
accommodate simulation was comparable for dedicated 
simulation rooms and for integrated simulation - RAB 
treatment rooms. 

3.2.2.2 Target Volume Localization 

Most treatment planning workspaces were not well arranged 
for target volume localization. This task often required 
projection of the image of the target onto a simulation x-ray. 
No interface aids were provided for this projection at some 
sites. At others, rulers and magnification scales were used to 
carefully measure distances between the target and other 
structures before transferring them to the simulation images. 
Rulers of different scale with often indistinguishable 
markings were found at several sites, increasing the 
likelihood of measurement and projection errors. 

3.2.2.3 Radiation Prescription 

Radiation prescriptions usually were written using units of 
radiation dose to tissue: rads, Gray, or centiGray. Some 
planning systems used units that were different from those 
typically used at the facility. Significant problems are likely 
if the treatment planner either fails to notice a difference in 
radiation units or miscalculates its conversion. 
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3.2.2.4 Dwell Position Localization 

Dwell positions in the applicators were often chosen by 
comparing simulation images of dummy source strings with 
target localization marks. When simulation images were 
unavailable, fixed dwell positions were chosen based on 
measurement from a reference point within each applicator. 
These simulation images, localization marks, and 
measuring devices were the primary interfaces used in this 
task. Staff had difficulty matching the images of the same 
dummy source in different simulation views. They also 
found it difficult to estimate the actual distances between 
imaged structures from the two-dimensional projections of 
those structures in the simulation views. 

Applicator labels were often not visible in x-ray images, 
leading to possible errors in identifying the images of the 
same applicator in different views 

At many sites, treatment planning systems were used to 
reconstruct dwell positions in space from simulation 
images. These reconstructions helped staff to visualize the 
spatial arrangement of their chosen dwell positions. Use of 
these systems required that the selected dwell positions be 
digitized using dosimetry equipment and interfaces. 

Once dwell positions within each applicator were selected, 
staff were often required to translate those positions into 
linear distances from the afterloader. These translations 
often required careful measurement of the length of the 
cable path used to bring the source to the applicator. Guide 
tube lengths were usually not well marked and similar 
guide tubes of different length were often poorly labeled. 
Standard path lengths through known guide tube 
connections were used at some sites to reduce the potential 
for error in these calculations. 

Feedback was provided by some planning systems on the 
linear distances between source positions resulting from 
dwell position specifications. Typically, no feedback was 
provided on the distance between the sources and the 
radiation targets. 

The manuals that pertained to dwell position localization 
were often inadequate. Sentences tended to be long, 
illustrations lacked clarity, and information was not ordered 
according to the actual sequence of task operations. 

3.2.2.5 Dosimetry 

The major strength of some treatment planning systems was 
their dose optimization ability, which greatly facilitated 
dwell time selection. Dose optimization was "built into" the 
dedicated RAB treatment planning systems and enabled 
them to choose dwell times designed to deliver specific 

radiation doses to a specified target. Generic treatment 
planning systems, which are used for both teletherapy and 
RAB, tend not to have dose optimization algorithms built 
in, thereby requiring treatment planners or physicians to 
perform the optimization themselves by repeatedly 
choosing tentative dwell times and then evaluating the 
resulting isodose distributions until an acceptable 
distribution is produced. The number of interactions and 
judgments required of operators in these systems can 
increase the potential for human error. 

Many sites maintained several independent, dedicated 
treatment planning systems in a single, crowded room. As a 
result, RAB treatment planning systems were often 
configured to fit into available space rather than to adhere 
to ergonomics guidelines. RAB treatment planning 
workstations were often configured so that the computer, 
which was arranged for seated use, was beside the light 
table, which was arranged for standing use. This horizontal 
configuration not only required the treatment planner to 
alternate between sitting and standing but also made it 
difficult to observe the computer screen from the light 
table. The light table, was typically placed so that most 
treatment planners (particularly women and those of 
smaller stature) would need to stand and bend over it to 
avoid parallax problems while digitizing. This posture 
places unnecessary stress on the lower back, neck, and 
shoulders. Several planning systems were found to have 
significant parallax in their digitizing systems so that 
different coordinates might be entered depending on the 
angle between the operator's line of sight and the plane of 
the digitizing table. Also, treatment planning reference 
manuals, patient records, and other printed information 
were often stored in locations that required treatment 
planners to twist their torsos and/or to lift improperly. 

These systems relied on treatment planning software, which 
had both good and poor features. The software often 
performed all the calculations required to reconstruct 
applicator and target geometries from simulation views. 
This eliminated numerous opportunities for human error in 
performing these complicated mathematical calculations. 
The speed and accuracy of the computer calculations 
allowed multiple dose distributions to be calculated so that 
a treatment plan could be optimized to match the dose 
specified in the treatment directive. The software interfaces, 
however, were often difficult for users to operate. 
Digitization and option selections required long sequences 
of manual data entry without feedback that would allow 
entry errors to be detected or corrected. Users reported that 
they often could not determine the appropriate response to 
software prompts. They found it easier to restart the 
software and re-enter all their data rather than to attempt to 
verify or correct their entries. 
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The user manuals for dosimetry were confusing, and 
difficult to use. Sentences were lengthy and difficult to 
read, illustrations were of poor quality, and information was 
not organized in the order in which it would be needed 
while performing dosimetry. 

Most workspaces were arranged adequately to allow a 
single user to view the computer-based graphics used 
during dosimetry. However, the open or shared 
arrangement of many treatment planning workstations was 
incompatible with the need for quiet and intense 
concentration during RAB treatment planning. 

3.2.2.6 Treatment Plan Selection and Approval 

Dosimetry is an iterative process in which multiple 
candidate treatment plans are generated for a given 
treatment fraction. These plans are comparatively evaluated 
for their ability to meet the requirements of the radiation 
prescription. The most suitable plan is chosen from this 
pool of candidate plans, is approved by the attending 
physician, and is then used to enter treatment plan 
parameters into the afterloader control unit. 

3.2.3 Treatment Delivery 

The treatment delivery tasks were heavily influenced by 
HSI factors. In treatment delivery, the unique equipment, 
software, and workspaces for HDR and LDR exerted 
different influences on task performance. 

The software in both HDR and LDR treatment delivery 
systems adequately supported the relevant tasks, providing 
several safety checks and back-ups. The LDR workspaces 
were considered to be suitable for the required tasks before 
and during treatment. HDR workspaces shared with other 
types of equipment occasionally restricted staff access to 
the patient and to the HDR controls. 

3.2.3.1 Treatment Set-up 

In general, the equipment and workspaces for treatment set
up facilitated task performance. Necessary RAB supplies 
and equipment were typically stored in the treatment room, 
near the location where they were to be used. In most cases, 
RAB supplies were labeled in a manner that maximized 
rapid and unambiguous understanding by users. User 
manuals were not particularly helpful for treatment set-up 
since they tended to omit procedures that were not directly 
associated with operation of the RAB unit. Consequently, 
most sites had developed their own procedures, often 
embodied in a checklist to facilitate their performance. The 
findings were that these self-developed procedures were 
highly variable. 

A significant potential problem was the possibility of 
moving or stepping on guide tubes and power cables during 
treatment. This problem was more likely in LDR RAB 
where treatments are often interrupted to allow staff and 
visitors access to the treatment room. 

3.2.3.2 Treatment Plan Entry 

The impact of HSI factors on treatment plan entry varied 
depending on the method used to enter the data. Equipment 
that permitted treatment plans to be entered by recall from 
computer memory or by insertion of a pre-recorded 
program card clearly facilitated accurate data entry. On the 
other hand, they also made it easier to enter data from the 
wrong treatment plan. Cards and disks used to enter 
treatment plans were often unlabeled and difficult to 
distinguish visually from similar media containing incorrect 
plans. The interfaces used to enter treatment plans manually 
(e.g., series of printed dwell times and dwell intervals), 
increased the opportunity for human error in this task by 
requiring additional steps in the entry process. 

Regardless of the entry mode, the software that drives the 
afterloader control units supported this task adequately and 
displayed the entered parameters so that they could be 
verified after entry. The user manuals described the 
treatment tasks and steps adequately, although their poor 
format and organization often made them difficult to use. 

The 6-channel status display on the Selectron LDR 
provided an additional HSI strength for verifying treatment 
data prior to treatment. 

Systems in which multiple treatment plans are stored prior 
to treatment can enable errors that might not occur 
otherwise. They provide ready access not only to the 
approved plan for the current treatment session but also to 
treatment plans intended for other patients or prior 
treatment sessions on-the current patient. Operators using 
these systems require an unambiguous method to match 
each stored treatment plan with individual treatment 
sessions to reduce the chance of entering the wrong plan for 
a particular session. 

3.2.3.3 Verify Treatment Data Prior to Treatment 

Verification of treatment parameters was performed at the 
treatment control workspace using one of two methods. A 
manual check could be made to ensure that the correct 
values had been entered into the afterloader control unit. 
Alternatively, the printer in the afterloader control unit 
could print out a hard copy of treatment parameters. Both 
methods supported the task well by providing an immediate 
hard copy of treatment values and a record of events during 
a session (e.g., errors, incomplete insertions, interruptions). 
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Their correct execution was aided by following locally 
developed procedures using supporting documentation. 
After a treatment session, that record could be used to 
verify that a treatment had been performed. It was 
sufficiently detailed to allow the consequences of some 
treatment-related problems to be corrected by compensating 
for their consequences in subsequent treatment sessions. 
Some printers produced faint images that were difficult to 
read. Others failed to specify units for the printed values, 
leading to possible interpretation errors by staff unfamiliar 
with their content. 

3.2.3.4 Treatment Session Monitoring 

Control unit displays at many sites had narrow viewing 
angles that placed the operator out of TV monitor or 
window sight lines. At those sites, the patient and the 
afterloader control unit could not be monitored effectively 
by one person during treatment delivery. At LDR sites, the 
remote control consoles and nurse station displays 
facilitated the tasks involved in monitoring treatment by 
presenting the required information on the displays of a 
single workstation. 

3.2.3.5 Treatment Session Control 

Whether people other than the patient were in the treatment 
room was not always obvious to the person controlling the 
afterloading equipment. Since the room should be empty 
when the source is exposed for QA, and occupied only by 
the patient during treatment, this increased the potential for 
unintentional radiation exposure. 

Different versions of some LDR controls were found to 
have conflicting color codes. Some units had red stop 
buttons and green start buttons, others reversed that coding. 
Patient call lights at the nursing station display were often 
unlabeled or ambiguously labeled. Some LED indicator 
lights on LDR units appeared to be illuminated when they 
were actually off. Others reflected light which made them 
difficult to read. 

Emergency access to the afterloader and the patient was 
difficult due to the physical separation of the RAB staff 
from them during treatment delivery. This drawback can be 
partially offset by ensuring that the manual source 
retraction cranks in the afterloader can be accessed and 
operated during emergencies. Also, a patient should be able 
to be quickly disconnected from the afterloader and 
removed from the treatment room. 

The manuals supporting treatment session monitoring and 
control were adequate, although it was difficult to locate 
specific troubleshooting information due to poor 
organization and indexing. 

The opening of the emergency source storage container 
was a potential problem at some HDR sites. It was often 
only slightly larger than a source and too narrow to allow 
insertion of a source trapped inside an applicator or 
enclosed within a source guide tube. 

3.2.4 Post-Treatment 

For the most part, the post-treatment tasks were not 
strongly influenced by HSI factors. The major concerns 
during post-treatment pertain to patient welfare and 
completing and securing all forms and records needed to 
fully document the treatment session. Some potential 
opportunities for human error arising from inadequate 
interfaces are mentioned below. 

3.2.4.1 Source Guide Tube Disconnection 

The connectors and other auxiliary equipment used to 
disconnect source guide tubes were well designed to 
facilitate task performance. The work spaces where these 
tasks were performed were suitable. Provisions for storing 
the source guide tubes were haphazard at some sites, 
however, which can lead to subsequent treatment set-up 
errors when source guide tubes that are of different lengths 
are stored together. The lack of labeling on most source 
guide tubes also contributes to this problem. 

3.2.4.2 Applicator Removal 

Applicator removal is a medical procedure performed by 
the attending medical staff. In some cases, such as lung 
treatments, the applicator can be removed immediately 
following the treatment session; in other cases, applicators 
must be surgically removed. In the former situation, HSI 
factors are minimal, whereas in the latter situation, they lie 
beyond the scope of this project. 

3.2.4.3 Patient Transportation 

Patient transportation needs vary according to the type of 
RAB administered and the post-treatment condition of the 
patient. Patients who receive LDR RAB treatments do so in 
their hospital rooms, which eliminates any post-treatment 
transportation needs. Patients who receive HDR RAB 
treatments, in contrast, must be moved from the 
brachytherapy suite. Patients may either walk under their 
own power while being escorted or be transported in a 
wheel chair. In either case, HSI factors play a negligible 
role. 
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3.2.4.4 Treatment Verification 

Treatment verification requires that an accurate record of 
the treatment session be obtained and incorporated with the 
patient's records. The afterloader control unit is the primary 
interface that is used to obtain a print-out of treatment 
session events and treatment plan parameters. RAB staff 
obtained this information from each of the afterloaders 
examined in this project with no problem. Treatment 
verification is performed in the treatment control area, often 
when other staff are preparing for the next patient. These 
crowded and time pressured conditions can encourage 
errors unless procedures for verifying a treatment session 
have been established and are followed. Checklists were 
used at some sites to facilitate error-free performance. 

3.2.4.5 Record-Keeping 

Each site used its own forms and procedures for record
keeping. As with treatment verification, the treatment 
control workspace used for this task tended to be crowded 
and cramped because it was shared with other radiotherapy 
modalities such as teletherapy. Opportunities for 
misplacing forms or for mismatching forms with patient 
and department records were thus presented. The use of job 
aids to guard against these errors, such as color coding 
schemes, was minimal or inconsistently applied at some 
sites. 

3.2.5 Quality Assurance and Maintenance 

Source exchange, source calibration, and routine quality 
assurance tasks were generally well supported by the 
equipment, software, and workspaces. Problems with 
individual interfaces are noted below. 

3.2.5.1 Source Exchange 

Because of the different types of sources and hardware 
configurations, different HSI considerations are relevant for 
the HDR and LDR source exchange tasks. For the 
MicroSelectron LDR system, source exchange involved 
using a source preparation station to build source strings. 
The interface for this device required users to assemble 
sources while viewing the assembly in a mirror. Problems 
with the interface of this device interfered with effective 
task performance. Users reported difficulties with cutters, 
with measuring lengths, and were observed to expose their 
eyes to radiation during walk-throughs of the source 
preparation procedure. The user manual was not considered 
helpful for this task, in contrast to the locally generated 
checklists and forms which were used to guide task 
performance. 

Contents of intermediate safes used to store LDR source 
strings after their preparation could not be determined 
directly. Similarly, HDR systems failed to provide a way to 
detect the presence of a HDR source in the safe after source 
exchange (or treatment). 

3.2.5.2 Source Calibration 

Source calibration chambers were often difficult to position 
and secure at a fixed distance from the source during 
calibration. Since measured activity is a function of the 
distance to the measuring device, small positioning errors 
could have serious consequences on subsequent treatments. 
Sources were shipped labeled with activity values 
calculated by the vendor, but different calibration 
equipment and calibration algorithms made comparison of 
these calculations difficult. No aids for comparing the 
results of calibration differences were provided. As in 
source exchange, the locally generated checklists and forms 
were much more useful than the user manuals for 
performing this task. 

3.2.5.3 Equipment and Software Updates 

Software updates typically lacked adequate documentation. 
Documentation often failed to inform users of interface 
changes that accompanied software modifications. 
Modifications themselves were often undocumented, which 
prevented users from identifying and validating calculations 
that might be affected by the changes. Manufacturer 
telephone assistance constituted a back-up source of 
information that could be used to augment written material. 

3.2.5.4 Troubleshooting 

Troubleshooting was hindered by the use of cryptic 
software error codes and by hard-to-understand user 
manuals. The availability of diagnostics in the equipment 
and of a telephone in the workspace (to obtain on-line 
assistance from the manufacturer) helped to offset these 
weaknesses. Rapid and unambiguous tool access was 
hindered by cluttered and poorly organized workspaces at 
some sites. 

3.2.5.5 Routine Quality Assurance 

Routine QA involves tests performed on a regular basis to 
ensure that the RAB system is operating within its design 
tolerances. One of these tests determines the accuracy with 
which an HDR afterloader can move and position a check 
cable in a test applicator. The indicator on the Nucletron 
source position check ruler, which is pushed by the check 
cable, may fit too loosely and move further than the cable 
which pushes it—giving an inaccurate indication of cable 
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positioning. Routine QA tasks were often facilitated by the 
use of locally generated checklists and forms. 

3.3 Phase 3: Procedures and 
Practices Evaluation 

During Phase 3, analysts evaluated procedures and 
practices used to perform RAB. Phase 3 results are 
presented in detail in NUREG/CR-6125, Vol. 3. This 
section deals with the procedures and practices used to plan 
and deliver RAB treatments. Procedures and practices 
addressing task allocation, task location, task ordering and 
other organizational factors are summarized in Section 3.5. 

Very few sites used written procedures to guide RAB task 
performance. Table 9 shows the percentage of sites at 
which some form of locally written task performance 
procedure was found for each RAB task. In general, QA 
and Maintenance had the most documentation. More than 
60 percent of the sites had either worksheets or checklists 
for all QA and Maintenance tasks except for the Equipment 
and Software Update task. In contrast, tasks in the Patient 
Preparation function tended to have the least 
documentation. Only the patient scheduling and tracking 
task was documented at more than a very small number of 
sites. Tasks for the other three functions—Treatment 
Planning, Treatment Delivery, and Post-Treatment—had 
documentation support that was intermediate between QA 
and Maintenance and Patient Preparation, with 20 to 40 
percent of the sites having either worksheets or checklists 
for most of these tasks. Staff at some sites referred to 
manufacturer's equipment manuals during RAB. 
Manufacturer's and distributor's manuals for afterloading 
equipment have been evaluated separately in Volume 3 of 
NUREG/CR-6125. Only a few of those manuals described 
procedures for using the equipment to perform RAB tasks. 
The manuals typically described only the steps required to 
interface with the equipment and omitted the steps in the 
tasks that did not use the. equipment. 

3.3.1 Evaluation of Procedural Documents 

Procedural documents were classified as descriptions, 
checklists, or worksheets depending on whether the 
documents provided instructions without user annotation 
(descriptions), space for users to indicate that steps in a 
procedure had been performed (checklists), or space for 
results of the procedure to be entered (worksheets). Table 
10 shows the percentage of sites at which each type of 
procedural document was found for individual RAB tasks. 
Some sites had no written procedures for most tasks. Some 
sites had a single type of written procedure to guide 
performance of selected tasks, while others had both 
procedural descriptions and checklists or worksheets for the 
same task. 

Table 9. Tasks for which Procedural Documents 
were Found at 15 Sites 

Percentage of sites at 
which written procedural 
documents were used to 
guide task performance Function/Task 

Patient Preparation 
Patient scheduling, identification, and tracking 33 
Patient instruction 0 
Life support monitoring1 0 
Applicator placement and stabilization 13 
Patient transportation 0 

Treatment Planning 
Simulation with dummy sources 33 
Target volume localization 7 
Radiation prescription 47 
Dwell position localization 27 
Dosimetry2 0 
Treatment plan selection and approval 20 

Treatment Delivery 
Treatment set-up 27 
Treatment plan entry 40 
Verification of data prior to treatment 27 
Treatment session monitoring and control 27 

Post-Treatment 
Source guide tube disconnection 

and applicator removal3 13 
Patient transportation 0 
Record-keeping and treatment verification4 27 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange 67 
Source calibration 60 
Equipment and software updates 7 
Troubleshooting 67 
Routine quality assurance 67 

All tasks except for life support monitoring were performed at every site. 
Life support monitoring was performed only rarely by non-medical RAB 
staff. No written procedures were found for this task that were accessible 
to staff during task performance. 

2 Dosimetry is an automated task that is performed by the treatment 
planning software. As such, no written procedural documentation was 
available or needed to guide task performance. 

* Source guide tube disconnection and applicator removal were combined 
into the same documents at all sites that had documentation for these tasks. 

4 Record-keeping and treatment verification were combined into the same 
documents at all sites that had documentation for these tasks. 
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Table 10. Types of Task Performance Procedures Found at 15 Sites 

Function/Task 

A document describing 
task performance 

was available 
(percent of sites) 

Checklists 
were used during 
task performance 

(percent of sites) 

Worksheets 
were used during 
task performance 

(percent of sites) 

Patient Preparation 
Patient scheduling, identification, and tracking 13 
Patient instruction -
Life support monitoring -
Applicator placement and stabilization -
Patient transportation -

Treatment Planning 
Simulation with dummy sources 33 
Target volume localization -
Radiation prescription 20 
Dwell position localization -
Dosimetry -
Treatment plan selection and approval 13 

Treatment Delivery 
Treatment set-up 27 
Treatment plan entry 33 
Verify treatment data prior to treatment 20 
Treatment session monitoring and control 20 

Post-Treatment 
Source guide tube and applicator removal L3 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange 13 
Source calibration 47 
Equipment and software updates 7 
Troubleshooting 67 
Routine quality assurance 60 

20 

13 

13 

13 
27 

7 

53 

7 
7 

27 
27 

13 

7 
13 
27 

7 

7 
33 

7 
27 

3.3.1.1 Procedural Descriptions 

Written procedural descriptions were found at only a few 
sites for most RAB tasks. Most were descriptions of general 
task goals or hardware interface guidelines rather than step-
by-step descriptions of how to perform RAB tasks. Few of 
these descriptions were suitable for use as guidelines during 
task performance due to differences between the 
descriptions and the steps actually required to perform the 
tasks. Exceptions were noted for source calibration 
procedures and some troubleshooting procedures. These 
had usually been designed by the RAB staff who performed 
those tasks. They were useful to the RAB staff as a guide in 
performing steps in infrequently performed tasks, but were 

often privately maintained and not accessible to other staff. 
The suitability of these descriptions for others was 
questionable since the steps described were often limited to 
those in which the RAB staff anticipated difficulty. Simple 
equipment operating procedures and emergency procedures 
were also posted in several treatment control workspaces. 
Many of these descriptions were obscured from view. 
However, staff knew of their existence and were usually 
able to locate them when asked about them. 

3.3.1.2 Worksheets and Checklists 

Checklists and worksheets guided task performance at 
some sites. Seventy-two of these were collected and 

45 NUREG/CR-6125 



Results 

evaluated for features that are known to affect the ease with 
which a document can be used and understood. These 
features include legibility, language, format, illustration 
usage and highlighting, and comprehensibility. Table 11 
shows the percentage of worksheets and checklists that met, 
partially met, or failed to meet human factors document 
design standards and guidelines (e.g., MIL-M-38784B) for 
each of these features. Table 11 indicates that most 
documents were legible and comprehensible, but that they 
often failed to use illustrations, white space, and 
highlighting techniques, all of which could markedly 
improve their readability and usefulness to RAB staff. The 
following paragraphs discuss Table 11 findings in more 
detail. 

Legibility 

Most of the documents used a font that was simple and 
non-stylized. However, many documents (43 percent) 
lacked sharp and crisp printed characters. Most of these 
problems stemmed from bad photocopies in which smudges 
and fading made the print difficult to read. Thirty-eight 
percent of the documents were printed in font sizes that 
were too small to be easily read at normal working 
distances. Many were well below 12 points, and some were 
so small that they were almost illegible. Such small print 
poses a problem when rapid and accurate transfer of 
information is desirable. 

Language 

Forty percent of the worksheets and checklists contained 
abbreviations that might be misinterpreted by staff 
performing the task. Only 10 percent of the documents 
explained those abbreviations. 

Format 

In many instances, lines were used to separate text or to 
link text items. These lines were often difficult to follow. 
Worksheets and checklists, require enough space between 
lines for information to be easily written and seen. The 
spacing between lines of text was insufficient for these 
purposes in many of the documents. Insufficient space can 
lead to skipped items or misunderstood information. 

Illustrations and Highlighting 

Only twenty-one percent of these documents had 
illustrations to clarify the meaning of their descriptions. 
Several worksheets had space in which an illustration could 
be drawn by a task performer to amplify the information 
contained in the document. 

Highlighting consisting of boldface type, font changes, 
underlining or color changes was used to emphasize 
important information in 35 percent of these documents. 

Comprehensibility 

Most of the documents were logically organized to follow 
an expected sequence of RAB events. Worksheets and 
checklists were occasionally difficult to follow due to 
inconsistent entry formats for adjacent items. Instead of 
always using a check to indicate a passed test or a 
completed procedure, some checklists required checks for 
failed tests. Others were inconsistent in their entry 
requirements. Not all checklists were arranged so that 
missing items or failed tests would be obvious at a glance. 

Information Content 

Table 12 shows the information contained in 27 worksheets 
and checklists used during patient preparation, treatment 
planning, and treatment delivery. 

Most sites had some method (dates or fraction numbers) to 
identify the treatment fraction to which the document 
corresponded. Roughly half carried the radiation 
prescription and therefore provided enough information to 
verify adherence to the treatment directive. Several 
contained a description of applicator-channel connections, 
and a few had space to write planning calculations for later 
verification. 

Table 13 shows the information contained in 22 additional 
worksheets and checklists dealing with routine quality 
assurance. All provided space for initials of the person 
performing the QA check. Most included the date the QA 
was performed and a check of the safety interlocks used 
during treatment. Some also noted whether the source 
activity and positioning accuracy had been verified. 

3.3.2 Identification of RAB Task 
Performance and Linkage Practices 

The methods used to perform the RAB tasks varied at each 
site. Staff at some sites followed detailed procedural 
guidelines while others had no written guidelines for task 
performance. Worksheets were used to carry information 
between tasks at some sites. Staff at other sites relied on 
memory or verbal communication for these task linkages. 
Verification of task performance and linkages was similarly 
formalized at some sites and performed informally or 
omitted at others. The following sections describe the 
practices identified for performing each RAB task and note 
when those practices were guided by a written procedure. 
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Table 11. Percent of RAB Worksheets and Checklists Meeting Evaluation Criteria 

Not 
Yes Sometimes No Applicable 

Criteria (percent of total) (percent of total) (percent of total) (percent of total) 

Legibility 
Simple, non-stylized font 
Printed characters are sharp and crisp 

88 
57 

1 
21 

11 
22 

0 
0 

Font size legible 62 21 17 0 

Language 
Short line length 
Familiar words 

71 
96 

25 
4 

4 
0 

0 
0 

Clear meaning 52 42 6 0 

Format 
Sufficient spacing between text 42 25 33 0 
Caps and italics used appropriately 
Lines separating text are easy to follow 

55 
44 

18 
31 

7 
19 

20 
6 

Illustrations and Highlighting 
Drawings, or figures used 
to facilitate understanding 

Boldface, font change, underlining, 
or color change used to emphasize 
important information 

21 

15 25 

79 

60 

Comprehensibility 
Text is organized into logical 

statements and sections 82 3 4 11 
Abbreviations are explained 10 14 39 37 

3.3.2.1 Patient Preparation Practices 

Scheduling, Identification, and Tracking 

Scheduling logs for treatment rooms were used at all sites. 
The patient was photographed and carried a copy of the 
photograph during treatment at two sites. Another copy of 
the photograph was placed in the patient's medical records. 
This provided the redundant information needed to verify 
the patient's identity and match the patient to the records 
prior to treatment. 

Patients were sometimes re-identified by different staff 
upon arrival at each RAB workstation. When the results of 
these workstation identifications were preserved, this 
practice served to track the patient's progress through the 
facility and allowed staff to detect identification or tracking 

errors. In that system, the patient was identified once and 
the initial identification was verified at each workstation. 
When the results of previous identifications were not 
preserved, workstation identifications provided an 
additional opportunity for making an identification error, 
but provided no way to detect the error. Staff generally 
interrogated the patient to generate the extra information 
needed to verify their identification in those circumstances. 

Written descriptions of how to schedule an RAB treatment 
session were provided at two of the sites. A step-by step 
checklist was completed during scheduling at three other 
sites. A worksheet was completed after scheduling and 
passed, along with other information on the patient, to 
subsequent task performers at five of the sites. 
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Table 12. RAB Treatment Worksheet and Checklist Contents 

Doc# Document type Tmt fraction 
identified by 

Rx 
included 

Target 
ID 

App-site 
map 

App-chan 
map 

Dwell 
points 

Dwell 
times 

Planning 
calcs 

Verification 
required 

2 Worksheet Date •(D) • • • 
3 Worksheet Date • • • • 
4 Worksheet Date •(D) • • • 
5 Worksheet Rx • •(MD) • (clos) 
6 Worksheet Date/Fx • • • 
12 Worksheet Date/Fx • • • 
19 Worksheet Date/Fx • • • • 
24 Worksheet/Checklist Date/Fx • 
29 Worksheet Date • • • • • 
36 Worksheet Date • NA (single) • • • 
37 Worksheet Date/Fx • • • 
38 Worksheet Date • plan# plan # 
39 Worksheet Date/Fx (maybe) •(D) 
40 Worksheet Date/Fx (maybe) •(D) 
41 Worksheet Date/Fx • • 
50 Worksheet Date/Fx NA (single) • • 
51 Worksheet/Checklist • 
53 Worksheet Date/Fx • NA (single) 
56 Worksheet Date/Fx • 
58 Worksheet Date copy 
64 Worksheet Date/Fx 
68 Worksheet Dates • • 
69 Worksheet Dates 
71 Worksheet/Checklist Date • • 
76 Worksheet Date • • • • • 
77 Worksheet Date • • • • • 
86 Worksheet Date copy • • 

Fx: Treatment fraction number (D): Printed diagram provided for annotation MD: Selected by physician 
Rx: Radiation prescription number (maybe): Printed diagram shows some possible targets Dos: Completed by dosimetrist 
copy: Rx copied onto form (single): Only one applicator used plan #: taken from a planning atlas 



Table 13. Routine QA Checklist Contents 

Doc Checker Door Inter- Console Source Sou 
# Date Initials Interlock nipt Lights Activate Reti 

ce Inter- Camera/ Printer Proc. Source 
act Cables com Monitor Timer Paper Posted Activity Other 

1 
7 

- 10 
21 
23 
28 
35 

40a 
44-46 

49 
52 
55 
65 
70 
73 
74 
75 
78 
79 

D.R.G.B 
B,R,C,Se 
I,F,Ch 
D,S 
G,S 
F 
R,F 
D,G,B,S 
Ch,S,A 
B,A 
Co.B.A.M 
A,L,P,Co 
R.M.A.C 
R,A,C 
R.A.C 
B.Co 
Co,B.E,Pn 

total 18 
percent 95 

19 
100 

16 
84 

14 
74 

12 
63 

11 
58 

10 
53 

5 
26 

10 
53 

II 
58 

10 
53 

3 
16 

7 
37 

8 
42 

Legend for "Other" column: 
A - Autoradiograph check D - Date of last calibration M - Procedures performed monthly 
B - Battery check E - Electrical checks P - Patient supports 
C - Calibration procedures F - Film check Pn - Pneumatical checks 
Ch - Chirper G- Guide Tube check R - Radiation Survey 
Co - Compressor I - Ion Chamber S - Survey meter availability 

L - Lead Shields Se - Source exchange procedure 



Results 

Procedures and practices for identifying and tracking 
patient records were particularly weak at several sites. 
Simulation x-rays and treatment plans from previous 
treatment fractions were often stored and brought to the 
planning station along with the records for the current 
session. This increased the possibility that old records 
would be substituted for current ones during treatment 
planning. 

Patient Instruction 

Patients at most sites were given general verbal instructions 
by their examining physicians prior to undergoing RAB 
treatment. These were followed by more specific 
instructions from a nurse or technologist just prior to 
treatment delivery. Only a single site provided a written 
description of procedures to follow during patient 
instruction. In practice, these instructions ranged from 
advice to remain calm and not change body position to 
much more complicated instructions regarding self-
positioning during simulation and self-transport between 
RAB workstations. Instructions given during HDR 
treatment delivery usually consisted of short messages from 
a technologist regarding the expected duration of treatment 
and admonitions to refrain from moving until the treatment 
was completed. 

Life Support Monitoring 

Life support equipment was found in the RAB work area at 
several RAB site. Use of the equipment, however, was 
restricted to physicians or critical care nurses and was not 
part of the duties of other RAB staff. Life support 
attachment by RAB personnel was not observed during any 
RAB treatment performed during a site visit for this study. 

Patient life support equipment was usually transferred to 
the RAB work area already attached to the patient and 
accompanied by life support specialists. These specialists 
remained with the patient during most RAB activities and 
helped monitor the patient during treatment delivery. 
Although the use of life support equipment placed an 
additional burden on RAB staff by increasing the difficulty 
of dealing with the patient and the amount of equipment 
attached to the patient, no written procedures describing the 
performance of this task were found at any site. 

Applicator Placement and Stabilization 

Placement of applicators was a medical function that was 
based on experience rather than written procedures at most 
sites. Written procedures, when available, were used to 
augment clinical judgment of where the applicators should 
be placed and the best method for placing them in that 
location in an individual patient. Information from 

tomographic scans, clinical x-rays, and direct observation 
of the area in which the applicator was being placed were 
used along with knowledge of anatomical variation and 
measurements from prior teletherapy treatments and 
surgical interventions. 

Written procedures for applicator placement were found at 
two sites. Discussions of applicator placement appear 
regularly in both manufacturers' newsletters and in the 
RAB literature. These procedural descriptions were not 
available to the task performers during the placement task, 
but were available at most sites for reference. 

Undocumented placement and stabilization practices were 
used at many sites. Small gold seeds were inserted into soft 
physiologic structures at a few sites during placement of the 
applicators to act as radio-opaque reference points for 
positioning the applicators. 

Lung applicators were often taped to the patient's nose for 
stabilization. Staff at some sites marked each applicator 
with ink where it exited the nostrils so that subsequent 
movement that changed the position of the mark could be 
detected. Corresponding ink marks on applicators and the 
patient's skin were used to detect applicator movement at 
other sites. 

Patient Transportation 

Patient contact tasks were physically linked by the 
transportation of the patient between the workspaces used 
for the RAB tasks. Transportation between other 
departments and the RAB area was only rarely performed 
by the RAB staff. Some hospitalized patients were sedated 
or on life support and unable to identify themselves to RAB 
staff. In such cases, non-RAB transporters were responsible 
for initial identification of the patient. 

At most sites the transportation staff was aware that 
applicators might move and took care to avoid shifting an 
applicator's position during transport. Although this 
practice was dependent on the transporters' knowledge of 
applicator stabilization techniques, it was not generally 
supported by procedural descriptions, training, or 
performance feedback. Only one site had a written 
description of transportation procedures that included a 
warning that care should be taken to avoid moving 
applicators as the patient was moved between RAB 
workstations. 

Transport procedures were formalized without written 
procedural documentation at several sites. At those sites a 
special transfer platform was placed under each RAB 
patient. The platform and patient were then transported 
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Results 

together so that the patient remained supine throughout the 
RAB process. 

3.3.2.2 Treatment Planning Procedures and 
Practices 

Simulation with Dummy Sources 

Simulation results were used in treatment planning at most 
sites, although simulation was not always performed on all • 
patients. Those sites selected treatment plans from a dose 
atlas that had been compiled for standardized applicator 
geometries. Other sites performed simulations to aid in 
radiation prescription and target and dwell point 
specification, but did not use the simulation results for 
dosimetry. 

Task performance procedures for simulation were found at 
five sites. One of those sites also provided a worksheet that 
was completed during simulation. 

Standard practice during simulation at most sites was to 
position the patient in the x-ray field and to expose two x-
ray negatives of the treatment area. These negatives showed 
different (usually orthogonal) views of the projected images 
of applicators which had been placed in the patient. Strings 
of radio-opaque markers were inserted into the applicators 
prior to exposure of the negatives to simulate positions of 
radioactive sources during treatment. The magnification 
and viewing angle used in simulation were then written on 
one of the x-ray negatives prior to transmitting the two 
negatives to the remaining treatment planning tasks. 

Variation was observed in the method of coding the 
magnification information and the degree of standardization 
of the process. Some sites used magnification rings or 
positioning frames to mark the magnification and view 
angle in the negatives. Some sites only produced 
orthogonal views, while others used non-orthogonal view 
angles. In some cases, particular dummy marker strings 
were always placed in specific applicators. In others, no 
order of placement was observed. 

At sites that performed treatments with multiple 
applicators, more than two simulation images were 
sometimes made so that dummy strings could be removed 
from one set of images to facilitate identification of the 
individual applicators on the negatives. 

Target Volume Localization 

Physiological targets were specified at only 20% of the 
sites. At the other sites, the physicians chose to localize the 
target volume by specifying a distance from the applicator 
(usually 1 cm). That practice defined a target volume 
around the applicator rather than specific physiologic 
targets in the patient's body. 

At most sites the prescribing physician described the 
physiological targets verbally to treatment planners. These 
verbal descriptions were sometimes accompanied by 
sketches drawn on a simulation negative to identify the 
radiation targets. These sketches provided an estimate of 
the projected area of the target on the negative rather than 
the actual target volume. 

At sites at which simulation was performed for only the. 
first treatment fraction, the initial target specifications were 
retained for all subsequent treatment fractions. 

Procedures for performing this task were informal and 
undocumented at most sites. Only one site had a worksheet 
item dealing with target localization. Target localization 
practices were consistent for individual task performers at 
most sites, although variation among individuals was 
common. 

Radiation Prescription 

A specific target was specified along with the written 
radiation prescription at only three sites. At those sites, the 
physician wrote the radiation prescription on a simulation 
negative and also marked the negative with either tumor 
boundaries or a desired isodose around targets. The 
prescription format at these sites therefore consisted of a 
radiation dose plus one or more isodose outlines. 

At other sites, individual radiation targets were not included 
in the treatment directive. The physician's prescription at 
those sites described the dose of radiation to be delivered to 
a surface at a fixed distance (usually 1 cm) from each 
applicator. That surface was designed to include the targets 
or to produce the desired distribution of radiation at each 
target's location. Target positions relative to the applicator 
were usually measured at the time the applicators were 
placed. This practice did not require simulation negatives 
and was used without them at several sites. Variation was 
seen in the dosage, in the distance of the surface from the 
applicator, in the reference for measuring that distance 
(starting from either the center or the surface of the 
applicator). Variation was also found in the number of 
fractions used to deliver the total prescribed dose. 

The amount of anatomical information visible on the ' 
images also varied widely but was consistent within an 
individual site for a particular treatment procedure. For 
gynecological procedures some sites inserted contrast 
media into critical organs to render them visible on the x-
ray negatives for dosimetric calculations. 
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Several sites had standard radiation prescriptions that 
specified the isodose to be delivered to a surface around the 
applicator (e.g., 500 cGy at 1 cm ). Those prescriptions 
varied only in the length and location of the treatment 
region defined by the source dwell positions. The isodose 
distance was standardized at some sites (e.g., at 1 cm from 
the surface of the applicator) and varied between individual 
prescribers at others. When the surface of the applicator 
was referenced, the prescription also specified the size 
(diameter) of the applicator. 

Seven sites out of fifteen provided some form of written 
procedure for radiation prescription. Three provided 
descriptions of radiation prescription steps and the other 
four had worksheets that were completed during task 
performance. 

Dwell Position Localization 

Dwell positions were chosen at most sites by having the 
person who had placed the applicator mark the images of 
dummy sources on simulation x-rays. For cases in which no 
simulation was performed, dwell positions were chosen 
from sets of standard pre-planned dwell positions based on 
applicator geometry. No written procedures describing the 
performance of this task were found at any site. 

Dosimetry 

Dosimetry was performed by using a manually positioned 
digitization device to transfer coordinates of 
• body reference points 
• the radiation targets 
• die proposed source dwell positions 

from simulation negatives to a treatment planning 
computer. Treatment planning software was then used to 
reconstruct the geometric distribution of the sources and 
targets in space from those digitized coordinates. The 
software also calculated the dose distribution due to sources 
placed at those positions. 

Dosimetry was not performed during treatment planning at 
20 percent of the sites. Staff at those sites selected 
treatment plans from a dose atlas that had been compiled 
for standardized applicator geometries prior to treatment. 
Dosimetry was performed during treatment planning at 60 
percent of the sites and after treatment delivery at 20 
percent of the sites (to verify that the prescribed dose had 
been delivered). Simulation images and dwell times printed 
out during treatment were used to calculate those dose 
distributions. 

No written procedures describing the performance of this 
task were found at any site. The use of computer programs 
to perform calculation and display operations in dosimetry 
constituted a form of unwritten procedure. These programs 
consisted of ordered sequences of steps that were 
performed by the planning system to calculate and display 
dose distributions. Use of the same input commands to the 
program would result in the same sequence of steps being 
performed by the system. 

Although the results of these computer procedures (usually 
an isodose distribution plotted in one or more planes 
passing through the sources) were presented to the users, 
the actual steps performed by the planning systems to 
create the results were usually hidden. This prevented 
verification of the suitability of the procedures for 
individual treatments. At three sites, staff had written their 
own planning system software so that the procedures used 
in the calculations would be accessible and could be 
validated by the staff. 

Hand digitization of x-ray images (or in some cases needle 
templates) was usually performed with little or no feedback 
and provided multiple opportunities for human error. 
Parallax contributed to the potential for error in some 
digitization systems. A single digitization or stabilization 
error could result in marked discrepancies between the 
reconstructed distances between sources and targets. 

Treatment Plan Selection and Approval 

Some sites had compiled an atlas of treatment plans 
designed for standard source dwell positions and target 
distances. A treatment plan containing source positions and 
the dwell time at each position was selected from the atlas 
at those sites based on dwell positions and dose specified in 
the treatment directive. 

Other sites generated one or more individual plans for each 
patient. Simulation negatives from the patient were used at 
those sites to identify dwell positions and radiation targets. 
Multiple plans were then generated by dosimetry until one 
or more met the requirements of the treatment directive. 
Optimization routines were often used in conjunction with 
dosimetry to calculate the dwell times needed to produce 
the dose distribution specified in the treatment directive. In 
either case, after a plan was selected, the plan (or its 
isodose plot in one or more planes around the sources) was 
compared with the treatment directive before it was 
approved for use. 

Written descriptions of approved selection and approval 
procedures were found at two sites. Three sites provided 
worksheets or checklists to be completed while performing 
this task. 
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3.3.2.3 Treatment Delivery Procedures and 
Practices 

Treatment Set-up 

The usual convention for attaching applicators was to label 
the applicators in order of placement (1,2,3,...). An 
alternative (and sometimes complementary convention) 
was to label the applicators by placing numbered radio-
opaque marker strings into them during simulation and 
leaving those markers in the applicators to identify them 
and match them to the treatment plan during setup. 
Connection practices were standardized at several sites. 
However, staff varied in their compliance with the 
standards so that errors in which connections were different 
from those required by the treatment plan were possible. 

Four sites had written procedures or worksheets for setting 
up a treatment session. 

Treatment Plan Entry 

Task performance varied depending on the entry mode used 
and equipment available for performing this task. Three 
methods were available at the sites that were visited: Hand 
entry of each plan parameter; card or disk entry of an entire 
treatment plan; and recall of a treatment plan that had been 
previously entered and stored in the afterloader control unit. 

Card or disk entry was used at eleven of the sites which had 
matched treatment planning and treatment delivery 
equipment. Two of these sites also entered some plans by 
hand from planning atlases. In no case was an atlas plan 
stored on a card. Eight sites produced a new card for each 
treatment fraction. One site did not generate a separate card 
for each treatment fraction. At that site, a card was 
produced by the planning system for the first treatment 
fraction and then stored in the patient's chart. That card was 
then removed from the chart and used to enter the original 
plan for each subsequent treatment fraction. 

Staff at sites without card or disk entry either entered all 
plans manually or recalled standard plans that had been 
entered manually and then stored in the afterloader control 
unit. At one of these sites the entry procedure was further 
amended by the need to turn off the power to the control 
unit while the patient was positioned. At that site the plan 
was entered by hand, then stored in the afterloader control 
unit's memory, and finally recalled from memory after the 
power to the unit had been restored. 

Written procedures for entering a treatment plan were 
found at six sites. Descriptions of steps used in treatment 
plan entry were available from manufacturers' instruction 

manuals. Magnetic cards or disks standardized some of the 
entry steps at ten sites. 

Treatment Monitoring and Control 

At all sites, the practice when starting a treatment was to 
check that the room was cleared, and then to check that the 
treatment plan entry verifications had been performed. The 
(memorized) manufacturer's procedure for starting the 
afterloading device was then performed. 

Staff watched the patient on TV monitors and 
communicated with the patient via intercom during 
treatment at fourteen of the sites (14/15 = 73 percent). Staff 
at one site monitored treatment by visual observation 
through a leaded glass window. Staff at all sites reported 
that they monitored the course of treatment on die 
afterloader control unit display during each treatment 
session. They were observed to do so during treatment at 
seven sites (7/15 = 47 percent). The level of monitoring at 
these seven sites was highly variable and ranged from 
casual glances at the displays during treatment to prediction 
and documentation of each dwell position and dwell time 
during the course of the treatment. At four sites, monitoring 
consisted of being within range of the treatment control 
hardware so that alarms from either the hardware or verbal 
communications from the patient could be recognized. The 
displays were not monitored at these sites until an alarm 
sounded or the patient demanded attention. 

Control and monitoring of the source position during 
treatment was handled by hardware that followed steps that 
were built into the equipment. Only the results of these 
steps (error messages or position displays) were displayed 
during treatment. The equipment recorded each source 
dwell position and provided a printed record of the dwell 
time at each dwell position. Some afterloaders checked 
channel connections prior to treatment and monitored 
resistance to the movement of the source during treatment. 
If an obstruction or a power failure was detected during 
treatment, die afterloader would abort the treatment session. 
Power" failures were not experienced during any site visit, 
but obstructions and faulty connections were encountered. 
In tiiese cases, die hardware monitoring equipment 
functioned according to manufacturer's specifications. 

Written descriptions of steps to be followed in starting a 
treatment were found at diree sites. Manufacturer's 
procedures were listed in die equipment control manuals. 
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33.2.4 Post-Treatment Procedures and Practices 

Source Guide Tube Disconnection 

The source guide tubes (SGTs) were disconnected from the 
patient's applicators following treatment at all sites. Staff 
also removed the guide tubes from the indexer head after 
treatment and stored them in racks or drawers at most sites. 
Source guide tubes were not disconnected from the indexer 
head at one site. At that site the tubes remained 
permanently connected to the indexer head of the 
afterloader. 

Written procedures describing SGT removal were found at 
two sites. 

Applicator Removal 

Applicator removal practices varied depending on the type 
of applicator and the methods used to insert and stabilize 
the applicators. Sites at which applicators were re-used 
inspected the removed applicators visually for defects or 
wear. Staff at some sites reported that they performed an 
inventory of removed items and radiation surveys of 
surgically implanted applicators. No radiation survey of 
removed applicators was reported or observed for 
intracavitary applicators. The lack of written procedures or 
documentation for such inventories and surveys suggests 
that these practices might differ depending on who removed 
the applicator. 

No written procedures describing the performance of this 
task were found at any site. 

Record-Keeping 

Treatment printouts, treatment plans, and simulation x-rays 
were retained at all RAB sites. Individual patient charts 
were retained for the duration of the patient's treatment. 
Worksheets filled out at some sites were entered into the 
patient's chart. A written summary of the treatment was 
required of the physics staff after treatment at two sites. 
Videotaped records of bronchoscopy were retained and 
used to gauge response to treatment at four sites. 

Written procedures describing post treatment record 
keeping were found at two sites. Two other sites had 
worksheets used during post treatment record keeping that 
structured the performance of this task. 
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3.3.2.5 Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Procedures and Practices 

Source Exchange 

Source replacement practices differed by manufacturer and 
by the type of equipment (low or high dose rate) used at the 
site. All three sites that performed their own HDR source 
exchanges used equipment from a single manufacturer. 
Licensing agreements and agreements with afterloader 
distributors at the other sites limited source exchange to the 
manufacturer's representatives. Radiation surveys were 
performed after the source exchange at all sites. Surveys 
were also performed prior to the replacement at most sites. 

Some variation was observed in source exchange at the 
sites where the physicists performed their own exchanges. 
Two of the sites reported that engineering personnel were 
also authorized to participate in the source exchange. 

Locally written procedures for performing source 
exchanges were found at two of the three sites which 
performed their own source exchanges. Both sites had step-
by-step checklists and one also had a worksheet to be filled 
out during task performance. Written procedures in the 
manufacturer's instruction manuals were followed by the 
manufacturer's representatives when they performed source 
exchanges. 

Source Calibration 

HDR calibration was always performed in air at the visited 
sites although some had experimented with other methods 
(e.g., various phantoms, which consist of compounds such 
as water or plastic that mimic the radiation absorption 
properties of human tissue). Most sites reported using a 
Farmer chamber to measure the source activity although 
three sites used other chambers: (PTW, Thimble, and 
parallel-plates). Two sites used a cobalt reference for 
calculation of the source activity from the chamber 
measurements while the remainder interpolated values from 
copper, cesium and other references. All sites made 
multiple measurements of activity using different dwell 
times to check the transit time and positioning accuracy in 
moving the source to the measurement position. 

Some form of local written procedure for calibration of the 
source was found at nine sites. Checklists were used at four 
of these, and worksheets were used at the other five. 
Descriptions of the procedures to be used were also found 
at seven of these sites. Manufacturer's instructions and 
professional journals that contained suggested calibration 
procedures were found at most sites. 
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The use of programmable calculators or computer programs 
to perform some of the calculations during source 
calibration provided a form of procedure which was used at 
several sites to direct task performance. These programs 
allowed a sequence of calculation steps to be stored and 
repeated for each calibration. 

Troubleshooting 

Physicists were "on-call" twenty-four hours a day to deal 
with emergencies at all of the visited sites. Troubleshooting 
practices were observed during walk-through 
demonstrations or observation of treatments at six sites. 

Two primary methods for dealing with problems were 
observed, In the first, verification of the elimination of 
problems was required. At a site using this method all 
treatment procedures would be suspended until an 
identified problem had been diagnosed, corrected, and, in 
the case of a failed QA check, the check had been repeated 
and passed. At one site using this method, treatment was 
suspended during the visit for four hours due to a failure to 
pass a positioning accuracy check. In the second method, 
adjustments were made to compensate for problems or 
errors after they had occurred. At one site using this 
method, an error in positioning the patient during 
simulation was detected by the digitization software and 
adjusted by moving the measurement axes during planning 
instead of repeating the simulation. 

No written procedures describing the performance of this 
task were found at any site. 

Routine Quality Assurance 

Routine QA checks for RAB were performed prior to 
treatments at all sites. At most sites simulator alignment, 
view angle and magnification were tested on a regular 
schedule by non-RAB personnel who used the simulator for 
other types of treatments. Two of the sites tested simulator 
equipment as part of their RAB QA procedures. Only a few 
sites performed QA on other than a daily basis. At six sites 
planning equipment software was checked after each 
software update and at another site the software was 
checked prior to each multi-channel treatment plan. One 
site checked the length of all new applicators. Another 
checked the length of all applicators and guide tubes as part 
of the QA performed when the source was exchanged. 
Console displays were checked weekly rather than daily at 
one site and emergency stop controls for the remote 
afterloader were checked monthly at one site and only at 
source exchange at another. All sites checked the source 
activity and performed a radiation survey at the time of 
source exchange. 

Written procedures describing or dealing with routine QA 
were found at 10 sites. Eight of these had step-by-step 
checklists for use during task performance. Four sites had 
worksheets mat were filled out during QA. Sites without 
checklists also performed a routine, but undocumented, QA 
assessment before each treatment. 

3.3.2.6 Emergency and Safety Procedures 

Although most sites had local procedures designed to deal 
with fires and fire alarms, few sites had designed 
procedures for the local facility to address other RAB 
emergencies. Manuals and emergency source retraction 
procedures supplied by the vendor of the remote 
afterloading equipment were the only emergency 
procedures at many sites. 

A formal safety program including the procedures for 
reporting and resolving safety problems and regular 
monitoring of safety-related information was in place at 73 
percent of the sites. Safety procedures were communicated 
using warning signs, posted notices, bulletin board notices, 
extensive safety checklists, and occasional meetings. All 
sites had instituted procedures by which staff who were 
likely to be exposed to radiation would wear sensors to 
allow that exposure to be measured. Most sites had 
specified a single individual to collect and evaluate reports 
on staff radiation exposures. 

3.3.3 Evaluation of Task Performance 
Practices 

Since few sites had written performance procedures for 
RAB tasks, it was impossible to compare practices to 
procedures at most sites. Staff performance of most RAB 
tasks followed manufacturer's guidelines for interfacing 
with afterloading equipment. When interface procedures 
were difficult to understand (e.g., treatment planning 
manuals andsoftware), staff tended to follow consistent 
interface practices that had proved successful in the past. 
They sometimes did so without understanding why those 
practices had been successful. 

Deviations from locally accepted practices were noted 
among individuals at several sites. In many cases, these 
were due to misunderstandings about what the accepted 
practice constituted or required. Some deviations were due 
to adherence to accepted practices without considering 
whether they would be appropriate in all circumstances 
(e.g., it is acceptable to position a patient prior to 
simulation but not between a pair of simulation views). 
Although procedures for task performance might have 
prevented some of these misunderstandings, most of them 
could also have been prevented by better training. 
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Documented procedures would make such a training 
program easier to design and implement. 

3.3.4 Evaluation of Task Linkage Practices 

Some information was transferred verbally between task 
performers at all sites. Several weak linkages in this 
transfer were identified in which neither a procedure nor a 
consistent practice could be determined. The most 
noteworthy of these was that information identifying an 
applicator, the prescribed dose to be delivered by that 
applicator, the treatment parameters designated to deliver 
that dose, and the channel to which the applicator must be 
connected was inconsistently transmitted between task 
performers at several sites. This meant that it could not be 
guaranteed that an applicator in a multiple applicator 
treatment would be connected to the correct treatment 
channel. 

Weak linkages were also identified in the transmission of 
the radiation prescription, applicator size, simulation 
information, and calibration data. These linkages suffered 
from inconsistent terminology between task performers and 
inconsistent human interfaces used to transfer the 
information. 

Detection of an error always requires that extra or 
redundant information be available to identify the error. In 
many RAB treatment delivery systems such redundant 
information was not transferred. In these cases, task 
performance errors could not be detected or reported after 
completion of the task. 

Examples of these potentially undetectable errors include: 
Applicator-target positioning errors when no simulation 
was performed; movement of applicators between 
simulation and treatment; calculation errors in treatment 
planning software; and source guide tube connection errors 
in treatments using multiple treatment channels. 

3.3.5 Evaluation of Verification Practices 

Verification is a QA activity designed to ensure that tasks 
have been performed correctly and task linkages have been 
made successfully. Wide variation in verification practices 
was observed. Staff at some sites verified their own 
performance. Staff at other sites verified each other's 
performance. Some sites had formal verification procedures 
for a few tasks and linkages. 

3.3.5.1 Verification of Task Performance 

Verification of task performance entails the recognition that 
a task has been performed and judgment regarding the 

quality of task performance. All sites had some method of 
verifying treatment planning performance and verifying 
entry of the treatment plan into the afterloader control unit. 
These ranged from visual verification by the task performer 
to elaborate schemes in which a second verifier was 
required to make independent measurements which were 
then compared to the original measurements. 

Not all tasks were formally verified. Written descriptions of 
verification procedures were found at only 33 percent of the 
sites and covered only ten of the RAB tasks. Most sites had 
procedural descriptions for only one or two tasks, although 
one site had written descriptions for seven RAB tasks. The 
procedure for verification of treatment plan entry was 
described most frequently. Checklists or worksheets were 
used at 27 percent of the sites to help guide verification of 
performance of a few RAB tasks. Descriptions of 
procedures for verifying treatment planning, treatment set
up, source calibrations, and software updates were found at 
only a single site. Applicator placement, target volume 
localization, and applicator connections were seldom 
verified at any of the visited sites. 

Patient identification was never formally verified at some 
sites and subject to repeated verification at others. Staff at 
several sites reported that their patients became upset when 
they were asked repeatedly for personal identification 
information. 

3.3.5.2 Verification of Task Linkages 

In many cases, information was available to detect errors, 
but was unlikely to be used due to a lack of a consistent 
procedure for verification of task linkages. Examples of 
these sorts of errors include: applicator size mismatches 
between placement and planning; treatment distance errors; 
source dwell position errors due to improper placement of 
simulation markers; and selection of an inappropriate 
treatment plan. Staff at most sites verified that the 
parameters in the treatment plan had been correctly 
transferred to the afterloader control unit. Other linkages 
were verified only by the more diligent task performers. 
This situation was somewhat ameliorated by the practice at 
most sites of having a single individual perform most of the 
tasks so that problems of information transfer between 
individuals were minimized. The linkages were particularly 
weak when information was transferred between different 
individuals or when new individuals were added to the 
RAB team. 

3.4 Phase 4: Training Evaluation 
A systems approach to training in RAB would consist of a 
definition of training needs for each RAB position followed 
by a statement of learning objectives that specified the 
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skills and knowledge required for specific RAB tasks. 
Training needs would then be addressed using training 
materials and testing methods designed to meet the learning 
objectives. Most sites had no systematic training program 
for RAB staff although one site had developed a similar 
program for training RAB technologists. 

Despite this lack of formal training and certification for 
RAB, the majority of the RAB staff reported that they had 
received adequate training for the RAB tasks that they 
performed. Many also indicated that they would welcome 
additional training in tasks which they did not perform 
regularly. 

The following sections identify the training methods that 
were available to RAB staff and evaluate training issues 
related to those methods that might limit or increase the 
opportunity for human error in RAB. Phase 4 results are 
presented in detail in NUREG/CR-6125, Vol. 3. 

3.4.1 Academic Training Programs 

Although formal academic training in their specialties was 
required of physicians, nurses, and physicists, only one 
staff member reported that the academic training had dealt 
with RAB. In that instance, a physicist had learned about 
RAB during a clinical apprenticeship at an RAB site rather 
than as a formal part of the medical physics curriculum. 
Pre-employment certification examinations for RAB staff 
positions were required only for radiation therapy 
technologists at most sites. In most states, this certification 
requirement was met by passing a national certification 
examination for radiation therapy technologists offered by 
the American Registry of Radiologic Technologists 
(ARRT). Alternatively, some states had their own registry 
that offered its own certification examination. Both the 
national and individual state certification procedures did 
not address in depth any special requirements for RAB. It 
must be emphasized that this lack of a certification process 
for RAB does not mean that RAB staff are not qualified to 
perform RAB, only that it is difficult to comparatively 
evaluate their competence on a nationwide basis. 

3.4.2 In-House Training Programs 

Most sites visited during Phase 4 had no formalized 
training programs and little or no written training material. 
Only two sites had any sort of formal training and 
certification for RAB task positions. One had developed a 
training program to teach methods used to verify an RAB 
treatment plan and the other had developed a formal 
training program for the RAB radiation therapy 
technologist position. That program included a description 
of position qualifications and demands in relation to the 
major goals and objectives of the radiation therapy 

department and provided lectures and training material 
designed to meet those objectives. At that site formal 
certification of proficiency was required before a trainee 
was permitted to operate RAB equipment. 

Training in RAB task performance at most other sites was 
neither formal nor systematic. This training often consisted 
solely of watching other staff members perform their 
duties. Apprenticeship (on-the-job) training methods were 
common. In RAB apprenticeship training an experienced 
task performer directs new staff members in RAB task 
performance until the new members demonstrate that they 
are qualified to perform independently. Other sites required 
their RAB staff to "self-train" by using available 
documentation and observing other staff. No formal testing 
was performed in conjunction with either training method. 

3.4.3 Vendor Training Programs 

Only one regularly scheduled RAB training course was 
identified during this project. That course was a 
manufacturer's course on RAB treatment planning provided 
by one RAB equipment distributor (Nucletron) to RAB 
sites that purchased their treatment planning systems. That 
course was organized as a one-week, hands-on, classroom 
training session to orient new users to the treatment 
planning system. Another distributor (GammaMed) 
provided on-site instruction during initial installation of the 
RAB equipment and instruction on demand afterward. 

These vendor courses involved lectures and hands-on 
equipment usage to familiarize students with the vendor's 
equipment and planning software. They also provided an 
opportunity for students to ask questions of system 
designers and meet other equipment users. Neither 
constituted a complete training program since the RAB 
staff attending the courses were not tested on their 
understanding and comprehension of the course material. 
Classes, however, were reported to be small and personal, 
providing the opportunity for dedicated students to 
overcome these format and content difficulties by pursuing 
their own learning objectives. Experienced users were able 
to ask questions and to request clarification of material that 
had not been covered to their satisfaction in the user's 
manuals. 

3.4.4 Training Materials 

Professionally developed RAB training and testing material 
was not widely available. Much of the material used to train 
RAB staff was not training material per se but rather a 
collection of technical manuals, journal articles, checklists, 
forms, and manufacturer's literature and advertisements. In 
most cases the material had not been organized for either 
specific staff positions (i.e., RAB Technologist's Training 
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Course, RAB Nurse's Training Course) or for particular 
RAB functions and tasks. RAB staff was required to review 
both general references on RAB as well as documents on 
specific types of RAB equipment in order to discover 
information that applied to their jobs. 

Little correlation was found between the number of RAB 
staff indicating an interest in additional training and the 
presence of training material at a given site. This suggests 
that the materials currently available to the staff may not 
meet tiieir training needs. 

3.4.4.1 Locally Produced Training Materials 

Roughly 22 percent of the sites had developed some type of 
locally produced training material. Training materials 
which had been developed locally varied considerably in 
format and content from site to site. 

Table 14 summarizes the locally-produced materials found 
at the sites that could be used for training. These materials 
included 

• written policies, procedures, and user aids 
• local training course material 
• written testing materials 
• qualification standards 
• performance checklists 
• miscellaneous training materials, such as reference 

publications, dosage charts, and safety information 

The site with a training program for technologists provided 
a supplemental RAB training manual covering patient 
scheduling, programming the afterloader computer, 
communication with the patient during treatment, 
emergency procedures, post-treatment procedures, and data 
collection and recording. 

Much of the information found in these documents at other 
sites was too general to be classified as training material. 
Few materials stated training objectives, specified 
performance requirements, or addressed other features 
expected in a systematic training program. Some sites had 
well-documented RAB policies and procedures, but few 
made those procedures available to the RAB staff as 
training aids. Most of these local training materials were 
found in storage areas that rendered them inaccessible to 
trainees. 

3.4.4.2 Vendor Training Materials 

The training materials provided by RAB manufacturers 
included user manuals, training course materials, and video 
tapes. Because of the limited opportunities for RAB staff to 

receive organized training courses, the user manuals for the 
RAB systems were de facto training materials. Physicists 
and dosimetrists commonly relied on user manuals to 
provide information on a new system or on new system 
features. They also referred to the manuals when 
troubleshooting RAB system problems. Thus, user manuals 
were used for both initial and refresher training. 

Many of the commercially available documents written for 
specific models of RAB equipment varied in quality and 
format. Seven RAB user manuals were evaluated in Phase 2 
against document design standards and guidelines (DOD, 
MEL-M-38784B; "Principles of Medical Device Labeling," 
NTIS PB 94-126851). Almost without exception, the 
manuals lacked important presentation and format features 
needed to facilitate understanding of their content. They 
were designed as equipment or software reference manuals 
rather than training manuals and none followed systematic 
training objectives. Serious deficiencies were noted in the 
areas of information organization, language and readability, 
illustrations, highlighting, and typography. Color, for 
example, was used in only one manual; white space and 
typographic cueing were used inconsistently; tables of 
contents lacked detail, and illustrations were rarely used. 
Some procedural descriptions in the manuals were 
incomprehensible even to RAB personnel already 
experienced in those procedures. 

The content and format of written instructional material 
provided by the manufacturers were also evaluated. 
Although the material was found to constitute a resource of 
information on RAB, it was poorly organized for training 
purposes. There was little continuity from one section to the 
next, making it difficult to identify learning objectives. 
Much of the material was dated, and required the student to 
refer to separate handouts or equipment manuals for current 
information. 

3.4.5 Skills Transfer 

Many RAB staff performed RAB tasks after gaining 
extensive experience in teletherapy or manual afterloading 
brachytherapy. Some transfer of skills appropriate to RAB 
might be expected since these other treatment modalities 
also involve therapeutic application of radiation to tissue. 
This expectation was not well supported by team interviews 
with RAB staff. Many staff reported that there had been 
only slight positive transfer of skills (i.e. transfer 
facilitating task performance) from other radiation 
oncology tasks to RAB. Most also reported no negative 
transfer of skills (i.e., transfer interfering with task 
performance) between those tasks and RAB. Tasks in 
which there had been some carry-over of skills included 
scheduling and simulation. Both of these tasks use 
equipment and techniques that are often shared with other 
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Table 14. Sites with Locally Produced Training Materials (n = 16) 

Training Material Percent of Sites 

Written procedures for some tasks 
Training course material for some tasks 
Written testing material 
Written qualification standards for some positions 
Performance checklists for some tasks 
Miscellaneous training material 

69 
25 
12 
6 

62 
81 

modes of radiation therapy treatment (e.g., teletherapy) 
used at a treatment facility. 

3.4.6 Testing and Qualification 

Testing determines whether facts, procedures, and 
relationships have been learned. Qualification ensures that 
persons in a specific staff position have acquired the skills 
needed to perform tasks assigned to that position. 

Only 15 percent of the RAB staff reported that they had 
been tested or formally evaluated to qualify for their RAB 
positions. Most of these were at the one site with a formal 
training program for radiation therapy technologists. Three 
brief examinations were required for certification of 
technologists at that site: 
(1) an operator's certification exam 
(2) a general procedures checklist exam 
(3) an emergency procedures checklist exam 

Treatment planners at that site had also attended the courses 
and taken the certification examinations. 

Most other RAB staff in this study had never been tested or 
otherwise formally evaluated on their skills and knowledge. 

Without a qualification process, it is possible that some 
RAB staff will be inadequately prepared for certain tasks. 
Without testing, these deficiencies would not be apparent 
until they produced undesirable consequences. Such latent 
mismatches between position requirements and skills would 
be particularly important in tasks that were performed 
infrequently, such as those involving emergency procedures 
or unusual treatment protocols. 

3.4.7 Refresher Training 

Refresher training is an important part of a systematic 
training program. Refresher training is designed to limit the 
degradation of skills after they have been acquired. Because 
RAB is performed infrequently at many sites, RAB staff 
usually spend more time working in other radiation 
oncology activities (e.g., teletherapy) than they do in RAB. 
Some skill degradation is likely in such circumstances. 

Few RAB staff reported that they had received refresher 
training in RAB or in any of their other duties. One 
exception was emergency procedures. Staff at several sites 
reported that they had undergone periodic retraining to 
handle fire drills and fire-related emergencies. 

Most staff did not have similar formal opportunities to 
refresh their training for RAB tasks, although most 
refreshed some of their skills during the practice of RAB. 
Without refresher training RAB staff face the possibility 
that their skills eventually may not match the tasks that they 
must perform. 

The sites with training programs included annual refresher 
training as part of their programs. However, those program 
had not been in place long enough for any refresher training 
to have been provided. 

3.4.8 Supplemental Training 

Desire for additional training in RAB procedures was 
expressed by personnel in all staff positions. Many 
dosimetrists, technologists, and nurses stated that they 
would welcome additional training in the RAB tasks that 
they performed regularly. They also expressed a desire to 
become more familiar with tasks outside their area of 
expertise. For example, several nurses expressed an interest 
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in learning simulation procedures and some technologists 
were interested in learning dosimetry because they felt it 
would aid them in their job performance. 

Since most training in RAB occurred on the job, there was 
only limited opportunity for staff to cross-train on skills 
outside their job classifications. Within job classifications, 
several informal sources of supplementary training 
information were available to RAB personnel. Discussions 
with professional colleagues and with the RAB 
manufacturer's representatives were often used by staff to 
identify and evaluate new techniques and procedures. 
Seminars and workshops conducted at professional 
meetings were also mentioned as potentially valuable 
training opportunities. Some dosimetrists, physicists, and 
physicians reported augmenting their training by visiting 
other RAB sites to observe unfamiliar procedures and by 
viewing video tapes and reading commercially available 
literature on RAB. 

3.4.9 Training for Error Reduction 

Training is usually used to standardize performance by 
teaching compliance with approved task performance 
procedures. The form of apprenticeship training found in 
RAB, in which most training occurs during task 
performance, provides a means by which performance can 
be standardized and tailored to the characteristics of 
individual RAB systems. Since much of this training occurs 
without a statement of training objectives or testing to 
determine whether those objectives have been met, it can be 
difficult for either students or trainers to determine what 
has actually been learned. Since no record is kept of what 
has been learned, retention cannot be evaluated and 
retraining needs cannot be assessed. The need for additional 
training often becomes apparent after task performance 
errors have occurred and been identified. Training 
objectives and a course designed to meet those objectives 
would allow training to be used to prevent these task 
performance errors rather than to respond to them after they 
have occurred. 

Training can also compensate for weaknesses in procedures 
or human system interfaces by teaching staff to recognize 
and deal with problems and their consequences. Without an 
analysis of system weaknesses and error opportunities, 
however, and without some testing of whether a trainee has 
learned and retained effective procedures to deal with them, 
the potential for training to compensate for other 
weaknesses in the RAB system is unlikely to be fully 
realized. 

3.5 Phase 5: Organizational Practices 
and Policies Evaluation 

Data on organizational activities collected during prior 
phases of the study were combined with data collected from 
eight additional sites in Phase 5. Based on this data, the 
research team identified organizational functions and tasks 
that were needed to support RAB. Phase 5 results are 
presented in detail in NUREG/CR-6125, Vol. 3. 

3.5.1 Identification of Organizational 
Functions 

Eight organizational functions were identified as being 
needed to support RAB: 

Function 1: Establishment of Goals 
Treatment, performance, and safety goals must be defined 
so that equipment and personnel can be acquired and 
procedures can be designed to meet them. 

Function 2: Determination of Tasks 

Both administrative tasks (related to these organizational 
functions) and RAB tasks (related to the RAB functions 
defined in Phase 1 of this study) must be determined before 
equipment can be acquired and procedures designed to 
perform those tasks. Safety and performance goals may 
require additional tasks to be performed by staff who are 
not directly involved in the planning and delivery of 
individual RAB treatments (e.g., radiation safety officers, 
QA and maintenance specialists, and administrators). 

Function 3: Acquisition of Staff, Workspace, and 
Resources 

Once tasks have been determined, personnel, workspace, 
equipment, and supplies needed to perform those tasks can 
be identified and acquired. 

Function 4: Design of Procedures 

Procedures for performing tasks, task linkages, and 
verifications must be designed so that the workspaces, staff, 
tasks, and resources can be combined into a system capable 
of meeting system goals. 

Function 5: Allocation of Tasks, Workspaces, and 
Resources 

Personnel, equipment and other resources must be brought 
together at a specific time and place so that the tasks can be 
performed. Management determines who will perform each 
task, specifies where and when it will be performed, and 
distributes the resources needed to perform it. 
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Function 6: Communication of Goals, Procedures, and 
Information 

Performance goals, procedures for performing tasks, and 
information used in tasks must be communicated to the task 
performers. Training programs can be used to communicate 
procedures and some information. Testing programs can be 
used to assess the efficacy of the communication. 

Function 7: Monitoring Progress Toward Goals 
The performance of personnel, procedures, equipment, and 
other resources must be monitored to determine whether 
progress is being made in meeting the system's goals. 

Function 8: Directing Progress Toward Goals 
Based on information collected in Function 7, direct 
progress toward the current goals by specifying 
modifications in the tasks, personnel, procedures, training, 
equipment, and resources that are being used to achieve 
those goals. 

3.5.2 Evaluation of the Performance of 
Organizational Functions 

Once RAB organizational functions had been determined, 
an analysis based on those functions was conducted to 
determine the range of organizational practice at the visited 
facilities. 

3.5.2.1 Function 1: Establishment of Goals 

The reasons given for the initial introduction of RAB as a 
form of treatment involved reducing the radiation exposure 
to staff during brachytherapy (a safety goal) and, (for HDR 
RAB), shortening the time required to perform a 
brachytherapy treatment (a production goal). Since all RAB 
sites in this study were visited after they became operational, 
the goals which had led to the establishment of RAB at each 
site were not always discernible. Several administrative staff 
involved in starting an RAB program suggested that RAB 
had been instituted at their site in order to provide a service 
that had been requested by referring physicians (a service 
goal). Some mentioned that RAB allowed them to provide 
faster and more convenient treatments for patients, while 
also reducing staff exposure to radiation (combined service 
and safety goals). All sites appeared to have considered 
safety, service, and production goals for RAB and to have 
organized the local RAB process to balance those goals with 
other complimentary or conflicting organizational 
requirements (e.g., space, cost, licensing regulations). 

Most of the sites received a significant proportion of their 
patients on referral and offered RAB as a service to referring 
physicians in conjunction with other forms of radiation 

therapy. Sites with large radiation therapy case loads often 
had to balance production goals for RAB with those of other 
radiation therapy treatments due to workspace limitations 
and caseload demands. At those sites, time spent performing 
RAB reduced the time available for other treatments; 
consequently, one goal was to conduct an RAB treatment 
session as rapidly as possible to minimize interference with 
other forms of radiation therapy. 

Goals at some facilities involved training and research in 
addition to service, safety, and production goals. The way in 
which these different goals were balanced influenced the way 
in which RAB was conducted. Sites with training goals were 
more likely to assign tasks to less than fully trained staff. 
They were also likely to allow extra time for staff to perform 
the tasks and verify their performance. Sites with more 
dominant service and production goals were more likely to 
have experienced staff. They also often required their staffs to 
perform RAB tasks under extreme time pressure. 

3.5.2.2 Function 2: Determination of Tasks 

Determination of RAB Tasks 

Each site performed all of the RAB functions described in 
Phase 1 of this study. Differences were found in 
organizations which had elected to omit certain tasks (e.g., 
simulation and dosimetry) for some medical procedures. 

Determination of Administrative Tasks 

Although organizational tasks had been defined, and staff, 
equipment, and resources allocated to RAB at all sites, 
there was little evidence at many sites that this had been 
accomplished in any systematic way. 

Administrative responsibility for RAB was often assigned 
to individuals who were expected to perform organizational 
functions without explicit specification of those functions 
or their associated tasks. Administrative changes involving 
modification of RAB goals and procedures were usually 
performed on an ad hoc basis by staff in response to 
operational problems without explicit prior written 
definition of modification procedures or goals. 

3.5.2.3 Function 3: Acquisition of Staff, Workspace, 
and Resources 

No installation was found in which human and physical 
resources had been acquired solely to perform RAB 
treatments. At all sites, the radiation oncology department 
in which RAB was performed predated the RAB 
installation. RAB treatment delivery systems therefore had 
to be accommodated in the existing organizations. RAB 
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often added afterloaders, afterloader controllers, source 
guide tubes, and applicators to the equipment, material, 
workspace, and personnel already in use at those sites for 
other forms of radiological treatment. 

Acquisition of Staff 

Radiation oncology staff at the sites ranged from a 
minimum of 8 individuals to a maximum of 56. The 
greatest variation was in the positions of oncologist (1 to 16 
per site), physicist (1 to 12 per site), and technologist (2 to 
14 per site). RAB was carried out by a subset of these 
radiation oncology staff. A typical RAB team was 
comprised of several oncologists, one or two physicists, one 
dosimetrist, several technologists and one or two nurses. 
Five sites had no dosimetrists, and two sites had no nurses. 
Several sites had a dedicated RAB nurse but most staff had 
other duties in addition to RAB. 

Most sites reported that one person, often the chief 
oncologist, was responsible for the hiring of all new 
employees. In many cases, the hiring of qualified 
employees who were already trained and experienced in 
RAB had been difficult. As a result, recruiting was often 
based on other criteria. These criteria for RAB employment 
often involved teletherapy experience, personal attitude, 
and interpersonal skills with patients. 

Medical physicists with academic and research experience 
were preferred by some sites, although experienced RAB 
physicists were sometimes difficult to find. Two sites 
indicated a preference for less highly trained (M.S. rather 
than Ph.D.) medical physicists based on their belief that 
such individuals would be more likely to conform to local 
practices. 

To overcome a local shortage of trained technical staff, 
several sites had programs for training radiation therapy 
technologists. Others provided support for technologist 
training programs in local community colleges. 

Acquisition of Workspace 

Most sites had met shielding requirements for RAB 
treatment areas by either converting areas previously used 
for other radiation therapy treatments or by sharing areas 
that were still in use for other types of treatment. Shared 
workspaces often presented a scheduling problem and 
markedly increased the time pressure during treatment 
planning for RAB staff at some facilities. 

Acquisition of Equipment 

RAB requires afterloading equipment for positioning the 
source and controlling that position during treatment. All 
sites had supplemented afterloaders with support equipment 
designed to aid staff in planning and monitoring RAB 
treatments. Policies on what equipment to acquire varied 
depending on the administrative structure at the sites and 
the degree of participation of the administrators in RAB. At 
some sites, the afterloading equipment was owned and 
maintained by the RAB staff under contract to the facility. 
At others the equipment was owned by the facility which 
then hired staff to operate it. Prior clinical experience was 
the main determining factor in the type of RAB equipment 
selected: administrators who had used one type of 
equipment usually acquired similar equipment for 
subsequent installations. Three sites had RAB equipment 
from more than one manufacturer. 

External beam treatments (e.g., teletherapy) were 
performed in addition to RAB at all sites. Most sites used 
common scheduling, record-keeping and simulation 
equipment for both their RAB and external beam treatment 
programs. Shared equipment often limited the number of 
different interfaces staff were required to learn. Shared 
simulation equipment usually required transport of the 
patient from the simulation workspace to the RAB 
treatment workspace. This increased the potential for 
applicators or targets to shift position between simulation 
and treatment. At some sites, problems in scheduling shared 
equipment had been addressed by acquiring additional 
simulation equipment with different interfaces and usage 
requirements. These differences required additional training 
and verification procedures to be designed to insure that 
simulation results were correctly transmitted to RAB 
treatment planners. 

Sites with active teletherapy programs often used their 
teletherapy planning systems to produce RAB treatment 
plans. Some of these systems were unable to optimize dose 
distributions for the curved source distributions common in 
RAB. This required additional planning procedures to be 
designed to adapt these treatment plans to RAB. 

Administrators at several sites had acquired dedicated 
planning or simulation systems for RAB to eliminate these 
problems with shared equipment. In each case the dedicated 
systems were different from those used by the same staff 
for other radiation therapy treatments. This required 
additional procedures and training to be designed to deal 
with the differences. 
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Acquisition of Materials and Supplies 

All sites had treatment programs other than RAB with 
which they shared supplies and materials for clinical 
procedures, x-ray, simulation and planning. Supplies that 
were specific to RAB were usually acquired from the 
afterloader vendors. Two sites had experimented with 
applicators from other sources than the RAB equipment 
manufacturer. Inventory maintenance and control practices 
for RAB supplies varied. Some sites re-ordered supplies as 
they were needed and others kept a large local stock of 
disposable, or reusable items. Disposable applicators were 
commonly used for lung treatments, although several sites 
sterilized and re-used the same lung applicator for each 
treatment fraction on a single patient. This practice was 
supported by standard practices for evaluating the used 
applicator for wear or damage at most sites. Staff at a few 
sites inventoried and tested each newly purchased 
applicator, guide tube, or software update before it was 
used in RAB. Although these practices were often adhered 
to rigidly by staff, no formal procedure linking purchases to 
pre-treatment quality assurance was identified. 

3.5.2.4 Function 4: Design of Procedures 

Once tasks are determined and the staff, workspace, and 
resources have been acquired to perform the tasks, an 
important organizational activity is to determine the 
procedures that will be used to perform the tasks. In 
addition, the communication and transport procedures that 
will be used to link the tasks together into a goal-directed 
process must be established. A complete procedure design 
cycle would include defining the initial requirements 
specification, completing the initial design, testing the 
prototype procedure against task requirements, modifying 
the procedure as needed, and obtaining approval of the 
procedure for performing a particular task or task linkage. 
Procedures can be designed both for RAB tasks and for 
tasks related to administrative functions. 

All sites had designed formal procedures for some RAB 
tasks, although the function of designing the procedures was 
carried out informally and without documentation at most 
sites. This made it difficult to trace the sequence of 
organizational decisions and actions that resulted in the 
creation of procedures for tasks both for RAB and 
administrative functions. 

Only two sites included procedure design as a stated job 
function (one for physicists and the other for a management 
position held by a physicist). Staff at all sites indicated that 
medical and nursing procedures could be changed by 
physicians or nurses without consultation with other staff. 
Most staff also felt that physicists would be responsible for 
deciding whether non-medical procedures needed to be 

changed and would also be responsible for implementing 
the changes. No site provided resources to assist in the 
design and documentation of RAB procedures. Few 
documented procedures were found at any of the sites. 

Administrative Procedures 

Administrative procedures govern the way in which the 
organizational functions are performed at a particular site. 
Administrative procedures were often formalized by 
organizational charts showing the relationship between 
different job categories at most sites. These organizational 
structures had from two to seven vertical levels with an 
average of between four and five levels per site. No pure 
"vertical" structures were seen although the lateral span of 
control was quite narrow in the taller structures. Most sites 
had separate departments for physics and medical staff and 
some had separate organizational branches for technologists 
and nurses as well. 

One interesting deviation from this structure was found in 
hospitals that contracted for oncology services. At those 
facilities, tasks performed by oncologists and physicists 
were allocated to contract employees rather than to 
members of the hospital staff. Figure 12 shows a model 
organizational chart for such a facility with different 
contracted groups for physics and oncology in addition to a 
traditional organizational structure. Some problems in task 
allocation, performance verification and performance 
appraisal were encountered in these and in other structures 
when performance appraisers were not involved in the 
delivery of RAB treatments. 

The functional organization for RAB differed from the 
formal organizational chart at most sites. RAB task 
performers were often members of an RAB team that had 
been assembled from different administrative hierarchies or 
departments. Figure 13 shows the relation of such a team 
(shown shaded) to a typical departmental structure. In this 
figure, teams that overlap the formal structure are formed to 
accomplish different tasks. The RAB work group is drawn 
from members of the physics, oncology, pulmonology, and 
nursing staff. In such a team structure, the person rating the 
performance of a staff member might be an administrative 
supervisor who was not involved with RAB treatment 
delivery. 

Although most sites had one or more individuals in charge 
of monitoring progress and directing progress toward goals, 
those goals only rarely involved RAB directly and were 
more likely to involve overall safety, production, and 
service for the entire department or facility without 
specifying or considering the contribution of individual 
treatment modalities. 
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Figure 13. A work group organizational chart (large hospital) 

RAB Procedures 

RAB procedures specify and approve methods used to 
perform RAB functions, tasks, and task linkages. All sites 
performed the RAB functions described in Phase 1 of this 
study for at least some of their cases. 

RAB Task Performance Procedures 

Task performance procedures are methods that have been 
documented and approved by an organization for 

performing the tasks required to meet the organization's 
goals. Written task performance procedures, worksheets or 
checklists were found for some RAB tasks (primarily 
quality assurance and calibration) at 67 percent of the 
visited sites. No site had written procedures for each RAB 
task. At many sites with small staffs, task performance 
methods had been worked out independently by the task 
performers but had not been formally documented or 
approved. The format and content of the procedures that 
were used for performing RAB operational tasks has been 
reported in Section 3.3. 
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RAB Task Linkage Procedures 

Task linkage procedures determine how information and 
material will be transferred between tasks. Linkage 
procedures are used by an organization to define the order 
of task performance and to link those tasks into a system 
that meets organizational goals. Linkage procedures can be 
designed to overcome or eliminate difficulties produced by 
administrative decisions regarding workspaces, equipment, 
and staffing. 

Although experienced staff were all familiar with the 
information that had to be transmitted to perform RAB, 
only a few of the RAB administrators interviewed had 
formally identified that information. Information that had 
been formally identified was often carried between tasks by 
checklists or worksheets. 

Organizational decisions had been made at all sites 
regarding the way in which RAB functions and tasks were 
to be performed. The nature of these decisions varied from 
one site to another and appeared to be a function of several 
factors including the physical characteristics of the facility, 
the level of experience and training of radiation therapy 
staff in RAB, the anticipated RAB caseload, the number of 
staff who were involved in some aspect of RAB, and the 
type of RAB treatments that were to be given (e.g., HDR, 
LDR). 

The particular order in which RAB tasks are performed sets 
limits on the number of possible task linkages and 
determines the information that can be transmitted from one 
task to subsequent tasks. Although some variation was 
evident in terms of which persons in the organization 
established the task order and the sort of information that 
should be transmitted, a general pattern became evident. 
Physicians tended to establish and reinforce the preferred 
order of task performance. Physicians also determined the 
information that was required before a treatment directive 
would be written and a treatment plan approved. Physicists 
established the quality assurance and maintenance 
procedures that should be performed at various intervals. A 
common organizational strategy for obtaining compliance 
with the desired task order was the use of worksheets and 
checklists to guide task performance and the transmission 
of information from one task to another. 

The treatment planning function varied from one site to the 
next depending on whether simulation was done prior to 
treatment delivery. At sites where simulation was 
performed prior to treatment, a common practice was to 
write information directly on the x-ray negative which was 
then transported between tasks. In contrast, sites that did 
not perform simulation before treatment used other 
methods to transmit needed information including 
worksheets, verbal communication, and hand written notes. 

It often appeared that no formal organizational directive 
had been issued regarding the medium in which 
information was transmitted from task to task; however, the 
content of that information had been unambiguously 
defined by certain individuals involved in the delivery of 
RAB treatments, usually physicians or physicists. 

Task linkages which transferred information verbally 
between tasks were found to be arbitrary and inconsistent at 
several sites. Staff members at these sites often used 
linkage practices in which data were assumed to have 
particular values unless the task performers were informed 
otherwise (e.g., cylinder sizes and applicator hookup 
protocols were standardized). However, staff were found to 
disagree on the "standards" in use and to use different 
criteria to determine whether a deviation from the standard 
should be noted. 

Several weak linkages were identified in which neither a 
procedure nor a consistent practice could be determined. In 
some cases terminology was confusing. In other cases task 
performers used different sources of information that might 
be contradictory. 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance Procedures 

All sites performed routine quality assurance checks on 
RAB treatment and monitoring equipment prior to starting 
a treatment session. The order in which other QA and 
maintenance tasks were performed varied, but was 
generally consistent at each site. Treatment plan approval 
was usually performed prior to treatment but was 
performed after the treatment session had ended at several 
of the visited sites. 

Detecting and Correcting Errors 

The means for detecting and correcting errors is a vital 
organizational concern when dealing with a hazardous 
technology such as RAB. Error detection requires that 
redundant information be available so that errors can be 
identified and, if possible, rectified. An important 
organizational function is to devise a reliable means of 
making information available to RAB staff that permits 
them to detect errors as soon as possible after the errors 
occur. This information should inform the RAB staff about 
the nature of the error, as well when and where it occurred. 
Given this specific knowledge, it may be possible to correct 
the error and so limit its consequences. 

Both error detection and correction require that procedures 
be designed and implemented so that specific information 
about task performance is made available to RAB staff. 
This requires that a flow of information be maintained 
throughout the RAB process such that errors that occur in 
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one task or function are not overlooked when the output 
generated by that task or function is propagated through the 
system. Organizational decisions on how to detect and 
correct errors had been made at some but not all of the 
visited sites. These decisions had encouraged the 
development of two basic types of procedures for detecting 
and correcting errors. One type of procedure verified task 
performance, whereas the other type verified task linkages. 

Task Performance Verification 

Verification of task performance entails the recognition that 
a task has been performed. It may also require a judgment 
to be made regarding the quality of task performance and of 
the product generated by the task, if any. The organizations 
studied in this project differed in the extent to which they 
had identified a need for task performance verification. 
Thus, while all organizations had some means for verifying 
the treatment planning function, few of them verified each 
of the individual tasks that comprise treatment planning. An 
important implication of this finding is that an error could 
occur in a component task and fail to be detected and 
corrected before the treatment plan was used to administer 
a treatment fraction. 

A prime organizational control for verifying task 
performance is to supply RAB staff with necessary 
documents to aid them in determining whether they have 
committed any errors. Documentation for task verification 
procedures was found at only 33 percent of the visited sites 
and for only ten of the RAB tasks. 

Task Linkage Verification 

Task linkage verification involves the determination that 
the flow of information between tasks has occurred in a 
reliable, timely, and accurate manner. This consideration is 
particularly critical in RAB, given the fact that RAB 
functions and tasks are frequently performed at physically 
separated locations and that information created at one 
location must be transmitted to another location in order for 
RAB to be conducted without error. 

There was an overall low level of organizational awareness 
of the importance of task linkages. This shortcoming was 
reflected in the lack of formal documentation for verifying 
task linkages. Often, informal staff-generated techniques 
were used to verify task linkages, as when one individual 
entered the treatment plan parameters into the afterloader 
control unit and another individual checked that the correct 
values had been entered. Many RAB linkages were verified 
only by the more diligent task performers. This situation 
was moderated at sites where one person performed most of 
the tasks, minimizing the need to transfer information 
between task performers. 

Errors in some tasks could not be traced to their point of 
origin because the information needed to detect them was 
not transmitted. In other cases, information was available to 
detect errors, but was unlikely to be applied due to a lack of 
procedures for verifying task linkages. The lack of 
organizational safeguards meant that task linkages were 
especially weak whenever information was transferred 
between RAB staff or when new individuals were added to 
established RAB teams. 

Emergency and Safety Procedures 

Organizational awareness of the need to make provisions 
for responding to emergency and safety situations was 
greater than the awareness of the need for task verification 
and linkage procedures. However, the formalization of 
procedures for responding to emergency and safety 
situations in RAB was not common at the visited sites. 
Thus, while nearly all sites had procedures for responding 
to fires and fire alarms, few sites had developed procedures 
specifically for RAB emergencies. In fact, documentation 
for RAB emergencies at many sites consisted primarily of 
source retraction procedures supplied by the vendor of the 
remote afterloading equipment. However, organizational 
decisions had been made regarding who should be notified 
in the event of a general radiation emergency. This person, 
usually the radiation safety officer, had determined in 
advance the course of action to follow depending on the 
nature of the emergency. 

3.5.2.5 Function 5: Allocation of Tasks, Workspaces, 
and Resources 

State or NRC licensing guidelines provide considerable 
leeway in implementation of this function and that leeway 
was reflected in the way that different organizations had 
responded to this function. Great variation was found in 
both the choice of suitable RAB workspaces and the staff 
who were assigned RAB duties. Often, these variations 
were made directly in response to the physical layout of the 
site, the RAB caseload, and the size of RAB staff. Some 
sites had dedicated RAB treatment and planning work areas 
while other sites used planning equipment for other types of 
radiation treatment in addition to RAB. Many sites 
delivered RAB treatments in the same shielded workspaces 
that were used for teletherapy treatments. 

Administrative staff at all sites had performed these 
allocations prior to starting RAB and had documented some 
of the results in their applications for an RAB site license. 
State or NRC licensing guidelines had been followed for 
these initial allocations and were adhered to in changes 
introduced after the RAB system was operational (e.g., 
Tasks specified as allocated to a job category in the 
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licensing agreement continued to be allocated to individuals 
in that job category). 

All sites had an administrator who was responsible for 
ensuring that the relevant job categories were filled and that 
supplies were available for performing RAB. In many cases 
this was a member of the RAB team (either a physician or a 
physicist). Administrative employees without RAB duties 
also performed that function in several departments. 

Allocation of Tasks 

Administrators at all sites followed pre-existing licensing 
and professional guidelines for determining which tasks 
would be allocated to equipment and staff. A few sites had 
procedural guidelines in addition to the specifications in 
their licensing agreements for which job categories would 
perform specific RAB tasks. 

Tasks Allocated to Humans and Machines 

The decision to perform RAB is itself a commitment to 
allocate some tasks to people and other tasks to machines. 
In RAB, the task of placing radioactive sources in the 
patient's body has been automated and is performed by 
hardware without human intervention. 

Some performance verification tasks were also performed 
by equipment or software. These included checking 
connections between the patient and the RAB afterloader,. 
performing calculations to verify the accuracy and 
consistency of human data entries, and checking for 
obstructions in the source path prior to treatment delivery. 

Hardware and software were often used by humans during 
dosimetry and treatment plan generation to perform data 
collection, calculation, and precise mechanical 
manipulations. RAB staff performed the tasks that required 
data collection, manipulation, pattern recognition, and 
medical experience or knowledge. RAB staff were also 
required to transport the patient, information, and materials 
between workspaces. Many other human tasks were 
required to verify that the linkages between tasks and 
equipment were performed correctly. 

Tasks Allocated to Different Job Categories 

A common method of task allocation involved assignment 
of each RAB function to a particular job category. Most 
sites had only moderate crossover in task performance 
between job categories. Table 15 shows a breakdown of 
some of the RAB tasks performed by physicians, physicists, 
dosimetrists, technologists, nurses and clerical staff. 
Variations were observed between sites in the assignments 

of tasks to job categories. These variations may be 
attributed to organizational decisions including the 
workload levels assigned individual RAB staff, the 
possibility that staff members at different sites are trained 
to do different tasks, and whether RAB is done exclusively 
or other types of radiation therapy are done as well. 

Although large staffs were common at the visited sites, 
RAB tended to be performed by small specialized teams 
within the larger department. At all sites applicator 
placement, target identification and radiation prescription 
were performed by physicians. At most sites, physicists or 
dosimetrists performed the tasks involving treatment 
planning software and technologists performed daily QA, 
simulation, linkage, and treatment delivery and monitoring 
tasks. There was great variability between different sites in 
the tasks assigned to physicists. Physicists at a few sites 
performed all the non-physician RAB tasks. At others 
physicists performed only administrative and 
troubleshooting tasks, taking little part in day-to-day RAB 
operations. This variability was due to several factors, such 
as the availability of other personnel to perform some of the 
non-physician tasks, the training the physicist had received 
either at that site or at some other site, the physical layout 
of a site in relation to the tasks to be performed, and the 
types of RAB treatments performed at a site. 

Allocation of Workspaces for Task Performance 

Workspaces for RAB can either be allocated from space 
dedicated to RAB or overlaid on existing allocations made 
for other purposes. Administrators at many sites had elected 
to add RAB to their existing workspaces rather than to 
allocate dedicated space for RAB. Treatment planning 
workspaces for RAB were shared with planning systems for 
other types of radiation therapy treatment at 29 percent of 
the sites. Treatment delivery workspaces for RAB were-
shared with other treatment units (teletherapy, 
hyperthermia, etc.) at all but four of the HDR sites. 
Workspace allocation decisions were based on pragmatic 
considerations. It is more feasible to use or modify existing 
workspaces than it is to build new workspaces. RAB is a 
relatively new technology, in contrast to teletherapy for 
which workspaces have existed for several decades. Also, 
the number of RAB treatments at a given site are much 
smaller than the number of teletherapy treatments. Hence, 
organizational decisions frequently were made to 
accommodate RAB in the context of existing teletherapy 
workspaces. 

Simulation and treatment were performed in different 
workspaces at 20 percent of the sites. This allowed existing 
simulation equipment and resources to be used for RAB, 
but required transportation of the patient between the 
unshielded simulation room and a shielded treatment area. 
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Table 15. RAB Task Performance According to Job Category at 16 Sites 

Function/Task MP 

Job Category 
Physicist Dosimetrist Technologist Nurse Clerical 

(percent (percent (percent (percent (percent (percent 
of sites)* of sites)* of sites)* of sites)* of sites)* of sites)* 

Patient Preparation 
Patient scheduling, identification, and tracking 7 7 - 47 60 33 
Patient instruction' 40 7 - 27 67 -
Life support monitoring 20 - - 13 53 -
Applicator placement and stabilization 100 - - 7 13 -
Patient transportation — 7 — 47 47 7 

Treatment Planning 
Simulation with dummy sources 13 7 7 100 — -
Target volume localization 100 20 7 - — -
Radiation prescription 100 • — - - - -
Dwell position localization 33 7 - 7 - -
Dosimetry 13 67 27 7 - -
Treatment plan selection and approval 87 20 7 7 . — — 

Treatment Delivery 
Treatment set-up 13 33 13 60 20 -
Treatment plan entry 13 53 13 33 - -
Verify treatment data prior to treatment 27 53 13 33 - -
Treatment session monitoring 27 60 7 60 27 -
Treatment session control 20 53 7 47 - — 

Post-Treatment 
Source guide tube disconnection 20 13 7 47 27 -
Applicator removal 87 20 7 20 40 -
Patient transportation - 7 - 47 47 7 
Record-keeping** 13 47 13 67 20 -

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange - 20 - — — -
Source calibration - 100 - - - — 
Equipment and software updates - 80 - - - -
Troubleshooting - 100 - - - -
Routine quality assurance — 73 _ 47 — ~" 

Row sums can be greater than 100 since a task can be performed by more than one job category at some sites. 
Treatment verification has been included as part of record-keeping for the purposes of this summary. 
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A single workspace was provided for applicator placement, 
treatment, and simulation at 20 percent of the sites. This 
allocation of space eliminated transportation of the patient 
and reduced the opportunity for applicator movement 
between those tasks. At the remaining sites, workspaces for 
placement, simulation, and treatment tasks were combined 
for some RAB treatments and separated for others. 

Allocation of the same workspace for RAB and other forms 
of radiation therapy treatment also presented some 
scheduling problems for the other types of treatment due to 
the variable length of RAB treatment planning sessions. 
Some administrators had addressed this problem by 
allocating space for RAB patients to remain outside the 
treatment area between simulation and treatment. This 
allowed teletherapy to continue during RAB treatment 
planning sessions, but increased the chance that RAB 
applicators might be moved as the patient was transported 
between the different areas. 

Allocation of Resources 

Resources and materials for RAB were allocated by 
administrators who also had responsibility for teletherapy 
and other radiation oncology operations. Allocation 
decisions were based on a combination of factors stemming 
from pragmatic and economic considerations. The fact that 
RAB must often compete with teletherapy for available 
workspaces, equipment, and personnel suggests that 
compromises are necessary in order for both types of 
treatment to exist side-by-side. These compromises are 
operationalized by organizational policies that give one 
type of treatment priority over the other, depending upon 
factors related to caseload, personnel availability, and the 
urgency of particular cases. 

3.5.2.6 Function 6: Communication of Goals, 
Procedures, and Information 

Once goals are determined, tasks defined, procedures 
designed, and staff and resources allocated to perform those 
tasks, the goals and task performance and linkage 
procedures must be communicated to the staff. Training 
programs can be used to communicate procedures for 
performing tasks. Information needed while performing the 
tasks must also be transmitted to the task performers. The 
communication systems used to pass' information from the 
administration to RAB task performers and those that 
transmit information between task performers should meet 
several criteria. They should ensure that RAB staff 
understand the goals of the RAB system, have learned task 
procedures, and are provided the information they need at 
the appropriate time to perform their duties. 

Communication of Goals 

RAB staff meetings were used at all sites to communicate 
administrative goals and to discuss the implication of those 
goals for each job category. These meetings were 
particularly effective when adjustments of work schedules 
were made since RAB is practiced as a team effort and 
requires coordination between the different individuals on 
the team. Individual goals for staff were usually 
communicated during private conversations with 
supervisors rather than in meetings. 

Communication of Administrative Procedures 

Several of the larger facilities had employee handbooks 
describing administrative procedures at the site. Direct 
personal contact was the usual form of administrative 
communications between adjacent levels in all the 
organizations. Smaller facilities expected supervisors and 
co-workers to communicate procedures and procedure 
changes without written documentation. 

Scheduled meetings were the most common form of 
communication between non-adjacent administrative levels. 
Staff meetings were used at all sites to communicate 
information on scheduling and to discuss and resolve 
departmental difficulties. Meeting frequency varied from 
weekly to "as needed" with the longest interval reported 
between meetings being three months. 

Communication of RAB Procedures 

RAB procedures were usually communicated to staff 
verbally during a short training period. The employee's task 
performance was then monitored by a supervisor or co
worker for a few cases before the new employee was 
allowed to perform RAB tasks without supervision. 

At many sites some of the performance procedures for 
treatment planning tasks and many of the linkage 
procedures between those tasks were tailored to the 
requirements of individual oncologists or particular medical 
treatments. These special procedures were usually 
communicated verbally from the oncologists to the task 
performers. Since many of these procedures were 
undocumented, they provided an additional opportunity for 
substitution errors. Substitution errors can occur when 
procedures appropriate for one task or linkage can be used 
inappropriately in another. 

Examples: Dose prescriptions were sometimes 
provided in different units by different oncologists at 
the same site. Procedures for attaching applicators to 
the afterloader were often standardized, but might be 
different for each medical treatment procedure. One 
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staff member who performed the attachments had 
learned only one of the procedures and was unaware 
that a different procedure was required in some 
circumstances. 

A few sites used posted notes and bulletin boards to 
transmit information about procedural changes or to 
provide examples of properly executed worksheets or 
checklists. A shortcoming of this practice was observed at 
one site where posted materials had not been updated to 
match procedure modifications that had been 
communicated verbally. 

A card illustrating emergency procedures suggested by the 
vendor of the remote afterloading equipment to deal with 
afterloader problems during treatment was posted 
prominently in the control area at many sites. This card and 
some equipment manuals were available to suggest 
emergency procedures recommended by the vendor. At a 
few sites the card was placed behind equipment or stored in 
a notebook that was inaccessible during a treatment. 

Communication of Information 

At most sites, communication between individuals involved 
in RAB was verbal and informal. Formal communication 
procedures between RAB staff had been established at a 
few sites. At those sites staff reported that instead of 
initiating contact directly with individuals at different 
organizational levels or in different job categories, they 
would communicate with an immediate supervisor, who 
would then pass on their information or inquiries. 

The only written communication reported or observed 
between RAB staff separated by a single organizational 
level was in the form of the worksheets that passed between 
treatment planning staff during the generation of an RAB 
treatment plan. Only two sites reported that written memos 
would be exchanged between RAB staff who were 
separated by two or three levels in the administrative 
organizational chart. Written communication between 
levels of RAB administration were found only in certain 
unusual circumstances in which documentation was 
necessary to show compliance or disagreement with written 
directives. Written communication in the form of memos 
was more common between administrative staff who were 
not involved in RAB. 

The communication paths between the staff at a typical 
hospital are shown in Figure 14. Memos are used in the 
organization depicted in Figure 14 to transfer 
administrative information. Verbal communications are 
shown between RAB task performers. 

used at most sites to transfer and discuss information 
between staff on both administrative and RAB issues. 
Individual verbal communication of time-sensitive 
information was encouraged within the RAB team at most 
sites. Wide variance was noted in communication practices 
despite this encouragement. Staff at some sites were eager 
to initiate discussions on RAB problems with other team 
members. At other sites, staff were reluctant to initiate 
conversations and preferred to limit their communications 
to certain individuals or to specific situations in which 
verbal communication was required. The reasons for this 
variability in communication practices among RAB staff 
reflect the way in which task linkage and verification 
information is transmitted, authority relationships at 
particular sites, and personality characteristics of RAB staff 
members. 

3.5.2.7 Function 7: Monitoring Progress Toward 
Goals 

RAB goals were only rarely explicitly described. No formal 
system for comparing progress with RAB goals was found 
at any site. In some cases, costs were monitored carefully. 
At many sites service and treatment goals were monitored 
by tracking the number of treatments performed for 
different physicians or different medical conditions. 
Immediate feedback was provided to most RAB staff when 
short-term goals were not met (e.g., when extra time was 
required for a specific treatment). Monitoring the efficiency 
of service and the ability of staff to perform their RAB 
tasks was usually informal. Formal evaluations of staff 
were required at many sites, but the relevance of these 
evaluations to RAB goals was often low. Formal 
evaluations were carried out by supervisors in the 
department in which the evaluee was employed regardless 
of whether that department was active in RAB. At sites in 
which administrative and RAB supervision duties were 
performed by the same individuals, performance was 
related to RAB task performance criteria. At many sites 
formal evaluations were often carried out by department 
administrators who were not involved in RAB task 
performance. Several staff reported that they were 
evaluated by administrators who they met with only for the 
purpose of performance evaluation. Neither the 
administrators nor the staff were clear on the criteria that 
would be used for evaluation in these cases although both 
felt that input on particularly poor performance would be 
provided by other supervisory personnel with daily contact 
with the RAB staff. 

3.5.2.8 Function 8: Directing Progress Toward Goals 

There was ample evidence that direction was taking place 
at RAB sites in spite of sporadic documentation of this Posted notes were used to transmit information on 

scheduled meetings at several sites. Staff meetings were 
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Figure 14. A typical flow diagram for communication of administrative information 

function. Several sites reported that they had redefined the 
treatment goals that had led them to set up an RAB 
treatment facility. In many cases modifications were related 
to changes in the clinical practice of the referring 
physicians. Adjustments had been made when patient 
caseloads had changed. A few sites reported that the HDR 
afterloader had originally been intended for only one type 
of medical treatment (e.g., lungs) but had been 
subsequently used for other types of treatment (e.g., 
interstitial). Several sites reported that RAB was under 
evaluation as a potential replacement for manual 
brachytherapy treatments. 

Two sites reported that the expected cost/benefit advantage 
of RAB had not been achieved due to the number of staff 
that were required to perform verifications to detect 
potential human errors in RAB. Since most patients at those 
sites were referred for treatment, production goals required 
to justified the cost of the RAB process could not be met. 
Administrators at both sites were in the process of 
modifying their RAB goals to include service as well as 
production. 

3.5.3 RAB Staff Motivation and Job 
Satisfaction 

Motivation and job satisfaction were measured at each site 
to assess the effect of organizational policies and practices 
on RAB staff. High motivation based on personal 
responsibility for patients was found at most sites. Job 

satisfaction levels were also high, although organizational 
policies contributed to a feeling of isolation for some staff. 

3.5.3.1 Motivation 

Motivation to perform well at RAB tasks was found to be 
high even at sites in which staff reported little or no 
feedback from supervisors. Interviews with individual RAB 
staff members at sites with reported communication and 
personnel problems determined that the major motivational 
factor for staff was a feeling of personal responsibility for 
the patients under their care. Consequences of poor task 
performance were most often discussed in terms of the 
perceived effect of that performance on the patient rather 
than its consequences for the staff member. In comparison, 
other potential sources of motivation, such as opportunities 
for promotion or increased pay, seemed to play only a 
minor role in motivating RAB staff to aspire to high levels 
of task performance. 

3.53.2 Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction levels varied across sites, although staff at 
only two sites reported low overall job satisfaction. Most 
dissatisfaction appeared to be due to either personality 
conflicts between the staff or to perceived isolation from 
control and decision processes. Four issues were mentioned 
frequently as sources of job dissatisfaction for RAB 
employees: 
(1) Nurses' felt administratively isolated from the RAB 

treatment team. 
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(2) Technologists and physicists reported undesirable 
time pressure during treatment planning. 

(3) Personality conflicts sometimes occurred between 
staff. 

(4) Workspace limitations were sometimes difficult to 
accommodate. 

3.6 Phase 6: Identification and 
Prioritization of Human Error in 
RAB 

During Phase 6, potential human errors in RAB were 
identified along with the consequences that might follow 
each error. Critical tasks (i.e., tasks in which potential 
errors could have serious consequences to the patient or 
staff) were prioritized according to their safety significance. 
Next, current task performance techniques were analyzed, 
as were techniques for detecting and correcting human 
error. Finally, alternative techniques for performing critical 
tasks were proposed and evaluated for their ability to 
decrease the likelihood of human error, increase its 
detectability, and limit its consequences. In many cases, 
more than one alternative was suggested for a single 
problem to allow for interim improvements until more 
complex but potentially better solutions could be 
implemented. 

3.6.1 Identification of Potential Human 
Errors in RAB 

The Phase 1 function and task analysis was used to 
preliminarily identify task performance errors that could 
occur in RAB. A conceptual model of the RAB system was 
then developed so that the linkages between the tasks could 
be described and potential human errors in performing 
those linkages could be identified. 

3.6.1.1 Errors Identified by Function and Task 
Analysis 

The 24 task performance errors identified as part of the 
preliminary error likelihood estimates in Phase 1 have been 
shown in Table 7. Most of these errors were associated with 
the treatment planning and treatment delivery functions. 

3.6.1.2 Error Consequences Identified by the 
Conceptual Model of the RAB Process 

Potential consequences of human errors which could 
propagate through the RAB system were identified using a 
conceptual model of RAB. This model was developed by 
specifying the information and material passed between 

tasks using linkages and procedures identified in Phases 1 
through 5. This allowed the consequences of an error in 
task performance or task linkage to be tracked so that the 
effect of those errors on treatment planning and treatment 
delivery could be evaluated. The conceptual model was 
also used to suggest procedures that could be used to 
identify and correct the consequences of error at different 
points in the RAB process. 

Figures 15,16, and 17 provide graphical representations 
of those parts of the model that deal with treatment plan 
generation, treatment plan selection, and treatment 
delivery. In each of these figures, the flow of information 
and materials through the RAB system is depicted by 
filled arrows. Patient movement between workspaces is 
shown by unfilled arrows. Transfer of information is 
represented by the movement of the physical medium 
which contains the information, and is shown as a 2-
dimensional box. A 3-dimensional box signifies an RAB 
task or subtask; shaded boxes denote tasks involving 
patient contact, while unshaded boxes denote tasks 
without direct patient contact. 

Figure 15 shows the process by which a treatment plan is 
generated for a patient. The patient is scheduled for a 
treatment session, applicators are placed in the patient, and 
treatment simulation with dummy sources produces a set of 
x-ray films that are used to determine applicator location 
and potential source dwell positions within the patient. 
During target volume localization, targets for the radiation 
dose are either identified in the x-ray images or added to 
those images using information from other target volume 
localization techniques. The x-ray images carry this 
information to the dwell position localization task where 
dwell positions are refined and limits on source travel are 
established. This information is used in the radiation 
prescription task, along with applicator information, to 
prescribe a dose of radiation for each target. A written 
prescription describing each radiation target and the dose to 
be delivered to that target carries the desired radiation 
distribution to the treatment plan generation task. In that 
task, treatment plans are produced by selecting precise 
source dwell times and dwell positions. The results are 
carried in three documents: the x-ray, the applicator map 
that specifies which applicator will be connected to each 
afterloader channel, and the plan that specifies source dwell 
positions and dwell times within each channel. Once a set 
of treatment plans has been generated, the most appropriate 
plan will be selected by the radiation oncologist. 

Figure 16 represents the flow of information and material 
during the selection of a particular treatment plan for 
treatment delivery. Dosimetry software is used to calculate 
the dose that would be delivered to each target from each 
plan. To do this, the software uses position information 
transferred from the x-ray images to reconstruct the 
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geometric relationships between the dwell positions and the 
targets. The applicator map is used to match planned 
afterloader channels with specific applicators identified in 
the x-ray images. The dosages for each plan are plotted (the 
isodose plots) and compared with the desired radiation 
prescription. 

In the plan selection and approval task, the dose 
distributions from the isodose plots for one or more 
treatment plans (from either the current planning session or 
from plans stored in a dose atlas) are compared with the 
radiation prescription. The most appropriate plan is selected 
on the basis of how well its isodose plot corresponds to the 
radiation prescription. When a plan is chosen and approved 
for treatment, the three major products of the treatment 
planning process are brought together: the radiation 
prescription, which specifies the dose to be delivered to 
each target; the applicator map, which specifies the 
connections between the afterloader channels and the 
applicators; and the treatment plan, which details the source 
dwell positions and times within each afterloader ch'annel. 

The same techniques can be used to generate reference 
plans for a dose atlas that catalogs distributions of sources 
and targets. An atlas can be used for cases involving 
generic treatment geometries and applicators. Unusual 
geometries and custom made applicators necessitate the 
formulation of treatment plans that take their special 
characteristics into account. 

Figure 17 shows an approved treatment plan being used to 
deliver an RAB treatment to a patient. The plan is entered 
in the afterloader control unit, and the applicator map is 
used to connect the applicators to the correct afterloader, 
channels. 

Each task performed in this process, and each task linkage 
performed by the transport of information and materials is 
susceptible to error. Tables 16 and 17 show the 76 errors 
which the model identified as having consequences that 
were likely to propagate through an RAB system and 
produce potentially adverse effects on patients or staff. 
Table 16 shows the errors associated with treatment-related 
activities and Table 17 shows the errors associated with 
quality assurance and maintenance tasks. This analysis 
identified linkage errors and performance errors in addition 
to the original 24 task performance errors identified in 
Phase 1. Appendix A describes each of these 76 errors in 
detail and specifies the information needed to detect and 
correct their consequences. 

3.6.2 Identification of Critical Tasks and 
Linkages 

A panel of RAB subject matter experts used the tasks and 
linkages reported in Phases 1 and 3 of this study to identify 

the effect of errors on RAB treatment delivery. The panel 
initially identified critical tasks and linkages in which a 
performance error was judged as likely to result in a 
misadministration or other undesirable consequence to the 
patient or staff. These critical tasks and linkages are 
presented in Table 18. 

The first column of Table 18 shows the RAB function and 
task in which an error was expected to occur. The second 
column specifies whether the error can be detected with 
currently available methods. Errors on critical tasks and 
linkages labeled "undetectable" were judged unlikely to be 
detected using either current capabilities or current 
capabilities augmented by simple procedural changes or job 
performance aids. The third column is an estimate of the 
frequency with which such an error might occur in RAB 
treatment delivery. The fourth column presents the experts' 
assessment of the consequences of the error. "Staff 
concern" indicates that the error was judged to be serious 
but in many cases was unlikely to result in a recordable 
event or reported misadministration since the error was 
judged to be difficult or impossible to detect. Ten critical 
tasks and linkages were identified. 

In addition to the critical tasks listed in Table 18, the panel 
also identified two critical linkage verifications which are 
shown in Table 19. One of these was concerned with 
verifying and approving a treatment plan and the other 
involved checking plan parameters after they had been 
entered into the afterloader control unit. The panel stressed 
that each of these verifications should be performed but did 
not speculate on the incidence of verification failures. They 
felt that the consequence of verification errors would 
depend on what had gone undetected by the linkage 
verification process. 

3.6.3 Prioritization of Errors by Safety 
Significance 

The experts identified fewer significant errors than were 
identified by the conceptual model of RAB. However, all of 
the errors reported in Table 18 were judged likely to cause 
significant harm to patients or staff. Instead of reporting the 
critical errors or the errors whose consequences propagated 
through the system, the panel focused on the tasks in which 
significant errors might occur. 

The panel regarded an error as significant if it was likely to 
result in either a markedly greater radiation dose to the 
patient than specified in the treatment directive or if it 
would result in an unintended dose to either the patient or 
the staff. Although a misadministration might also result 
from a lower dose of radiation than specified in the 
directive, the panel was reluctant to regard a situation in 
which a lower dose was delivered as critical unless it was 
likely to go undetected. 
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Figure 17. Treatment delivery based on treatment plan 

Target volume localization and dosimetry were selected as 
the most critical treatment planning tasks, and source 
calibration as the most critical QA and maintenance task. 
The experts were particularly concerned about potential 
"systemic" errors in software, device maintenance and 
source calibration since they felt that such systemic errors 
could endanger all the patients treated in the interval 
between the occurrence of the error and its detection. 

3.6.4 Comparison of Expert and Model -
Based Assessments 

The results from the conceptual model were compared with 
the results from the expert assessment presented in Section 
3.6.1. Although there was general agreement on the tasks 
with significant error consequences, there were some 
interesting differences between the assessments of the 
experts and the model results. The model identified more 
potential errors and more ways in which these errors could 
contribute to undesirable outcomes, while the experts 
tended to focus on a representative or familiar path with 
fewer possible branches. The most significant difference 
was that the original conceptual model did not indicate that 
source exchange would be a likely cause of significant error 

for RAB staff. Since most HDR source exchanges were 
performed by the manufacturer, RAB staff often did not 
participate in this task. If an error was made during source 
exchange, the model suggested that the error would 
probably be detected during calibration or QA before its 
consequences could propagate. The experts pointed out that 
source exchange posed a serious hazard to the staff and 
patient whether or not any errors were later corrected since 
any source exchange failure was likely to require human 
intervention and exposure. They also advised against 
making any distinction between RAB staff and 
manufacturer staff when the source exchange occurred at 
the RAB site. The conceptual model was amended to 
incorporate these changes. Appendix A includes these 
modifications and an expanded analysis of errors related to 
source exchange. 

3.6.5 Error Frequency Estimates 

Since there were about 135 RAB installations in the United 
States at the beginning of this study, the four documented 
misadministrations in that year (U.S. Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission, NUREG-1272, 1990) correspond to a 
misadministration rate per site of 4/135 = 3 percent. Thus 3 
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Table 16. RAB Process Errors 

F u n c t i o n / T a s k Step H u m a n E r r o r T y p e of E r r o r 

Pat ient Prepara t ion 
Patient scheduling 
Patient identification 
Patient tracking 
Patient instruction 
Life support 
Applicator placement 

Record-keeping 

Patient transportation 

T rea tmen t P lann ing 
Simulation with dummy 

Patient transportation 
Target volume localization 
Radiation prescription 

Dwell pos'n localization 
Dosimetry 
Dosimetry 
Treatment plan selection 
Treatment plan selection 

Trea tment Del ivery 
Treatment set-up 

Treatment plan entry 
Treatment monitoring 
Treatment control 

Pos t -Trea tment 
SGT disconnection 

Patient transportation 
Applicator removal 
Record-keeping 

Schedule RAB treatment 
Identify patient 
Route patient according to schedule 
Instruct patient 
Attach equipment 
Locate tumor 
Select applicator 
Place applicator 
Secure applicator 
Affix channel connector 
Label applicators 
Record applicator diameters 
Record applicator lengths 
Move patient to next area 

Place dummy sources in applicator 
Place dummy sources in applicator 
Place dummy sources in applicator 
Secure dummy string after insertion 
Record dummy string in each applicator 
Record original dummy spacing 
Position patient for simulation view 
Position patient for simulation view 
Position patient for simulation view 
Expose simulation image 
Record view angle and magnification 
Label simulation images 
Label simulation images 
Label simulation images 
Transport simulation results 
Transport patient to treatment area 
Identify radiation targets 
Specify dose for each target 
Transfer treatment directive to planner 
Identify dwell positions 
Choose dwell times 
Calculate target doses 
Select a plan 
Transfer plan to afterloader control unit 

Position patient for treatment 
Position patient for treatment 
Connect applicators to afterloader 
Connect applicators to afterloader 
Connect applicators to afterloader 
Connect applicators to afterloader 
Enter treatment plan 
Monitor treatment session 
Start treatment 
Start treatment 
Control treatment session 
Interrupt treatment 
Conclude treatment 

Disconnect applicators from afterloader 
Disconnect applicators from afterloader 
Move patient to recovery area 
Remove applicators 
Record treatment parameters 
Document administration of treatment fraction 
Record treatment fraction for patient 
Store patient treatment records 

Data entry error 
Patient misidentified 
Patient routing error 
Failure to instruct patient 
Attachment error 
Tumor location misidentified 
Inappropriate applicator selected 
Applicator not placed near tumor 
Applicator inadequately secured 
Connector incompletely connected 
Applicator mislabeled 
Recorded incorrectly 
Recorded incorrectly 
Applicator dislodged 

Dummy string forced into applicator 
Dummy string not completely inserted 
Dummy string of insufficient length 
Dummy string not secured 
Recorded incorrectly 
Dummy spacing misidentified 
Patient positioned incorrectly 
Applicator moved 
Dummy moved 
Image exposed incorrectly 
Recorded incorrectly 
Patient misidentified 
Treatment fraction misidentified 
AP and lateral views mislabeled 
Wrong images transferred 
Applicator moved 
Target misidentified 
Target doses miscalculated 
Communication error 
Dwell positions misidentified 
Inappropriate dwell time chosen 
Doses calculated incorrectly 
Inappropriate plan selected 
Wrong plan transferred 

Applicator moved 
Patient poorly positioned' 
Applicator moved 
Applicator connected to wrong treatment channel 
Applicator connected with wrong guide tube 
Applicator not connected properly 
Data entry error 
Failure to detect system failure 
Treatment begun before setup completed 
Failure to clear room prior to treatment 
Failure to take appropriate action 
Treatment interrupted unnecessarily 
Room entered while source is exposed 

Entry procedures not followed 
Failure to notice applicator movement 
Damage/dislodge applicator 
Damage applicators 
Failure to record treatment data 
Treatment fraction recorded incorrectly 
Record treatment fraction for wrong patient 
Lose treatment records 

Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 

Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 

Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 

Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
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Table 17. Quality Assurance and Maintenance Errors 

Function/Task Step Human Error Type of Error 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange 

Source calibration 

Software updates 

Routine quality assurance 

Secure source 
Replace source 

Measure source activity 
Transfer calibration 

Change software 

Equipment & safety check 

Hardware maintenance 
Hardware modification 

Source released or poorly secured 
Incorrect radionuclide inserted 

Measurement or calculation error 
Data entry error 

Software error introduced 
Software changes not specified 
User interface changed 

Failure to perform QA procedure 
Failure to recognize QA problem 
Failure to record QA problem 
Failure to report QA problem 
QA certification error 
Failure to record QA performance 
Source exposed in occupied room 
Maintenance performance error 
Hardware modification not tested 
User interface changed 

Task performance 
Task performance 

Task performance 
Task linkage 

Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 

Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task linkage 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task performance 
Task linkage 

percent of the RAB sites reported misadministrations in 
1990. 

The number of RAB treatments performed in 1990 can be 
estimated by extrapolating the mean of 177 treatments per 
site observed in this study (1991) to the 135 reported RAB 
sites in 1990, and adjusting for the reported rate of increase 
from the sites of about 32 treatments per site per year. 
Using this formula: [sites]* [treatments/site/year] = 
treatments/year, produces the estimate that 19,575 RAB 
treatments were administered in 1990. 

Four misadministrations in 19,575 treatments corresponds 
to a misadministration rate per treatment of 0.02 percent. 
Thus, approximately 0.02 percent of RAB treatments 
resulted in reported misadministrations in 1990. 

Error checking and correction by RAB staff was observed 
at each facility visited. In addition, every medical facility 
visited in this study reported that errors were regularly 
caught and corrected by their error detection and 
performance verification procedures. These data suggest 
that the error rate per site may be substantially higher than 
the reported misadministration rate. A high rate of errors is 
not inconsistent with the low rate of misadministrations that 
have been reported in RAB. For example: 

• Some errors may never be detected. 
• Some errors may be detected and corrected before a 

misadministration occurs. 

• Some errors may not produce enough difference from 
the prescribed dose for a treatment to be labeled a 
misadministration. 
Some errors may produce dosages which exceed the 
misadministration criteria for a single treatment but 
do not exceed the total dose prescribed for a series of 
treatment fractions. Under reporting rules in place at 
the time of our medical site visits, a dosage error on a 
single fraction that could be compensated for in 
subsequent fractions need not be reported. 

A higher rate of errors than misadministrations is desirable, 
but does not provide a reliable index of system safety. Each 
error which has not yet resulted in a misadministration 
might do so in the future under slightly different 
circumstances. The only real difference in many cases may 
be in the magnitude of the error's consequences (e.g., an 
error in data input involving transposition of a " 1 " and a 
"2" might have greater consequences in the first digit of a 
number than in the last and might not have the same 
consequences as transposing a " 1 " and a "9"). In order to 
reduce the potential for undesirable consequences, the 
underlying errors must be addressed regardless of whether 
any particular instance of an error led to a 
misadministration. 
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Table 18. Critical Tasks and Linkages* 

Critical Tasks and Linkages 
Current 

Detectability 
Problem/Error 

Frequency Consequence 

Patient Preparation 
Patient scheduling, identification, & tracking' 
Applicator placement and stabilization 

Treatment Planning 4 

Target volume localization 
Dwell position localization5 

Dosimetry6 

Treatment Delivery7 

Treatment set-up8 

Treatment plan entry 

Post-Treatment 
No Critical Tasks 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange 
Source calibration10 

Routine quality assurance11 

Current/Augmented 
Current/Undetectable2 

Undetectable 
Undetectable 
Undetectable 

Undetectable 
Current capability9 

Current capability 
Current capability 

Once in a while 
Once in a while 

Rare 
Frequent 
Once in a while 

Recordable event 
Concern/Recordable3 

Staff Concern 
Concern/Recordable 
Concern/Recordable 

Frequent Concern/Recordable 
Occasional/Frequent Concern/Recordable 

Rare 
Rare 

Recordable event 
Recordable event 

* Tables 16 and 17 describe the individual errors involved in each task or linkage in greater detail 
1 Although "treating the wrong patient" is classically a problem in nuclear medicine, identification errors were considered to be less likely in RAB because 

of the intrusive medical procedure involved. This identification advantage for RAB is offset if the RAB team often does not see the patient beforehand, 
and the RAB patient does not have a wrist band or other hospital identification. 

2 Problems in applicator placement are detectable with current technology; problems in applicator stabilization are largely undetectable. 
3 Consequence depends on the site treated and on the degree of applicator movement. 
4 Comments on the other Treatment Planning tasks: making sure that the prescription is understood is a linkage task that influences all the other tasks; 

problem with simulation include difficulties in determining the magnification factor from the images and the difficulty of interpreting sub-optimal x-ray 
films. 

3 Second most critical of the Treatment Planning tasks. Mistakes in the magnification factor are influential here. 
6 Tied for most critical of the Treatment Planning tasks. Also includes dose optimization. 
7 Note that if there is an emergency stop of the GM 2i treatment, it is very complex (and error prone) to reprogram for a restart. 
8 This primarily includes hooking applicators to the wrong treatment channels. 
9 This is considered a high frequency error of major consequence, so there are usually steps in place to catch errors. 
1° A systematic error endangering multiple patients is possible if the source strength is not properly measured and recorded after source exchange. 
' 1 Included as a "critical" task for identifying potential RAB errors and addressing their consequences. 
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Table 19. Critical Verifications 

Function Verification 

Treatment Planning Verify and approve treatment plan 
Treatment Delivery Verify treatment data prior to treatment 

3.6.6 Identification and Evaluation of 
Alternative Approaches 

The final undertaking in Phase 6 was to identify and 
evaluate alternative approaches to solving safety significant 
problems in RAB. These approaches were generated by 
combining and integrating the opinions of the expert panel, 
the empirical data collected during the site visits, and the 
predictions of the RAB conceptual model. This process 
yielded a set of alternative approaches that could be 
implemented to reduce or eliminate radiation hazards to 
patients and staff. These alternative approaches are 
presented in detail in Section 5. These approaches 
suggested that changes be made in four aspects of RAB 
systems: equipment and software, job performance aids, 
procedures, and training. Each intervention was designed so 
that it would produce one or more of the following effects 
on RAB systems: 

• decrease the likelihood of human error 
• increase the detectability of human error 
• limit the consequences of human error 

Some of these approaches require a significant redesign or 
modification of various aspects of RAB hardware, 
software, procedures or training. In view of this fact, 
alternatives were formulated whenever possible to provide 
interim improvements in RAB system performance, while 
the more sophisticated approaches are being developed and 
implemented. 
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4 A General Approach to Human Error 

A good case can be made that as long as it is possible for 
humans in a system to make errors, it will also remain a 
human function to detect and correct the consequences of 
those errors. A robust system ensures that errors and their 
consequences will be corrected before they can degrade 
system performance. A system can be considered robust 
with regard to human error if the consequences of a human 
error either cannot effect system performance, or will be 
detected and corrected by the system or its users before the 
output of the system is degraded. 

Errors which are not detected cannot be corrected, except 
by chance, before their consequences affect other parts of 
the system. Error detection requires redundant information. 
A suspect result must be compared with something else 
before a difference can be detected. Correction of the 
consequences of an error requires even more information, 
since a difference between two values does not indicate 
which is correct. 

The previous sections described human errors that are 
likely to occur in RAB. They also introduced a conceptual 
model of the RAB treatment delivery process that can be 
used to track how errors occur, and the paths by which their 
consequences can propagate through an RAB system. The 
results of that model were then used to described and 
prioritize the performance and safety consequences of those 
errors. Identification of the critical tasks and the paths by 
which the consequences of error in those tasks propagate 
through a system is an essential step in reducing the 
consequences of error. Once potential errors on critical 
tasks are identified, steps can be taken to 
• decrease the likelihood of human error 
• increase the detectability of human error 
• limit the consequences of errors which do propagate 

through the system 
• improve the error prevention and detection 

capabilities of quality assurance procedures 

4.1 Decrease the Likelihood of 
Human Error 

Human factors analysis attempts to identify the root causes 
of human error so that the factors leading to the error can be 
removed or reduced. Changes in the human-systems 
interface, procedures, training, or organizational practices 
and policies can be used to modify the influence of the 
factors contributing to an error so that the likelihood of that 
error is reduced. Sometimes, when machines can perform a 
task more reliably than humans, human error can be 
avoided by reallocating that task to a machine. 

4.2 Increase the Detectability of 
Human Error 

Although the likelihood of human error can be reduced by 
good system design, it is unreasonable to expect that all 
such error will be eliminated in a complex system. The ease 
with which errors are detected and the delay between 
occurrence and detection determine the effect that errors 
will have on system performance. An ideal system would 
be one in which errors are difficult to commit, easy to 
detect, and which was robust enough to allow recovery 
from errors after they had been detected. Unfortunately, 
human errors in many systems are difficult to detect. Thus, 
major safety gains can be expected from an increase in 
error detectability. Changes in the human-system interfaces, 
procedures, training, or organizational practices and 
policies can increase the chance of detecting errors. 

4.2.1 Improve the Timing of Error 
Detection 

If errors in task performance can be detected as the task 
performer completes a step of the task, the error can often 
be corrected at that time before it affects system 
performance. Immediate error detection requires three 
things: 
(1) feedback from the system on the results of the latest 

step 
(2) the expected result of the step 
(3) a method to compare the system feedback with the 

expected result 

Temporal contiguity with task performance is desirable 
since an error detected long after a task is completed may 
require many other tasks, each with its own sequence of 
steps, to be examined before the locus of the error can be 
identified. Just as the cost of error correction may rise as 
detection time increases, the number of things which can be 
corrected may be reduced. Immediate detection may allow 
the error itself to be corrected and system performance to 
continue with no degradation. Less prompt detection may 
permit damage control to mitigate error consequences. Late 
detection may only allow correction for future operations 
or, in the worst case, no correction at all. 

4.2.2 Improve the Allocation of Error 
Detection Tasks 

If task performers are already burdened to the point that 
performance errors are likely, the addition of error 
detection tasks to their workload will increase the potential 
for performance decrement. Ideally, errors should be 
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obvious to task performers with little or no additional effort 
expended in error detection. The additional effort can be 
reduced by providing procedures and training that facilitate 
error detection, or by allocating the detection of errors to 
other staff and accepting the staffing, communication and 
delay problems inherent in multi-person procedures. The 
burden on task performers can be substantially reduced if 
hardware and software are allocated the function of 
detecting task performance errors as they occur and 
providing timely feedback. The burden cannot be 
eliminated unless the equipment has some way other than 
user input to acquire the additional information used in 
error detection. 

43 Limit the Consequences of 
Human Error 

Detection of an error does not of itself guarantee that the 
error will be corrected or that its consequences will be 
limited. The consequences of an error depend on when the 
error is detected, and on what can be done to correct the 
error and block its effects. 

4.3.1 Prevent the Propagation of the 
Consequences of the Error 

If task performance or linkage errors can be detected before 
the consequences propagate to another part of the system, 
degradation of system performance can be limited or 
prevented. In many cases, a task or linkage can be repeated 
with only minimal effect on system performance and 
safety. 

4.3.2 Damage Control After an Error is 
Detected 

Errors which remain undetected make no immediate 
demands on the system, although they may have 
undesirable consequences and degrade system performance. 
Once an error is detected, degradation of system 
performance can be limited by correcting the error and 
taking actions to reverse its consequences. Damage control 
after an error is detected places an additional burden on 
staff since it requires that any propagating consequences of 
the error be identified and prevented from compromising 
other parts of the system. 

4.4 Quality Assurance 

One aspect of quality assurance involves additional 
procedures that are performed to prevent errors, to detect 
errors and their consequences, and to prevent those 
consequences from degrading system performance. A 

multi-tiered QA program involves steps designed to 
accomplish these goals sequentially so that each possible 
error is defined, then steps are designed to prevent as many 
errors as possible, other steps are designed to detect any 
errors which were not prevented, and further steps are 
designed to deal with the consequences of errors after they 
have been detected. 

In systems in which tasks are performed sequentially, an 
event-oriented damage control procedure can be used to 
address error consequences. In such a QA system, the task 
containing an error is first identified, and then that task and 
all subsequent tasks in the sequence are repeated. Thus, in 
an event-based QA system in which an error is identified in 
the third of five sequential tasks, the output of the system 
can be corrected by repeating the third, fourth and fifth 
tasks. An alternative damage control procedure involves 
detecting the consequences of an error in subsequent tasks, 
and then using knowledge of the system to determine 
additional steps that can be performed to compensate for 
the effect of the error on the system. If some steps in the 
process are not reversible, as is the case after a radiation 
treatment has been delivered, the effects of an error may 
not be correctable, although steps may still be taken to limit 
the consequences of the error. 

The following section describes alternatives to current 
practice in RAB that can be used in such a QA system to 
address human error in critical RAB tasks. Alternatives for 
preventing errors, detecting their consequences, and 
limiting the impact of those consequences will be 
considered and evaluated for each critical RAB task. 
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5 Addressing Human Error on Critical RAB Tasks 

The error analysis presented in Section 3 identified ten 
critical tasks in which human error was likely to produce an 
unintended dose of radiation to the patient or staff. Previous 
phases of the project determined the contributions of 
human-systems interfaces, procedures, training and the 
organizational support of RAB to the root causes of error in 
those critical tasks. 

A good human systems interface for task performance 
should indicate what the person is expected to do, make it 
easy to perform the required operations without error, and 
make it easy to detect and correct any errors which do 
occur. 

Procedures can support a task by showing the proper way to 
perform each step in the task and by showing how materials 
and information should be transferred between different 
tasks. Training can support the task by ensuring that staff 
acquire the knowledge and skills needed to perform the 
task. 

Organizational support ensures that the workspaces, 
resources, and equipment needed to support the task are 
available, that procedures have been designed to perform 
the tasks, to link them, and to verify task performance, and 
that staff are adequately trained to carry out those 
procedures. 

In this section, alternative approaches for improving error 
prevention, error detection, error correction, and damage 
control in the ten critical tasks are suggested and evaluated. 
Modifications to current RAB interfaces, procedures, 
training, and organizational support for each task are 
considered. The alternatives provide some direction to 
solve problems in the critical tasks, but do not include the 
level of detail that would be required for implementation. In 
many cases, more than one alternative has been suggested 
for a single problem to allow for interim improvements 
until more technically challenging but potentially better 
solutions can be achieved. 

Implementation of the alternatives would require 
coordination with existing procedures and in some cases 
would require support from RAB equipment manufacturers 
and software developers. 

5.1 Critical Task 1: Patient 
Scheduling, Identification, and 
Tracking 

This task involves the initial identification of the patient, 
scheduling the patient's movement through the RAB 

workspaces, and any transport, tracking and re-
identification that is required as the patient and his records 
move within the RAB system. Errors in these tasks involve 
scheduling the patient for the wrong treatment, bringing the 
patient to the wrong treatment area, or delivering an 
inappropriate treatment to the patient due to 
misidentification of the patient or his records. (See Table 
A.l in Appendix A for more complete error descriptions.) 

The initial arrival of the patient in the treatment area is 
particularly important since identification aids are often 
attached to the patient and the patient's records at that time. 
After initial identification of the patient and his records, the 
staff need a rapid and reliable method to verify that the 
patient, the patient's records, and the patient's schedule 
correspond to those required by the current treatment 
directive. 

To facilitate detection of errors, the identification 
mechanism should be available to all staff who work with 
the patient or the patient's documents without requiring 
staff to use complicated identification procedures. 

5.1.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 
Patient wrist bands with patient identification codes are 
used to identify patients in many hospitals. Hospital 
identification bands have the advantage that they are 
difficult to remove or exchange, and use codes that can be 
compared with documents and scheduled procedures after 
transport. Since HDR RAB is often performed as an 
outpatient procedure, wrist bands are not currently placed 
on all RAB patients. Wrist band ID codes are usually a 
series of digits that facilitate computer identification of 
patient records, but are difficult for people to differentiate 
or recall. This difficulty can lead to errors in transcription 
and the need for time-consuming comparisons to match a 
patient's wristband code with records and scheduling 
information. 

Some outpatient clinics require the patient to carry a 
magnetic card with identification information on it. This 
information can be read by a computer and compared with 
records and scheduling information entered at each 
workstation. The magnetic card eliminates problems that 
humans may have in identifying and transcribing strings of 
numbers. Unfortunately, cards can also increase the 
potential for other errors since each card is identical and 
differences between cards can be more difficult to 
determine than differences between patients. 

Photographs of the patient were added to the records 
carried by the patient during RAB at some visited sites. 
These photographs had the advantage of allowing records 
to be visually matched to a patient without disturbing the 
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patient or requiring that written records be searched for 
identification codes. Photographs work particularly well 
when their images are large enough so that identification 
can be made at a glance. They are limited by their image 
quality, changes in patients' appearance over time, and the 
similarity in age, appearance, and attire of RAB patients at 
many sites. Photographs are also more easily dropped or 
switched than wrist bands and cannot be easily compared to 
printed identification codes on treatment records. 

Patients at most of the RAB sites had made multiple visits 
to the site for treatment and were known to their physician 
and the RAB staff. This limited the opportunity for 
identification errors and provided a source of information 
(i.e., staff memory) for verifying identifications. Recall of 
the patient's name and previous treatments was also used 
by staff at many sites instead of identification codes as the 
redundant information needed to verify that documents 
transported with the patient were appropriate. These 
recognition methods served to limit, but not eliminate the 
opportunity for error in these tasks. They enabled errors in 
which patients with similar names or similar treatment 
histories might be confused. Tracking patients and 
documents using memorized information introduces an 
opportunity for old memory patterns to replace or modify 
recently stored items. 

Some sites allocate a single staff member to accompany 
and track the patient during treatment so that the only 
opportunity for misidentification occurs when the patient 
initially arrives. This method does not address the problem 
of matching the patient to schedules and records and is not 
effective when records and the patient are separated. 

5.1.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Approaches that could be used to reduce the potential for 
error in this critical task include provision of job 
performance aids, redesign of identification and linkage 
procedures, and additional staff training. 

Since the patient may not be awake when a transfer or 
treatment takes place, the identification procedures must 
work without interaction between the patient and the staff. 
Since patients and their records can be separated, 
identification procedures must be able to match patients to 
their records. 

Identification errors can be made whenever a staff member 
initiates or resumes contact with a patient, uses or modifies 
the patient's records, or passes control of the patient or his 
records to someone else. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Some of the burden on staff performing this task could be 
relieved by automating part of the identification and 
tracking process. If the patient and all patient records were 
automatically marked with identification information that 
could be read and verified by the planning and afterloading 
equipment, each step in the tracking process could then be 
verified automatically by software as the patient or 
documents arrived at each RAB workstation. 

Job Performance Aids 

Highly visible tags that identify the patient and his records 
could assist staff in determining whether the patient is the 
person for whom the treatment was scheduled, whether the 
records are for that patient and treatment fraction, and 
whether the patient has been transferred to the proper place. 

Procedures 

Task locating procedures could be modified to combine the 
workspaces for different RAB tasks. This would reduce the 
movement of the patient from one area to another and limit 
the subsequent number of identifications performed. 
Limiting the transport of the patient and the patient's 
records would reduce the likelihood of scheduling errors 
and limit the opportunities for misidentification after 
transport. 

Task allocation procedures could also be modified to limit 
the number of different staff that take responsibility for the 
patient and records during the RAB process. Since the 
patient's identity is transferred each time responsibility for 
the patient or his records is passed between staff members, 
the number of possible identification errors could be 
reduced by limiting the number of these transfers. 

Tagging procedures can be designed so that tags are applied 
to patients and patient records on entry to the treatment area 
and whenever a subsequent record is generated. Procedures 
can be designed to require these tags to be placed and 
compared before any records are separated from each other 
or from the patient. 

Communication procedures can be designed to ensure that 
enough information is transmitted with the patient and with 
treatment documents to allow their identities and their 
suitability for the scheduled treatment to be verified. 

Verification procedures can be designed to use that 
information to check for identification and transport errors 
in during RAB. 
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Training 

Training staff in identification methods can reduce the 
incidence of errors related to patient identification and 
tracking. Training staff to recognize error opportunities and 
to use specific identification procedures to resolve 
scheduling and tracking ambiguities is a viable alternative 
in some situations. 

5.1.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

There is an opportunity for human error each time an RAB 
treatment procedure is scheduled or whenever patients and 
their records are transferred between RAB workspaces. 
Identification errors can also occur whenever patient 
records are created or when responsibility for the patient or 
the patient's records is passed between staff members 
during RAB. 

Different identification information, and formats are often 
used for marking schedules, records, x-rays, and the patient 
during treatment. Current identification and tracking 
practices often involve searching the patient's records for 
identification numbers or repeatedly asking the patient for 
personal identifying information. These practices add 
substantially to the burden on the staff, are likely to 
increase the time needed to perform the treatment, and may 
cause some patients to wonder why the staff can neither 
remember them nor determine why they are there. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Automatic tagging of patient records could be used to 
standardize the format of identification marks placed on 
patient records. Automatic tag reading would reduce the 
opportunity for human misidentification. Effective use of 
equipment with tagging and reading capability to eliminate 
human error in this task would require coordination 
between manufacturers of equipment used to make and read 
tags at different RAB workstations. Sites would also need 
to purchase new equipment with tagging and tag 
identification capabilities before automatic tagging could be 
used. Tagging standards would allow manufacturers to 
address these problems and coordinate their equipment 
development so that automatic tagging could be provided 
on new equipment models. 

Until standards for automatic tagging are developed, and 
equipment offering automatic tagging and tag reading is 
coordinated, procedures and job performance aids for 
manual tagging can be used to reduce the opportunity for 
human error in scheduling and tracking patients and their 
records. In either an automatic or a manual tagging system, 
each patient would be tagged with an identifier upon arrival 
for treatment, and each document generated or received 

during treatment would be tagged with a corresponding 
identifier. Prominent tags on patients and patient records 
would reduce the burden on staff trying to identify records 
and match them with particular patients or treatment 
directives. Although tags could reduce the likelihood of 
errors in identifying the patient and the patient's records, 
four new errors would still be possible if tags were used in 
this task: 

(1) the patient might be mis-tagged 
(2) records might be mis-tagged 
(3) tags might be misidentified 
(4) properly tagged patients might be scheduled for the 

wrong treatment or delivered to the wrong 
workstations 

Training in tagging procedures and in procedures for 
scheduling and tracking using tags could be used to reduce 
the incidence of these errors. 

Since an opportunity for error occurs each time the patient 
or a patient record is transported, the alternative of 
combining workspaces and staff for different RAB tasks to 
reduce transport and limit the number of resulting 
identifications would also decrease the likelihood of error. 
This alternative cannot eliminate all chance of error since 
some transport and initial identification would still be 
required. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

Tags can be used to detect transport errors by comparing 
the tags on documents and patients arriving at a 
workstation. Scheduling errors cannot be detected from tags 
alone, since both the patient and the schedule may have the 
same tags on arrival at a workstation. 

To detect mis-tagging, another identifier must be available 
to compare to the tag. Job performance aids can be used to 
provide these alternate identifiers. Matched ID tags can be 
attached to the patient and each record or form that is used 
for a particular treatment fraction. Treatment fractions 
might be indicated by tags with different color codes. This 
would help prevent documents from a previous treatment 
fraction from being confused with those used in subsequent 
treatment fractions. To facilitate detection of errors, the tags 
should be large enough to be seen from a distance of 
several feet and placed so that they are visible at a glance so 
that they can be matched at each error opportunity. 

The burden placed on the staff for performing these 
comparisons can be limited substantially by making the 
tags visible and distinguishable at a glance without 
searching the patient or the patient's documents for 
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matching codes. Tags that identify patients and their 
treatment fraction can reduce this burden by allowing 
anyone at the site to identify them without interacting with 
the patient or searching for identification codes. To 
accomplish this, the tags must be placed prominently on the 
patient and on all patient documents used or modified 
during RAB. 

Tags also make it possible to detect a previous 
identification or tracking error since the tag on the patient 
can be compared with the tags on the treatment directive, 
treatment plan, and treatment schedule. The likelihood of 
detecting these errors can be substantially increased if the 
tags allow errors to be detected by all staff at any time 
rather than by specified individuals at times when they may 
be too engrossed in their duties to notice that an error has 
occurred. 

Verification procedures are particularly important during 
initial identification and scheduling since tags would be 
placed at that time. 

Tagging of patients and their records could also be used 
when software is used in the identification process. 
Software could be designed to tag all stored or entered 
records with a unique patient ID and treatment fraction. The 
software could then compare the tags on its stored records 
to verify that they matched. The records could also be 
matched to the patient if the software could read the 
patient's identification tag. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

The consequences to the patient of an identification error 
depend on how far treatment has progressed between the 
time the error was made and it is detected. The primary 
method for limiting the consequences of an error is 
therefore to detect the error and correct it as early in the 
RAB process as possible. Any consequences of the error 
that may have propagated beyond the point at which the 
error was made must then be identified and addressed. 

One way to detect tagging errors early in RAB would be to 
assign someone to verify the initial tagging of the patient 
and all tagged documents. 

Another approach would be to design procedures that 
require verification of patient identity each time a staff 
member initiates or resumes contact with a patient, uses the 
patient's records, or passes control of the patient or records 
to someone else. 

treatment delivery. This method can either substitute for 
early detection or can be used as a final step to detect 
identification or scheduling errors before they produce 
unrecoverable consequences. If this alternative is used, 
correction procedures must be designed to deal with each 
possible consequence of an error in scheduling, identifying, 
or tracking a patient. 

Identification procedures can be time consuming since re-
identification must be performed each time that documents 
or patients are transported. Refresher training in 
identification procedures might be useful for staff who may 
be tempted to accelerate the identification process by 
bridging gaps in documentation with unverified 
assumptions. 

Example: A staff member who refers to a document from a 
previous treatment fraction may not recognize that it might 
be mistaken for a current document by another task 
performer. Documents that are in a workstation during 
treatment are often assumed to belong to the current patient. 
It requires training to overcome this assumption, to recognize 
error opportunities, and to re-identify and re-label documents 
whenever a possibility of error has occurred. 

The alternative of providing suitable tags and the training 
and time needed to use them can provide the basis for a 
continuing support program for this important error 
detection activity. Since these tags would carry the results 
of the initial patient identification to subsequent tasks, the 
burden on staff to re-identify at each transfer would be 
reduced. Presentation of the prior identification results in a 
prominent tag would transform many opportunities for 
identification and tracking error into opportunities for 
detecting and correcting scheduling or transport problems. 

5.2 Critical Task 2: Applicator 
Placement and Stabilization 

These tasks require that applicators be selected, placed near 
a target in the body, and secured to prevent movement after 
placement. Information on the characteristics of the 
applicator (e.g., diameter, length) and applicator placement 
must be transmitted to the treatment planners and to the 
staff performing applicator connections. 

Errors in these tasks involve failure to select the appropriate 
applicator for the intended target, failure to place the 
applicator near the tumor, failure to secure the applicator to 
prevent its movement after placement, or failure to transfer 
accurate information about the placement to other task 
performers. See Table A.2 in Appendix A for a more 
detailed error description. 

Many RAB errors can be corrected if they are detected 
prior to treatment delivery. An alternative to early error 
detection might be to perform all verifications just prior to 
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5.2.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

Since applicator selection, placement, and stabilization are 
medical procedures performed by physicians, the 
procedures used to perform this task were not part of this 
study. However, some of the aids used in performing the 
task were identified and are described below. The position 
of the applicator relative to radiation targets is crucial to 
treatment planning and most sites had developed 
procedures for checking that the placement was close to the 
tumor or methods for determining whether the applicator 
had moved since it was placed. These performance 
verification procedures, and the linkage procedures used to 
transfer placement information, whether performed by 
physicians or other RAB staff are discussed below. 

Applicator Selection 

The selection of an appropriate applicator for a given target 
requires knowledge of the dose distribution characteristics 
of different applicators in relation to the target volume. One 
consequence of selecting an inappropriate applicator is that 
shaping the dose distribution to cover the target may prove 
difficult. This error can have notable consequences for the 
patient, as when too high a dose is delivered to a region 
outside the target volume. 

Applicator selection requires that discriminations be made 
among applicator shapes and sizes. These discriminations 
can be difficult when an applicator is selected from among 
several similar applicators that are used for the same type of 
treatment. 

Applicator Placement Interfaces and Aids 

The interfaces available for applicator placement varied 
depending on the applicators used and the sites in which 
they were placed. Since the object of this task is to place 
the applicator near the tumor and to secure it so that it 
remains in place until treatment is completed, the task 
involves both visualization and feedback on the location 
and the security of the placement. In some cases placement 
was performed surgically using direct visual feedback of 
the relationship between the applicator and the target. In 
others, fluoroscopic or other two dimensional 
representations of applicator position were used. Needles 
were placed using guide frames or by successive 
approximations with fluoroscopic or CAT scans. The 
primary problems observed in placement involved lack of 
feedback on the distance between the applicator and its-
target and the mental calculation needed to translate two-
dimensional images of applicator and target positions (from 
fluoroscopy, x-rays or CAT scans) into three-dimensional 
spatial relationships. These problems were increased when 
the target was not visible on the same images as the 

applicator so that two sets of images, one of the target and 
the other of the applicator, were used. These independent 
images often used different scales and view angles for the 
target and the applicator. 

Applicator Stabilization 

Each type of applicator has different stabilization 
requirements. Lung catheters placed in the patient's airway 
may move each time the patient breathes or coughs. Other 
applicators may move when the patient changes position or 
uses certain muscles. Applicators that are placed using 
positioning racks usually have good stabilization interfaces, 
while unsupported needles and lung catheters often have 
none. A design for a lung catheter, with stabilization prongs 
to hold it in position after it was placed, was in use at one 
site. 

The optimum stabilization interface for this task depends on 
who performs the stabilization, the method used to stabilize 
the applicator, and when the stabilization is performed. 
Since applicator placement is usually a medical procedure 
and therefore not within the scope of this study, 
stabilization procedures using surgical and other tissue-
damaging methods were not evaluated. The need to detect 
and address the consequences of applicator movement 
(whether or not it is due to improper stabilization) remains 
an important part of the RAB process. 

Error Detection and Correction Procedures 

To detect errors in selecting, placing, and stabilizing an 
applicator after placement, information on the intended 
characteristics and position must be preserved so that it can 
be compared with later measurements. Interfaces therefore 
include the original applicator specifications and any tags, 
labels, and location devices used to determine an 
applicator's position and characteristics. These interfaces 
often offered inadequate support to the people performing 
the verifications. 

Worksheets were used to carry placement information to 
other task performers at some sites. Other sites relied on 
verbal communications to transfer placement information. 
Either method can transfer the information needed for 
planning an RAB treatment although only the first allows 
independent verification of communication after the 
information has been transferred. 

Mechanical methods for detecting applicator movement 
were often used. These usually entailed marking the 
position of the applicators with respect to some reference 
point on the patient at the time of placement. Tape was 
often used to indicate movement of applicators in lung 
treatments. These mechanical aids were used to verify 
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whether the applicator had been partially expelled or pulled 
from the lung prior to treatment, but did not allow 
movement of the applicators within the body in relation to 
the targets to be detected. 

Placement errors and movement can be detected by 
simulation if the target and applicators can be identified on 
the simulation images. At many sites simulation images 
showing the applicators and some patient body structures 
were used to verify placement of the applicators prior to 
treatment. These views did not always have enough 
information to verify the applicator characteristics, target 
position, or stabilization. They often did not show the 
radiation targets, so no verification of the position of the 
applicators in relation to the targets could be performed. 

Some sites accomplished the transfer of applicator 
characteristics to the simulation images by placing coded 
radio-opaque identification dots on each applicator. Some 
sites also tagged the targets with radio-opaque material 
prior to simulation so that both the targets and the 
applicators could be seen in the simulation views. Such 
tagging can be a useful aid in verifying applicator 
placement, but must be subject to clinical evaluation of its 
consequences to the patient and its relevance to the 
treatment procedure. 

Applicator placement is a good example of an activity in 
which organizational decisions must be made to balance 
speed, efficiency, safety, and training. At some sites, 
distances between targets and applicators were measured by 
the physicians during placement, after which radiation 
doses were specified to the applicators rather than to the 
targets. This procedure assumed that the placement was 
stable enough so that the distances would not change 
appreciably before treatment was completed. At other sites, 
treatment directives specified the doses to be delivered to 
specific targets in the body. In those cases, simulation x-
rays were used after placement to measure the distances 
between the applicators and the targets. This latter ordering 
of tasks had the advantage that movements of the applicator 
between placement and simulation could be detected but 
had the disadvantage that it took more time and introduced 
the opportunity for simulation or target localization errors. 
Neither method could detect applicator movement after 
simulation. This problem was addressed at some sites by 
performing both the simulation and the treatment in the 
same room to minimize patient movement between 
simulation and treatment. 

5.2.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Selection of an appropriate applicator requires an interface 
between the applicator and the person doing the placement. 
Applicator labeling and tracking methods differed at the 

visited sites and were often insufficient to provide 
unambiguous selection information at the time of 
placement. 

Alternatives to current techniques for placing and 
stabilizing applicators involve methods designed to help 
identify, preserve, and transfer information on applicator 
characteristics, and methods to detect and compensate for 
movement of the applicator between placement and 
treatment. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Applicators could be marked by the manufacturer so that 
their selection characteristics (e.g., size, diameter, 
shielding) could be determined easily. 

Feedback could be provided during applicator placement by 
computerized reconstruction of applicator position so that 
the task performer could measure the distance between an 
applicator and other body structures as the applicator was 
being placed. 

Many applicators (e.g., lung catheters) appear to be 
designed for ease of movement through body cavities. This 
makes them easy to position, but also increases the chance 
that they will move out of position after placement. 
Stabilization errors would be less likely if the applicator 
could be modified to have the opposite movement 
characteristics after placement so that movement out of the 
chosen position was more difficult than movement into it. 
Any such modification should also be reversible to allow 
the applicator to be removed easily after treatment. 

Job Performance Aids 

The likelihood of error in the transfer of information on 
applicator characteristics could be reduced if the applicators 
were labeled in such a way that their treatment related 
characteristics (length, diameter, etc.) could be determined 
easily during task performance. Errors in information 
transfer could be detected if those characteristics could be 
determined by either visual inspection after applicator 
placement or determined from their images in the 
simulation views. 

It is of particular importance that applicator placement, 
radiation prescription, treatment planning, and applicator 
hook-up task performers have a common reference for 
applicators, treatment directives, and treatment channels. 
Worksheets are one method for applicator placement and 
stabilization characteristics to be transferred between tasks. 
An applicator-channel map that could be annotated during 
placement with the characteristics of each applicator would 
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provide a common reference for radiation prescription, 
treatment planning, and treatment setup. 

Corresponding marks on the patient and applicator at the 
entry point of the applicator into the patient's body can be 
used to detect offsets in the applicator's position after 
placement. Tape can be placed on the body and on the 
applicator to standardize and highlight the marks.. 

Procedures 

Although applicator placement and stabilization procedures 
involve medical expertise that was not part of this study, 
detection of placement and stabilization error, and 
procedures for dealing with the consequences of those 
errors are often performed by RAB staff. 

If placement or stabilization errors are detected during 
applicator placement they can often be corrected before 
their co'nsequences can affect other tasks. One method for 
limiting the consequences of stabilization errors (but not 
placement errors) would be to prevent applicator movement 
in the interval between the initial measurement of 
applicator-target distances and the delivery of a treatment 
based on those distances. 

To detect the consequences of placement and stabilization 
errors on subsequent tasks, information on the applicator's 
current position, stability, and characteristics must be 
obtained and compared with their intended values. These 
needs could be addressed by ensuring that applicator 
characteristics are known and are preserved after 
placement. A method for measuring the current 
characteristics and location of each applicator would also 
be required. 

Stabilization of the applicator with respect to one location 
in the patients body, or with respect to an external 
positioning frame, cannot guarantee that the distance 
between the applicator and the targets will not change. 
Targets and applicators can often move within the body in 
response to normal physiological processes (e.g., breathing, 
coughing, bladder distention, rolling over) that are 
unrelated to the RAB process. A few sites gathered 
information on the distance between applicators and targets 
by placing radio-opaque markers on the targets to make 
them visible on simulation views. When both the radiation 
targets and the applicators are radio-opaque, x-ray images 
of the target area can be used to measure the distances 
between the applicators and the targets. New images are 
required to re-measure the distances each time movement is 
suspected. 

The measured applicator-target distances can also be used 
to generate a new treatment plan based on the actual 
applicator position after transport. 

Training 

Training or experience in placement and stabilization 
techniques is important for this task but falls outside the 
scope of this study since placement and stabilization are 
medical procedures and involve medical decisions. 
Training in those procedures, however, could help RAB 
staff deal with error consequences by emphasizing that 
unless the distance between an applicator and the targets is 
measured after placement, stabilization problems will 
remain hidden and stabilization performance cannot be 
improved. 

Training in the detection of poorly placed or stabilized 
applicators and in the prevention of undesirable 
consequences of these errors would be useful for both 
physicians and RAB staff. 

Consequences of applicator stabilization problems could be 
limited by training staff to limit their effect on the RAB 
process. Training in proper transportation procedures to 
minimize applicator-movement would be particularly 
useful at sites which transport patients between simulation 
and treatment. No official training program was found to 
teach these skills, although individual physicians and 
physicists were observed to discuss stabilization problems 
with other RAB staff. 

The consequences of applicator movement could be limited 
by training RAB staff to measure applicator positions after 
transport and to re-plan the treatment if applicator-target 
positions have changed. 

5.2.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Applicator selection, placement, and stabilization are 
performed early in the RAB process. Because subsequent 
functions and tasks usually occur in different areas of the 
medical facility than applicator placement, there is an 
opportunity for the applicator(s) to shift position as the 
patient is transported from one location to another. Since 
applicator position can be determined from visual 
inspection only in rare instances, the RAB personnel 
involved in actual treatment delivery are not able to detect 
any shifts in applicator position. It is thus imperative that 
the correct applicators be selected, placed, and secured in 
order for the patient to receive the prescribed radiation 
dosage. 
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Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Applicators marked prominently with the characteristics 
needed in later stages of the RAB process (e.g., size, 
diameter, shielding) would reduce the likelihood of 
selecting and placing a different applicator than was 
originally intended. Since most applicators are hidden after 
placement, such labeling would not prevent errors in 
communication of those characteristics unless procedures 
were designed so that the information in the labels was 
recorded during the placement task. The likelihood of a 
transcription error during placement could be decreased if 
the information on the labels were not hidden after 
placement and could be accessed and verified at the end of 
the task when there might be more time available for 
reading the information and staff would be more likely to 
have their hands free to record the values. 

Transfer of information on applicator characteristics is also 
subject to error that could be limited by the use of 
formalized information transfer procedures and job 
performance aids. A single worksheet used to carry this 
information between the tasks would eliminate the 
possibility that conflicting information would be used by 
different task performers. 

Performance could be improved in the placement task if 
some method were devised to provide three-dimensional 
views of applicator and target position or if a method was 
devised to provide continual feedback on the distances 
between points on the applicator and target locations as 
each applicator is being placed. Feedback interfaces that 
allow measurement of the distance between an applicator 
and other body structures (e.g., CAT scans) are currently 
expensive and time consuming. 

Stabilization performance could be improved if applicators 
were easier to stabilize and if performance feedback were 
provided on the position and stability of applicators during 
placement. Applicators with different stabilization 
characteristics during placement and removal (when they 
should be easy to position) than during treatment planning 
and treatment (when they should be difficult to move) 
would be desirable, but would require additional 
developmental effort. One manufacturer produces a lung 
applicator that can be modified after placement by 
extending prongs to keep it in position. Some sites used 
positioning racks and sutures to improve applicator 
stability. Use of such invasive stabilization methods 
involves clinical decisions that are outside the scope of this 
study. 

The current lack of a generally suitable method for ensuring 
stabilization or detecting stabilization errors means that 
many changes in the distance between the applicators and 

the radiation targets during the RAB process will neither be 
detected nor corrected. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

Improved methods for applicator stabilization would reduce 
the incidence of applicator position changes but would not 
eliminate all stabilization problems. Detection of 
stabilization errors requires that some index of stability be 
derived and applied to the applicators and targets after 
placement. Until such an index is derived, stabilization 
problems must be identified by their consequences. This 
involves detection of the movement of the applicator in 
relation to the targets. When treatment and simulation 
workspaces are separated, additional transport increases the 
opportunity for these applicator-target position changes. A 
final movement check that measured the distance between 
the applicators and the targets just prior to treatment would 
be desirable to detect these position changes. 

Tape used to mark applicator exit positions in lung 
treatments can help identify an applicator which has been 
moved in or out of the lung past the tape. Since external 
marks may not detect movement that takes place inside the 
body, this method does not indicate position changes within 
the lung that might occur when a patient coughs. 

X-ray or CAT images of the treatment area are currently the 
only means available to measure the distances between 
applicators and targets. A less cumbersome process than 
simulation images for determining applicator-target 
distances in HDR treatments would be welcome, since 
current imaging and calculation procedures using treatment 
planning equipment are quite time consuming. These 
limitations are less severe in LDR treatments since 
treatment times are long in LDR and the actual source 
positions can be imaged during treatment. 

Worksheets produced during applicator placement can be 
used to transfer applicator information to Planning and 
Setup tasks. When worksheets are employed to transfer 
placement information, additional error detection time must 
be spent by staff to determine that no transcription or 
substitution errors have been made in recording and using 
the worksheet information. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Until applicator movement can be detected more easily, 
redesign of workspaces to minimize the need for transport, 
and training in transport and simulation procedures that 
minimize motion of the applicator in relation to the targets, 
can help prevent the consequences of poor stabilization. 
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X-ray simulation is currently the only way available at most 
HDR sites to measure the position of the applicator inside 
the body. Simulation used to detect placement or 
stabilization errors can also be used to compensate for their 
consequences if a new treatment plan can be generated 
using the actual positions of the applicator and the targets. 

Since simulation is currently a time-consuming task, 
simulations are rarely performed to detect errors after 
treatment planning is completed. The alternative of re-
simulating just prior to treatment is a viable, albeit time-
consuming, option whenever movement or measurement 
errors are suspected. The value of this alternative is 
diminished when the patient must be transported back to 
the treatment area after simulation, since further movement 
of the applicator or targets may occur during transport. 

X-rays of the actual sources during LDR treatments can be 
used to corroborate planned treatment distances and to 
correct treatment plans for any applicator movement. 

5.3 Critical Task 3: Target Volume 
Localization 

This task involves identification of radiation targets and 
specification of target positions so that distances between 
the applicators and the targets can be measured. Radiation 
targets include structures (e.g., tumors, tissue volumes, etc.) 
for which a radiation dose is specified as well as structures 
(e.g., organs, tissue etc.) to which the dose must be limited. 
Errors in this task involve failure to identify radiation 
targets or failure to localize the position of those targets 
relative to the applicators. (Table A.7 in Appendix A 
considers these errors in more detail.) 

5.3.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

Target volume localization involves merging target 
information from several different sources (e.g., placement 
observations, CAT scans, prior clinical evaluations, x-rays) 
and transferring position information on the targets and the 
applicators into a single coordinate system so that the 
target's distance from the applicators can be measured. 

Two procedures for target volume localization were 
observed. In the first, the distance between the target and 
the applicators is measured during applicator placement. 
The targets' positions are then defined using the applicators 
as a reference. This procedure requires accurate 
measurement of all target locations during placement and 
assumes that the distances measured between the 
applicators and the targets will remain within prescription 
tolerances during the rest of the treatment process. In the 
second procedure, images of the applicators are projected 
onto film during simulation after which target positions 

from other sources are transferred to the film by locating 
known anatomical points in the simulation view and then 
drawing an outline of the target, scaled to the magnification 
and view angle of the simulation, onto the simulation view. 

Each procedure is susceptible to different errors and 
requires different error detection and correction methods. 
Reference of the dose to the image of a target drawn on 
simulation views is sensitive to differences between the 
magnifications and view angles of the simulation and target 
images. Reference of the dose to a volume around the 
applicator can be accomplished without simulation images, 
but depends on accurate measurement of target and 
applicator positions to define the target volume. Both 
procedures are sensitive to any changes in the distance 
between the applicator and the targets that occur prior to 
treatment. Use of distance measurements from placement 
without simulation renders target volume localization 
insensitive to simulation and transformation errors at the 
expense of making applicator placement errors 
undetectable. Applicator movement errors may be detected 
without simulation by noting changes in an applicator's 
position relative to external anatomical reference points. 
The consequences of movement cannot be addressed unless 
the target-applicator distances can be re-measured. 

Target localization using simulation images can detect and 
compensate for placement errors and applicator movement, 
but enables errors in translating the target locations to the 
scale and view angle of the simulation images. 

Neither procedure protects against applicator movement 
between simulation and treatment, although the second 
provides a baseline against which subsequent simulations 
could be compared to detect such movement. Interfaces for 
performing this translation are often quite primitive with no 
provision for performance feedback or detection of 
translation errors. Some sites addressed these problems by 
placing radio-opaque markers in the targets to make them 
visible on the simulation images. 

5.3.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Accurate projection of a three dimensional object onto two 
dimensional surfaces is a difficult human task. Target 
images drawn on simulation views require staff physicians 
to perform these projections mentally by translating images 
from target representations into their projections on the 
simulation views. These difficulties can be addressed by 
improving equipment, software, job performance aids, 
procedures, and training. 
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Equipment and Software Modifications 

An alternative for reducing the chance of errors in this task 
would be to provide a way to transfer images of the targets 
and applicators to the same coordinate system without 
requiring a staff member to perform the mental calculations 
needed to translate and combine different sources of 
information. 

Job Performance Aids 

Visualization and calculation aids would help staff translate 
the different scales and magnifications used in treatment 
planning into a set of standard parameters prior to 
performing this task. 

Checklists or worksheets would also indicate which 
translations were required and provide a record of whether 
those translations had been performed. 

Procedures 

Methods for recording and specifying magnifications and 
view angles would standardize each site so that image 
relationships learned during the course of many treatments 
would apply without translation to all subsequent 
treatments. 

Simulation images would be used for target localization in 
all cases in which applicator or target movement is possible 
after applicators have been placed. 

A method that detects applicator movement would allow 
relative position changes between applicators and targets to 
be detected without simulation prior to treatment. 
Corresponding marks on the patient and applicators were 
used at some sites to detect potential changes in the relative 
position of the target and applicator at some sites. 

Training 

A training program designed to improve mental imagery 
skills would teach image translation and visualization 
procedures so that staff could evaluate and improve their 
performance in this difficult task. 

5.3.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Target volume localization requires that target positions be 
specified in the same coordinate system as the applicators 
and dwell positions so that distance can be measured 
between a source at a dwell position and the radiation 
target. It is a difficult task since the target information often 

comes from x-rays or clinical measurements that are not 
included in the simulation views that define the coordinate 
system of the source dwell points. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Providing target and applicator position information in the 
same magnifications and view angles would help prevent 
scaling errors when targets were added to simulation views. 
Since target information often comes from equipment that 
is not under control of the RAB staff or the RAB equipment 
manufacturers (e.g., CAT scanners) this alternative would 
require either a high degree of coordination between 
different medical equipment providers or a method for 
translating diverse images and information into a single 
coordinate system to be developed. Until equipment and 
software is designed to perform these translations, task 
performers will continue to need local methods to translate 
information from different coordinate systems into a single 
image. 

Visualization aids would help provide a mental image of 
the target and the applicators, and would be particularly 
helpful in translating images from different view angles 
into a geometrically accurate image of the targets. Although 
an accurate mental image of the geometrical relationship 
between the applicator and targets is required for the 
current method of having the task performer draw the target 
on simulation views, there is currently little feedback 
provided for the person performing this task to determine 
whether his mental image is spatially accurate. 

Checklists and worksheets would help to standardize 
procedures and to indicate which translation is appropriate 
for each information source. Without verification of the 
translation process, however, they also introduce the 
opportunity for translations to be applied inappropriately. A 
training program that provided instruction in translation 
techniques and feedback on their performance in translating 
target information into geometrically accurate drawings on 
simulation images could be used to address this problem. 

Marking the target so that it was imaged in the simulation 
views would eliminate the root cause of many human errors 
in this task since it would eliminate the need for humans to 
perform the calculations required to project a target image 
onto the simulation views. Marking a single point in the 
target would allow distances between the applicator and 
that point to be calculated. The entire target volume would 
have to be marked to preserve the detailed target 
information that is currently available from other sources 
(e.g., CAT scans or clinical measurements). 

Calibration of target images so that they would be projected 
automatically onto the simulation views would also reduce 
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the burden on treatment planners in performing these 
projections. Marking the target combined with projection of 
a calibrated target image would provide the redundant 
information needed to verify target localization. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

The problem of target positions changing relative to the 
applicators after target localization would remain until the 
distance between the applicators and the target can be 
measured easily after the initial target localization. Target 
marking would allow this task to be verified by re-
simulation after movement was suspected, but would 
require clinical judgment on the effect of the markers on the 
patient. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Errors in target volume localization may result in 
incorrectly measured distances between the source dwell 
positions and the radiation targets. Since the treatment plan 
is based on those distances, the dose delivered during 
treatment may differ from that in the treatment directive. 
These consequences are currently undetectable since no 
method is available to measure the dose delivered to the 
target during treatment. Redundant information on the 
target volume and its relation to the dwell positions is 
needed to correct localization errors and must be preserved 
after localization to allow verification of the localization 
task. 

5.4 Critical Task 4: Dwell Position 
Localization 

This task involves identification, specification and 
communication of the positions that sources will occupy in 
the applicator during treatment. Errors in performing this 
task involve incorrect identification, specification, or 
transfer of information on the source positions. (Table A.8 
in Appendix A considers these errors in more detail.) 

5.4.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

Potential dwell positions are often identified by radio 
opaque dummy source strings inserted into the applicators 
during simulation. They can also be chosen at measured 
distances from a known reference point (e.g., the distal end) 
on an applicator. Actual dwell positions are then chosen 
from the set of potential dwell positions by measuring or 
recalling distances between the potential positions and the 
radiation targets. Interfaces involve simulation images or 
other representations of the applicator and targets. Target 
localization was considered separately as Critical Task 3. 

When strings of dummy sources were used to identify 
dwell positions, additional interface problems were 
observed that provided increased opportunity for human 
error. Different spacing patterns for the dummy sources 
were used to distinguish between applicators in simulation 
images. These patterns were often similar and could be 
repeated if more than a few applicators were used. Labels 
on these strings were difficult to read due to their size and 
poor contrast, making identification of individual strings 
and matching them with applicators a very difficult 
operation. 

Procedures for measuring distances within the applicators 
involve either identification of dwell positions on 
simulation images or measurement of offset distances from 
the reference point on the applicator. Measurement of 
distances within an applicator using these images usually 
involve the assumption that the sources in the dummy 
source strings are separated by fixed distances. Distances 
within the applicators can then be measured from the 
simulation images by counting the number of dummy 
sources between two points. This method is independent of 
the magnification of the simulation images and the view 
angles at which they are made. It can fail if dummy source 
strings that have unexpected source spacings are used or if 
spacings are not maintained between the dummy sources 
after insertion. 

Feedback on the stabilization of dummy strings in the 
applicators was not provided. This made errors in which the 
strings were moved during simulation difficult to detect. 

Local practices often addressed these interface problems. 
They usually involved the application of tape to each 
dummy string to keep it fixed in place within its applicator 
during simulation. This practice helped to keep the dummy 
within the applicator but Usually did not ensure that it was 
fully seated and could not move. Since the tape kept the 
dummy string in its applicator after simulation, it allowed 
the correspondence between a particular dummy string and 
its applicator to be checked during treatment planning to 
determine which applicators should be connected to each 
treatment channel. These taping practices sometimes 
masked the original labels on the strings. 

Another method for defining dwell positions within the 
applicator used distances measured either from the 
applicator reference point or from simulation images. 
Distance measurements taken from simulation images are 
not independent of the magnification and view angle at 
which those images are made. 

Determination of the reference point for dwell position 
measurements differs depending on the afterloading 
equipment used. In some models of afterloader, the 
reference is on the afterloader head at the connection 
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between the afterloader and the first source guide tube 
(SGT). In those systems the user must measure the length 
of all the connecting tubes carefully so that the distance 
from the afterloader to applicator can be specified for each 
treatment channel. This distance is then added to the dwell 
position offsets measured within each applicator to produce 
the treatment distances. In other afterloaders SGTs are 
chosen to produce a fixed distance from the afterloader to 
the end of each applicator. Dwell positions are then 
measured referenced to the far end of the applicator as the 
source is pulled back toward the afterloader. Identification 
of the end of the applicator is required in treatment 
planning so that these distances can be measured. In some 
of those systems, a check cable is moved to the end of the 
applicator prior to treatment to verify that the end of the 
applicator is at the expected distance from the afterloader. 

These procedural differences result in different error 
possibilities for the two systems. Detection and correction 
procedures must address errors in measuring the distance 
between the afterloader and the applicator in one system 
and errors in identification of the end of the applicator and 
preservation of the fixed applicator-SGT length in the 
other. Each system requires verification that dummy source 
strings have been fully inserted into the applicators so that 
measurements using the dummy sources can be referenced 
to the appropriate applicator reference point. 

5.4.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Primary problems in this task involve the specification of a 
reference point in the applicator, the measurement of 
distances within the applicator (the dwell positions), and 
the translation of these into positioning directives to the 
afterloader that will cause a source to be placed at each 
chosen dwell position within the applicator during 
treatment. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

When dummy source strings are used to define dwell 
positions, performance of this task depends on the 
placement and measurement of dummy positions within the 
applicators. The possibility that measured and actual dwell 
positions might differ could be limited if dummy source 
strings were easier to place in the applicators, and were less 
likely to move during patient positioning for simulation. 
Since it is currently possible to insert a dummy string 
incompletely, some radio-opaque marking that would allow 
the insertion distance to be measured after placement would 
be desirable. This could be achieved by placing radio-
opaque marks on the applicators so that the position of the 
dummy sources in the applicator could be measured after 
simulation. 

Alternatively, calibrated radio-opaque markings could be 
placed on the applicators themselves during manufacture. If 
those marks were spaced at regular intervals, they would 
identify potential source positions within the applicators 
and could be used instead of dummy sources to identify 
source dwell positions. 

Afterloader units could be modified to detect a fixed point 
within each applicator during the check cable run. Dwell 
positions could be referenced to that point if the point could 
also be identified by treatment planners. This would allow 
the afterloader to verify that the chosen dwell positions 
were within the applicator and would allow the position of 
the source during treatment to be determined and compared 
to the planned position as a verification of system 
performance. 

Dwell positions are currently transmitted to the afterloader 
control unit as linear distances from a fixed location (either 
the afterloader head or the end of the applicator). They are 
entered into the treatment planning units as either 
coordinates measured from simulation images or as fixed 
distances measured within the applicator. There is ample 
opportunity for error in measuring, translating, and 
communicating these values so that verification of the 
communication linkages is essential. Equipment receiving 
dwell position information could be modified to provide 
graphic feedback so that the spatial orientation of the 
entered dwell positions could be visualized and compared 
with their expected orientations. Many units provide part of 
the feedback needed for this verification in either their 
planning or treatment control units. 

Job Performance Aids 

Since there was often confusion about the correspondence 
between applicators and their images on simulation films, 
an alternative method of identifying individual applicators 
in simulation images would be desirable. This could be 
accomplished by choosing dummy strings with spacings or 
patterns that are easy to distinguish in simulation images 
and then manually placing a label on the portion of the 
string that is visible after the string has been inserted into 
an applicator. 

Tape or other restraining methods can limit dummy 
movement within an applicator during simulation. 

Procedures 

Procedures for stabilizing dummy strings to prevent their 
movement during simulation could be designed for each 
applicator. 
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Requiring users to translate distances measured within the 
applicator into linear distances from the afterloader enables 
an error opportunity which can result in the treatment 
taking place outside the applicator. This task showed some 
evidence of sub-optimal allocation of tasks between people 
and equipment since users were often asked to measure 
linear distances that could be measured by the equipment as 
the cable was moved along the guide tubes. Since dwell 
positions are always located within the applicator, it would 
be more reasonable for users to specify dwell positions 
using an applicator reference point and not the linear 
distance to the applicator from the afterloader. 

This task involves the choice of dwell positions within an 
applicator and the communication of those positions to 
treatment planners. Errors in identification and transfer of 
dwell positions could be reduced by local standardization of 
the choice of dwell positions so that most treatments used 
the same set of dwell positions or the same spacing between 
dwell positions. 

QA procedures could also be designed to verify that the 
applicator reference point had been properly identified so 
that the resulting treatment plan would place the source at 
the expected dwell positions. 

Training 

The existence of two different dwell point localization 
systems places a burden on the selection and training of 
personnel. At one site a staff member was interviewed who 
had previously worked at a facility with a different brand of 
afterloading equipment. This individual was already 
performing dwell position localization tasks at the new site 
but was not aware of the differences between the hardware 
systems and did not realize that the reference point for 
distance measurements was different in the two systems. A 
training program could be designed to allow staff to 
develop accurate mental models of the localization process. 

5.4.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Although the objective of RAB is to place a source at a 
specified distance from a target, the afterloader cannot 
detect the target for the radiation. Dwell positions for the 
source are therefore chosen within an applicator and at the 
linear distance that the source must be moved along source 
guide tubes to reach that position. Errors are possible in the 
identification of individual applicators, in location of dwell 
positions within the applicators, and in specification of the 
distance from a reference to each dwell position. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

In multi-channel RAB, dwell positions must be matched to 
afterloader treatment channels. Labeling and identifying 
applicators remains a problem in multi-channel treatments. 
The two dimensional projections of the applicators onto 
simulation films make it difficult for treatment planners to 
calculate the distance between the applicators and the 
radiation targets. 

Labels that are visible outside the body for use during 
source guide tube attachment may not appear in simulation 
images. This can make it difficult for staff to discriminate 
between applicators and match them to afterloader 
treatment channels. Applicators labeled with both visual 
tags and radio-opaque marks visible in simulation images 
would help to eliminate this problem. These labels and 
marks could either be placed on applicators during 
manufacture or attached to the applicators during RAB. Use 
of two different labels (one visible in simulation views and 
the other visible outside the body as a guide tube 
connection reference) introduces the possibility for labeling 
conflicts. Permanently attached labels and marks would 
reduce the opportunity for mis-labeling errors and would 
also prevent labels from being lost or damaged during the 
treatment process. 

The alternative of leaving dummy strings in the applicators 
after simulation to mark the applicators could be used 
without requiring applicators to be modified. This would 
require the dummy strings to have labels that could be used 
to identify applicators when source guide tubes were 
connected, and would require QA procedures and training 
to insure that the strings were not removed or substituted in 
the interval between simulation and treatment setup. Taping 
the strings to the applicators could serve as a visual and 
tactile aid to warn staff that strings should not be removed 
and replaced prior to treatment setup. QA procedures would 
be required to verify that permanent labels were consistent 
and that approved manual labeling procedures had also 
been followed. 

Errors in identification of dwell positions can be limited by 
local standardization of dwell position distances. 
Standardization allows staff to become familiar with the 
expected positions and makes it easier to recognize a 
deviation from an expected value. A disadvantage of 
standardization is that it limits the positions that can be 
used to adapt the treatment plan to individual patient needs. 
Standardization also increases the chance that a well known 
standard will be substituted for a non-standard position or 
non-standard positions when values different from the 
standard are used in special circumstances. 

A positioning reference based on distances within the 
applicator instead of the linear distance to the afterloader 
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would correspond better to the data (simulation x-rays or 
direct measurements) used to choose the dwell positions. 
This alternative would reduce the opportunity for human 
error in measuring these distances by shifting part of the 
measurement task to the equipment, but would require 
some afterloading equipment modifications. 

If staff are trained on one type of equipment and then move 
to a facility using different equipment, there is a possibility 
that dwell position localization procedures learned for 
performing this task will be inappropriate. A training 
program that recognized equipment and procedural 
differences could test the mental models used by the 
trainees to determine whether they were appropriate for the 
local RAB process. Such a training program might require 
the reasons for localization procedures to be communicated 
as well as the steps needed to perform them. In particular, 
each facility might emphasize in its training that the dwell 
positions defined from simulation images are offsets from a 
particular reference point. The method of determining that 
reference point and translating measured distances to 
afterloader commands could then be trained, tested and 
certified locally at each treatment site. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

If hardware could sense the applicator reference while 
moving the source during treatment, an applicator reference 
would also allow automatic verification that the chosen 
dwell position was within the applicator. This would detect 
distance specification errors in which the source was 
positioned outside the applicator. Unfortunately, it might 
also enable new errors in misidentifying the applicator 
reference point. Since a common dwell position reference 
point would still be required, additional QA procedures 
would be required to verify that the equipment and 
treatment planners were using the same positioning 
reference within the applicator. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Current systems insure that dwell position specification 
errors will be attributable to human error (since the 
afterloader need only place the source at the specified linear 
distance regardless of where that is in relation to the 
targets). This makes verification of dwell position 
selections difficult since neither the afterloader nor the task 
performer can easily match them with the radiation targets. 
As a consequence, dwell position localization errors can 
result in undetected consequences to the patient that cannot 
be corrected. Sensing a reference point in the applicator 
would require additional afterloader sophistication, but 
would also allow the position to be displayed during 
treatment to provide information (i.e., linear distance plus 
position within the applicator) that could be used to monitor 

and verify the RAB process during treatment. Such a 
feedback system would allow the consequences of an error 
to be detected so that steps could be taken, either during 
treatment or afterward to deal with the consequences of 
error to the patient. 

5.5 Critical Task 5: Dosimetry 
This task involves calculation of the dose distribution from 
sources placed at specified dwell positions for specified 
times. Errors in dosimetry involve failure to calculate or 
describe the dose that will be received by each target. Dose 
calculation requires accurate specification of the target 
locations, source activity, source dwell positions, and the 
time that the source will be allowed to dwell at each 
position. Dose description involves presentation of 
dosimetry results so that the calculated dose distribution 
can be appreciated. (Table A.8 in Appendix A presents 
these dosimetry errors in more detail.) 

5.5.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

This task is currently performed by interaction between 
staff and computerized measurement and calculation 
equipment. Staff commonly use a digitizing device to enter 
data on dwell positions and targets from simulation images 
or other two dimensional media into a computerized 
planning system. These values are used by the system to 
reconstruct the positions of the sources and targets in space 
and measure the distances between them. The measured 
distances, and the characteristics of the sources, are used by 
the planning system to calculate the radiation dose 
distribution around each applicator and the dosages to 
specific targets. The resulting distributions are displayed to 
the staff in either two-dimensional isodose plots or numbers 
representing the dose to a reference point on each target. 
Interfaces include the simulation images, the digitizing 
equipment, the interface with the calculation software, and 
the displays in which digitization results, user feedback and 
calculation results are presented. Problems were observed 
in all of these interfaces during the site visits. 

Dosimetry Procedures 

Dosimetry involves the calculation of a dose distribution 
based on a set of specified source positions and dwell 
times. It may also involve calculation of the dose to 
particular targets within that distribution. Dosimetric 
calculations in RAB were always performed by computer 
software at the sites visited for this study. Procedural 
descriptions of these calculations were embodied in the 
algorithms used to control the computers. These algorithms 
were not usually accessible to either RAB staff or the site 
visit team. 
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Although proprietary software was used to calculate dose 
distributions it was not used to identify the source positions 
and target locations. Staff perform these identifications 
visually and use various interfaces to translate the visual 
identifications into parameters that can be used by the 
calculation software. Dosimetry procedures for RAB staff, 
therefore, consist of steps used to define a coordinate 
system and measure the positions of simulation images in 
that coordinate system followed by steps used to enter those 
measurements into the computer programs that perform the 
dosimetric calculations. These procedures are often 
complicated by the need to measure three dimensional 
positions from two dimensional projections of the imaged 
objects. They are aided by computerized digitizing 
equipment and software that can combine digitizations 
from two different planar projections of an object to 
reconstruct and measure the three dimensional position of 
an object. 

Data entry procedures using this equipment require a 
common coordinate system to be established for two 
different planar images and a corresponding point to be 
digitized from each image to define a particular source 
position or target. Task performance procedures involve 
specification of the digitization technique required by the 
software interface and the commands used to direct the 
software to calculate and display the resulting dose 
distribution. Although the human operations performed 
during digitization are simple, the immediate feedback 
between the software and the user was not adequate to 
allow the user to detect errors in either the digitization 
process or in the sequencing of image pairs. 

Treatment planning manuals and planning software did not 
always address local treatment procedures in linear 
sequence. Staff often were required to re-enter complicated 
command strings or select choices from multiple menus to 
tailor general purpose software to their specific needs-
Simulation Images and Target Identifications 

Multiple applicators are particularly difficult to identify on 
the simulation images. This difficulty increases with the 
number of applicators to be differentiated in each view. It 
can be difficult to determine whether the entire string of 
dummy sources has been imaged to select matching dwell 
positions for digitization in each image. Treatment area 
reconstructions from targets drawn on the simulation 
images assume that the drawing has been placed accurately 
with respect to the other structures seen in the images and 
drawn to the same scale as the simulation images. No 
feedback or method for checking that these criteria were 
met is provided in most cases. 

Digitizing Equipment 

Digitizing equipment is used to enter coordinate 
information as well as to define the positions of applicators 
and targets. In most cases these interfaces worked 
adequately, although error possibilities existed in some 
digitization units due to parallax and ambiguous entry 
button arrangements. The primary problem with these units 
is that they require far too many user entries to transfer 
information from the user to the computer. Each entry 
provides an opportunity for error. Digitization is susceptible 
to movement of the simulation image which can produce a 
shift in coordinate axes each time an entry is made. Since 
the numbers produced by the digitization cannot easily be 
compared with the original images, users often find it 
difficult to determine whether digitizations have been 
performed correctly. Hence, this digitization method is an 
inappropriate division of labor between humans and 
machines. 

Software Interfaces 

Data entry and determination of dose distributions are 
hybrid man-machine tasks in which information and 
direction is provided by the staff and calculation and 
display are performed by computer software. To avoid 
error, staff must know what entry is currently expected by 
the software and the format, content and syntax of possible 
entry alternatives. Since user entry errors are possible, 
immediate feedback is needed to inform the staff which 
entry has been received by the software, what actions are 
taking place as a result of the recent entries and what must 
be done to correct and recover from any entry errors. None 
of these requirements are currently met by most of the 
systems being used for RAB treatment planning although 
some of the interfaces provide valuable internal consistency 
checks on user entries. 

During digitization users were often too far from the 
display terminals to see whether the system had responded 
to their digitization efforts. Audible feedback from the 
digitizing equipment partially compensated for this 
weakness by prompting users after each entry was received 
by the computer. 

Errors are possible in both the choice of image points to 
digitize and on specification of the coordinate system used 
when digitizing different simulation views. Some systems 
displayed entries graphically after digitization of all points 
had been completed. These displays allowed users to detect 
some digitization errors. When errors were detected, RAB 
staff often found it easier to re-digitize an entire image 
rather than to attempt to correct individual errors. They 
could not determine which points had been digitized 
incorrectly and were not confident that attempts to correct 
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individual points would be interpreted correctly by the 
software. Similar problems were encountered during dose 
optimization. When the software was asked to calculate 
dwell times required to produce a prescribed dose 
distribution, users reported difficulty determining what 
commands they should enter, and difficulty understanding 
what had occurred as a result of their commands. Some 
users reported that they preferred to turn off the computer 
and restart the program rather than to attempt to correct an 
entry error. 

Isodose plots, printouts, and treatment plans are used to 
transmit dosimetry results and to verify task and equipment 
performance. Since many of the steps in dosimetry are 
performed by hardware and software, these interfaces 
provide the only means by which the performance of the 
equipment can be verified by the staff. 

Isodose plots served the function of translating the source 
characteristics, dwell times and dwell positions in the 
treatment plan into a picture of the applicators and the dose 
distribution produced around the applicator by those 
treatment parameters. They were a sub-optimal verification 
aid in that they were often plotted to a different scale than 
the simulation images, rarely if ever included the radiation 
targets, and required mental calculation to translate into 
three dimensions. 

Printouts and treatment plan media were the physical means 
used to transfer dosimetry results to the treatment plan 
approval and treatment plan entry tasks. The printouts 
varied in their utility. Some printouts had to be translated 
before their values could be entered into the treatment 
control unit. Others used units which differed from those in 
the treatment directive. Use of different media for plan 
verification and plan entry provided an additional error 
opportunity. Different media made it possible to enter a 
different treatment plan from the one which had been 
verified. This potential for media substitution existed to a 
lesser extent with all dosimetry media. Multiple treatment 
plans and x-rays were often found in the dosimetry 
workspace. Identification labels on these documents were 
often difficult to locate and read so that detection of 
substitution errors required complicated identification 
procedures. 

5.5.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Dosimetry was rated by treatment planners as the most 
demanding task in RAB. Poor HSI interfaces, distractions, 
and extreme time pressure add to this burden. Alternatives 
that address these three problems can help to prevent 
human error in this task. More fundamental changes may be 
needed to address the root causes of error in this task, since 
many dosimetry problems relate to the steps that staff are 

asked to perform rather than to the environment in which 
the task is accomplished. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Digitization errors could be reduced if an entire simulation 
view could be digitally scanned into the computer and then 
re-displayed prior to selection of reference points. Parallax 
could then be eliminated by having the selection cursor 
displayed directly on the scanned image. Scanning would 
also guarantee that all entries would be made using the 
same coordinate system, since the image axes used for 
digitization would be fixed and could not be changed 
accidentally during digitization. After digitization, selected 
points could be displayed directly on the images to provide 
feedback to the user. Adjustments in the density of the 
original simulation images might be needed to allow 
adequate information to be preserved in the scanning 
process. 

Since the actions performed by the hardware in this task 
involve complicated mathematical transformations, it is 
often quite difficult for users to identify the consequences 
of input errors by examining the isodose plots produced in 
dosimetry. Scanning might allow currently undigitized 
information from simulation negatives to be included on 
isodose plots as a dose visualization reference. 

Staff might find it easier to verify their own performance in 
entering target and dwell position coordinates if the 
treatment planning systems provided graphical 
representations of the reconstructed applicators and targets 
as feedback to the users. These could be presented in the 
planes of the original entries to facilitate comparison with 
the original images and then rotated in space after 
reconstruction to facilitate comparison with the expected 
characteristics and orientations of the applicators. 

The consequences of some digitization errors could be 
detected by digitizing target positions so that the distances 
between the sources and those targets could be 
reconstructed by the software and compared to expected 
distances as a verification of the accuracy of the 
reconstruction. 

The software interfaces provided for dosimetry could be 
improved. An interface redesign might include a method 
for standardizing user input of units, view angles and 
magnifications, provision for feedback on the history and 
current state of the interaction process, and methods for 
recording user entries to facilitate reviewing and correcting 
potential entry errors. 

Since most sites practiced only a few types of RAB 
treatments, a method of simplifying the commands required 
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to get planning software to perform the steps in this 
complicated process for each local type of treatment would 
be desirable. 

Job Performance Aids 

Substitution of x-rays or other planning documents would 
be less likely, and easier to detect, if each document used in 
treatment planning were tagged with a visually striking 
label identifying the patient and the treatment fraction for 
which it was produced. 

Procedures 

Specific dosimetry procedures could be developed that are 
designed to prevent or detect the errors possible with the 
equipment and software in use at each site. If potential 
errors were identified at each site, they could form the basis 
for a QA program to certify that the digitization and 
treatment planning software and hardware reproduce the 
dose distribution from known arrangements of sources. 
This certification could be performed at intervals or before 
each planning session to detect any damage that might have 
occurred to equipment or software since its last use. 

The demands of this task on dosimetrists are inconsistent 
with the working conditions during dosimetry at many 
sites. Organizational interventions might help to reduce the 
time pressure on staff performing dosimetry and remove the 
distractions that currently add to the demands on dosimetry. 
staff. 

Training 

Staff could be prepared to deal with these complicated 
dosimetry interfaces by a training program designed to 
familiarize them with the software and prepare them to 
recognize and correct interaction failures. 

Quality assurance procedures could be developed to assess 
the performance of both human and equipment aspects of 
the treatment planning system. For example, a QA 
procedure could be devised that uses a defined source 
distribution. The treatment plan generated in response to 
this source distribution could then be compared to an 
optimum treatment plan. Any marked discrepancies 
between these two plans would signify a deficiency in the 
treatment planning system. In instances where this 
deficiency is traced to inadequate staff performance, 
training programs could be instituted to improve task 
performance. This procedure could also detect hardware 
and software problems in the treatment planning system. 

5.5.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Because the dosimetry task is performed interactively by 
people and equipment, alternatives for reducing error must 
address this interaction. The current interfaces can be 
improved by standardizing and clarifying the entry 
procedures, removing the burden placed on staff to digitize 
simulation views, and by providing the feedback needed by 
staff to correct and improve their performance of this task. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Hardware can scan entire sheets at a time. Scanning would 
reduce the number of user entries needed to define the 
coordinate system and would allow the system to display 
user selected points directly on the scanned images. Image 
quality might be limited by the ability of current scanners to 
deal with dense x-ray films. Density correction algorithms 
or special simulation images might be required to allow 
scanned images to be used. Use of a computer screen rather 
than a digitization tablet would also require precise 
calibration and periodic testing of the display screen to 
insure that any geometric distortions introduced in the 
display were eliminated or compensated for in the planning 
software. 

Scanning would eliminate some of the problems in this task 
but would not eliminate errors in either selecting dwell 
points or in projecting target images onto the simulation 
films. Since many targets are not visible in the simulation 
views, some method of marking targets so that they could 
be scanned along with the simulation images would 
improve performance of this task. 

Since dosimetry depends on distance between objects 
reconstructed in space, accurate measurements of the 
magnifications and view angles used to make the 
simulation images are critical. Local standardization on 
specific view angles and magnifications can eliminate some 
of these problems, but can also mask errors in which the 
standards are not followed by all task performers. 
Information must be provided to enable these errors to be 
detected. Information on view angle and magnification can 
be added manually to simulation images. However, this 
enables another potential human error of incorrectly 
transcribing the view and magnification information. The 
best combination might be to have the information placed 
in the views automatically, by simulators or by positioning 
frames and magnification rings. Any images which were 
different from the standard or which lacked this information 
might require special identifying marks. 

Since simulation views from other treatment fractions may 
be used as a reference during treatment planning, careful 
labeling is required to prevent substitution of these 
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documents during dosimetry. Many simulation views can 
be identified by the date on which they were produced, but 
these dates can be difficult to read and are often easy to 
ignore. Colored tags or some other easily compared method 
of identifying the patient and the current treatment fraction 
might help to prevent these substitution errors. 

Removing distractions during dosimetry might help staff to 
focus their attention on dosimetry procedures, but it would 
not make those procedures simpler or less complicated. 
Until the interfaces and automated error checking 
procedures can be improved, training in use of the 
complicated interfaces and vigilance regarding interface 
failures will be needed to reduce the incidence of error in 
this task. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

QA procedures can help insure that the interfaces between 
the people and equipment have not failed. Verification of 
dosimetry in RAB involves detection of errors in the entry 
of planar coordinates, source characteristics, and source 
dwell times, errors in the spatial reconstruction of objects 
based on those coordinates, and errors in the calculation, 
display and interpretation of the dose distributions resulting 
from that reconstruction. 

Verification of digitization entries would be facilitated by 
displaying the selected points directly on the scanned 
images so that the spatial relationships between the images 
and the points could be visualized. Reconstructing and 
rotating the points to show their locations in space could 
help identify differences between digitizations from 
different simulation views. 

Reducing the time pressure placed on staff during this task 
might allow more time to perform these verifications, but 
might also lengthen the treatment process. Use of a dose 
atlas, or other forms of pre-treatment planning can reduce 
time pressure and shorten the treatment process, since the 
patient does not need to wait for a new plan to be 
generated. Unfortunately, pre-treatment planning also 
precludes many verifications since the measurements of 
target and applicator positions that occur long before the 
treatment session, cannot be used to detect potential target 
or applicator position changes during the treatment session. 

Treatment planning systems perform some verifications by 
requiring duplicate parameters measured for the same point 
in different views to reconstruct (within some accuracy) the 
same measured object in space. This method can, at best, 
identify only a few of the possible digitization errors. The 
following example shows that only three out of the five 
points digitized on each simulation view to define a source 
position or a target can be verified automatically. 

Redundant information may be available from other 
sources that would allow the program to detect more 
digitization errors. If the source spacing is known, the 
program can calculate the distances between sequential 
reconstructed sources and compare those differences to the 
known spacing. Several systems provided this as an 
additional form of software error identification. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Any modification to the treatment planning computer's 
hardware or software, including use of the computer to run 
other programs, may unintentionally alter the treatment 
planning system. An effective alternative after such 
modification may be to re-certify the operation of the 
planning system prior to using it for RAB. An alternative to 
the development of local certification procedures would be 
for users and manufacturers to work together to define 
appropriate tests of system integrity that could make 
certification rapid enough to be performed prior to each 
planning session. 

5.6 Critical Task 6: Treatment Set-up 
Treatment set-up involves positioning the patient, 
connecting afterloader treatment channels to applicators in 
the patient, and verifying that the afterloading system is in 
good working order. Errors in this task include swapping 
two or more treatment channels so that treatment planned 
for one applicator will be delivered through another, 
connection of improper guide tubes so that the actual 
treatment distance does not correspond to the planned 
distance, and modification of the spatial relationship 
between the applicator and the targets so that the dose 
distribution does not hit its planned targets. (Table A.9 in 
Appendix A presents these set-up errors in more detail.) 

5.6.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

The user needs three pieces of information for each 
treatment channel to perform treatment set-up: 

(1) The treatment channel must be specified. 

(2) The applicator to which the channel should be 
connected must be specified. 

(3) The source guide tube used to connect the two must 
be specified. 

The user interfaces include the task performer's source of 
connection information, the labels or distinguishing marks 
used to identify each piece of equipment, and the feedback 
from connectors as each connection is made. 
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Procedures for performing and verifying connections often 
protected against only one of several error opportunities. 
The treatment planner connected the applicators to the 
afterloader at several sites. This reduced the potential for 
differences between the plan and the channel connections 
due to communication problems, but did not address the 
possibility that connection errors might be made or that the 
treatment plan might specify different connections than 
were expected by the person who wrote the treatment 
directive. The physician who prescribed the dose was 
responsible for connecting the applicators to the afterloader 
at some sites. This reduced the likelihood that afterloader 
channels specified (or assumed) in the treatment directive 
would be connected to the wrong applicators. It did not 
prevent those treatment channels from being different from 
the ones used in the treatment plan. 

At several sites, the staff member responsible for 
connecting the channels did so from memory without any 
verification from the physician or the treatment plan. 

Applicators were usually labeled with small, low contrast 
markings that were extremely difficult to discriminate. 
Some were not labeled at all. 

Labeling on afterloader treatment channels is provided by 
each manufacturer. These labels were difficult to see at a 
distance for verification of the connections. The connecting 
tubes on some channels blocked lines of vision to the 
channel labels making them difficult to read after source 
guide tubes were connected. Channel connections on LDR 
treatment units were particularly difficult to verify due to 
the large number of channels used and the close spacing of 
adjacent channels. The need for connections to be verifiable 
with minimum effort was not met for most of these devices. 

Standardized hook-up procedures were often used to limit 
the number of possible hook-ups and thereby reduce the 
possibility of error. These standards can produce false 
security and lead to additional errors when they are not 
explicitly documented and communicated to all task 
performers. 

In some systems the burden for verifying connections has 
been partially shifted to hardware by placing mechanical 
interlocks in the channels. These interlocks can be sensed 
by the afterloader to identify channels for which a treatment 
plan has been entered but which have no connecting tubes 
attached. By using such interlocks, the hardware can detect 
unattached channels but it cannot detect swapped channels. 

Some connectors, used for applicators requiring multiple 
guide tubes, were designed so that each tube would connect 
only to its specified treatment channel. Treatment channels 
for those applicators could not be swapped. At a few sites, 
lack of training on the differences between these specially 

designed applicators and others, which were not designed 
to prevent improper connections, led some staff to believe 
that the afterloader would always prevent them from 
making the wrong channel connections. 

Staff at one site performed multiple channel treatments 
using a single afterloader channel that was sequentially 
connected to the different applicators. Although this 
eliminated the channel swapping error (only one channel 
was connected) and the possible errors in interpreting or 
planning the treatment (all treatments were planned for the 
same channel), it introduced a new error possibility of 
connecting the applicators in the wrong sequence. Several 
sites prevented treatment channel connection errors by not 
performing multiple channel treatments. 

5.6.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Current procedures often fail to insure that adequate 
information is provided to staff performing Treatment Set
up. This makes task performance difficult and limits the 
opportunity to detect and correct task performance errors. 
Communication procedures, performance procedures, and 
task allocation procedures can help to address these 
problems so that human error is less likely and easier to 
correct prior to treatment. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Keyed applicators and source guide tubes can prevent 
errors by forcing specific afterloader channel connections. 
Keyed connections are currently available only for some 
applicators. Keyed connections for more types of 
applicators would enable planners to know exacdy which 
afterloader channel would be connected to each applicator. 

Job Performance Aids 

Connection specifications in the treatment plan are often 
ambiguous or difficult to locate. A map of the specified 
applicator-channel connections would provide an 
unambiguous reference both for staff planning RAB 
treatments and those connecting applicators to afterloader 
treatment channels. The format of the map might differ 
from site to site depending on the format of the treatment 
directive and treatment plan. 

Since treatment set-up often occurs immediately before 
treatment mere may be limited time to detect and address 
the consequences of an error in diis task. Most current 
connection labels are either too small or too indistinct to 
facilitate rapid error detection. Improving the labeling 
mechanism, so that anyone within range of the labels could 
identify an improper connection, would increase the chance 
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that connection errors would be detected prior to treatment 
delivery. 

If, for example, the source guide tube (SGT)-applicator-
channel combinations specified in the treatment directive 
were color coded so that each approved combination was a 
different contrasting color, any connection error could be 
detected by glancing at the connection. 

Procedures 

The number of potential connection errors can be reduced 
by standardizing on a single SGT length and removing 
SGTs that are different from the standard from the 
treatment area. Special SGTs that differ from the standard 
could be tagged or keyed so that they are difficult to 
substitute by mistake for the standard SGT during treatment 
set-up. 

Connection procedures and applicator labels could also be 
designed so that proper connections were obvious (e.g., 
place a color coded label on each applicator and SGT so 
that all connections meant for a specific afterloader channel 
would be the same color). 

The information path between treatment planners and the 
staff who perform the afterloader channel connections 
could be simplified and protected. An applicator-channel 
map for all multiple channel treatments could be used to 
ensure that the same connection information was used by 
all RAB staff. A new map could be provided for each 
treatment session specifying the patient, the treatment 
fraction, the SGT, and the afterloader channel connection 
for each applicator. 

Connection errors could be detected after treatment if the 
connections were recorded so that the connections specified 
in the treatment directive could be compared with the 
physical connections used for treatment delivery. 

Training 

Training in local labeling procedures, connection 
procedures, and information transfer procedures could have 
prevented some of the problems observed in this task. Since 
several of those problems involved faulty perceptions 
regarding the allocation of connection tasks between 
hardware and staff and in the information that should be 
used when connections were made, a training program 
could be designed to insure that each task performer 
understood the correct connection procedure for each type 
of equipment and the information that should be transmitted 
and received during the setup task. 

5.6.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Correct treatment set-up is indispensable to administering 
the prescribed radiation dosage to the patient. Efforts 
should be concentrated on rendering it impossible to 
establish improper connections between the afterloader 
treatment channels and the applicators. Improved hardware 
interfaces and supporting documentation such as checklists 
for applicator-channel mappings, offer considerable 
promise in helping to minimize human error in this vital 
task. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Some hardware interfaces have been designed to prevent 
treatment set-up errors by sensing and preventing improper 
connections. These hardware lock-outs, although effective, 
appear in some instances to have encouraged adoption of 
faulty mental models of system performance. Training 
could be used to improve staff ability to avoid those errors 
by improving their understanding of system performance. 
This would decrease the likelihood of error, but would not 
limit the opportunity for error. Standardization on a small 
number of possible connections would reduce the number 
of possible hook-up errors but would not eliminate the 
possibility of communication and connection errors. 

An applicator-channel map would be an effective 
alternative even in simple cases. A map could be used to 
formalize applicator connection procedures and would 
allow both the task performer and other staff to verify that 
afterloader channel connections were properly performed. 

An expanded map could be used as a worksheet to specify 
the prescribed dose for each applicator, the treatment 
parameters for that applicator, and the treatment channel to 
which the applicator should be attached. Such a map would 
allow a planner who was not present during the radiation 
prescription to determine which channel was to receive 
each dose. An applicator-channel map could also be used to 
standardize channel nomenclature between tasks. 

Although a map would improve the chances that 
connections were transmitted accurately, it would not make 
it any easier to identify which connections had been made. 
Improved labels would help to distinguish between 
applicators and match them to the afterloader channels so 
that the map could be followed during Treatment set-up. 
Color coding or other marks used to match applicator 
connections could be preserved throughout the RAB 
process so that they provided redundant matching clues for 
instructions in the treatment directive, images of applicators 
in simulation views, and channel specifications in the 
treatment plan. 
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Color coding has been suggested for use in distinguishing 
both the patient's treatment fraction and for matching 
applicators to source guide tubes and afterloader channels. 
Some sites already use color coding to distinguish between 
different physicians or to identify worksheets used for 
different treatment procedures. The value of a color coding 
system will depend on whether the various codes are 
unambiguous so that proper connections or document mis
matches can be easily distinguished and identified. A single 
color used to identify the treatment directive for an 
applicator, it's image in simulation views, its source dwell • 
positions and times in the treatment plan, its source guide 
tube, and its afterloader channel would an unambiguous 
and easily matched reference. Use of color codes to identify 
treatment fractions or other differences unrelated to 
afterloader connections might compromise that simplicity. 
Shades of a single color, or other distinguishing marks 
could be used to identify treatment fractions to prevent the 
color codes from being misinterpreted. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

Poor labeling and poor communication procedures often 
constrain detection of set-up errors to the time at which the 
connections are made. Equipment tags that could be seen 
easily from a distance and which identify and distinguish 
the appropriate connectors for each hook-up configuration 
would allow any staff who could see the tags to detect a 
connection error whenever they looked at the connections. 
Manually placed equipment tags would introduce the 
opportunity for tagging errors and require additional QA to 
ensure that all SGTs, applicators, and afterloader channels 
had been properly tagged. 

Recording procedures which preserved both the desired and 
the actual connection sequence would allow connections to 
be compared to the treatment directive prior to treatment 
and would also permit connection errors to be identified 
when treatment data was reviewed after treatment was 
completed. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Detection of connection or communication errors prior to 
treatment would allow the treatment to be stopped before a 
dose of radiation was delivered to the wrong targets. This 
would delay treatment until the correct connections could 
be established. Two different errors are possible: 

(1) The connection order may not match the order 
specified in the treatment directive. 

(2) The connections may match the order specified in the 
treatment directive but may not correspond to the 
connections used to produce the treatment plan. 

An applicator-channel map which carried both the 
prescribed and planned connections would allow staff to 
distinguish between these errors so that the appropriate 
steps (re-connection or re-planning) could be taken. 

Recording the applicator actually connected to each 
channel after treatment would allow a dose delivered 
through improperly connected applicators to be calculated 
after treatment. This would allow a dose delivered through 
the wrong applicators to be calculated after treatment so 
that the consequences of the dose to the patient could be 
determined and addressed. 

5.7 Critical Task 7: Treatment Plan 
Entry 

Treatment plan entry involves transfer of treatment 
parameters from the treatment plan to the afterloader 
control unit. Errors in treatment plan entry involve either 
the use of different values from those contained in the 
treatment plan or entry of treatment plan values from the 
wrong treatment plan for the intended treatment. (Table 
A. 10 in Appendix A presents treatment plan entry errors in 
more detail.) 

5.7.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

Three different interface methods are used for this task. In 
the first method, numbers that a technologist reads from a 
treatment plan are entered into the treatment control unit by 
hand. In the second method, a magnetic storage medium (a 
card or disk) created by the planning system is carried to 
and inserted into a reader attached to the treatment control 
unit. In the third method, the specified treatment plan was 
stored in the memory of the treatment control unit and 
recalled from the unit's memory prior to treating the patient. 
Each method was subject to a different set of errors. 
Manual entries were particularly difficult to perform 
without error in some systems. Those systems required staff 
to perform additional calculations to adjust for source 
decay, dwell position offsets, and differences between the 
measurement units used in treatment planning and those 
accepted by the afterloading equipment. 

Staff at most sites chose a single method for most of their 
entries and rarely, if ever, used the other methods. Magnetic 
cards or disks were the primary entry mode at all sites in 
which such interfaces were available.. 

Manual Entry 

Manual entry was used at all sites at which cards or disks 
were unavailable. A few of these sites also stored and 
recalled plans from the afterloader control unit memory. 
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Manual entry entails a potential key press error each time a 
digit or code is entered. Although the entry sequences are 
often complicated, trained users experienced little difficulty 
in performing and verifying these key press entries 
manually. 

One HDR system required that planning parameters be 
entered for treatment based on a fixed (10 curie) source 
activity. These parameters were then automatically adjusted 
prior to treatment to compensate for any activity difference 
between the 10 curie source in the treatment plan and the 
source that was present in the afterloader. This entry 
method had the advantage that a single treatment plan 
would be generated for a treatment irrespective of the 
actual source activity. This allowed parameters from a 
treatment atlas to be entered without any user adjustment of 
the parameters for source decay. 

Some manual entries are translated after entry into formats 
that are difficult for staff to verify. For example, one system 
automatically adjusted the entered values to compensate for 
source decay. The user was required to enter the treatment 
date into the treatment control unit so that the decay could 
be calculated. This provided an opportunity for the date to 
be entered incorrectly. This error opportunity was 
compounded by requiring the user to enter the date in 
"European" format [day-month-year] rather than the 
[month-day-year] format commonly used in the United 
States. Since the resulting (decayed source) dwell times 
were different from those specified in the treatment plan, 
neither entry errors nor decay errors could be detected by 
comparing the entered values to the resulting treatment 
parameters. 

Card or Disk Entries 

Card or disk entries completely eliminate key press errors 
in transferring treatment parameters to the afterloader 
control unit, but enable "card swap" errors in which a card 
or disk for the wrong treatment fraction is inserted. 

Since each card stores only a single planned treatment, 
selection of the correct card was the only point at which a 
substitution error could occur with these systems. The 
opportunity for error was increased by the practice of 
placing cards containing old treatment parameters in a stack 
at the treatment planning station. This ensured that a supply 
of cards with valid, but inappropriate, treatment parameters 
would be available at the planning station to be substituted 
for newly generated cards. 

One system which used floppy disks for data entry allowed 
parameters for many different treatments to be stored on the 
same disk. Selection of parameters for the wrong treatment 
was possible with this system even after the appropriate 

disk had been chosen and inserted into the afterloader 
control unit. 

Different algorithms were used to calculate source decays 
in some planning and treatment control units. These also 
made detection of entry errors difficult, since users were 
conditioned to expect differences between the treatment 
plan and the final treatment parameters. Detection of an 
error at those sites required a judgment on the significance 
of a difference and not just the recognition of a difference. 
Comparison of the treatment parameters to the treatment 
directive was often difficult when the directive specified a 
dose and the parameters specified source dwell positions. 

Detection of errors in entering the date was performed at 
some sites by generating a table of expected treatment 
source intensities to compare to the decayed activity 
calculated by the afterloader control unit. These comparison 
procedures were time consuming and added substantially to 
the burden placed on users to verify the accuracy of their 
data entries. 

5.7.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Since treatment plan entry is accomplished through an 
interface between people and equipment, many of the 
potential problems in data entry can be addressed by 
improving the interfaces between the users and the system 
and by providing users with the information, procedures, 
and training needed to detect and correct their entry errors. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

The allocation of duties between humans and equipment 
appears to contribute significantly to the probability of error 
in these systems. Human entry errors can be reduced 
substantially by using magnetic media or direct electronic 
transmission to transfer treatment plans to the treatment 
control unit. It would also be desirable for the equipment to 
track the number of days which have elapsed since source 
exchange to hardware instead of requiring users to enter the 
treatment date. 

Treatment control units could be modified to provide the 
feedback needed to verify that data has been entered 
correctly. Automated checklists for verification would help 
standardize verification practices. Some way for the dose 
distribution that is about to be delivered to be calculated 
quickly from the treatment parameters after entry would be 
desirable and would be more meaningful to staff than a 
check of afterloader positioning parameters. 
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Job Performance Aids 

Some systems use entries based on a standard source 
activity and then adjust the values after they have been 
entered to adjust them for the activity of the source in the 
afterloader. Error in those systems is possible in either the 
entry of the treatment parameters or in the entry of the 
treatment date used by the system to calculate the decayed 
activity of the source since it was last calibrated. Detection 
of plan entry errors in those systems could be facilitated by 
calculating the expected adjusted dwell time prior to entry 
so that it could be compared with the value calculated by 
the afterloader control unit. 

Procedures 

Substitution of cards carrying treatment plans could be 
prevented if all magnetic media used to transfer treatment 
plans were erased after each treatment session. 

All treatment control units which used magnetic media for 
data entry provided displays of the entered items, although 
the treatment fraction was often identifiable only by the 
date on which the treatment plan was generated. 
Substitution and entry errors could be detected if the 
patient's name, treatment fraction, and treatment parameters 
were verified after each plan was entered. 

Standardization of treatment plans so that staff become 
familiar with correct entries could increase the chance that 
entry errors which deviated from the standard would be 
recognized. 

Training 

The complexity of the required entry and verification 
procedures suggests that appropriate training be provided to 
increase the likelihood that the procedures are understood 
and will be followed. 

An organizational alternative for dealing with entry 
problems would be to provide staff with the redundant 
information needed to detect errors, provide the time and 
facilities to use that information, and provide training in 
procedures designed to detect and limit the consequences of 
the errors. 

5.7.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Treatment plan entry and verification are the last tasks 
performed prior to starting treatment. They provide the last 
opportunity to either make or detect errors before treatment 
occurs. They are also, in many cases, some of the more 
error-prone tasks in the treatment delivery process. These 

two factors suggest that particular care must be taken by 
RAB management to provide staff with data entry 
procedures that reduce the likelihood of error and with 
detection procedures to identify those errors. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Magnetic media or direct electronic transmission of 
treatment plans to the treatment control unit would 
eliminate some entry errors. However, they might introduce 
error opportunities for substitution of magnetic media and 
for direct electronic transfer of inappropriate parameters. 
Erasing or overwriting magnetic media after each use 
would help eliminate any media with old treatment 
parameters that might be substituted for newly generated 
media, but erasing the media would also prevent it from 
being used to record or repeat the treatment. 

A method for marking a card which had been used in a 
treatment so that it could be identified by staff or equipment 
would help to prevent substitution errors while still 
allowing the used cards to be archived as a record of the 
treatment. 

Some possibility of error would still exist if multiple 
treatment plans are generated prior to treatment. Multiple 
plans provide access to both a printout and a card that can 
be swapped with those intended for a different patient or 
treatment fraction. Prominent tags and verification 
procedures for the transfer and use of treatment plans might 
help address these sources of error. 

Removal of the requirement mat some control units place 
on the staff to enter the date so that the source activity can 
be estimated would reduce the number of entry error 
possibilities from one per treatment to one each time the 
source was replaced (about twice a year in high dose 
systems). Some possibility of error would still remain, but 
it would be transferred to a well-defined point at which 
careful verification of data entries could be performed. For 
this alternative to be effective, the date entry format should 
be unambiguous and consistent with current practice in the 
country in which each unit is installed. 

Increasing the Detectabiliry of Human Error 

Since treatment often occurs immediately after the 
treatment plan is entered, mis is also the last point at which 
most errors can be corrected before the dose is delivered to 
the patient. This makes the period between entry of the 
treatment plan and treatment delivery the appropriate time 
to verify the entry and die other tasks and linkages in the 
RAB process. 
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Manual entry errors can be detected if the entered 
parameters are compared with the original treatment plan. 
Most sites performed some verification of manually entered 
parameters. 

Tagging of the patient, the treatment plan, and the transport 
media so that they can be compared could help detect 
substitution errors and could also be used to verify that any 
plan, whether transmitted or manually entered, was for the 
proper patient and appropriate treatment fraction. 

Errors in which parameters are entered correctly but do not 
match the channels connected to the afterloader during the 
setup task are more difficult to detect, since the entered 
values specify but do not determine the channel 
connections. 

A effective verification procedure for the entire RAB 
process might check both that the entered parameters 
corresponded to the treatment plan and also that the dose 
produced by those parameters corresponded to the dose 
prescribed in the treatment directive. No current system 
allows the dose that will be delivered to the targets by 
entered parameters to be compared with the dosage 
prescribed in the treatment directive. This would be a 
desirable verification, but would require a method for 
relating the entered dwell positions to the spatial orientation 
of the source during treatment. The verification would also 
require a way to measure the distance between the entered 
dwell positions and the targets. 

One method for providing an estimate of the spatial 
arrangements of the dwell positions might be for the control 
unit to detect the applicator during a check cable run and 
then display or calculate the distance into the applicator that 
each entered parameter would place the source. This would 
allow the dose delivered by an applicator of known 
geometry to surrounding tissue to be calculated just prior to 
treatment delivery. It might not provide an accurate dose 
estimate for flexible applicators or multiple applicators 
unless the actual spatial orientation of the applicators or 
source positions could also be determined. 

Sensing the spatial location of the end of the check cable as 
it is placed at each dwell position is not currently possible, 
since only the linear distance to the positions is measured 
and not their spatial relationship. If the measurement could 
be performed, the dose distribution due to a source at those 
positions could be compared to the treatment directive 
immediately prior to initiating treatment. This would enable 
connection as well as entry errors to be detected, but would 
require significant modifications to existing equipment. It 
would also not guarantee that the dose would be delivered 
to the targets, although use of an applicator reference for 
the dose would allow identification of entry errors that 

would deliver a dose to the wrong place within the 
applicator. 

Until the dose produced by the entered parameters can be 
calculated, a QA program including verification of all 
entries and incorporating careful tagging of documents to 
allow substitutions to be identified can help increase the 
likelihood of detecting errors in treatment plan entry. 
Equipment and labeling modifications by manufacturers 
would make these verifications less time consuming. 
Machine reading of identification tags would provide a 
redundant and independent verification that the entered 
treatment plan was intended for the patient connected to the 
afterloader. Manual tagging of documents, the use of 
checklists, standardization of entry procedures, and training 
in QA procedures can also help staff to perform these 
verifications. 

Verification in systems which adjust parameters after entry 
would be easier to perform if treatment plans also included 
dwell times for decayed sources that could be compared 
with the adjusted treatment values displayed after entry. 
This would enable another error in which the set of values 
intended for comparison was entered instead of the values 
for treatment. Verification and training procedures could be 
designed to anticipate and correct these potential 
substitution errors. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Most undesirable consequences of errors in treatment plan 
entry can be prevented by detection and correction of entry 
errors prior to treatment. Until the dose from the entered 
plan can be calculated, prevention of the consequences of 
error in this task will require careful verification of each 
entered parameter. Since the linear distance from the 
afterloader to the target is used to position the source, while 
the treatment plan is often based on distances within the 
applicators, particular care must be taken to insure that the 
positioning parameters bring the source to the expected 
distance from the targets. 

Since there is often a strong psychological imperative to 
proceed with treatment once the patient has been connected 
and the plan has been entered, the ease with which post 
entry verifications can be performed is critical. The 
likelihood that verifications might be skipped could be 
reduced by providing verification checklists or worksheets 
and training in verification procedures. 

Damage control after identification of an error in this task 
involves determination and re-entry of the correct 
parameters. If the parameters are written clearly and 
correspond to those displayed by the treatment control unit 
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after entry, this verification can be relatively 
straightforward. 

5.8 Critical Task 8: Quality 
Assurance and Maintenance 

QA in RAB involves testing equipment and procedures to 
identify malfunctions or potential problems before they 
adversely affect treatment planning, treatment delivery or 
patient or staff safety. Maintenance involves changes to 
equipment or procedures designed to prevent or eliminate 
either potential or actual problems. Errors in QA and 
maintenance involve either failures to address problems in 
equipment, procedures, and treatment delivery mechanisms, 
or the creation of new problems in those areas during the 
performance of the QA or maintenance procedures. (Tables 
A12, A13 and A14 in the Appendix present QA errors in 
greater detail.) 

QA procedures should be designed to both identify 
problems and to record and communicate the QA findings 
so that problems, changes, or their absence can be brought 
to the attention of RAB task performers. Maintenance 
procedures must be designed to correct potential or actual 
problems and to perform or initiate testing to certify that the 
changes have produced their intended effects. QA 
procedures to prevent and detect errors and equipment 
failures should be designed to verify the performance of 
each RAB task, whether performed by humans or 
equipment, and to protect and verify the linkages between 
those tasks and task performers. 

5.8.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

There are two categories of interface for QA and 
maintenance. The first comprises the equipment or 
procedures that are tested or maintained in the QA program 
and the second comprises the special interfaces designed to 
perform QA and maintenance tasks. During QA, staff must 
deal with both interfaces, using the latter to test that the 
former are in good working order. 

The ideal QA interface would permit one to rapidly identify 
or predict potential equipment or procedural problems. 
Interfaces were judged adequate on most of the RAB 
equipment for standard QA procedures. Lights on 
afterloaders and their control units could often be 
illuminated to check for burned out bulbs, QA settings were 
provided to operate and test the equipment without 
performing complete treatments, and indicators were 
provided to transfer information on the results of internal 
hardware QA checks on system performance. 

many QA programs. Checklists were used at most sites for 
identifying and recording compliance with the local QA 
procedures. Although adequate as a means of directing 
which QA checks were to be performed for some portion of 
the treatment delivery system, none of these checklists 
provided enough information to certify that all parts of the 
system were operating correcdy. 

5.8.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

Alternatives for other critical tasks involve the prevention 
and detection of error in individual tasks and task linkages. 
Alternatives to QA tasks address the methods used to 
maintain, monitor, and certify the operation of the RAB 
system. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Some QA checks are performed by hardware and software 
used during RAB. Each check performed by equipment and 
software removes a burden on staff for performing that 
verification. Unfortunately, these equipment and software 
checks are difficult to integrate into a QA program since 
many are hidden from staff. An integrated QA program 
requires that records be kept of which verifications have 
been performed (and which have not). Many of the , 
hardware modifications suggested for other critical tasks 
would improve feedback needed for QA-related 
verifications and transfer some responsibility for those 
verifications from staff to equipment. Hardware and 
software QA checks could be improved and integrated with 
manual QA procedures whether or not those modifications 
were made. It would be particularly useful if performance 
data on the afterloader and planning systems could be 
collected automatically so that potential interfacing or 
hardware degradation problems could be identified. 

Job Performance Aids 

Checklists could be used more extensively as guides to QA 
performance. Any logging scheme used to mark these 
checklists could be designed to preserve high visual 
contrast between passed, failed or omitted QA procedures. 

Procedures 

Comprehensive QA procedures are needed to certify the 
operation of all RAB hardware and software at regular 
intervals and to re-certify RAB system integrity 
immediately after any maintenance or updates are 
performed. These procedures should include, but should not 
be limited to, tests of all warning devices, panel lights, and 
hardware interlocks as well as certification of the accuracy Software and procedural QA and maintenance interfaces 

were less well developed and were notably absent from 
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of all positioning, calculating, measurement and data entry 
mechanisms. 

QA in RAB is performed by hardware, .software, and 
human task performers. A procedural description could be 
provided for each QA check/test performed so that there is 
no doubt as to exactly what has been tested by each 
procedure and what performance can be expected after 
either passage or failure of each QA check. 

A QA checklist could be used to direct the order and 
content of QA task performance. Procedures for using the 
checklist could be designed so that QA procedures can be 
logged in the order of performance on the checklist. 
Equipment whose proper operation depends on the 
performance of other equipment could be tested in the order 
of that dependence. In that way maintenance performed to 
allow passage of a QA test would not require previously 
logged tests to be repeated. Interdependencies between 
equipment could be noted so that QA can be repeated on 
interdependent items after a failure of one of the related 
components. 

A tiered QA system for performing QA could be used in 
which 
(1) Potential errors are identified. 
(2) Modifications that would prevent those errors are 

determined and scheduled for implementation. 
(3) Training is provided to reduce the incidence of any 

errors which have not yet been prevented. 
(4) QA procedures are designed and carried out to 

identify the errors which still occur. 

Whether or not a tiered QA program is developed, the safe 
operation of all hardware and software should be certified 
at regular intervals and verified immediately after any 
maintenance or updates have been performed. Since 
equipment and procedures can change so that new 
certifications are required, or old ones become irrelevant, 
one item on the QA checklist could be used by staff to 
verify that the QA procedures were still applicable to the 
item being tested. 

Training 

QA in a partially automated system like RAB must 
consider all the system elements that might fail. This 
requirement makes initial and refresher training for staff at 
least as important a QA issue as equipment maintenance 
and error detection. A QA program could be integrated with 
the staff training program at each site so that the time spent 
performing QA assessments would also serve to test and 

refresh staff understanding of RAB and their proficiency in 
performing RAB procedures. 

Emergency procedures are good candidates for this type of 
refresher training since they are performed infrequently and 
are sometimes counter-intuitive to those used in normal 
patient care. This training could include practice in using 
cable cutters, tongs, and containment devices as well as 
practical testing to ensure that all staff who might be called 
upon to use those tools were able to use them rapidly and 
efficiently. It would be useful to practice the procedures for 
handling several "worst case" problems such as a cable that 
was stuck in an applicator attached to the patient. 

5.8.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Errors in QA involve failures to identify equipment or 
interface problems or failure to take appropriate action to 
deal with problems that have been identified. The analysis 
team was concerned about economies of scale and trade
offs between error prevention and error detection during 
QA in RAB. To prevent QA from dominating the system 
the number of potential errors should be reduced by RAB 
management. Implementing the human factors 
interventions described in this report and continuing to 
automate error-prone tasks are obvious ways to accomplish 
this reduction. Another complementary alternative would 
be to use a tiered approach to QA so that the number of 
potential errors is reduced early in the RAB process so that 
attention can be focused on those that remain. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Automatic logging of interfacing errors would insure that 
those errors were brought to the attention of QA staff so 
that methods for addressing them could be incorporated 
into the QA system. Manual error logging could substitute 
for automatic logging at the expense of increasing the 
bookkeeping burden on staff and prolonging the interface 
process. In either case there is a need to develop 
comprehensive procedures for directing human 
performance of QA so that the appropriate tests and 
monitoring will be performed and appropriate steps to deal 
with potential problems will be available. Training can help 
prepare staff to follow approved QA procedures, but does 
not usually provide feedback on performance outside the 
classroom. Checklists can be used to help focus attention on 
QA procedures that must be performed and to allow staff to 
log the QA procedures that they have performed for each 
treatment. 

To be of maximum benefit, a checklist must be 
comprehensive enough to allow current system integrity to 
be assessed at a glance for all components of the treatment 
planning and delivery system. One suggested method for 
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MAY 1993 
(4)Mon (5)Tue (6) Wed (7)Thur (8)Fri (9) Sat (10) Sun 

Description of Procedure 1 | >/ V V s/ 

Description of Procedure 2 \y/ | | | | >/ | | >/ | | | | | ] | 

Description of Procedure 3 CZ][V 
Description of Procedure 4 | y | | y/ | | y | | | | | | | | | 

Figure 18. A QA checklist with daily QA procedures arranged in a single column. 

accomplishing this goal would be to arrange the QA 
checklist in a way that draws attention to failed or omitted 
QA tests. Figure 18 shows a checklist arranged to allow 
rapid identification of tests passed (denoted by a check 
mark) and omitted or failed QA procedures (denoted by an 
open box). Note that a solid column of check marks 
indicates passage of the QA tests while any deviation from 
a solid column allows rapid visual identification of 
potential problems or omitted tests. A daily QA log is 
shown in this figure, although the format would be equally 
appropriate for QA performed prior to each treatment 
session. In such a case, a column might represent a 
treatment session rather than a day. The transposition of 
this checklist so that individual tests appear in the columns 
with one row used for each date or session can be equally 
visually striking. The intent of such a QA interface is to 
help direct the QA task performer in performance of the 
QA tasks and to provide a record of QA task performance 
that allows performance omissions and QA problems to be 
identified at a glance prior to each treatment. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

Some protection against errors in logging can be obtained 
by ordered execution of QA procedures. If QA procedures 
are executed in order, checklist gaps can provide immediate 
feedback on unperformed or mis-logged tests. Task 
performer initials can be substituted for check marks to 
provide a record of the staff that performed each test. 

Temporal ordering of checklist entries can help draw 
attention to logging errors (blank boxes should not occur. If 
QA problems can be resolved sequentially, re-testing for 
related components can be eliminated. A checklist or 
similarly structured document should be followed for each 
treatment so that all equipment, verification and 
communication procedures needed for safe practice of RAB 

can be verified with minimum effort at the treatment site 
immediately prior to each treatment session. 

Items which are tested, verified or maintained on different 
schedules from the treatment can be brought to this session 
QA log after inspection of the individual treatment logs. 
For example, "Daily QA performed successfully" might be 
included as one item on the treatment session QA log. This 
item would indicate that daily QA had been performed 
prior to treating the patient without requiring those 
procedures to be repeated for each treatment. Worksheets 
currently in use provide some of the features of this 
treatment session QA log in that they indicate many of the 
procedures that have been performed. These worksheets 
could be modified to provide their information in the above 
checklist format so that a glance prior to treatment would 
be sufficient to detect any omitted or compromised 
procedures. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Errors can be resolved by either preventing them or by 
identifying and blocking the propagation of their 
consequences. In a tiered QA system, some errors can be 
detected and corrected within each task before their 
consequences can propagate through the progression of 
tasks in the RAB process. Since some errors may not be 
detected, enough information must then be brought to the 
other tasks .to allow their consequences to be identified. 
Since communication errors are always possible, it is best 
to delay QA until just before treatment so that a single 
verification can be used to identify the consequences of 
both task performance and communication errors. This 
method requires that the initial error frequency be low 
enough so that time lost due to late correction of error 
consequences does not place a substantial burden on the 
system. In many cases this may involve limiting, rather 
than eliminating the consequences of QA errors. Regular 
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QA (e.g., daily checks) can limit the consequences of 
problems to a fixed number of treatments. A record of the 
steps taken in producing a treatment plan might help 
identify steps that were omitted, repeated, or performed 
slowly. Such a record would help identify user interfacing 
errors or training requirements. A record of corrections 
made during treatment plan entry and verification prior to 
treatment delivery might provide similar information for 
afterloader control unit interfaces. 

QA ba; -C on estimates of error likelihood (e.g., 
certification of equipment after modifications) can block 
the consequences of high probability errors. Hardware 
verifications of system performance just prior to treatment 
would reduce the burden on staff and increase the number 
of errors which could be identified and addressed for each 
treatment. 

Checklists could allow a final check on system performance 
to be made just prior to treatment by carrying the results of 
prior QA checks for evaluation. In either case it would be 
advantageous for QA information to be displayed to the 
person controlling treatment delivery in a way that would 
make the consequences of both RAB and QA errors 
obvious and addressable prior to treatment. 

5.9 Critical Task 9: Source Exchange 
Source exchange entails manipulation of radioactive 
sources. Errors in source exchange can result in inadvertent 
exposure of staff to the source during the exchange 
procedure, or produce changes in afterloading equipment 
that can cause problems in source positioning accuracy, 
equipment integrity, or treatment delivery. (Table A. 13 in 
Appendix A presents source exchange errors in more 
detail.) 

5.9.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

Source exchange interfaces involve the containers used to 
hold the old and replacement sources, the mechanisms and 
software used to transfer the sources, the equipment used to 
connect the sources to the afterloaders, and the emergency 
equipment used to deal with problems during replacement. 
The equipment used to contain an exposed source during 
source exchange is often the same as that used to deal with 
an exposed source in a treatment emergency. The potential 
for error with that emergency equipment was particularly 
high. Emergency cranks for retracting cables were 
sometimes difficult to locate or confusing to operate. 
Although survey meters and radiation detectors were used 
during source exchanges, they provided only part of the 
information required by the staff. They could detect an 
exposed source, but did not allow staff to detect the 

presence or absence of a source in the safe used to hold the 
source or in the container used to transport it. 

If an emergency occurs during scheduled source exchanges 
for HDR afterloaders, staff can remain outside the room 
while deciding how to contain the exposed source. During 
LDR source exchanges or in treatment emergencies staff or 
patients may be in the room when the source is exposed so 
that a more rapid and accurate response would be required. 
On-line help was available by telephone from the 
manufacturers for both source exchanges and emergencies. 
Descriptions of emergency procedures found at the sites 
were considered adequate for scheduled source exchanges 
but were not sufficient for emergency situations in which 
immediate action might be required to limit the exposure to 
patients or staff in the room with an exposed source. 

Source exchange in HDR afterloaders is performed only a 
few times a year. Emergencies involving exposed sources 
should also occur infrequently. Because of the time lapse in 
performance of these tasks, training and detailed procedural 
descriptions would be useful during task performance. 

Training was required and provided on site by the 
manufacturer before local RAB staff performed source 
exchanges. Manuals from the manufacturer also described 
some source exchange procedures. Checklists were 
sometimes used to guide performance and to document 
performance of the procedural steps. Some training in 
procedures dealing with treatment emergencies was also 
provided at many sites. 

For example, one afterloader model had two emergency 
crank handles that rotated in opposite directions. The 
differences between these handles were judged to be 
confusing, so that manual retraction of a source might be 
prolonged due to staff uncertainty regarding which crank to 
grab and in what direction it should be turned. Another 
model also has two handles, but the source retraction 
handle is gold in color while the other similar handle is 
black. Staff trained in emergency procedures at several sites 
reported that they would "go for the gold" in an emergency. 

All sites performed extensive tests of positioning accuracy 
and timing after source exchange to detect the 
consequences of errors in this task. 

5.9.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

At many sites, source exchanges are performed by a 
manufacturer's representative. These representatives 
performed many source exchanges per year and were 
familiar with source exchange and emergency procedures. 
They were not necessarily familiar with the local equipment 
for dealing with an exposed source. Alternatives to current 
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techniques must address emergency procedures as well as 
ways in which errors during source exchange can be 
detected and methods for limiting the consequence of those 
errors. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Neither LDR nor HDR sources could be counted or 
inventoried while they were in their safes. An exposed 
source was easy to detect during source exchange by using 
radiation monitors and survey meters. A lost source was 
much harder to detect. Current procedures assume that a 
source which is not detected in the room, is stored in its 
safe. A hardware method for detecting the presence of the 
source, rather than its absence, would be preferable. 

Job Performance Aids 

A method by which a source could be detached from its 
cable quickly if the cable should become stuck might be 
desirable since rapid removal of a trapped source would 
limit exposure of staff attempting to free the cable. To 
assist staff in dealing with exposed or trapped sources, 
transfer tongs, cable cutters, and shielded containers for 
loose sources could be provided in each treatment room. 

Simple checklists for emergency situations in which the 
source must be contained or transferred could help reduce 
error and uncertainty in this task. 

Procedures 

Since source exchanges are performed infrequently, 
extensive documentation of the procedures to follow during 
this task would be useful. Having a vendor or an outside 
agent perform all source exchanges could help standardize 
performance of this task. 

Errors affecting the integrity of the connection between the 
source and the positioning unit may be difficult to detect 
since the error may not be apparent until its consequences 
cause degradation or failure of the positioning mechanism. 
Test procedures could be designed to identify and 
document these and other hidden consequences of source 
positioning and connection problems. Until test information 
from automated equipment checks is available, staff could 
log any changes in positioning accuracy during QA and 
monitor them for trends that might indicate gradual 
degradation of the positioning or attachment mechanisms. 

Training 

Sites which perform their own source exchanges should 
consider providing training to all staff on the procedures 

and special characteristics of the workspaces and 
equipment used in this task. 

5.9.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Any attempt to limit human error during source exchange 
must take into account the physical problems inherent in 
manipulating radioactive sources. The likelihood that 
manufacturers' representatives, who do many of the source 
exchanges, will not be familiar witia local emergency 
procedures and equipment is an additional complication 
that alternative techniques should take into account. 
Checklists that specify the location of emergency 
equipment and emergency procedures are valuable in this 
regard. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Shielded safes with entry diameters more than twice the 
diameter of a source trapped inside its source holder would 
be desirable to facilitate task performance during times of 
stress, when manual dexterity might be compromised. Most 
sites had lead containers near the afterloader unit for storing 
a source if it should become detached during treatment or 
source exchange. Only a few sites had tongs for transferring 
the source to the container or clippers for cutting the (HDR) 
source cable should it become jammed. The lead containers 
at many sites had an opening that was only slightly larger 
than the source itself so that transfer of a source to the 
container might prove to be quite difficult in an emergency 
situation. 

A vendor that specializes in source exchange could limit 
source exchanges to a small number of trained and 
experienced individuals. This might prevent poor source 
exchange practices from being recognized and amended 
since feedback on the consequences of the exchange might 
not be recognized by RAB staff who were unfamiliar with 
source exchange procedures. Collaboration between people 
who were experienced with the local environment and the 
equipment used during the source exchange might be more 
effective. 

A checklist would allow whoever performed the source 
exchange to locate and become familiar with the local 
emergency equipment and procedures before the source 
exchange took place. Refresher training in those procedures 
might be desirable immediately prior to source exchange 
This training could be extended to require certification of 
specific additional training from the manufacturer before 
performing this task. 
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Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

Equipment improvements could help staff detect the 
position of the source in its safe so that lost sources would 
be immediately obvious. Until feedback is provided from 
the hardware, it would be possible, although time 
consuming, to verify the presence of the sources in the 
treatment room after a treatment session by performing a 
radiograph with the sources positioned in a test applicator. 
Neither of these methods would detect whether part of a 
source had broken and become separated from the 
positioning device. Automatic source calibration before and 
after each treatment session would allow broken sources to 
be identified and may be the best alternative for identifying 
lost or misplaced sources. Until automated calibrators are 
developed, surveys of the patient and all removed 
applicators after treatment appear to be the only way in 
which these problems can be detected. 

It would be desirable to follow each source exchange with 
periodic local evaluation of afterloader performance so that 
the consequences of errors (e.g., cables binding, position 
accuracy changes, positioning speed changes) could also be 
detected. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Source exchange errors involving an exposed source have 
consequences similar to some treatment emergencies. 
During treatment and source exchange, inadvertent 
exposure of a source may require rapid action to limit 
exposure to the resulting radiation. 

Rapid detachment and containment of a source which had 
become stuck in its applicator or source guide tube would 
not correct the error that exposed the source, but could limit 
radiation exposure by reducing the time that the source was 
exposed. 

Rapid detachment may be desirable in an emergency, but 
would be quite undesirable if it should occur during a 
normal treatment. Cable cutters found at a few sites 
provided this quick-detach mechanism without requiring a 
redesign or weakening of the current source attachment 
methods. Since it was not clear at most sites whether staff 
knew what to do with these tools, or whether the tools 
could be used effectively by all staff for their intended 
purposes, a training program that provided the opportunity 
for staff to test the tools and their own abilities during 
simulated emergencies would be advantageous. Some sites 
used special teams to deal with emergencies. This would 
limit the training required for all staff, but would require 
careful scheduling to ensure that the emergency team was 
on site and able to respond to an emergency rapidly. 

Any damage or misadjustment to afterloading equipment 
during source exchange can have serious consequences to 
patients if the accuracy of source placement is 
compromised. The consequences of damage to positioning 
equipment can be limited by early detection of the damage 
so that equipment can be repaired before it is used in RAB. 
Many of the tests required to detect damage to the 
equipment may already be incorporated in the hardware 
self-checks, although the results of these checks are not 
currently reported to users until they fail, and therefore 
cannot be used during QA to detect developing problems. 
Cooperation with manufacturers would be required to 
incorporate these tests into the local RAB QA program. 

5.10 Critical Task 10: Source 
Calibration 

Source calibration involves the measurement of the 
characteristics of a radioactive source and the transfer of 
that information to the RAB task in which those 
characteristics are needed. Source calibration errors involve 
either a failure to measure the activity of a radioactive 
source accurately or the failure to transmit the correct 
calibration information. (Table A. 13 in the Appendix A 
presents source calibration errors in more detail.). 

5.10.1 Evaluation of Current Techniques 

RAB sources are ordered with specified intensities and are 
shipped with documents describing their activity as 
measured by the supplier. All sites perform their own 
calibrations of the sources after they are received and 
compare their calibrations to the values reported by the 
supplier. The activity of the source or calibrated activity 
was then entered into the treatment planning equipment and 
the afterloader control unit. Between calibrations, source 
activity was estimated by software that adjusted the 
calibrated activity using the known decay characteristics of 
each source. This introduced the opportunity for either 
entering the wrong calibration for the source or entering the 
wrong calibration date. 

Interfaces for source calibration include activity measuring 
apparatus, placement and positioning equipment to hold the 
measuring apparatus near the source and material placed 
between the source and the measuring equipment during 
calibration. The source calibration equipment observed 
during the site visits required careful positioning and often 
needed non-intuitive manipulations to preserve stability. In 
particular, many of the calibration racks required accurate 
measurement of the distance between the source and the 
calibration sensor, but provided no feedback on possible 
movement of the sensor during the calibration and were 
subject to errors during measurement of that distance. 
These devices were adequate for calibration in spite of 
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these problems because the people using them were 
familiar with their idiosyncrasies and quite meticulous 
about compensating for them. 

Two things were lacking in most of these interfaces: 
(1) adequate feedback to allow users to detect calibration 

errors 
(2) consensus on standard calibration procedures 

5.10.2 Alternatives to Current Techniques 

The likelihood of human error in source calibration can be 
reduced by the provision of equipment and procedures 
better designed to support the calibration task and the staff 
who perform it. 

Equipment and Software Modifications 

Calibration equipment and interfaces are currently 
undergoing investigation for standardization by several 
professional organizations. Those standards should address 
potential positioning errors by requiring that sensing 
apparatus be rigidly mounted to the source holder and that 
feedback be provided on the distance between the source 
and the sensor so that any damage to the rigid mounting can 
be detected. 

No direct measurement of activity was possible for the 
iridium sources used in HDR RABsince chambers 
calibrated to measure radiation from that radionuclide were 
not available commercially. The calculations and 
adjustment procedures needed to adapt other chambers to 
RAB are time consuming and effectively prevent frequent 
spot checks of source activity on those devices due to the 
time and special equipment needed for the calibration. 

Cost of measuring and positioning apparatus, and 
uncertainties about different measurement techniques have 
led many sites to design their own calibration equipment. 
These differences in equipment and measuring techniques 
make the interpretation of differences between the activity 
specified by the manufacturer and the activity measured 
locally difficult. 

An alternative approach would be to develop a standard 
chamber for measuring the activity of each RAB 
radionuclide and a standard procedure that could be used by 
both the vendor and the RAB staff for measuring that 
activity. 

Job Performance Aids 

Positioning apparatus for holding the source near the 
calibration device was not standardized. The locally built 
apparatus often presented numerous opportunities for 
positioning errors that could lead to erroneous calibrations. 
A standardized positioning device which placed the source 
at a fixed distance from the calibration counter and which 
was not subject to misadjustment would help limit the 
opportunity for error in this task. 

Procedures 

The presence of unexpected isotopes in a new source could 
be detected if some way were found to measure the isotopes 
in the source during calibration. This might entail an 
analysis of the energies of the decay products. The 
consequences of source contamination could be limited if 
each site performed at least two calibrations of each source 
separated by a long enough interval to determine whether 
the radionuclide in the source is following its expected 
decay sequence. If the initial calibration is accurate, the 
source could be used in the interval between these 
calibrations. This alternative would be valuable at all sites 
for which the decay is significant in treatment (e.g., high 
dose sites or low dose sites which store or re-use 
radionuclides). 

Source calibration could also be performed on a regular 
basis as part of a QA program designed to reduce the 
number of treatments that are affected by a calibration 
error. 

To detect a procedural or equipment error during 
calibration, some way of certifying the calibration 
procedure and equipment performance must be provided. 
Most sites did not have a formal procedure for this 
certification and relied instead on the physicists to maintain 
and trouble shoot their own equipment and calibration 
procedures. 

An alternative approach might be to institute a QA program 
that included certification of the calibration equipment and 
procedure by using it to calibrate a known source prior to 
each new source calibration. For HDR sites this could 
involve performing a calibration on the old source prior to 
its replacement to verify that the calibration yielded the 
expected (decayed) old source activity. The new source 
could then be calibrated using the same procedure and 
equipment which had just been tested on the old source. 

To detect the consequences of a calibration error, some 
redundant information on the source activity and decay 
characteristics must be compared with the calibration 
results. Vendors supply this information with each source 
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from calibrations performed prior to shipping sources to 
RAB sites. Staff at most sites indicated that before using 
the sources they compare their calibrations with the values 
supplied by the vendor and then re-calibrate or contact the 
supplier for advice if these values differed by more that five 
to ten percent (after adjustment for decay). Calibration 
discrepancies of 5 percent were common and 10-15 percent 
were not unusual. 

An alternative would be to also perform multiple 
calibrations of the source using different equipment, 
positions, and procedures and compare them. 

Training 

The fragility of the measuring equipment and the difficulty 
of the positioning and measuring steps in this task need to 
be balanced by expertise and dedication on the part of the 
task performers if this task is to be performed safely with 
existing equipment. Although staff performing calibrations 
at all sites met these requirements, there was little evidence 
of organized training on site for these tasks. 

An alternative approach would be for either individual sites 
or professional associations to provide training and 
certification for staff performing source calibrations. 

5.10.3 Evaluation of the Alternatives 

Until automatic calibration becomes feasible, the potential 
for human error in calibration, and the serious 
consequences of such an error, will continue to require 
special QA procedures for this task. Standardization of 
calibration equipment and procedures would go far in 
helping to minimize human error. Establishing a source 
calibration protocol involving multiple calibrations would 
aid in the detection and correction of procedural errors. 

Decreasing the Likelihood of Human Error 

Automatic calibration would remove most sources of 
human error for this task. A standard chamber for 
measuring the activity of each RAB radionuclide would 
facilitate automatic or staff calibration by reducing the 
number of mathematical calculations required to translate 
calibration results into the activity units used by planning 
and treatment delivery systems. The most attractive use of 
such a chamber might be to incorporate it into the source 
safe so that a calibration could be performed automatically 
whenever the source was in its stored position. This might 
also reduce the chance for positioning errors during 
calibration since the source could be returned to a fixed 
position within the safe by the afterloader prior to 
calibration. 

Calibration equipment and interfaces are currently 
undergoing investigation for standardization by several 
professional organizations. Those standards should address 
potential positioning errors by requiring that sensing 
apparatus be rigidly mounted to the source holder and that 
feedback be provided on the distance between the source 
and the sensor so that any damage to the rigid mounting can 
be detected. 

Increasing the Detectability of Human Error 

Multiple calibrations currently provide the only way to 
detect calibration errors. Performing multiple calibrations 
would be more attractive if calibrations took less time, did 
not interfere with patient treatment, and included fewer 
human error opportunities. Direct measurement would 
eliminate many potential sources of error in adapting 
calibration equipment for RAB use. 

Calibrations after each treatment could be compared to 
increase the likelihood of detecting and correcting 
calibration errors. A method for determining the source 
activity quickly prior to each treatment would serve the 
same purpose and would be more desirable as a final check 
that the source activity specified in the treatment directive 
or treatment plan was the same as the one about to be used 
in the afterloader. 

Limiting the Consequences of Human Error 

Calibration errors are systemic in that a single error in this 
task will produce consequences in all the subsequent 
treatments using that calibration. These consequences can 
be eliminated if calibration errors are detected and 
corrected prior to treatment. 

The alternative of performing multiple calibrations after the 
initial source exchange and at least one other calibration 
separated from the initial one by an interval long enough to 
identify the decay characteristics of the radionuclide could 
provide the basis for correcting the consequences of a 
calibration error. 

All sites reported that they would compare calibration 
results with vendor values prior to using the calibration. 
This method of detecting a calibration error prior to treating 
a patient would prevent the consequences of a single 
calibration error (either in the vendor's or the local 
calibration) from propagating to a place (e.g., the treatment 
planning or treatment delivery systems) where it could 
cause damage to patients.. 

The consequences of another possible error were not so 
well limited. After calibration, many sites assumed that a 
single radionuclide was present in the source and that the 
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activity of that source at a later date could be calculated 
using the known half-life of that radionuclide. Since a 
single calibration can determine the source activity but not 
the actual radionuclide, a shipping or manufacturing error 
in which the source might contain or be contaminated with 
other radionuclides would not be detected by this 
procedure. In such a situation, although the initial 
calibration might be completely accurate, the activity after 
decay would drift away from the expected value. 

An alternative that might allow source contamination to be' 
detected would be to analyze the energies of the decay 
products. Such an analysis might be easier to perform by 
the source vendor prior to encapsulation of the source. A 
method for analyzing photon energies might be developed 
to help identify source contamination after the source was 
delivered to the RAB site. 

The ultimate consequence of a calibration error is the 
delivery of a different dose of radiation to a patient than 
was specified in the treatment directive. In some cases in 
which the directed dose is delivered in multiple treatment 
fractions, these consequences can be limited by adjusting 
the dose delivered in subsequent fractions to compensate 
for the dosage errors in previous fractions. This form of 
damage control requires that the error be detected (before 
the total dose exceeds that on the treatment directive), that 
the actual source activity at the time of treatment be 
determined, and that careful records of dwell positions, 
dwell times, and target locations be preserved so that the 
previous target dosages can be recalculated after the 
calibration error is corrected. 

Alternatives which allowed the actual dose to a target to be 
measured would help detect the consequences of a 
calibration error and might eliminate the need for 
recalculation and the possibility of additional error during 
the recalculation process. 

Addressing Human Error 
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6 Summary and Conclusions 

This project consisted of an extensive human factors 
evaluation of remote afterloading brachytherapy. It 
involved three stages of data collection at 23 RAB facilities 
that were selected to represent different treatment types 
(high dose rate vs. low dose rate), patient populations, 
geographic regions, and institutional affiliations. 

6.1 Summary 
Analysis of the data from these visits was performed in six 
phases. 

Phase 1 provided a function and task analysis of RAB. This 
analysis characterized RAB as a process in which patient 
preparation, treatment planning, treatment, and quality 
assurance and maintenance functions were carried out by 
staff who performed specific RAB operational tasks. 

Phase 2 evaluated the human-system interfaces used by 
RAB staff to perform the operational RAB functions and 
tasks. 

Phase 3 evaluated the procedures and practices used to 
perform the RAB operational tasks. This analysis also 
identified the methods used to link the tasks together and 
the communications procedures used to pass information 
and material between the tasks. 

Phase 4 evaluated the training that the RAB staff had 
received in those procedures and practices. 

Phase 5 evaluated the organizational support provided for 
RAB at each site including the definition of goals, design of 
procedures, communications, monitoring, and goal 
direction. 

Phase 6 used the information from the prior five phases to 
identify opportunities for human error in an RAB treatment 
planning and treatment delivery system. Alternative 
approaches for addressing these error opportunities were 
identified and evaluated. 

As a result of those evaluations, ten critical tasks were 
identified. A task was considered to be critical if failure to 
accomplish it in accordance with RAB system requirements 
would impair system reliability, effectiveness, safety, or 
cost. The effects of human error on patient and staff safety 
were emphasized in making these determinations. The ten 
critical tasks and their associated errors were 

Critical Task 1: Patient Scheduling, Identification, and 
Tracking 

This task involves the initial identification of the 
patient and any re-identification that is required as the 

patient and the patient's records are moved through 
the RAB system. Errors in these tasks involve 
scheduling the patient for the wrong treatment, 
bringing the patient to the wrong treatment area, or 
delivery of treatment to the wrong patient due to 
misidentification of the patient or patient's records at 
some point during the treatment procedure. 

Critical Task 2: Applicator Placement and 
Stabilization 

This task requires that applicators be selected, placed 
near a target in the body, and secured to prevent 
movement after placement. Information on the 
characteristics of the applicator (e.g., diameter, length) 
and applicator placement must be transmitted to the 
treatment planners and to the staff performing 
applicator connections. Errors in these tasks involve 
failure to place the applicator so that the desired dose 
can be delivered to the targets, failure to stabilize the 
applicator after placement, or failure to transfer 
accurate information on placement distances and 
applicator characteristics to other tasks. 

Critical Task 3: Target Volume Localization 

This task involves identification and specification in 
some coordinate system of the volume that is to be 
irradiated during treatment. Errors in this task involve 
failure to identify targets, or failure to specify an 
accurate position and volume for each target that will 
be irradiated during treatment. 

Critical Task 4: Dwell Position Localization 
This task involves identification, specification and 
communication of the positions that sources will 
occupy in the applicator during treatment. Errors in 
performing this task involve incorrect identification, 
specification, or transfer of information on the source 
positions. 

Critical Task 5: Dosimetry 
This task involves calculation of die dose distribution 
due to sources placed at specified dwell positions for 
specified times. Errors in dosimetry involve failure to 
calculate the dose accurately or failure to describe the 
dose that will be received by each target from sources 
placed at the dwell positions. Errors in the 
specification of the target locations or dwell positions, 
in the strength of the source, in the specification of die 
dwell times at the dwell positions, in the calculation of 
the dose distribution due to the source placements, or 
in matching die dose distribution to the targets may 
also occur. 
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Critical Task 6: Treatment Set-Up 

This task involves connection of the patient to the 
afterloader. Errors in treatment set-up involve 
swapping two or more treatment channels so that 
treatment planned for one applicator will be delivered 
through another, connection of improper guide tubes 
so that the planned treatment distance does not 
correspond to the planned dwell positions, or 
modification of the spatial relationship between the 
applicator and the targets so that the dose distribution 
does not hit its planned targets. 

Critical Task 7: Treatment Plan Entry 

This task involves transfer of treatment parameters 
from the treatment plan to the afterloader control unit. 
Errors in treatment plan entry involve either the use of 
different values from those contained in the treatment 
plan or entry of treatment plan values from the wrong 
treatment plan for the intended treatment. 

Critical Task 8: Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Quality assurance in RAB involves testing equipment 
and procedures to identify malfunctions or potential 
problems before they adversely affect treatment 
planning, treatment delivery or patient or staff safety. 
Maintenance involves changes to equipment or 
procedures designed to prevent or eliminate either 
potential or actual problems. Errors in QA and 
maintenance involve either failures to detect, deal 
with, or communicate problems in equipment, 
procedures, and treatment delivery mechanisms or the 
creation of problems in these areas during the 
performance of the QA or maintenance procedures. 

Critical Task 9: Source Exchange 

Source exchange involves the scheduled replacement 
of radioactive sources. Errors in source exchange can 
result in inadvertent exposure of staff to the source 
during the exchange procedure, or produce changes in 
afterloading equipment that can cause problems in 
source positioning accuracy, equipment integrity, or 
treatment delivery. 

Critical Task 10: Source Calibration 

Source calibration involves the measurement of the 
characteristics of a radioactive source and the transfer 
of that information to the RAB task in which those 
characteristics are used. Source calibration errors 
involve either a failure to measure the activity of a 
radioactive source accurately or the failure to transmit 
the appropriate calibration information. 

6.2 Conclusions 
Phases 1 through 5 identified factors (root causes) which 
can contribute to human error in RAB and determined the 
characteristics of well-designed RAB systems. RAB 
human-system interfaces should clearly indicate system 
status and provide RAB staff with a reliable means of 
interacting with the RAB system. RAB procedures should 
direct the flow of materials and information through the 
RAB system. Errors should be easy to detect and correct. 
Training and job performance aids should impart task-
relevant knowledge and skills to minimize human error. 
Organizational support of RAB helps to ensure that needed 
workspaces, resources, equipment, and training are made 
available, and that procedures have been designed to 
perform tasks, link them together, and verify that they have 
been performed. 

In light of these findings, Phase 6 evaluated ten critical 
RAB tasks for current task performance techniques. These 
ten tasks were chosen on the basis of their vital role in 
determining the safety of RAB patients and staff. Where 
appropriate, alternative procedures for performing these 
tasks were proposed and evaluated. 

The results of Phase 6 indicated that certain modifications 
to the RAB system could be performed to 

(1) reduce the likelihood of human error 

(2) increase the opportunities for detecting and correcting 
human error 

(3) limit the undesirable consequences of human error 

6.2.1 Human-System Interface and 
Equipment Modifications 

Equipment modifications require additional support from 
equipment manufacturers, software vendors, and the 
research community to improve some of the interfaces 
between humans and the RAB equipment. Some possible 
alternatives include 

• tag readers for patient identification tags 
• automatic comparison of patient and treatment plan 

identifications 
• permanent labels on applicators that might be 

misidentified 
• applicator stabilization aids 
• digitization aids (e.g., scanners and target 

superimposition aids) 
• improved feedback and visualization aids for 

treatment planners 
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• unambiguous data entry formats 
• dwell positions referenced to the applicator instead of 

the afterloader 
• pre-treatment dose estimation based on treatment plan 

parameters 
• direct calibration chambers for RAB sources 
• improved access to emergency source containment 

safes. 
• automatic calibration while the source is in its stored " 

position 
• source position sensors (minimum would detect a 

source in the safe) 
• measurement of dose delivered (to some reference 

volume) during treatment 
• performance certification packages for software and 

hardware 

6.2.2 Job Performance Aids 

• highly visible identification tags that can be attached 
to the patient and all his documents 

• radio-opaque identification labels that can be attached 
to applicators 

• an applicator-channel map 
• QA checklists that highlight failed or omitted checks 
• visualization aids for treatment planning 

6.2.3 Procedure Modifications 

• tagging procedures for the patient and patient 
documents 

• use of an applicator-channel map for treatment 
planning and treatment setup 

• standardization of dosage units 
• target marking in simulation views (when applicable) 
• minimization of patient movement between 

simulation and treatment 
• erasure of magnetic media used to transfer treatment 

plans. 
• multiple source calibrations 

6.2.4 Training Modifications 

• integration of QA with refresher training in 
emergency and planning procedures 

• training in local task performance and linkage 
procedures 

• training in error detection and allocation of error 
detection duties 

6.2.5 Organizational Support 
Modifications 

• a multi-tiered quality assurance program stressing 
early error detection 

• identification of error opportunities 
• display of information needed for error detection to all 

staff 
• communication procedures that pass redundant 

information needed for error correction 
• verification of task linkages prior to treatment 
• certification of all RAB equipment and software after 

maintenance 
• monitoring the efficacy of procedures and training in 

preventing errors 
• monitoring the efficacy of RAB error detection and 

correction 

Taken together, alternative approaches to HSI, job 
performance aids, procedures, and training could reduce 
the likelihood of errors in all of the critical tasks. The 
hardware modifications would also reduce the burden on 
staff by automatically performing some of the currently 
difficult procedures, automating error-prone linkages, and 
providing needed feedback to staff on their performance 
and on system integrity. The remaining organizational 
alternatives would improve quality assurance and increase 
the opportunity for detecting and correcting human errors. 
These alternatives would eliminate many existing 
opportunities for human error. They would also improve 
quality assurance and safety by making errors easier to 
detect, and by providing staff with the information they 
need to identify and address the consequences of error in 
the RAB process. 

Although the alternative approaches provide some direction 
to solve problems in the critical tasks, they do not include 
the level of detail that would be required for 
implementation. In many cases, more than one alternative 
has been suggested for a single problem to allow for interim 
improvements until more technically challenging but 
potentially better solutions can be achieved. 
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Appendix A: Error Tables 

Tables A.l to A. 14 show the 76 human errors which were 
identified in the RAB conceptual model as likely to 
propagate through a RAB system and cause danger or injury 
to patients or staff. The data in each table are arranged by 
RAB function and task into 14 columns. 

Column Description 

1 Identifies the task in which the error occurred. 

2 Specifies the task step in which the error 
originated. 

3 ' Describes the human error. 

4 Shows whether the error is one of task 
performance or task linkage. 

5 Describes the immediate effect of each error on 
the RAB system. 

6, 7, 8 Describe the consequences predicted by the 
conceptual model of allowing an uncorrected 
error to propagate through the RAB system on 
other RAB tasks (6), the patient (7), and the 
RAB staff (8). 

9 Specifies the information needed to detect an 
error or its consequences. 

10 Describes a procedure for using information in 
Column 9 to determine that an error has been 
made. 

Individual tables are arranged in approximate sequential 
order of steps in RAB functions and tasks: 

Table Contains errors dealing with 
A. 1 Scheduling and patient preparation 
A.2 Applicator selection, placement, and 

stabilization 
A.3 Record keeping and transport after applicator 

placement 
A.4 Simulation set-up 
A.5 Simulation 
A.6 Simulation record-keeping 
A.7 Dose prescription communication 
A.8 Treatment planning 
A.9 Treatment set-up 
A. 10 Treatment delivery 
A. 11 Post-treatment 
A. 12 Routine quality assurance 
A. 13 Maintenance 
A. 14 Equipment and software updates 

11 Specifies what additional information is needed 
to recover from the error. 

12 Provides an error recovery procedure that could 
be used if the information specified in Column 
11 was available. (In some cases, the 
information was judged unlikely to have been 
preserved and transmitted to the point of 
detection so that the only recovery procedure 
specified is to repeat the task in which the error 
was made.) 

13 Identifies possible adverse consequences to the 
patient or RAB system caused by the recovery 
procedure described in Column 12. 

14 Suggests procedures that could be used to 
minimize or prevent the occurrence of the 
original error. 
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Table A.1. Scheduling and Patient Preparation Errors 

1 2 3 | 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error Immediate 

effect of error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Danger to 
staff 

Information 
needed t o 

detect e r r o r 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Patient 
scheduling 

and tracking 

Patient 
scheduling 

Data entry 
error 

Task 
peifoimance 

Wrong 
treatment 
scheduled 

Unintended 
RAB 

procedures 
maybe 

performed 

Unintended 
dosage or 
physical 
trauma 

None 

Expected 
treatment from 

treatment 
directive or 
prior history 

Compare 
scheduled 

treatment with 
expected 
treatment 

Treatment 
prescribed for 

patient 

Re-schedule 
prescribed 
treatment 

Delay 

Minimize 
entries and use 

automated 
cross-checking 
of information 

Patient 
tracking 

Patient 
identification 

error 
Task linkage 

RAB 
procedures 

intended for a 
different 

patient may be 
performed 

Records for 
this treatment 
may be used 

later for 
treating the 

other patient 

Unintended 
dosage or 
physical 
trauma 

None 

Second method 
to identify 

patients and 
their records 

Check that 
both ID 

methods yield 
the same 
results 

A unique and 
correct ID for 

the patient 
Use correct ID Delay 

Maximize ease 
and frequency 

of 
identification 

Patient 
routing error Task linkage 

Patient sent to 
wrong 

treatment area 
Delay 

Unintended 
dosage or 
physical 
trauma 

None 

Method t o 
identify the 
expected 

patient at e a c h 
work area 

Compare the 
incoming 

patient with the 
expected 
patient 

Correct 
destination for 
the mis-routed 

patient 

Re-route 
patient to 

proper area 
Delay 

Minimize 
patient 

transfers 
between staff 

Patient 
instruction 

Failure to 
prepare 

patient for 
treatment 

. Task 
performance 

Patient unable 
to perform 

tasks expected 
of him during 

treatment 

Patient may 
interfere with 

treatment 

Possible 
injury or 
overdose 

Possible 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Assessments of 
patient 

understanding 
and the 

understanding 
required for his 
assigned tasks 

Compare 
patient 

understanding 
with required 
understanding 

Reason for 
failure 

Re-instruct 
patient or 
modify 

requirements 

Delay 

Minimize 
understanding 

required of 
patient 

Life suppoit 
attachment 

Attachment 
error 

Task 
performance 

Life suppoit 
equipment may 

malfunction 

Life suppoit 
equipment 

may interfere 
with 

simulation or 
treatment 

Possible 
injury or 

death 

Possible 
injury 

1. Indicators of 
correct 
attachment. 
2. Life support 
monitoring 
equipment. 

1. Verify 
attachments. 
2. Monitor life 
support 
performance. 

1. Patient 
status 
indicators. 
2. Equipment 
status 
indicators. 

1. Re-attach. 
2. Obtain 
expert 
assistance to 
assess and 
treat life 
support 
problems. 

Patient must 
be stabilized 

physio
logically 

before 
proceeding 

Allocate life 
support duties 

to experts 
familiar with 
the equipment 



Table A.2. Applicator Selection, Placement, and Stabilization Errors g 
1 2 1 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR 

Type of 
error 

Immediate 
effect of error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Danger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to detect 

error or Its 
effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
- sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Applicator 
Placement 

Locate 
tumor 

Tumor 
location in 

body 
misldentlfied 

Task 
performance 

Applicator not 
placed near 

tumor 

Radiation 
target may not 

contain the 
tumor 

Target dose 
may miss 

tumor and hit 
unintended 

part of body 

None 
Location of tumor 

in relation to 
applicator 

Compare 
applicator 

position with 
tumor location 

Location of 
tumor in body 

Re-place 
applicator or 
adjust target 

1.Possible 
trauma due to 
re-placement. 
2. Adjusted 
treatment 
volume may not 
be optimal. 

Verify tumor 
position after 
placement of 
applicator. 

Select 
applicator 

Inappropriate 
applicator 
selected 

Task 
performance 

Characteristics 
of placed 

applicator are 
inappropriate 

for the intended 
target 

Shaping dose 
distribution to 

cover die 
target may be 

difficult 

High doses 
may occur at 
undesirable 
places when 
desired dose 

is delivered to 
die target 

None 

1.Characteristics 
of selected 
applicator. 
2. Characteristics 
of the appropriate 
applicator. 

Compare 
characteristics 

of selected 
applicator with 

those of 
appropriate 
applicator 

Dose 
adjustment 

methods 

Re-place 
applicator or 
adjust dose 

1. Possible 
trauma due to 
re-placement. 
2. Adjusted 
treatment 
volume may not 
be optimal 

Standardize 
applicators. 

Verify choice 
after 

placement. 

Place 
Applicator 

near the 
tumor 

Applicator nol 
placed near 

tumor 
Task 

performance 

Applicator not 
placed near 

tumor 

Dose 
distribution 

based on 
applicator 

position may 
not hit tumor 

Target dose 
may miss 

tumor and hit 
unintended 

part of body 

None 
Location of tumor 

in relation to 
applicator 

Compare 
applicator 

position with 
tumor location 

Location of 
tumor in body 

Re-place 
applicator or 
adjust dose 

1. Possible 
trauma to 
padent during 
replacement. 
2. Dose 
adjustment may 
require 
irradiation of 
normal tissue. 

Verify tumor 
location and 

applicator 
placement 

before 
securing 

applicator 

Secure 
applicator 

after 
placement 

Applicator 
inadequately 

secured 
Task 

performance 

Applicator-
rumor geometry 

can change 
after placement 

1. Dose based 
on me 
applicator 
position may 
miss targets. 
2. Source 
navel may be 
blocked if 
applicator is 
bent. 

Delivered 
dose 

distribution 
and intensity 

may differ 
from 

treatment 
directive 

specifications 

Unintended 
dose 

possible if a 
trapped 

source must 
be removed 

manually 

Indicator of 
applicator 

movement since 
placement 

Measure 
amount of 

movement mat 
has occurred 

1. Original 
position of 
applicator. 
2. Current 
position of 
applicator. 

1. Re-place 
applicator 
and re-do 
treatment 
plan. 
2. Re-secure 
at the 
original 
position. 

1. Delay. 
2. Movement of 
patient. 
3. Possible 
trauma to 
patient during 
replacement. 

Test and 
verify that 

applicator has 
been secured. 

Affix 
channel 

connector 
to 

applicator 
(catheters 

only) 

Connector 
incompletely 

mated to 
catheter 

Task 
performance 

Connector will 
not mate with 

afterloader und! 
reseated 

1. Reseating 
changes length 
of catheter. 
2. Simulated 
dwell positions 
will not match 
treatment 
positions. 

Dose 
distribution 
positioned 

(0.1 to 1 cm.) 
"short" of 

target in space 

None 

Observable 
differences 

between properly 
and improperly 

inserted 
connections 

Note tactile and 
visual feedback 
from connector 

during 
simulation. 

Connector will 
not mate at 

hook-up 

1. Proper 
connection 
procedure. 
2. Whether 
simuladon has 
been 
performed. 

(Pre-sim) re
seat 
connector. 
(Post-sim) 
re-seat, 
repeat 
simulation, 
Rx, and plan. 

1. [pre-sim] 
None 
2. [hookup] 
Delay and 
patient 
movement to 
redo simuladon 
and plan 

Check and 
re-seat prior 
to simulation 



Table A.3. Patient Preparation Errors- Record-keeping and Transport after Applicator Placement 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human Type of error 
Immediate 

effect of 
error 

Effects on 
other SAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Banger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Record 
keeping after 

placement 

Label 
applicators 

(when 
multiple 

applicators 
used) 

Applicator 
mislabeled Task linkage 

The 
relationship 
between the 

physical 
placement of 
applicators 
and their 

labels is lost 

Channel 
connections 
using labels 

may not 
match plan 

based on 
applicator 
positions 

Dose 
prescribed for 
one applicator 

maybe 
delivered 
through 
another 

None 

Second 
method (other 
than labels) 

for identifying 
each 

applicator 

Compare the 
two 

identifications 
for each 

applicator 

Method 
[applicator-

channel map] 
to match each 

applicator 
with a 

treatment 
channel 

specified in 
the treatment 

directive 

Detemiine 
which 

applicator 
corresponds to 
each treatment 

channel and 
make the 

proper 
connections at 

hook-up 

None 

Make an 
applicator-

channel map 
and verify that 

labels 
conform to it. 

Record 
applicator 
diameters 

Applicator 
size recorded 

incorrectly 
Task linkage 

Wrong 
applicator 

characteristics 
sent to 

treatment 
planning task 

Treatment 
directive or 

plan based on 
wrong 

applicator 
specifications 

Dose intensity 
to tissue 
touching 

applicator 
maybe 

incorrect 

None 

An 
independent 
method for 
identifying 
applicator 
diameter 

Compare the 
two 

identifications 
for each 

applicator 

The actual 
diameter used 

1. [pre-plan] 
Record actual 
diameter or 
2. [post-plan] 
Re-plan using 
actual 
diameter 

Delay if anew 
treatment plan 

must be 
generated 

Standardize 
on a single 

diameter for 
most cases 

and use self-
documenting 

(radio-
opaque) 
diameter 
codes. 

Record 
applicator 

lengths 

Applicator 
size recorded 

incorrectly 
Task linkage 

Wrong 
applicator 

length sent to 
treatment 

planning task 

Treatment 
directive or 

plan based on 
wrong 

distance 

Dose may hit 
unintended 

target. 
None 

An 
independent 
method for 
identifying 
applicator 

length 

Compare the 
two 

identifications 
for each 

applicator 

The actual 
length used 

1. [pre-plan] 
Record actual 
length. 
2. [post-plan] 
Re-plan using 
actual length. 

Delay i f anew 
treatment plan 

must be 
generated 

Use self-
documenting 

(radio-
opaque) 

applicator 
length codes. 

Transport 
patient to next 

area 
(Simulation 01 

Treatment) 

Applicator 
moved 
during 

transport 

Task linkage 

Applicator-
body 

geometry 
changed 

Dose 
distribution 

based on 
applicator 

position may 
not hit tumor 

Target dose 
may miss 

tumor and hit 
unintended 

part of body. 

None 
Applicator 
movement 
indicator 

Check 
indicator 

1. Original 
position of 
applicator 
2. Current 
position of 
applicator 

Re-position 
applicator or 

re-plan 
treatment 

using current 
applicator 
position. 

1. Delay. 
2. Possible 
trauma to 
patient during 
repositioning. 

Minimize 
transport. 

Secure 
applicator 

prior to 
transport. 



Table A.4. Simulation Set-up Errors 

1 2 3 4 S 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

•Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 

error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 
Danger to 
patient 

Danger to 
staff 

Information 
, needed to 
detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
• sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Simulation 
Insert dummy 
sources into 
applicator 

Dummy 
string forced 

into , 
applicator 

Task 
performance 

Dummy 
source string 
may bend and 
change source 

spacing 

Source 
spacing in 

plan may not 
match the 
spacing 
during 

treatment 

Dose may be 
higher than 
intended at 

some parts of 
distribution 

None 

1. Original 
spacing of 
dummy 
sources. 
2. Spacing 
from 
simulation. 

Compare 
original and 

reconstructed 
spacing 

Index of 
accuracy of 

reconstructed 
spacing 

Re-do 
simulation or 
base treatment 

plan on 
reconstructed 

spacing 

Treatment 
plan spacing 

may not 
correspond to 

standard 

Use stiff 
dummy 

strings that do 
not bunch up 

in the 
applicator 

- Dummy 
string not 
completely 

inserted into 
applicator 

Task 
performance 

First dummy 
source not at 

expected 
distance from 

end of 
applicator 

Treatment 
plan may 

misidentify 
treatment 
distances 

Dose may hit 
wrong target None 

Reconstructed 
and expected 
positions of 
most distal 

dummy 
source 

Compare 
reconstructed 

dummy 
distance with 

expected 
value 

[post sim] 
Distance 

reference for 
treatment dose 

Shift dose 
distribution 

from 
simulated to 

treatment 
distance. 

Errors may 
occur during 

correction 
calculation 

Verify 
dummy 
distance 
during 

simulation 

Short dummy 
string -

Inserted ' 

Task 
performance 

Dummies do 
not reach end 
of applicator 

Same as 
above 

Same as 
above None Same as 

above 
Same as 

above 
Same as 

above 
Same as 
above 

Same as 
above 

Standardize 
on one length 

of string 

Secure dummy 
string after 
insertion 

Dummy 
string not 

Secured after 
placement 

Task 
performance 

Dummy 
source string 

can move 

Dwell 
positions from 

simulation 
may not 
match 

treatment 
positions 

Dose may hit 
wrong target None 

Stability 
indicator for 

dummy string 

Check 
indicator 

Correct 
placement 
indicator 

Place in 
correct 

position and 
re-secure 

Simulation 
must be 

repeated after 
correction 

Verify 
stability prior 
to exposing 
simulation 

images 

Record which 
dummy string 
was placed in 

each applicatot 

Corresponder 
ce between 

dummy codes 
and 

applicator 
labels 

recorded 
incorrectly 

Task linkage 

Dummy 
strings used in 

treatment 
planning will 

identify 
different 

applicators 
from labels 
used during 

hook-up. 

A dose 
prescribed for 
one channel 

maybe 
delivered to 

another 

Dose may hit 
wrong target None 

Second 
method for 
determining 

which dummy 
should be in 

each 
applicator 

Compare 
record with 

second 
method 

Correspond
ence between 

dummy 
images, the 
treatment 
directive, 

applicators, 
and 

afterloader 
channels 

Verify that the 
doses in the 

treatment 
directive will 
be delivered 

to the 
appropriate 
applicators. 
Re-plan if 
necessary. 

Corrected 
treatment plan 
must specify 

which 
applicator is 

to be 
connected to 

each treatment 
channel 

1. Base plan 
on channels 
identified by 
dummy 
images. 
2. Leave 
dummies in 
applicators 
until hook-up. 

Record 
original 
dummy 
spacing 

Uummy 
spacing 

misidentiffed 
Task linkage 

Recorded 
spacing does 

not match 
spacing in 
simulation 

images 

Treatment 
plan may not 

match 
treatment 
locations 

Dose may be 
too high at 

some parts of 
distribution 

None 

Second 
measurement 

of dummy 
spacing 

Compare 
record with 

second 
method 

Actual 
dummy 
spacing 

Re-plan with 
actual dummy 

spacing 

Error may be 
made while 
correcting 

information 

Use a single 
dummy 
source 

spacing. 



Table A.5. Simulation Errors 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task. Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 

error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Danger to 
stafT 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Simulation 

Position 
patient for 
simulation 

view 

Patient 
positioned 
incorrectly 

Task 
performance 

View may not 
contain all 

infonnation 
needed 

Treatment 
distances 
based on 

images may 
be incorrect 

Treatment 
doses may not 

hit intended 
targets 

None 

1. Infonnation 
needed. 
2. Information 
present in 
simulation. 

Compare 
infonnation 
needed with 

information in 
simulation 

Source other 
than 

simulation 
images for 
excluded 

infonnation 

Add missing 
infonnation to 

simulation 
view 

Additional 
human error 
may be made 
while adding 
infonnation 

Check 
information 
content of 
simulation 

view before 
image is made 

Applicator 
moved 

Task 
performance 

Applicator-
body 

geometry 
changed 

Treatment 
dose based on 

original 
positions may 

miss target 

Dose may hit 
wrong target None 

Applicator 
movement 
indicator 

Check 
indicator 

1. Original 
position of 
applicator. 
2. Current 
position of 
applicator. 

Re-position 
applicator 

and/or repeat 
simulation 

1. Delay. 
2 . Possible 
trauma to 
patient during 
repositioning. 

Secure 
applicator and 

minimize 
patient 

movement 

Dummy 
source moved 

Task 
performance 

Dummy 
source 

positions in 
applicator 
changed 

Images of 
dummy 

sources not at 
treatment 
positions 

Treatment 
doses may not 

hit intended 
targets 

None 

Dummy 
source 

movement 
indicator 

Check 
indicator 

Correct 
position for 

dummy 
source 

Re-position 
dummy string 

and repeat 
simulation 

Simulation 
and planning 

must be 
repeated if 

enoris 
detected after 

they have 
occurred 

Secure 
dummy 

source to 
prevent 

movement 

Expose 
simulation 

image 

Image 
exposed 

incorrectly 

Task 
performance 

Images 
difficult to see 

on film 

Stnictureor 
dummy 
source 

position 
misidentified 

Treatment 
doses may not 

hit intended 
targets 

None 

1. Infonnation 
needed. 
2. Information 
present on 
simulation 
images. 

Compare 
infonnation 
needed with 
infonnation 
. present in 

negative 

None Re-do 
simulation Delay 

Training in 
simulation 
exposure 

procedures 

Transport 
patient to 

treatment area 

Applicator 
moTed Task linkage 

Applicator-
body 

geometry 
changed 

Distances 
previously 
measured 
between 

applicators 
and targets 

will not match 
treatment 
distances. 

Doses will not 
be delivered 

to their 
planned 

locations in 
body 

None 
Applicator 
movement 
indicator 

Check 
indicator 

1. Original 
position of 
applicator. 
2. Current 
position of 
applicator. 

Re-position 
applicator 

and/or repeat 
simulation 

and treatment 
plan 

1. Delay. 
2 . Possible 
trauma to 
patient during 
replacement. 

Secure 
applicator and 

minimize 
patient 

movement 



Table A.6. Simulation Recording-keeping Errors 

o 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task ; Step '- Human , 
ERROR Type of error 

' ' i ' 

. Immediate 
effect of 

, error -,, 

Effects on -
other RAB 

V,-tasks-

, Dangerto-
.; patient ' 

Danger to-
staff 

Information 
• needed to -
detect error 
or its effects 

• Detection ' 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

-- error '•',,. 

- Recovery 
•' procedure 

' <l ' " * • 

'.Recovery: 

' sequelife,., 
-'Vf/' ' --. 

Prevention' 
•procedure' 

Simulation 

Record view 
angle and 

magnification 
for image 

Magnification 
o r view angle 

recorded -
'Incorrectly 

Task linkage 

Incorrect 
magnification 

and view 
angle of 

simulation 
images sent to 
planning task 

Reconstruction 
of dummy 

source positions 
in space may be 

in error 

Dose 
distribution 

may not cover 
intended 

target 

None 

Second 
method to 

identify view 
angle and 

magnification 

Verify that 
both ID 

methods yield 
the same 

result 

Independent 
method to 

identify view 
angle and 

magnification 
from 

simulation 
images 

Determine 
correct view 

angle and 
magnification 

Calculations 
using 

incorrect 
values must 
be repeated 

Standardized 
values and 

procedures to 
ensure their 

use 

Label 
simulation 

images 

Patient 
misfdentified Task linkage 

Images 
labelled with 
ID of wrong 

patient 

1. ID for this 
patient will not 
match image 
ID. 
2. Images may 
be used for 
other patient's 
treatment 

[this patient] 
image ID 

check may 
cause false 

substitution of 
other images 

None 

Second 
method to 

match patient 
to images 

Verify that 
both ID 

methods yield 
the same 

result 

Independent 
method to 
identify 

patient from 
simulation 

images 

Locate or 
reproduce 
images for 
this patient 

and treatment 
fraction 

Treatment 
plan and 

directive may 
have to be re

produced 

Training in 
and utilization 
of patient and 

image ID 
verification 
procedures 

Treatment 
fraction 

rmsidentified 
Task linkage 

Images 
labelled with 

wrong 
treatment 
fraction 

Images may not 
be located when 

required 

Images may 
be used in 

error for later 
treatment 
fraction 

None 

Second 
method for 
indicating 
treatment 

fraction for 
which images 

were 
produced 

Compare label 
with treatment 

fraction 

Actual 
treatment 

fraction for 
which 

negatives 
were 

produced 

Replace label 
with correct 

one 

Treatment 
plan based on 

label may 
need to be re

calculated 

Training in an 
utilization of 

treatment 
fraction ID 
procedures 

A P and lateral 
views 

mislabeled 
Task linkage None 

Images 
recognized by 
their positions 
in a view may 

be misidentified 

None None 

Information in 
image to 

identify view 
angle 

Compare label 
with 

information in 
image 

None Not needed None Not needed 

Transport 
simulation 

results to next 
planning 
station 

Wrong images 
transferred Task linkage 

Images used 
for treatment 
directive or 

plan not those 
from 

simulation for 
this treatment 

fraction 

Treatment 
directive or 

treatment plan 
may be based 
on incorrect 

images 

Doses may 
not hit their 

intended 
targets 

None 

Identification 
of patient, 
treatment 

directive, and 
images 

Compare 
image ID with 
patient, date 

and treatment 
directive 

Method to 
identify 

correct images 
fortius 

treatment 
fraction 

Locate or 
reproduce 
images for 
this patient 

and treatment 
fraction 

Treatment 
plan and 

directive may 
have to be re

produced 

Training in 
and utilization 
of patient and 

image ID 
verification 
procedures 

» 

> 



Table A.7. Dose Prescription Communication Errors 

1 2 3 1 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 
error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Danger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Target volume 
localization 

Identify 
radiation 
targets 

Target 
misfdeatified 

Task 
performance 

Target's 
location 

misidentificd 

Calculated 
doses based 
on distances 

between 
source and 

target will be 
incorrect 

Dose 
delivered to 

wrong targets 
None 

Expected 
target position 

from some 
other 

measurement 

Reconstruct 
target location 

from 
localization 
and compare 
with expected 

position 

Measurements 
of actual 

target position 

Re-localize 
using correct 
measurements 

Dose 
prescription 

and plan may 
need to be re

evaluated 

Provide 
guidelines and 

training for 
target 

localization 

Dose 
prescription 

Specify 
radiation dose 
for each targe 

Target doses 
miscalculated 

Task 
performance 

Inappropriate 
dose specified 

for a target 

Dose 
distribution 

used to 
deliver doses 

to other 
targets 

depends on all 
doses 

delivered 

Incorrect dose None 

1. Target dose 
from another 
prescription. 
2. Expected 
dose 
distribution. 

1. Compare 
doses. 
2. Calculate 
dose 
distribution 
and compare 
with expected 
distribution. 

Dose 
specification 

criteria 
Recalculate 

dose 

Dose 
prescription 

and plan may 
need to be re

evaluated 

Provide 
guidelines and 

training for 
dose 

specification 

Transfer 
treatment 

directive to 
planner 

Communtcati 
on error Task linkage 

Treatment 
planner gets 
wrong dose 
prescription 

Treatment 
plan will not 

match original 
treatment 
directive 

Incorrect dose 
to wrong 

target 
None 

Parameters 
from 

transmitted 
and received 

treatment 
directives 

Convert 
transmitted 

and received 
parameters to 

standard 
nomenclature 
(if they differ) 
and compare 

Original 
treatment 
directive 

Convert 
original 

directive to 
format 

expected by 
receiver and 
retransmit 

The same 
directive 
should be 

retransmitted 
to other 

stations at 
which it is 

used 

l.Use 
standardized 
format, 
symbols and 
nomenclature 
2. Minimize 
the number 
and range of 
different 
directives 
used. 



Table A.8. Treatment Planning Errors 

to 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effectof 
' error 

Effects on. 
other BAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient. 

Danger to 
staff -

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 
needed to 

recover from 
error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Dwell 
position 

localization 

Identify dwell 
positions 

Dwell position! 
mis-identified 

Task 
performance 

Source dwell 
position 

misidentified 

Calculated 
doses to 

targets from 
dwell position 

will be 
incorrect 

Incorrect dose None 

Second 
measure that 
defines dwell 

position 

Compare 
dwell 

positions 

Actual 
positions at 

which source 
will dwell 

during 
treatment 

Replace 
incorrect 

position with 
corrected one 

Dosimetry 
and treatment 
plan selection 

must be 
repeated 

Use 
standardized 

treatment 
distances and 

geometries 

Dwell time 
selection 

Choose dwell 
times designed 

to deliver 
prescribed 

doses to the 
targets from 
the chosen 

dwell position! 

Inappropriate 
-dwell time 

chosen 

Task 
performance 

Chosen dwell 
time does not 

deliver 
appropriate 

fraction of the 
desired dose 

to nearby 
target(s). 

Prescribed 
dose 

distribution 
cannot be 

delivered to 
target(s). 

Incorrect dose None 

Doses that 
would be 

delivered to 
target if dwell 

times were 
used 

Compare 
doses and 

dose 
distribution 
with those 

specified in 
the treatment 

directive 

Method for 
choosing 

more 
appropriate 
dwell times 

Repeat dwell 
time selection 

until doses 
and dose 

distributions 
match 

treatment 
directive 

specifications 

Dosimetry 
and treatment 
plan selection 

must be 
repeated 

Automate 
selection 

criteria so that 
dosimetry and 

detection 
always occur 

prior to 
selection 

Dosimetry 

Calculate 
doses deliveret 

to targets by 
treatment 
plan(s). 

Doses 
calculated 
incorrectly 

Task 
performance 

Calculated 
doses to 
targets 

different from 
those 

produced by 
planned 

treatment 

Inappropriate 
dwell times or 
positions may 

be selected 
based on 

dosimetry 

Incorrect dose None 

Expected 
doses to 

known targets 
from the plan. 

Compare the 
calculated 
doses to 

known targets 
with their 
expected 
values 

Method to 
identify and 

correct 
calculation 
algorithm 

errors 

Repeat 
dosimetry 

with corrected 
algorithm. 

Dwell time 
and treatment 

plan 
selections 
based on 
dosimetry 
must be 
repeated 

1. Automate 
calculation 
algorithm. 
2. Verify 
entries 
whenever 
input errors 
are possible. 

Treatment 
plan selection 

Select a plan tc 
be used in 
treatment 

Inappropriate 
plan selected 

Task 
performance 

Selected plan 
does not 
deliver 

prescribed 
doses to 
targets 

None 
Incorrect dose 

or wrong 
targets 

None 

Dose 
distribution 

calculated for 
treatment plan 

and dose 
prescription 

from 
treatment 
directive. 

Compare dose 
distribution 
produced by 

treatment plan 
with the 

treatment 
directive 

Method to 
generate a 

new treatment 
plan 

Generate a 
new plan that 
satisfies the 
treatment 
directive 

Steps must be 
taken to 

insure that 
only a single, 
corrected plan 
is transmitted. 

Automate 
selection 

criteria so that 
dosimetry and 
error detection 
always occur 
prior to final 

selection 

Treatment 
plan transport 

Transfer 
treatment plan 
to afterloader 
control unit 

Wrong plan 
transferred Task linkage 

Plan at 
afterloader 

control unit is 
not the plan 
selected for 

this treatment 

None 
Incorrect dose 

or wrong 
targets 

None 
Expected plan 

for this 
treatment 

Compare plan 
(patient ID, 
treatment 
fraction, 
treatment 

date, dosages) 
with expected 

values 

Correct 
treatment plan 

Replace 
incorrect plan 
with correct 

plan 

Incorrect plan 
must be 

restored to its 
proper 

location 

Minimize the 
number of 
plans and 

transfer steps 
used 



Table A.9. Treatment Set-up Errors 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 i o 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type o f error 

Immediate 
effectof 

error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Sanger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed io 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Treatment set
up 

Position 
patient for 
treatment 

Applicator 
moved 

Task 
performance 

Applicator-
body 

geometry 
changed 

Distances 
measured 
between 

applicators 
and targets 

may change. 

Doses will not 
be delivered 

to their 
planned 

locations in 
body 

None 
Applicator 
movement 
indicator 

Check 
indicator 

1. Original 
position of 
applicator. 
2. Current 
position of 
applicator. 

1. Re-position 
applicator. 
2. Repeat 
simulation. 
3. Re-plan 
treatment 

1. Delay. 
2. Possible 
trauma to 
patient during 
replacement. 

1. Secure 
applicator. 
2. Minimize 
patient 
movement 

Patient 
uncomfortable 
or Insecurely 

supported 

Task 
performance 

Patient 
movement 

changes 
applicator-

body 
geometry 

Distances 
measured 
between 

applicators 
and targets 

may change. 

Doses will not 
be delivered 

to their 
planned 

locations in 
body 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if source 
is trapped 

during 
treatment 

1. Applicator 
movement 
indicator. 
2. Patient 
movement 
indicator. 

Check 
indicators 

Indicator of 
patient comfort, 

stability, and 
support 

Adjust patient 
supports until 

patient is 
comfortable, 
stable, and 

well supported 

1. Adjustment 
may cause 
delay. 
2. Comfort 
may decrease 
with time. 

Anesthetize 
patient and 

utilize support 
devices 

Connect 
applicators to 

aherloader 

Applicator 
moved 

Task 
performance 

Applicator-
body 

geometry 
changed 

Distances 
measured 
between 

applicators 
and targets 

may change. 

Doses will not 
be delivered 

to their 
planned 

locations in 
body 

None 
Applicator 
movement 
indicator 

Check 
indicator 

1. Original 
position of 
applicator. 
2. Current 
position of 
applicator. 

Re-position 
applicator 

and/or repeat 
simulation and 

plan 

1. Delay. 
2. Possible 
trauma to 
patient during 
replacement. 

1. Secure 
applicator. 
2. Minimize 
patient 
movement 

Applicator 
connected to 

Incorrect 
treatment 
channel 

Task linkage None 

Dose planned 
for one 

applicator 
delivered 
through 
another 

Doses will not 
be delivered 

to their 
planned 

locations in 
body 

None 

Applicator-
channel maps 

from 
treatment 

directive and 
treatment plan 

Compare 
connections 
with maps 

Whether the 
treatment 

directive and 
the treatment 

plan specify the 
same 

connections 

1. Re-connect 
according to 
specifications 
2. Re-plan if 
directive and 
plan channels 
differ. 

Delay if plan 
must be re
generated 

Use keyed 
connectors 
that prevent 

improper 
connection 

- Applicator 
connected witl 

wrong guide 
tube 

Task 
performance 

Treatment 
distance 

different from 
planned 
distance 

Dose not 
delivered to 

planned target 

Dose 
delivered to 

wrong part of 
body 

None 

Planned and 
actual linear 

treatment 
distances 

Compare 
actual 

distance with 
planned 
distance 

Characteristics 
of correct 

source guide 
tube 

Replace 
incorrect tube 
with one of 

required 
characteristics 

None 

1. Label 
applicator-
SGT pairs. 
2. Use one 
length SGT 
for all 
unlabeled 
connections. 

Applicator noi 
connected 
property 

Task 
performance None 

Possible 
disconnect or 

improper 
source 

placement 
during 

treatment 

1. Dose 
delivered to 
wrong part of 
body. 
2. Dose too 
high if source 
is trapped. 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
trapped source 

must be 
removed 

Indicator of 
proper 

connection 

Compare 
indicator with 

connection 
specs. 

Method to 
produce proper 

connection 

Re-connect in 
proper manner None 

Training in 
proper 

connection 
techniques 

I 



Table A.10. Treatment Delivery Errors f 
3 

1 2 3 4 S 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 
error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Sanger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

- Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 
needed to 

recover from 
error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Treatment 
plan entry 

Enter 
treatment plan Entry error Task linkage 

Treatment 
delivered 

differs from 
treatment 
planned 

Planned dose 
not delivered 

to target 

Dose 
increased or 
delivered to 

wrong target. 

None 

Parameters of 
planned and 

entered 
treatments 

Verification 
of plan after 

entry 
None 

Re-enter 
correct 

parameters 
Delay Automated 

entry 

Treatment 
session 

monitoring & 
control 

Stan 
treatment 

Treatment 
started before 
preparations 
completed 

Task linkage 

Source in 
room before 

hook-up 
completed 

Mis-
administration 

Dose 
delivered to 
unintended 

target 

Unintended 
dose 

Checklist of 
treatment 

requirements 

Verify 
checklist 

items 

Dose given to 
patient and 

staff 

Re-plan 
treatment to 
compensate 

for unintended 
dose 

Dose to 
unintended 

targets (staff 
or patient) 
cannot be 
recovered 

Verification 
of preparation 

prior to 
treatment 

Failure to 
clear room 

prior to 
treatment 

Task 
performance 

Staff in room 
at time of 
treatment 

Emergency 
termination 

reduces 
planned 

exposure for 
patient 

None Unintended 
dose 

Warning from 
radiation 

detector in 
room 

1. Recognize 
radiation 
warning. 
2. Note staff 
in treatment 
room. 

Not 
recoverable None 

Staff exposure 
must be 

calculated and 
treated 

1. Verify 
clearance 
prior to 
treatment. 
2. Monitor 
during 
treatment. 

Monitor 
treatment 
session 

Failure to 
detect system 

failure 
Task 

performance 

Treatment not 
interrupted 

when system 
fails 

Dose 
delivered may 
deviate from 
planned dose 

Physical 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Physical 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Record of 
detected and 
undetected 

system 
failures 

Compare 
failure record 
with detection 

record 

Effect of 
failure on 

patient and 
staff 

Re-plan 
treatment to 
compensate 

for unintended 
dose 

Dose to 
unintended 

targets (staff 
or patient) 
cannot be 
recovered 

Training and 
automated 

failure 
detection 

Failure to 
take 

appropriate 
action after 
detection of 

system failure 

Task 
performance 

Treatment not 
interrupted 

when system 
fails 

Dose 
delivered may 
deviate from 
planned dose 

Physical 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Physical 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

1. List of 
approved 
actions. 
2. Record of 
actions taken. 

Compare 
actions taken 
with approved 

actions 

Effect of 
failure on 

patient and 
staff 

Re-plan 
treatment to 
compensate 

for unintended 
dose 

Dose to 
unintended 

targets (staff 
or patient) 
cannot be 
recovered 

Training and 
automation of 
actions that 
take place 

after a failure 
is detected 

Interrupt 
treatment 

Treatment 
interrupted 

unnecessarily 
Task 

performance 

Dose 
delivered is 
lower than 

planned dose 

Treatment 
maybe 

repeated 
rather than 
resumed 

Interrupted 
dose may be 

added to 
planned dose 
if treatment is 

repeated 

None 

1. List of 
reasons to 
interrupt. 
2. Record of 
reason for 
interruption. 

Compare 
interrupt 

circumstances 
to list 

Dose given to 
targets prior 

to interruption 

Adjust dose 
for next 

treatment 
fraction 

Delay before 
treatment can 
be continued 

Training in 
interrupt 

procedures 

Conclude 
treatment 

Entry into 
treatment 
room white 
source is 
exposed 

Task 
performance 

Unintended 
dose to staff 

Treatment 
maybe 

curtailed by 
entry 

Dose 
delivered may 

not match 
prescription 

Unintended 
dose 

Record of 
entries while 
source was 

exposed 

1. Notice 
radiation 
warnings. 
2. Consult 
treatment log. 

Dose given to 
targets prior 

to interruption 

Adjust dose 
for next 

treatment 
fraction 

Delay before 
treatment can 
be continued 

Rapid 
automatic 

retraction of 
source on 

entry 



Table A.11. Post-Treatment Errors 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 

error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
patient 

Danger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error or 
its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Disconnect 
source guide 

tubes 

Failure to 
follow entry 
procedures 

Task 
performance 

Entry into 
treatment area 
while source 
is exposed 

Prescribed 
dosage may 

not be 
delivered 

Interrupted 
dose may be 

added to 
planned dose 
if treatment is 

repeated 

Unintended 
dose 

Record of 
entries while 
source was 

exposed 

1. Notice 
radiation 
warnings. 
2. Consult 
record of 
entries 

Dose given to 
targets prior 

to interruption 

Adjust next 
treatment to 
compensate 

for interrupted 
dose 

Substantial 
delays may 

occur before 
treatment can 
be continued 

Rapid 
automatic 

retraction of 
source on 

entry 

Failure to 
notice 

evidence of 
applicator 
movement 

Task 
performance None 

Problems due 
to movement 

cannot be 
corrected 

Cumulative 
dosage errors 

cannot be 
corrected 

None 
Indicator of 
applicator 
movement 

Check for 
movement 

using 
indicator 

Amount of 
movement 

that occurred 

Adjust dose 
on subsequent 
treatments to 
compensate 

for movement 

Retraining 
required to 

prevent 
recurrence 

Training and 
design of job 
performance 

aids 

Patient 
transport 

Damage to 
applicator 

Task 
performance 

Movement 
during 

treatment can 
no longer be 

detected 

Applicator 
may 

malfunction if 
re-used 

Possible 
physical 
trauma 

None 
Characteristics 
of undamaged 

applicator 

Inspect or test 
applicator for 

damage 
Repair criteria 

Repair or 
replace 

applicator 

Applicators 
should be 

tested before 
use 

Training in 
transport 

procedures 

Remove 
applicators 

Damage to 
applicator 

Task 
performance 

Movement 
during 

treatment can 
no longer be 

detected 

Applicator 
may 

malfunction if 
re-used 

Possible 
physical 
trauma 

None 
Characteristics 
of undamaged 

applicator 

Inspect or test 
applicator for 

damage 
Repair criteria 

Repair or 
replace 

applicator 

Applicators 
should be 

tested before 
use 

Minimize re
use of 

applicators 

Record
keeping 

Treatment 
not recorded 

for this 
patient 

Task linkage None 
Treatment 

maybe 
repeated 

Overdosage None 

Second method 
to determine 

that treatment 
has occurred 

Verify record 
using second 

method 

Treatment 
parameters for 
this treatment 

Record 
treatment 

parameters 

Retraining 
required to 

prevent 
recurrence 

Automated 
recording 

Treatment 
fraction 
recorded 

Incorrectly 

Task linkage None 

Treatment 
fraction may 

be repeated or 
skipped 

Overdosage None 

Second method 
to identify 
treatment 
fraction 

Verify record 
using second 

method 

Correct 
treatment 

fraction for 
this treatment 

Replace 
incorrect 

record with 
correct data 

Retraining 
required to 

prevent 
recurrence 

Automated 
recording 

Treatment 
recorded for 

wrong 
patient 

Task linkage None 

Treatment 
maybe 

repeated. 
Other patient's 
treatment may 

not be 
delivered. 

Overdosage None 

Independent 
method to 

match patient to 
his treatment 

records 

Compare 
patient ID 

with treatment 
record 

Location of 
records for 

both patients 

Replace 
incorrect 

records with 
correct 

records for 
each patient 

Retraining 
required to 

prevent 
recurrence 

Automated 
recording 

Treatment 
records lost 
or not kept 

Task linkage None 

Treatment 
errors cannot 
be detected or 

corrected. 

Treatment 
fraction may 

be repeated or 
skipped 

None 

Treatment log 
and expected 

storage location 
for records 

Compare 
treatment log 
with found 

records 

Alternative 
source of 

record 
information 

Locate or 
replace 
missing 
records 

Care must be 
taken to 
prevent 

differences in 
copies 

Storage 
procedures 

and 
duplication of 

records 



Table A.12. Routine Quality Assurance Errors f 
3 

as 

1 2 | 3 | 4 S 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 
error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 

Danger to 
' patient * 

Danger to 
- staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
, procedure 

Additional 
information 
needed to 

recover from 
error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention-
procedure 

Routine QA 
Equipment 
and safety 

checks 

-Failure to 
perform QA 
procedure 

Task 
performance 

Faulty 
equipment not 

identified 

Equipment 
malfunctions 

during use 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

Record of QA 
performance 

Check record 
to determine 
whether QA 

has been 
performed 

None, if 
detected 
before 

equipment is 
used 

Perform QA 
before using 
equipment 

1. Delay. 
2. Treatment 
maybe 
cancelled after 
applicator is 
placed 

Task 
performance 
verification 

Failure to 
recognize QA 

problem 
Task 

performance 

Faulty 
equipment not 

identified 

Equipment 
malfunctions 

during use 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

QAtest 
results and 

performance 
standards 

Compare test 
results with 
performance 

standards 

Same as 
above 

Perform QA 
before using 
equipment 

Same as 
above 

Training in QA 
problem 

recognition 

Failure to 
record QA 
problem 

Task linkage 
No record 

made of QA 
problem 

Equipment 
malfunctions 
during use 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

QAtest 
results and 

performance 
standards 

Compare test 
results with 
performance 

standards 

Same as 
above 

Record and 
report QA 
problem 

Same as 
above 

1. Training in 
recording 
procedures. 
2. Performance 
verification. 

Failure to -
'report QA 

problem 
Task linkage 

Users not 
informed of 
QA problem 

Equipment 
malfunctions 

during use 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

QA problem 
log 

User 
independently 

checks log 

Same as 
above 

Report QA 
problem 

Same as 
above 

1. Training in 
reporting 
procedures. 
2. Performance 
verification. 

QA 
eertifteatioB 

error,' 
Task linkage 

QA reported 
but not 

performed 

Equipment 
malfunctions 

during use 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

Possible 
unintended 

dose if 
equipment 

malfunctions 

QAtest 
results 

Check that 
results were 

obtained 

Same as 
above 

Perform QA 
before using 
equipment 

Same as 
above 

1. Training in 
certification 
procedures.. 
2. Performance 
verification. 

.Failure to 
. record! 
performance 

ofQAtest 
Task linkage 

QA performed 
but not 

recorded 

Delay while 
QAis 

repeated 
None None QAtest 

results 

Check 
whether 

results were 
obtained 

Performance 
standards 

Compare test 
results with 
performance 

standards 

Same as 
above 

1. Training in 
recording 
procedures. 
2. Performance 
verification. 

Source 
exposed for 
QA during 
. hook-up 

Task 
performance 

Source in 
room before 

hook-up 
completed 

Total dose to 
patient is 
increased 

Dose 
delivered to 
unintended 

target 

Unintended 
dose 

Warning from 
radiation 

detector in 
room 

Staff notes 
radiation 
warning 

during hook
up 

Not 
recoverable None 

Staff and 
patient 

exposure must 
be calculated 
and treated 

Disable 
treatment unit 

during hook-up 



Table A.13. Maintenance Errors 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Task Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 
error 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks 
Danger to 
patient 

Banger to 
staff 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 
needed to 

recover from 
error 

Recovery 
procedure 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Maintenance Hardware 
maintenance 

Maintenance 
performance 

error 
Task 

performance 

Faulty 
equipment 
returned to 

use 

Equipment 
may fail when 

used 

Possible 
injury or 

dosage error 

Possible 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

QAlogof 
maintenance 

and 
performance 

tests 
conducted 

Check QA 
logs before 

using 
equipment 

Maintenance 
and 

performance 
certification 
procedures 

Perform 
required 

maintenance 
and re-test 

Determine 
cause of error 

Certify 
performance 

of all 
equipment 

after 
maintenance 

Hardware 
modification 

orreplacemeni 

Hardware 
modification 

not tested 
Task 

performance 

Equipment 
returned to 
use without 

adequate 
performance 

testing 

Equipment 
may fail when 

used 

Possible 
injury or 

dosage error 

Possible 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Log of 
modifications 

and 
performance 

tests 
performed 

Check test log 
before using 

modified 
equipment 

Performance 
test procedure 

Perform 
performance 
tests prior to 

using 
equipment 

Determine 
reason for 

lack of testing 
(modification 
may not be 
completed) 

Disable 
equipment 

until 
performance 

tests have 
been 

completed. 

User interface 
changed 

without notict 
Task linkage 

Staff not 
aware of 

changes in 
user interface 

Expected 
actions may 

have 
unexpected 

results 

Possible 
injury or 

dosage error 

Possible 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Specifications 
of old and 
new user 
interface 

Compare 
interface 

specifications 
before and 

after changes 

Assessment of 
staff 

proficiency 
with new 
interface 

Re-train staff 
to use new 
interface 

Staff may 
return to old 

habits in times 
of stress 

1. Minimize 
interface 
changes. 
2. Retrain 
after changes. 

Source 
exchange 

Source 
released or 
Improperly 

secured 

• Task 
performance 

Staff must 
retrieve 

source by 
hand 

Source may 
not retreat 

during 
treatment 

Unintended 
dose 

Unintended 
dose 

Radiation 
monitor 

Note reading 
on monitor 

Location of 
source and a 

storage 
container 

l.Wear 
shielded 
clothing. 
2. Transfer 
source from 
patient to safe. 

1. Treat 
injuries. 
2. Survey 
radiation. 
3. Certify 
equipment. 

1. Training for 
staff. 
2. Test 
procedures to 
verify that 
source is 
secured. 

Incorrect 
radionuclide 

inserted 

Task 
performance 

Minimal since 
source 

strength is 
measured 

immediately 
after source 
exchange 

Calculated 
source activity 
will not match 

source 
Dosage error None 

Decay 
characteristics 

of inserted 
source 

Second 
• calibration 

after decay 
has occurred 

Not 
recoverable 

Adjust 
subsequent 

treatments to 
actual source 

activity 

Systemic 
error! Prior 
treatments 
must be 
checked! 

Frequent 
calibrations to 
identify decay 

curve 

Source 
calibration 

Measure 
source activity 

Measurement 
or calculation 

error 
Task 

performance 

Source 
strength 

measured 
incorrectly 

Source 
activity does 

not match 
treatment plan 

Delivered 
doses 

different from 
planned doses 

None 
Current and 

expected 
source activity 

Compare 
current and 
expected 
activities 

None 
Re-plan using 

correct 
activity 

Systemic 
error! Prior 
treatments 

tust be 
checked! 

Multiple 
calibrations 

Enter 
calibration inb 
treatment and 
planning units 

Entry error Task linkage 
Source 
strength 
entered 

incorrectly 

Source 
activity does 

not match 
treatment plan 

Delivered 
doses 

different from 
planned doses 

None 
Current and 

expected 
source activity 

Compare 
current and 
expected 
activities 

None 
Re-plan using 

correct 
activity 

Systemic 
error! Prior 
treatments 
must be 
checked! 

Verify 
activities prior 
to treatment 



Table A.14. Equipment and Software Update Errors 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

, .Task - Step Human 
ERROR Type of error 

Immediate 
effect of 

error . 

Effects on 
other RAB 

tasks' 

Danger to 
patient 

.: Banger to 
staff' 

Information 
needed to 

detect error 
or its effects. 

Detection 
procedure 

Additional 
information 

needed to 
recover from 

error 

Recovery 
procedure' 

Recovery 
sequelae 

Prevention 
procedure 

Program and 
instruction 

updates 

Software 
error 

introduced 
during 
update 

Task 
performance 

Software may 
malfunction 

Treatment 
plan or 

treatment may 
not 

correspond to 
treatment 
directive 

Possible 
injury or 

dosage error 

Possible 
injury or 

unintended 
dose 

Certification 
tests for 
software 

performance 

Perform tests 
and compare 

results to 
expected 

values 

Error 
identification 
and removal 

methods 

Re-update 
with corrected 

software 

Return to old 
software until 

error is 
resolved 

Always 
certify 

software 
operation after 

update 

Differences 
in new 

software not 
specified 

Task linkage 

Software will 
perform 

differently 
from previous 

version 

Familiar 
requests may 
give different 

results 

Possible 
injury or 

dosage error 
None 

Certification 
tests for 
software 

performance 

Perform tests 
and compare 

results to 
expected 

values 

List of 
differences 
between old 

and new 
software 

Retrain staff 
to understand 

new 
procedures 

Staff may 
return to old 

habits in times 
of stress 

Always 
certify 

software 
operation and 
retrain staff 

after updates 

User 
interface 
changed 
during 

, update 

Task linkage 

User actions 
may have 

unexpected 
results 

Familiar 
actions may 

have 
unexpected 

results 

Possible 
injury or 

dosage error 
None 

Specifications 
of old and 
new user 
interface 

Compare 
interface 

specifications 
before and 

after changes 

Assessment of 
staff 

proficiency 
with new 
interface 

Retrain staff 
to use new 
interface 

Staff may 
return to old 

habits in times 
of stress 

Minimize user 
interface 
changes. 
Always 
retrain if 
changes 
occur. 
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1 Introduction 

This literature review examined the brachytherapy and 
human factors literature for information related to problems 
and errors in remote afterloading brachytherapy (RAB) and 
the human factors that influence RAB task performance. 
RAB problems and errors were obtained from three 
sources: (1) human factors analyses performed in Phases 1 
and 6 of this project, (2) government problem reports, and 
(3) brachytherapy literature. 

1.1 Overview of Brachytherapy 
Brachytherapy (Greek brachy, short) is a radiation 
treatment that uses encapsulated radioactive isotopes to 
retard or destroy tumors with ionizing radiation. 
Radioisotopes are placed on or near the body surface, 
within a natural body cavity (intracavitary or intraluminal) 
or directly into a tumor (interstitial). Brachytherapy 
contrasts with teletherapy (Greek tele, far off) which uses a 
focused beam of ionizing radiation to irradiate cancerous 
tissue. Brachytherapy can be used singly or in conjunction 
with teletherapy, surgery, and chemotherapy as part of a 
comprehensive cancer treatment regimen. 

Brachytherapy originated shortly after Marie and Pierre 
Curie discovered radium in 1898. By 1901, radium was 
being used therapeutically in the form of tubes that were 
placed directly into tumors. Its dramatic cytotoxic effects 
showed that radiation therapy held much promise for cancer 
treatment. 

For those early treatments, radium tubes were inserted into 
tumors for prescribed time periods. The high activity of 
radium made handling the radium tubes hazardous for 
medical staff, however, and the long half-life of radium 
(1,620 years) made its storage an ongoing concern. 

Consequently, alternative versions of brachytherapy were 
developed that used other radioactive isotopes with more 
desirable properties. For example, one version used radon 
gas by collecting it in small vials and placing it in tumors. 
The much shorter half-life of radon gas compared to radium 
permitted the vials to be left in place indefinitely, thus 
eliminating exposure of medical staff during removal of 
radioactive implants. 

Over the next several decades, brachytherapy became an 
important aspect of both palliative and curative treatment 
regimens. Various systems were developed to determine the 
appropriate radiation dosages to be administered to tumors, 
most notably by Patterson and Parker in Great Britain and 
by Quimby in the U.S. Radium and radon were the only 
sources used in brachytherapy until artificial isotopes were 
developed after World War n . These artificial 
radioisotopes, which included iodine-125, gold-198, 
iridium-192, and cesium-137, broadened brachytherapy 

treatment options. Over time, these sources have come to 
replace the more hazardous radium and radon. 

In the early years of brachytherapy, the radioactive sources, 
encapsulated in small metal vials or hollow needles, were 
placed directly into tumors by surgical means. They were 
either removed at a later time or, in the case of 
radioisotopes with short half-lives, left in place indefinitely. 
A drawback of this type of brachytherapy was that it 
exposed the surgical team to ionizing radiation during 
source implantation. 

In the 1950s, Henschke pioneered a more refined form of 
brachytherapy in which an applicator was first surgically 
placed in close proximity to a tumor. The surgical team 
then left the operating room and the oncologist inserted the 
radioactive source into the applicator. This technique, 
termed manual afterloading, represented a significant 
improvement over non-afterloading brachytherapy because 
of reduced radiation exposure to the medical staff. 

The advent of external beam radiation therapy during the 
1950s and 1960s heralded a decline for brachytherapy. 
Cobalt-60 machines and linear accelerators became the de 
facto treatment tools in radiation oncology because they 
delivered powerful and focused radiation dosages while 
permitting medical staff to avoid radiation exposure. 
Starting in the late 1970s, however, brachytherapy was 
recognized for its value in supplementing external beam 
treatments and in reaching anatomic sites that were 
inaccessible by external beam techniques. The development 
of computerized treatment planning systems encouraged the 
use of brachytherapy because precise dose distributions 
could be specified for the small target volumes typically 
treated by brachytherapy. 

Another factor that helped to revive brachytherapy was the 
introduction of RAB in the U.S. in the late 1970s. RAB had 
been developed in Europe during the 1960s. It is similar to 
manual afterloading in that it also utilizes pre-positioned 
applicators to place the source in proximity to a tumor. 
Instead of manually placing the source, however, RAB 
features a remotely controlled device to insert and withdraw 
the source. 

Approximately 50,000 patients annually undergo some 
form of brachytherapy in the U.S. While manual 
brachytherapy is still the predominant form of 
brachytherapy, RAB is becoming increasingly widely used. 
Many of the same types of treatments can be done with 
RAB and manual brachytherapy. However, automated 
source placement confers three advantages on RAB: (1) 
staff radiation exposure is minimized except possibly 
during emergencies, because RAB devices are controlled 
from outside the treatment room; (2) dose distributions can 
be customized for each patient more easily; and (3) the 
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source can be positioned in the applicator more precisely, 
usually to within 1 millimeter of the desired dwell position, 
resulting in superior source configuration and dose 
distribution. Largely because of these advantages, RAB 
became increasingly common during the 1980s. 

Two types of RAB are currently practiced in the U.S., high 
dose rate and low dose rate (see Orton, 1991, for a 
comparative discussion). High dose rate treatments are 
often outpatient procedures due to the short treatment times 
(on the order of minutes) afforded by the high intensity 
source, which is usually iridium-192. This short session 
duration decreases the likelihood of inadvertent source 
movement during treatment. High dose rate treatments 
usually consist of multiple sessions, called fractions. The 
most common types of cancer treated by high dose rate 
RAB are gynecologic, lung, and soft tissue. 

U 
t 

Low dose rate treatments are single session, inpatient 
procedures that duplicate manual brachytherapy treatment 
times (on the order of several days) using a lower intensity 
source such as cesium-137. As such, low dose rate 
treatments conform to radiobiologic principles that have 
been established over 90 years of manual brachytherapy 
with lower activity sources and dose rates. Low dose rate 
RAB is most often used to treat gynecologic cancers. 

1.2 Summary of the Project 

This project consisted of six phases, each of which 
contributed to an improved human factors understanding of 
RAB. Human factors is an applied science that seeks to 
understand and improve human performance. It does so by 
evaluating human capabilities in relation to the cognitive, 
perceptual, and physical demands of work-related tasks. 
Human factors has been used to enhance the safety and 
reliability of many types of systems, including aircraft, air 
traffic control, automobiles, nuclear power plants, and 
medical devices. The systems-level approach typically used 
in human factors is particularly appropriate for RAB since 
the effectiveness of RAB depends on the coordinated 
execution of several sequentially dependent functions and 
tasks. In order to furnish a context for the ensuing 
discussion, the six project phases are summarized below. 

1.2.1 Phase 1: Function and Task Analysis 

Phase 1 consisted of a function and task analysis of RAB. 
Table 1 shows that a total of five functions encompassing 
26 tasks are required to perform RAB. In addition to the 
function and task analysis, Phase 1 also included a skills 
assessment which identified the skills required of RAB staff 
to perform each task; and aa error analysis which provided 
a preliminary indication of which tasks are the most error 
prone. The function and task analysis, skills assessment, 

Table 1. RAB Functions and Tasks 

Patient Preparation 
Patient identification, scheduling, and tracking 
Patient instructions 
Life support monitoring 
Applicator placement and stabilization 
Patient transportation 

Treatment Planning 
Simulation with dummy sources 
Target volume localization 
Radiation prescription 
Dwell position localization 
Dosimetry 
Treatment plan selection and approval 

Treatment Delivery 
Treatment set-up 
Treatment plan entry 
Verify treatment data prior to treatment 
Treatment session monitoring 
Treatment session control 

Post-Treatment 
Source guide tube disconnection 
Applicator Temoval 
Patient transportation 
Treatment verification 
Record-keeping 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Source exchange 
Source calibration 
Equipment and software updates 
Troubleshooting 
Routine quality assurance 

and error analysis identified many of the human factors 
variables that should be considered when evaluating task 
performance or suggesting RAB system design alternatives. 

1.2.2 Phase 2: Human-System Interface 
Evaluation 

Phase 2 evaluated four classes of human-system interfaces 
used by RAB staff to perform the 26 tasks identified by the 
function and task analysis: equipment, software, 
documents, and workspaces. Deficiencies were found for 
each of these interface classes. In particular, the means by 
which information was presented to RAB staff and then 
propagated through the RAB system was often problematic. 
Additionally, certain equipment and software interfaces 
were hard to use due to poor design of controls and displays 
and inadequate feedback regarding system status. 
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1.2.3 Phase 3: RAB Procedures and 
Practices Evaluation 

In Phase 3, the procedures and practices used to perform 
RAB tasks were evaluated according to human factors 
principles, guidelines, and standards. Procedures that were 
linked to the operating requirements of a certain device 
were by necessity performed in similar ways at all sites that 
used that device. By contrast, procedures that were not 
device-bound varied considerably among sites and 
constituted a major source of task performance variability 
and human error. In this connection, two additional factors 
that affect task performance were identified: task linkages 
and task verifications. Task linkages are the means by 
which information and materials move from one task to 
another. Task verifications determine whether certain 
actions have occurred at the correct time and place in the 
RAB process. Both task linkages and task verifications 
tended to be overlooked, poorly organized, or sporadically 
used. 

1.2.4 Phase 4: Training Evaluation 

The Phase 4 training evaluation found that formal training 
programs are uncommon for RAB. Informal on-the-job 
training was the primary means by which RAB staff 
learned their jobs, and there was no follow-up or refresher 
training. It should not be inferred, however, that RAB staff 
are poorly trained. Rather, the absence of formal training 
programs made it difficult to assess their training. The 
human factors implications of this type of training 
procedure will be examined in terms of how it could 
influence RAB staff performance. 

1.2.5 Phase 5: Organizational Practices and 
Policies Evaluation 

Phase 5 examined organizational practices and policies that 
supported RAB. RAB is organized within a medical facility 
in terms of production, service, and treatment goals which 
in turn depend on local requirements, pre-existing staffing, 
workspace availability, and organizational structures. As 
was the case with training, there were few formally stated 
organizational practices, procedures, or tasks, and little 
documentation for organizational practices. For example, 
task linkage and verification information often was not 
transmitted through the RAB system, making it difficult to 
determine whether certain RAB tasks had been performed 
correctly. 

Appendix B 

1.2.6 Phase 6: Identification and 
Prioritization of Human Error in 
RAB 

Phase 6 culminated project efforts by identifying and 
evaluating critical tasks—those that must be performed 
correctly in order for RAB to be safe, effective, and 
reliable. As judged by a panel of experts, errors in critical 
tasks are likely to result in serious consequences, such as 
patient misadministrations or staff radiation exposures. 
Alternative approaches for performing problematic aspects 
of the critical tasks were proposed that can reduce the 
likelihood of human error and lessen the consequences of 
errors when they do occur. 

13 Organization of the Literature 
Review 

Jr . . . 

The next section describes the methods that were used to 
identify human factors literature, medical journal articles, 
and government problem reports that served as sources of 
information for this literature review. Section 3 presents 
RAB problems and errors that have appeared in 
government problem reports, and the actual or potential 
problems that have appeared in medical journals. Section 4 
discusses RAB problems and errors in terms of the human 
factors literature, showing how human factors knowledge 
can be used to evaluate alternative approaches to RAB task 
performance. Section 5 contains a complete bibliographic 
listing of the sources for this literature review, organized 
according to human factors and brachytherapy subtopics. 
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2 Method 

The sources of the brachytherapy and human factors 
literature, the search strategies employed, and the way that 
individual items (reports, articles, monographs, conference 
proceedings, etc.) were selected for inclusion in the 
literature review are presented in this section. 

2.1 Brachytherapy Literature 
Government problem reports and the medical research 
literature were reviewed to identify brachytherapy problems 
and errors that are related to inadequate attention to human 
factors. The government literature consisted of NRC 
problem reports on misadministrations, abnormal 
occurrences, and recordable events. The medical research 
literature included journal articles, textbooks, monographs, 
and conference proceedings on brachytherapy topics. 

2.1.1 NRC Publications 

NRC recognizes three categories of problems in 
brachytherapy: misadministrations, abnormal occurrences, 
and recordable events. These categories represent incidents 
of varying severity where either (1) the delivery of a 
therapy dose of ionizing radiation failed to conform to NRC 
regulations, or (2) conditions in some aspect of the 
brachytherapy system posed a threat to human health and 
safety. 

Reports of misadministrations and recordable events are 
published annually by the NRC Office of Analysis and 
Evaluation of Operational Data (AEOD) as the NUREG-
1272 report series, Report to the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission on Analysis and Evaluation of Operational . 
Data. AEOD was established in 1979 as one of the NRC's 
earliest attempts at using licensee operating experience to 
identify and resolve safety-related problems. These reports 
summarize the events and concerns during the preceding 
calendar year associated with the use of byproduct material, 
and include personnel overexposures and medical 
misadministrations. Specific instances where U.S. medical 
facilities experienced problems during brachytherapy 
treatment sessions are described. Safety-significant events, 
their causes, and the trends indicated by these events are 
typically discussed in these reports. NUREG-1272 reports 
for the years 1981 through 1991 were examined in this 
literature review. 

NUREG-1272 reports are based on reports filed by NRC 
licensees. Since 1981, NRC licensees have been required to 
notify NRC of all misadministration events. Many states 
have entered into agreements with NRC to manage the use 
of byproduct materials used in medical applications. These 
states are known as Agreement States and oversee the 
programs conducted by their own licensees. Medical 
facilities in Agreement States are not required to file reports 

of misadministrations or recordable events with the NRC, 
although they are encouraged to do so. 

Abnormal occurrences are reported in the quarterly Report 
to Congress on Abnormal Occurrences (NUREG-0090 
series). Section 208 of the Energy Reorganization Act of 
1974 defines an abnormal occurrence as an unscheduled 
incident or event that NRC determines to be particularly 
significant from the standpoint of public health or safety. 
Both NRC licensees and Agreement States are covered by 
these reports. NUREG-0090 reports for the years 1977 
through 1992 were examined in this literature review. 

2.1.2 Medical Research Literature 

The medical research literature was examined for 
discussions of brachytherapy problems and errors. In 
contrast to the NRC problem reports, die medical research 
literature focuses on technical and clinical topics such as 
source calibration and treatment outcomes rather than task 
performance and human error. However, it does contain 
information that pertains to human factors issues, although 
careful reading and interpretation are usually required in 
order to derive it. 

Three computerized bibliographic medical databases— 
MEDLINE, CANCERLIT, and EMBASE—were searched 
for discussions of technical issues, human error, operational 
problems, procedural variations, and other topics related to 
human factors in brachytherapy. 

MEDLINE is the online database of MEDLARS, the 
computerized bibliographic Medical Literature Analysis and 
Retrieval System of the National Library of Medicine. 
MEDLINE contains citations to about 6.6 million articles 
from approximately 3,600 biomedical journals published in 
the U.S. and abroad. It includes all the citations published in 
the Index Medicus print index, as well as citations published 
in me Index to Dental Literature and International Nursing 
Index. MEDLINE was used to examine brachytherapy 
citations extending from 1966, the year that MEDLINE 
began, to the most current 1992 entries. 

CANCERLIT contains over 600,000 bibliographic citations 
on all aspects of experimental and clinical cancer therapy. 
In existence since 1974, CANCERLIT includes citations 
drawn from more than 3,400 journals. It is sponsored by the 
International Cancer Research Data Bank program of the 
National Cancer Institute in cooperation with the National 
Library of Medicine. Citations include journal articles, 
government reports, monographs, letters, theses, and 
meeting abstracts and papers. CANCERLIT also contains 
abstracts which appeared in Carcinogenesis Abstracts from 
1963-1980 and in Cancer Therapy Abstracts from 1967-
1980. 
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EMBASE (Excerpta Medica) provides a comprehensive 
index in all fields of human medicine and related 
disciplines. Its more than 3 million records consist of 
abstracts and citations of articles from 4,000 medical 
journals published in the U.S. and abroad. EMBASE has an 
additional 100,000 records that do not appear in printed 
journals. 

2.1.2.1 Search Strategy 

The search strategy for each database started with the 
MeSH heading "brachytherapy" and moved to successively 
more specific terms related to brachytherapy functions and 
tasks. (MeSH, Medical Subject Headings, is the controlled 
vocabulary used to index and catalog biomedical 
information at the National Library of Medicine.) Particular 
attention was paid to functions and tasks that were involved 
in NRC reports of misadministrations, recordable events, 
and abnormal occurrences. A preliminary set of articles was 
obtained by this approach. As these articles were reviewed, 
additional human factors issues became apparent. The 
databases were then re-searched using key words related to 
these issues. This iterative approach yielded a set of 
medical publications that were related to human factors 
issues in brachytherapy. Table 2 tallies the overall results of 
this search effort for each database. It should be noted that 
citations in MEDLINE, EMBASE, and CANCERLIT were 
partially redundant with each other. 

Approximately 800 articles were surveyed during the 
review of the medical literature. Based upon a careful 
reading of the abstract or the full document, a subset of 102 
articles was selected for content specifically related to 
human factors in brachytherapy. The reference lists of these 
papers were then scrutinized and an additional 41 articles 
were identified, yielding a grand total of 143 brachytherapy 
citations. 

2.1.2.2 Annual Distribution of Brachytherapy 
Literature 

As mentioned in the introduction, brachytherapy 
experienced renewed interest in the U.S. during the 1980s, 
a fact reflected by the steadily increasing number of 
brachytherapy citations in MEDLINE over that decade. 
Figure 1 shows that few brachytherapy articles were 
published in U.S. medical journals during the 1960s and 
1970s. Beginning in the early 1980s, however, the number 
of brachytherapy articles grew to several hundred per year. 
This period coincided with the introduction of RAB into the 
U.S. and its subsequent acceptance as a supplement to 
teletherapy and chemotherapy and as an alternative to 
certain types of manual brachytherapy. As might be 
expected, many of the articles published during the 1980s 
dealt with RAB. 

2.2 Human Factors Literature 
The human factors literature was reviewed to identify 
information that could be used to evaluate alternative 
approaches to reducing RAB problems and errors. 
Numerous topic areas were found that contained 
information that met this criterion, including human-system 
interfaces, equipment, workspace environment, 
documentation, job performance aids, training and 
assessment, and mental workload. 

The selected journal articles, monographs, textbooks, and 
chapters were organized according to topic in the 
bibliography. Whenever possible, an article or book that is 
a seminal contribution in its area was included. This effort 
yielded a compendium of current human factors 
information that can be used to further evaluate alternative 
approaches for improving RAB task performance. 
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Table 2. Count of Brachytherapy Articles Found in Computerized 
Bibliographic Medical Databases According to Search Term 

Database . Search Term Article Count 

MEDLINE 
(1967-1992) 

Brachytherapy 
Brachytherapy and Remote Afterloading 

3330 
110 

CANCERLIT 
(1974-1992) 

Brachytherapy 
Brachytherapy and Remote Afterloading 

4072 
83 

EMBASE 
(1982-1992) 

Brachytherapy . , 
Brachytherapy and Remote Afterloading 

.!SV 

943 
24 

CO 

1 

t J U -

400-
350-
300- . -

250-
200-
150-
100. 
50-
0 

t~ oo a\ © — < N c o - * t - > n v o i ~ o o o \ 0 « c S c r > - < s - u - ) \ o t - ~ o o o \ 0 ' - " v o v o v o r ~ t ~ c ~ p ~ t ~ P ~ f - t - - r ~ t ~ o o o o c x ) o o o o o o o o o o o o o o o s O N 

Publication Year 

Figure 1. Annual count of brachytherapy articles listed in MEDLINE from 1967-1991 
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3 Brachytherapy Problems and Errors Literature 

This section summarizes published accounts of 
brachytherapy administration problem and errors that have 
appeared in government problem reports. These problems 
are mapped onto the brachytherapy function and task 
analysis in order to link RAB problem and errors to specific 
tasks. Finally, actual or potential problems that have been 
reported in the brachytherapy literature are considered in 
relation to the government problem reports and RAB tasks. 

3.1 Categories of Brachytherapy 
Administration Problems 

NRC recognizes three categories of administration 
problems in brachytherapy: misadministrations, abnormal 
occurrences, and recordable events. These problems are 
distinguished by the degree of safety hazard that they pose 
for patients and RAB staff. 

3.1.1 Misadministration 

A misadministration is the most serious type of 
administration problem in brachytherapy. It can imperil the 
health and well-being of persons involved in a 
brachytherapy procedure, including medical staff and non
medical personnel as well as patients. A brachytherapy 
misadministration means the administration of a 
brachytherapy radiation dose 

(1) involving the wrong patient, wrong radioisotope, or 
wrong treatment site (excluding, for permanent 
implants, seeds that were implanted in the correct site 
but migrated outside the treatment site), 

(2) involving a sealed source that is leaking, 
(3) when, for a temporary implant, one or more sealed 

sources are not removed upon completion of the 
procedure, or 

(4) when the calculated administered dose differs from 
the prescribed dose by more than 20 percent of the 
prescribed dose (U.S. Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission, January 1994). 

3.1.2 Abnormal Occurrence 

An abnormal occurrence consists of events that NRC 
considers to have a moderate or severe impact on public 
health or safety. An abnormal occurrence may be a single 
incident, a series of incidents, a recurring event, or a . 
generic concern. Procedures have been established for the 
Agreement States to screen abnormal occurrences using the 
same criteria as NRC and to report them to NRC for 
inclusion in NRC publications. 

In terms of brachytherapy, an abnormal occurrence could 
include but need not be limited to 

(1) moderate exposure to, or release of, radioactive 
material licensed by or otherwise regulated by the 
NRC 

(2) major degradation of essential safety-related 
equipment 

(3) major deficiencies in design, construction, use of, or 
management controls for licensed facilities or material 
(NUREG-0090, Vol. 14, No. 4, Appendix A) 

The following examples are the types of events that are 
evaluated according to abnormal occurrence criteria: 

(1) Exposure of the whole body of any individual to 25 
rem or more of radiation; exposure of the skin of the 
whole body of any individual to 150 rem or more of 
radiation; or exposure of the feet, ankles, hands or 
forearms of any individual to 375 rem or more of 
radiation [10 CFR 20.403 (a) (1)], or equivalent 
exposures from internal sources. 

(2) An exposure to an individual in an unrestricted area 
such that the whole body dose received exceeds 0.5 
rem in one calendar year [10 CFR 20.105 (a)]. 

(3) The release of radioactive materials to an unrestricted 
area in concentrations which, if averaged over a 
period of 24 hours, exceed 500 times the regulatory 
limit of Appendix B, Table II, 10 CFR Part 20 [CFR 
20.403 (b) (2)]. 

(4) Radiation or contamination levels in excess of design 
values on packages, or loss of confinement of 
radioactive material such as (a) a radiation dose rate 
of 1000 mrem per hour three feet from the surface of a 
package containing the radioactive material, or (b) 
release of radioactive material from a package in 
amounts greater than the regulatory limit. 

(5) Any loss of licensed material in such quantities and 
under such circumstances that substantial hazard may 
result to persons in unrestricted areas. 

(6) A substantiated case of actual or attempted theft or 
diversion of licensed material or sabotage of a facility. 

(7) Any substantiated loss of special nuclear material or 
any substantiated inventory discrepancy that is judged 
to be significant relative to normally expected 
performance and that is judged to be caused by theft 
or diversion or by substantial breakdown of the 
accountability system. 

(8) Any substantial breakdown of physical security or 
material control (i.e., access control, containment, or 
accountability systems) that significantly weakens the 
protection against theft, diversion, or sabotage. 
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(9) An accidental criticality [ 10 CFR 70.52 (a)]. 

(10) A major deficiency in design, construction, or 
operation having safety implications requiring 
immediate remedial action. 

(11) Serious deficiency in management or procedural 
controls in major areas. 

(12) Series of events (where individual events are not of 
major importance), recurring incidents, and incidents 
with implications for similar facilities (generic 
incidents) that create major safety concern (NTJREG-
0090, Vol. 14, No. 4, Appendix A). 

3.1.3 Recordable Event 

Recordable events are, in general, not considered to be as 
severe as misadministrations and abnormal occurrences. 
Nonetheless, they pose a significant threat to the integrity 
of brachy therapy systems and to the safety of patients, staff, 
and other persons who interact with those systems. A 
recordable event means the administration of 

(1) radiation without a written directive where a written 
directive' is required 

(2) radiation where a written directive is required without 
daily recording of each administered radiation dose in 
the appropriate record 

(6) a brachytherapy radiation dose when the calculated 
administered dose differs from the prescribed dose by 
more than 10 percent of the prescribed dose (10 CFR 
Part 35.2) 

No recordable events were found that pertained to 
brachytherapy, limiting the following discussion to 
misadministrations and abnormal occurrences. 

'Written directive (10 CFR 35.2) means an order in writing for a 
specific patient, dated and signed by an authorized user prior to 
the administration of radiation, except as specified in paragraph 
(6) of this definition, containing the following information: 

(5) For high-dose-rate remote afterloading brachytherapy: the 
radioisotope, treatment site, and total dose; or 

(6) For all other brachytherapy: 
(i) Prior to implantation: the radioisotope, number of 

sources, and source strengths; and 
(ii) After implantation but prior to completion of the 

procedure: the radioisotope, treatment site, and total 
source strength and exposure time (or, equivalently, 
the total dose). 

3.2 Misadministration Reports 
This section discusses the misadministration reports 
published by NRC. It shows how neglect of human factors 
has led to an increased likelihood of misadministrations. 
Starting in 1981, facilities licensed by NRC to use 
radioisotopes in nuclear medicine and radiotherapy have 
been required to report misadministrations. Brachytherapy 
misadministrations reported by NRC licensees are 
published in the NUREG-1272 annual report series, Report 
to the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission on Analysis 
and Evaluation of Operational Data. 

Currently, approximately 2,400 NRC medical licensees are 
authorized to administer byproduct materials or radiation 
from these materials to persons for medical diagnosis or 
therapy. Over all forms of radiation therapy, NRC licensees 
report a total of about 400 misadministrations annually, or 
about 16 events per 100 licensees. In terms of 
brachytherapy, NRC estimates that about 184,000 
procedures were performed by NRC licensees from 1981 
through 1990. Thirty brachytherapy misadministrations 
were reported over that same nine-year period, yielding a 
misadministration rate per treatment of 0.02 percent. Thus, 
approximately 0.02 percent of RAB treatments resulted in 
reported misadministrations during each of those nine 
years. 

This low misadministration rate indicates that most NRC 
licensees perform brachytherapy in a way that minimizes 
misadministrations. A distinction must be maintained 
between misadministrations and human error, however. 
Errors can and do occur that fail to cause a 
misadministration. System safeguards have been built into 
many systems to detect and correct errors and prevent the 
consequences of those errors from propagating through the 
RAB system. Unfortunately, these safeguards are not fail
safe, making it possible for one error or an accumulation of 
errors to lead to a misadministration. 

Several possibilities can be proposed that can account for 
discrepancies between estimated error rates and reported 
misadministrations: 

• Some errors may be detected and corrected before a 
misadministration occurs. 

• Some errors may not produce enough difference from 
the prescribed dose for a treatment to be labeled a 
misadministration. 

• Some errors may produce dosages which exceed the 
misadministration criteria for a single treatment but 
do not exceed the total dose prescribed for a series of 
treatment fractions. Under reporting rules in place at 
the time of the site visits, a dosage error on one 
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fraction that could be compensated for in subsequent 
fractions need not be reported. 

• Each error which has not yet resulted in a 
misadministration might do so in the future under 
slightly different RAB system conditions. If so, the 
underlying errors must be addressed regardless of 
whether any particular occurrence led to a 
misadministration. 

Error checking and correction by RAB staff were observed 
at each medical facility visited during this project. In 
addition, each of these facilities reported that errors were 
routinely detected and corrected by RAB staff. These 
findings indicate that the error rate per site may be 
substantially higher than the reported misadministration 
rate. An appreciable error rate is therefore not inconsistent 
with the low misadministration rates that have been 
reported. 

3.2.1 Types of Errors Reported 

Table 3 summarizes the 54 brachytherapy 
misadministrations reported by NRC licensees from 1981 
through 1992 and published in NUREG-1272 reports. Over 
this period of time, there is an increasing trend of 
brachytherapy misadministrations. This trend is probably 
due to several factors, including the increase of 
brachytherapy procedures in general as well as the greater 
role of the more technologically complex RAB systems. 

Most of the reported misadministrations occurred in manual 
brachytherapy, a finding largely attributable to the fact that 
manual procedures are performed more frequently than 
RAB procedures. This has led to a bias in the types of 
errors that have been reported because certain errors, such 
as source loading, occur predominantly in manual 
brachytherapy. As expected, errors that occur in tasks 
performed in both manual and remote afterloading, such as 
failing to approve a treatment plan prior to treatment 
delivery, are more evenly distributed over the two types of 
brachytherapy. 

The most common cause of misadministrations was loading 
the wrong sources in manual afterloading brachytherapy. 
This error was caused by inadequacies in several areas, 
including source inventory control, written procedures, 
compliance with established procedures, and training. To 
illustrate a specific root cause of a source loading error, 
consider the color coding of source capsules. White is 
sometimes used to code source capsules of a specified 
activity. Unfortunately, the inactive spacer pellets used to 
separate source capsules in the applicator are often also 
white, a situation which has led to source loading errors. In 
addition, many source capsules are colored only on their 
ends, making it impossible to verify that the correct sources 

Table 3. Brachytherapy Misadministration 
Reports Submitted by NRC Licensees, 1981-1992 

1981-1985 (Total = 7) 
Various incidents. NUREG-1272 reports could not be 
located for these years. 

1986 (Total = 2) 
Wrong activity sources loaded 
Dose calculation error 

1987 (Total = 3) 
Wrong activity sources loaded 
Wrong number of sources loaded 
Leaking iodine-125 seed 

•^r 1988 (Total = 5) 
Wrong'activity sources loaded (2) 
Sources loaded incorrectly (2) 
Dose calculation error 

1989 (Total = 5) 
Wrong activity sources loaded (2) 
Wrong number of sources loaded 
Wrong radioisotope loaded 
Wrong decay factor used 

1990 (Total = 8) 
Wrong treatment site (3) 
Patient removed applicator 
Failure to detect dislodged source 
Wrong treatment plan 
Wrong data entered into afterloader control unit (2) 

1991 (Total = 11) 
Dose calculation error (3) 
Wrong treatment site (2) 
Inadequate training of staff 
Inadequate or no review of patient chart 
Wrong activity sources loaded 
Sources placed outside target volume 
Inadequate patient restraint 
Treatment session (in 1987) was too long 

1992 (Total = 13) 

Failure to use correct source or verify sources strength (4) 
Sources placed outside target volume (3) 
Wrong data entered into planning computer (2) 
Dose calculation error 
Failure to perform radiation surveys and/or weak safety 

program (2) 
Inadequate training of staff 
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have been loaded into an applicator. One institution has 
remedied this problem by painting additional color on the 
sides of the source capsules, permitting source loading to be 
verified by direct visual inspection. Otherwise, source 
loading can be checked only by indirect means, such as 
determining which sources are not in their storage 
locations. This indirect method requires flawless source 
inventory control, a dubious premise given that inventory 
control errors have been reported. 

In addition to source loading, inadequate source inventory 
procedures have been a recurring problem, not only in 
manual brachytherapy but in RAB as well. Source loading 
and source inventory errors can sometimes share a common 
cause. Inadequate source identification makes it hard to 
keep track of source location and to load sources into 
applicators in conformance with the radiation prescription. 
This is especially true for facilities with heavy case loa'ds 
where a sizable number of individual sources can be in'use 
at any given time. 

Several source inventory problems have been linked to 
inadequate record-keeping and failure to perform radiation 
surveys at the conclusion of a treatment session. A cesium-
137 source capsule was lost for several weeks before the 
brachytherapy staff realized it was missing. It was not until 
a subsequent brachytherapy treatment that required the 
same source that it was determined to be missing. A high 
dose rate RAB source capsule was left inside a patient 
when the weld attaching it to the drive cable fractured. 
Inadequate radiation survey procedures (including failing to 
heed an alarm signal) caused this event to go undetected, 
and the source was left in the patient for several days before 
the situation was discovered. The patient later died of 
complications associated with acute radiation poisoning. 

The second most common cause of misadministrations was 
dose calculation errors. This error can be attributed to either 
an absence of procedures for verifying treatment plan 
parameters or to a failure to use those procedures. Failure to 
verify plan parameters before a treatment session prevents 
the detection of dose calculation errors. Independent 
verification of plan values should be performed by a person 
who has not performed the tasks that generated the 
treatment plan parameters. Usually this verification consists 
of manually computing selected values to verify the 
correctness of the plan. 

Misadministrations can occur in other ways besides source 
loading and dose calculation errors. For example, the 
correct source capsules can be placed in the wrong position 
within applicators or held in the correct position for either 
too long or short a time. A source can be held in the wrong 
position in RAB by entering incorrect values into the 
afterloader control unit; this error can occur in manual 

brachytherapy by using source ribbons that are different 
lengths. 

Improved quality assurance procedures would significantly 
reduce the likelihood of many misadministration problems, 
especially those related to errors in dose calculation and 
source loading. Developing better procedures for 
independently verifying dose calculations and source 
activity before they are used in treatments should be a 
principal goal of RAB departments. 

3.3 Abnormal Occurrence Reports 

In addition to the annual NUREG-1272 misadministration 
reports, NRC publishes a quarterly report series, Report to 
Congress on Abnormal Occurrences (NUREG-0090) which 
provides meaningful feedback to licensees, Government 
agencies, and the interested public about radiation-related 
incidents that are significant from the standpoint of public 
health and safety. A total of 29 brachytherapy abnormal 
occurrences were found in NUREG-0090 reports from 
1977 through 1992. These abnormal occurrences took place 
in all five brachytherapy functions in a total of 12 tasks, 
most of them in the treatment planning or the treatment 
delivery functions. (Several of these occurrences were also 
reported in the misadministration reports of the NUREG-
1272 series.) Table 4 describes these abnormal occurrences, 
identifies the task(s) involved, and provides a brief human 
factors evaluation based on the description of each incident. 

3.4 Abnormal Occurrences and 
Misadministrations in Relation to 
Brachytherapy Functions and 
Tasks 

This section discusses abnormal occurrences and 
misadministrations in relation to the function and task 
analysis conducted in Phase 1 of this project (NUREG/CR-
6125, Vol. 2). Understanding how problems and errors are 
distributed across brachytherapy tasks enables tasks that are 
especially error prone to be identified. Mismatches between 
task demands and human capabilities can then be evaluated 
in terms of the skills, abilities, equipment, and information 
needed to perform the tasks properly. 

Table 5 shows that treatment planning and treatment 
delivery are associated with most of the problems. Caution 
is advised when interpreting these findings, however. It is 
likely that errors occur in more tasks than these data 
indicate. Those tasks that are not directly related to 
treatment planning and treatment delivery may not be as 
closely scrutinized for errors. Additionally, brachytherapy 
personnel may not be aware that errors in earlier tasks can 
increase the likelihood of errors in subsequent tasks. It is 
possible that errors are detected but not reported because 
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Table 4. Description and Human Factors Evaluation of Abnormal Occurrences 

Year 
(Vol:No.) Description Failed Task(s) Human Factors Evaluation 

1980 Wrong dose conversion factor transformed 
(4:3) output of treatment planning computer (in rads 

per hour) to wrong brachytherapy dose (in total 
rads). 

Dosimetry Inadequate written procedures for treatment 
planning and record-keeping contributed to this 
incident. Personnel training and management 
oversight also were lacking. 

1982 Wrong cesium-137 sources were loaded Treatment 
(5:4) despite color coding of sources. Patient session 

received 12,000 rads instead of prescribed monitoring 
4,000 rads. 

1983 A plastic template and needles thought to be Routine (̂ Aj 
(7:1) empty were partially loaded with iridium-192 Applicator̂  ] 

seeds. This device was loaned by one facility removal; 
to another. About 50 persons were exposed Record-keeping 
when this device transited between facilities. 

1985 Patient received 14,000 rads instead of Dosimetry 
(8:2) prescribed 5,000 rads. Treatment period was 

not calculated by physicist. Discrepancies were 
noted between physician (who stated that 
physicist proposed a 50-hour treatment) and 
physicist (who denied making this 
recommendation). 

1985 Wrong area of one eye was irradiated with a Treatment set-
(8:4) strontium-90 applicator. This area contained up 

scar tissue which the attending physician 
interpreted as the intended treatment area. No 
written treatment instructions were provided. 

1984 A leaking iodine-125 source caused an Routine QA 
(9:3) unintended radiation exposure to a patient's 

thyroid. 

1986 A bronchial applicator and iridium-192 seeds Treatment 
(9:3) inside it were inadvertently removed by a session 

sedated patient sometime between nurse monitoring 
checks of patient, which occurred about every 
1 hour and 40 minutes. 

1988 Treatment plan was generated using wrong Dosimetry 
(11:4) reference table in a manual, resulting in 1,800 

rads being delivered to endobronchial tumor 
instead of the prescribed 750 rads. 

Loading procedures lacked verifications 
needed to ensure that correct sources are used. 
Record forms lacked spaces for approval 
signatures. 

Procedures for handling potentially radioactive 
materials were inadequate at both facilities. 
Procedures for handling and tracking a loaned 
device were lacking. Records of post-treatment 
radiation surveys were inadequate. 

No procedures existed to verify treatment plan 
accuracy. Communication problems, perhaps 
related to organizational factors, contributed to 
the reporting discrepancy. 

Inadequate communication of the definition of 
the target area and the accompanying treatment 
plan. 

Inadequate radiation surveys were performed 
in the source preparation area; inadequate 
procedures used to remove iodine-125 seeds 
from applicators. 

Infrequent patient monitoring intervals, 
inadequate patient restraint. 

Failure to independently verify treatment plan 
parameters prior to treatment delivery; 
Inadequate training on treatment planning 
equipment and procedures. 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Year 
(VohNo.) Description Failed Task(s) Human Factors Evaluation 

1990 During a low dose rate remote afterloading 
(13:1) uterine cancer treatment, a source guide tube 

connector came loose from the patient 
applicator. This caused a cesium-137 source to 
rest against one of the patient's legs for an 
undetermined period of time. 

1990 A kink developed in a bronchial applicator 
(13:1) which prevented a ribbon of iridium-192 seeds 

from reaching the intended treatment area. This 
kink was not detected until treatment sessfan 
was completed. 

1990 Incorrect treatment plan values were entered 
(13:1) into the afterloader control unit, resulting in the 

delivery of a non-prescribed treatment. This 
error occurred on two separate occasions. 

1990 A ribbon of iridium-192 seeds came loose from 
(13:1) its endobronchial applicator and was 

erroneously taped to the face of the patient by a 
nurse. It remained in this position for about 3 
hours when another nurse discovered it and 
notified the radiation safety officer. 

1990 Allegations were made that treatment plans 
(13:2) were not reviewed prior'to treatment delivery 

and that some patients did not receive 
prescribed dosages. Inadequate treatment 
planning and treatment delivery records did not 
permit determination of whether treatments 
had been administered as prescribed. 

1990 Five iridium-192 seeds were stripped from a 
(13:3) ribbon as it was removed from its trochar. 

Seeds remained within a cavity of a uterine 
tumor. 

Treatment Faulty material in the connector or inadequate 
session design rather than operator error caused this 
monitoring problem. Quality control procedures for 

assessing the condition of the connector may 
be inadequate. 

Applicator Procedures for visualizing applicator condition 
placement and and source position are inadequate. Additional 
stabilization visual information is required in order to 

determine the spatial relationship between the 
applicator and the source. 

Treatment plan Inadequate task verification procedures for 
entry treatment plan parameters, especially when 

parameters are entered manually. 

Treatment Deficient nurse training was the primary cause 
session of error. Nurse training should be reviewed for 
monitoring content adequacy. Organizational factors can 

influence whether needed information is 
communicated to all nurses caring for a patient. 

Record- Inadequate record-keeping and procedural 
keeping; failures indicate quality assurance problems. 
Routine QA Detaileddocumentation is a necessity for all 

treatment plans and treatment delivery events. 

Treatment The treatment ribbons were not of a 
session standardized length, and the trochar material 
monitoring could be bent by a hardened tumor. No 

provision was made for assaying the amount of 
radioactivity in the recovered ribbon or that 
which might have been left in the patient. 

1990 A permanent implant of 86 iodine-125 seeds Treatment 
(13:4) was intended for the prostate. Subsequent session 

review showed that most of the seeds were monitoring 
implanted outside the prostate. The prostate 
received little radiation while deeper tissues 
received about 15,000 rads. 

Inadequate training in the ultrasonic imaging 
technique that was used to position the 
implant. Inadequate means for assessing the 
location of the implanted seeds. 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Year 
(VoI:No.) Description Failed Task(s) Human Factors Evaluation 

1991 A design modification of a custom eye plaque Dosimetry 
(14:1) was not accompanied by corresponding 

changes in treatment plan parameters 

1991 Pt misidentification resulted in eye being Patient 
(14:4) treated instead of simulation procedure for scheduling, 

teletherapy. identification, 
and tracking 

1991 An incorrect treatment plan was used for a high Treatment plan 
(14:4) dose rate RAB treatment. A physicist selection and 

mistakenly assumed that the patient chart in the approval; 
treatment control area was for the patient who Treatment plan 
was present and did not verify patient identity, entry 

1989 Cesium-137 source capsules were left in an Applicator 
(14:4) applicator after a treatment session and were removal; 

returned to the source storage room. This Routine QA 
applicator was subsequently transported to (radiation 
another facility where it was discovered to still survey) 
contain sources. 

Failure to independently verify dose 
calculations prior to treatment delivery. Lack 
of written procedures also played a role. 

Failure to follow established procedure of 
reviewing Pt chart for prescription prior to 
treatment. No Pt chart in treatment room, 
language barrier existed between Pt and 
physician. 

Procedures for verifying patient identity, 
including photographs or other means of 
identification, were either absent or not 
followed. 

Refresher training is needed on source 
handling and storage procedures. The sources 
were not detected at the first facility because 
there was no radiation monitor in the source 
storage room. 

1990 During transport of cesium-137 sources from a 
(14:4) medical facility to the source supplier, package 

containing sources opened and its contents 
spilled out. Mail handlers replaced contents 
and shipped package to supplier, where sources 
were found to be missing. Sources were found 
at mail facility. 

1990 Wrong end of one Ir-192 ribbon was inserted 
(15:2) into applicator; excess ribbon (containing Ir-

192 seeds) was cut off and put in trash can in 
open area after being held in physicist's hand 
for several minutes. Error discovered upon 
inventory of ribbons removed from Pt. 

1992 Incorrect sources Cs-137 were loaded which 
(15:2) then slipped from the prescribed position 

within applicator and irradiated normal tissue. 

Source 
exchange 

Treatment set
up; Treatment 
verification 

Routine QA 

Package was most likely improperly sealed 
prior to leaving the medical facility. Inadequate 
procedures for packaging radioactive materials 
for shipment and for verifying that procedures 
had been followed. 

No survey of ribbons before implanting them into 
Pt. Failure to inventory ribbons promptly upon 
removal from Pt. Failure to follow established 
procedures involving removal of temporary 
implants in that RSO was not present during 
removal. 

Inadequate training of personnel; Inadequate QA 
program; Failure to develop and maintain QA 
procedures; Failure to properly label storage 
vault for sources. 

1992 Placement of 581-125 seeds in the prostate was 
(15:2) guided by ultrasound imagery. 21 seeds were 

implanted in surrounding tissue rather than the 
prostate. Underdosage of prostate resulted. 

Dwell position Difficulties inherent in using ultrasound 
localization techniques to guide placement in soft tissue 

organs. Ultrasound image is hard to interpret in 
placing seeds with implanting needles. 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Year 
(VoI:No.) Description Failed Task(s) Human Factors Evaluation 

1992 Five misadministrations manually afterloaded 
(15:3) Ir-192 seeds were discovered during review of 

Pt charts. Net result was 12% underdosage of 
patients. 

1992 Ir-192 ribbon supplied had higher dosage than 
(15:4) was requested. Different units of measurement 

being used: 0.79 mCi requested versus 0.79 mg 
Ra equiv. supplied. Unit discrepancy not noted 
until review of shipping documents after 
treatment. 

1992 Both Ir-192 ribbons became displaced during a 
(15:4) treatment session, probably due to repeated 

dressing changes. Nurse noticed ribbons laying 
on patient's chest and taped them to patient's 
abdomen, not realizing they were source 
ribbons. 

Dosimetry Incorrect entry into treatment planning computer; 
due to using wrong units for source calibration 
factor. Computer was set for metric (SI) units, 
but factor was entered in non-SI units. 

Source Failure to perform independent verification of 
calibration source strength prior to implantation. Dosimetrist 

failed to notice discrepancy in units of 
measurement. Miscommunication between 
licensee and vendor was a contributing factor. 

Treatment Radiation Safety Officer failed to provide 
session oversight for procedure; inadequate training of 
monitoring nursing staff to recognize brachy therapy sources 

and how to deal with radiological emergencies. 

1992 Incorrect offset distance entered into a HDR Verify 
(15:4) remote afterloader control unit (7 mm was treatment data 

entered instead of the correct 7 cm). Normal prior to 
tissues were irradiated and tumor was treatment 
underdosed. 

1992 Loss of Ir-192 source from remote afterloader. Applicator 
(15:4) Source capsule broke off in an applicator and removal; 

was left in Pt, who received about 3 orders of Routine QA 
magnitude over dosage. Pt death attributed to 
acute radiation exposure and consequences 
thereof. 

Established procedures did not include verifying 
data entries on afterloader control unit prior to 
treatment. 

Weaknesses in radiation safety program for HDR 
brachy therapy; inadequate staff training in 
radiation safety; Defective design and testing of 
source capsule and its connection to drive cable. 

1992 Source was lost before or during a LDR Treatment 
(15:4) treatment session and was inadvertently session 

disposed of in bed linen. Source was monitoring; 
subsequently recovered. Routine QA 

Failure to visually confirm that sources are 
properly loaded. Failure to perform a radiation 
survey on disposable bed linens before they were 
removed from Pt's room. 

brachytherapy personnel fail to realize that the 
consequences of errors can propagate through the system to 
influence subsequent tasks. 

Treatment delivery is the function in which the most errors 
have been detected. This finding does not necessarily mean 
that treatment delivery is the most error prone function; it is 
likely that brachytherapy personnel monitor the system 
most closely while radiation is being administered to a 
patient. This increased vigilance leads to a higher level of 

error detection. Additionally, the consequences of errors 
committed in previous functions may not become evident 
until treatment delivery. Indeed, the error analysis traced 
the occurrence of some errors detected during treatment 
delivery to patient preparation or treatment planning. 

The majority of treatment delivery errors occurred in 
manual brachytherapy and involved loading sources of the 
wrong activity. Source loading problems can be linked to 
several human factors issues, including inadequate color 
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Table 5. Distribution of Abnormal Occurrences and Misadministrations 
in Relation to Brachytherapy Functions and Tasks 

Function/Task 

Abnormal 
Occurrences 
RAB Manual Misadmin Total Example 

I. Patient Preparation 
1. Patient scheduling, ident, and tracking 
2. Patient instruction 
3. Life support monitoring 
4. Applicator placement and stabilization 
5. Patient transportation 

II. Treatment Planning 
1. Simulation with dummy sources 
2. Target volume localization 
3. Radiation prescription 
4. Dwell position localization 
5. Dosimetry 

6. Treatment plan selection and approval 

HI. Treatment Delivery 
1. Treatment set-up 

2, Treatment plan entry 

3, Verify treatment data prior to treatment 
4, Treatment session monitoring 
5, Treatment session control 

IV. Post-Treatment 
1. Source guide tube disconnection 
2. Applicator removal 
3. Patient transportation 
4. Treatment verification 
5. Record-keeping 

V. Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
1. Source exchange 
2. Source calibration 
3. Equipment and software updates 
4. Troubleshooting 
5. Routine quality assurance 

0 1 0 1 Misidentify patient 
0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 

0 0 0 0 
0 1 0 1 Wrong site treated 
0 0 0 0 
0 2 0 2 Imaging analysis inaccurate 
1 3 10 14 Dose calculation error 

Wrong dose conversion 
Wrong decay factor 

0 1 0 1 Fail to verify calculations 

0 4 25 29 Wrong activity sources 
Wrong treatment site 
Sources loaded incorrectly 

4 0 3 7 Wrong plan values used 
Mismatch plan and patient 

0 1 0 1 Fail to verify plan values 
1 3 4 8 Fail to detect dislodged source 
0 0 0 0 

0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 
1 3 0 4 Fail to account for sources 

Inadequate treatment records 

0 1 0 1 Improper packaging of source 
0 1 0 1 Calibration units different 
0 0 0 0 
0 0 0 0 
0 . 1 5 6 No radiation survey 

TOTALS 22 47* 76 

* Full reports for seven incidents in Table 3 could not be located, preventing them from being categorized according to function and task. 
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coding schemes for source capsules, faulty source inventory 
control, and poor communication of revised treatment plans 
among brachytherapy staff. 

In contrast to manual brachytherapy, source loading errors 
are almost unknown in remote afterloading brachytherapy. 
All high dose rate systems and one low dose rate system 
use sources contained within the afterloader, making it 
impossible for other sources to be substituted for them 
during routine operation. Another low dose rate system 
uses a separate source storage container, requiring that the 
correct subset of the 45 source ribbons in the storage 
container be transferred to the remote afterloader. 
Transferring sources from their storage container to the 
remote afterloader safe requires an accurate one-to-one 
mapping between afterloader treatment channels and 
storage container channels. The console of the remote 
afterloader is then programmed to transfer the source 
ribbons to be used in a certain treatment session from the 
storage container to the afterloader. Source transfer 
therefore depends on correctly programming the afterloader 
console. To date, no source loading errors using this system 
have been reported to NRC. 

Treatment delivery errors also occurred in the verification 
of plan values prior to treatment and in treatment session 
monitoring. Inadequate treatment session monitoring was 
slightly more of a problem; misadministrations occurred 
when situations requiring intervention were not perceived 
as such, experienced slow response times, or when staff 
responded incorrectly. 

Most of the reported treatment planning errors have 
occurred in manual brachytherapy. This finding is almost 
certainly due to the fact that manual brachytherapy is much 
more frequently practiced than remote afterloading 
brachytherapy. No factor was uncovered during the 
literature review indicating that manual brachytherapy 
treatment planning was inherently more prone to errors than 
remote afterloading treatment planning. Indeed, treatment 
planning errors would seem to be most likely to occur in 
high dose rate remote afterloading where time pressures 
under which brachytherapy staff are often asked to work 
increase error likelihood. For example, it is not unusual for 
staff to be asked to generate a plan for a patient who is 
under a short-lived local anesthetic or analgesic and who 
has an applicator placed in an irritating location, such as the 
bronchus. Errors in reviewing treatment plans also were 
found that resulted in the use of the incorrect treatment plan 
parameters because of a failure to verify them prior to 
treatment delivery. 

The most important error to fall under this heading is the 
failure to account for all sources. Several serious situations 
have developed as a consequence of not establishing that 
the sources assumed to be used during treatment are present 

after treatment is done. Sources have been left in patients or 
applicators for extended periods before they were 
determined to be missing from their proper storage 
locations. Record-keeping errors also occur during post-
treatment and include mis-recording patient treatment data, 
failing to document anomalous events during treatment 
delivery, and mis-recording source inventory data. These 
errors can result in several problems such as faulty patient 
records, misadministrations in subsequent fractions, and 
lost sources. 

Quality assurance and maintenance errors are relatively 
infrequent. This is partly due to the fact that certain tasks, 
such as software updates and troubleshooting, are seldom 
performed. Source exchange errors have been reported; the 
radiation hazard associated with this error makes it 
especially important to perform this task according to 
established procedures. 

3.5 Brachytherapy Literature 
In addition to government problem reports, the 
brachytherapy literature was also reviewed for information 
pertaining to problems and errors in brachytherapy task 
performance. Unlike government problem reports, few 
brachytherapy papers specifically discuss the role of human 
error in brachytherapy. There are, however, numerous 
papers on topics related to brachytherapy functions and 
tasks. In particular, articles related to three brachytherapy 
functions frequently appear: treatment planning, treatment 
delivery, and quality assurance and maintenance. Perusal of 
these articles revealed worthwhile information about actual 
and potential brachytherapy problems and errors that are 
due, in part, to a lack of attention to human factors aspects 
of brachytherapy systems. 

3.5.1 Treatment Planning 

The voluminous treatment planning literature attests its 
central role in brachytherapy as well as to numerous 
opportunities for human error during the performance of its 
six tasks. Many treatment planning articles discuss the 
relative merits of various aspects of treatment planning 
tasks, such as how to optimize dose distributions (e.g., 
Anderson, 1985; Hilaris, Nori, and Anderson, 1987b; Ling 
et al., 1988; Niroomand-Rad, Thomadsen, and Vainio, 
1987; Purdy, 1984; Suit and du Bois, 1991). One issue that 
underlies much of the treatment planning literature is the 
extent to which the target volume is actually irradiated 
(e.g., Dutreix, 1988; Krishnan et al., 1990; Meertens, 1989; 
Meigooni, Meli, and Nath, 1988; Paul, Koch, and Philip, 
1988; Siwek, O'Brien, and Leung, 1991; Spearman, 1988). 
This concern encompasses all treatment planning tasks, but 
focuses especially on target volume localization, simulation 
with dummy sources, and dosimetry. 
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Target volume localization is the process of defining the 
volume to be exposed to prescribed levels of ionizing 
radiation. In turn, it is dependent on ascertaining the 
location of the applicator relative to the tumor. Simulation 
x-rays with dummy sources is the means used to visualize 
this relationship. Simulation x-rays are usually taken with 
some magnification factor. This magnification factor must 
be taken into account when determining the desired dwell 
positions for the source(s). Failure to do so can produce a, 
difference between the prescribed dose distribution and the 
actual dose distribution large enough to produce a 
misadministration. 

Visser (1989) confirmed that operator accuracy and 
precision are crucial factors in dosimetry. Poor accuracy 
and precision result in localization errors and inaccurate 
source position values. Digitization errors of no more than 
5 mm often result in a 10 percent error in dose rate. Chow, 
Lane, and Rosen (1990) conducted a controlled 
experimental study of uncertainty in dose estimation. They 
found that uncertainty was due to imprecision in localizing 
sources and points of interest on simulation x-rays. 
Operators committed digitization errors and experienced 
problems in identifying source location. It was concluded 
that standard definitions and locations for points of 
calculation are needed to reduce operator errors. 
Additionally, a consistent dose specification method is 
needed to reduce uncertainty and improve accuracy of 
source localization. 

Many articles discuss the software that is used in treatment 
planning (e.g., Plott, 1990; Roy et al., 1991; Ten Haken et 
al., 1988; Tolbert and Reed, 1981; Visser, I989).Tolbert 
and Reed (1981) recommend that QA procedures be used 
for computerized treatment planning systems that are 
routinely used in dose calculations. Caution must be 
exercised to maintain a close match between the dose 
distribution specified by the treatment plan and that actually 
delivered to minimize the possibility of a geographic miss 
(Burgers, Awwad, and van der Laarse, 1988). 

3.5.2 Treatment Delivery 

For the most part, the many articles on treatment delivery 
describe studies of brachytherapy techniques and clinical 
outcomes without making mention of the problems and 
errors that can accompany the performance of treatment 
delivery tasks. There are some interesting exceptions to this 
general situation, however. 

One of the major problems with low dose rate RAB is 
movement of intracavitary applicators during a lengthy 
treatment session. Ljunggren et al. (1987, cited in Roman, 
1991) evaluated applicator motion in eight randomly selected 
patients undergoing low dose rate remote afterloading 

brachytherapy for gynecologic cancers. Significant motion, 
defined in terms of movement relative to the pelvis or 
bladder, was observed in seven of the eight patients. 

High dose rate treatments, because of their much shorter 
durations, would seem to be less likely to experience 
applicator motion. However, the validity of this assumption 
likely varies with treatment site and patient condition. For 
example, gynecologic applicators can be anchored more 
securely than endobronchial or nasopharyngeal applicators. 
Anchoring endobronchial or nasopharyngeal applicators in 
place is recognized as a problem even for the short duration 
of a high dose rate treatment (Denham, 1988). To complicate 
matters, the presence of the applicator may cause the patient 
to cough repeatedly, which can displace the applicator from 
its intended position. 

Documentation, such as manuals, worksheets, and 
checklists, that supports the performance of various tasks, 
has been cited as a factor in treatment delivery errors 
(Flynn, 1990). Slessinger (1990) describes a treatment 
prescription form that was developed for low dose rate 
remote afterloading treatments. It facilitates the 
specification of active source positions and the total time 
for each treatment channel. Providing a graphical 
representation of the source configurations helps gready 
when entering source dwell positions and dwell times into 
the afterloader control unit. 

The patient chart also has been linked to brachytherapy 
misadministrations. A well-organized and complete patient 
chart facilitates patient identification and provides a record 
of patient treatment sessions (Byrum and McMurry, 1989). 
Keefer (1991) recommends that a patient chart should 
include prescriptions, final dose levels and distributions, 
documented calculations, date of prescription, date implant 
was inserted, date implant was removed, and whether or not 
final dose conformed to NRC regulations for a prescribed 
administration. 

3.5.3 Quality Assurance and Maintenance 

The medical literature comes closest to dealing with human 
error in brachytherapy in articles related to quality 
assurance. Source calibration, source exchange, and routine 
quality assurance tasks are discussed in terms of the 
undesirable consequences that can arise from failure to 
perform mem adequately (Baltas, 1991; Grigsby et al., 
1991; Hudson, 1990; Jordan and Mantravadi, 1991; Lajon, 
1984; Morton, 1984; Nettles, 1986; Randall, Drake, and 
Sewchand, 1987; Suntharalingam and Johansson, 1988). 

Source calibration has received much attention from 
niedical physicists and the medical literature contains many 
discussions about its technical aspects (Flynn and 
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Workman, 1991; Goetsch et al., 1991; Kohn, Gooch, and 
Zajac, 1991; Meertens, 1990; Wu et al., 1990). Problems 
have been reported that have implicated inaccurate supplier 
source calibration data. Ashby et al. (1989) reports a sharp 
rise in treatment failures when a facility's source supplier 
was changed; underdosage due to manufacturer calibration 
error was suspected, but not substantiated due to poor 
source calibration records. Inadequate source calibration 
capabilities also result in undue reliance on the value 
provided by the source supplier. Several cases have been 
reported where patients exhibited symptoms associated 
with higher than prescribed radiation dosages. Source 
calibration by an independent agency found the source 
supplier's value to understate the actual source activity 
(Last, Cardew, and Hunt, 1986). 

Standardization is an important issue in source strength 
specification. Historically, the strength of radioactive 
sources used in brachytherapy has been described by many 
physical quantities. Recently, the American Association of 
Physicists in Medicine (AAPM) Task Group 32 has 
recommended that these quantities be replaced by a single 
quantity, air kerma strength. Adopting this quantity will 
require the correct use of source strength conversion 
factors. Many of these factors depend upon vendor choices 
of physical constants and exposure rate constants. Care 
must therefore be taken to review vendor source strength 
specification practices in order to make the appropriate 
conversions (Williamson and Nath, 1991). 

A QA program should ensure that brachytherapy 
administrations are performed according to NRC or state 
regulations concerning the medical use of byproduct 
material. Various QA procedures should be performed on a 
daily, weekly, or monthly basis, as appropriate to maintain 
a safe and properly functioning brachytherapy facility, with 
annual system audits to ensure the integrity of the QA 
program (Grigsby, 1989). 

The medical literature indicates that there is a need for 
certain QA procedures that are not yet widely practiced. For 
example, Leung (1983) demonstrated the desirability of 
periodically checking the integrity of the cesium-137 
source pellets in low dose rate remote afterloaders. Source 
pellets have been damaged by steel spacers during 
simulated repeated transit from the afterloader to the 
treatment position. The radiation pattern of the damaged 
pellets is altered relative to undamaged pellets, making it 
likely that the dose distribution generated by damaged 
pellets will not match the calculated dose distribution. 
Despite its advisability, none of the medical facilities 
visited during the project performed this procedure. 

Medical literature contains few references to equipment 
quality assurance issues such as source capsule leakage 
(Clarkson, 1989). One study investigated an unshielded 

source preparation station that was used to prepare iridium-
192 wires (van't Riet, Kramer, and Elders, 1991). Over a 
five-year period, the annual mean radiation dose to the 
fingertips of personnel using this device increased with 
increasing numbers of applications. Upon acquiring a 
shielded source preparation station, a three-fold reduction 
in annual mean finger dose was observed (25 mSv 
decreased to 8 mSv). A new policy of source reuse also 
contributed to this reduction according to which source 
wires were cut to several standardized lengths. 

3.5.4 Lessons Learned from Teletherapy 

The teletherapy literature contains findings that also apply 
to brachytherapy. Treatment set-up errors, such as 
incorrectly specifying field size and gantry angle 
parameters, occur .approximately 2-3 percent of the time 
(Hendrickson, 1978). Other teletherapy problems include 
arithmetic mistakes and the misreading of graphs and charts 
(Cunningham, 1984). Byhardt et al. (1978) found that 
tumor localization techniques varied from one institution to 
another, terminology is used inconsistently, and that many 
locally developed procedures are practiced that have not 
received formal organizational approval. These topics are 
relevant to brachytherapy because brachytherapy staff also 
work with numerical information and local procedures. 

Research suggests that numerical errors in teletherapy are 
related to overall work load. When two trained 
technologists worked together, error rates were greatly 
reduced. These reductions were not due to each 
technologist double-checking the other's work, as might be 
expected. Rather, each technologist performed fewer tasks 
and worked more carefully as a result (Hendrickson, 1978). 
This example emphasizes the importance of evaluating 
cognitive variables when analyzing human error in 
radiation therapy. 
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4 Human Factors Literature 

This section discusses the human factors literature that 
pertains to brachytherapy problems and errors obtained 
from government problem reports, medical research 
literature, and the critical tasks described in Phase 6 of this 
project. Although this review focuses on RAB, problems 
and errors in manual brachytherapy are also considered if 
they involve tasks that are also performed in RAB. 

Table 5 summarizes the problems and errors identified by 
the government problem reports and medical research 
literature in terms of RAB functions and tasks; Table 6 does 
likewise for the critical tasks identified in Phase 6. Table 6 
also lists the alternative approaches that were proposed to 
reduce the likelihood of problems and errors in the critical 
tasks. There is considerable overlap between the problems 
and errors presented in Tables 5 and 6, a finding that 
demonstrates the validity of the Phase 6 effort while also 
revealing the constancy of many RAB problems and errors. 

The section is organized into several sections that relate 
RAB problems and errors to major topic areas in the human 
factors literature. This organization facilitates the 
presentation of human factors principles and findings that 
are pertinent to RAB: 
Human-Systems Interfaces 

Equipment 
Data Entry 
Environment 
Mental Workload 

Procedures 
Documentation 
Job Performance Aids 

Training and Organization 

Representative examples of the problems and errors that 
arise from human factors deficiencies in RAB are presented 
for each area. Alternative approaches for reducing these 
problems and errors are then discussed in terms of the 
human factors literature. 

4.1 Human-System Interfaces 

Human-system interfaces are important determinants of 
task performance, a fact attested to by the large body of 
human factors literature on user-interface interactions 
(Brown, 1988; Carroll, Mack, and Kellogg, 1988; Christie 
and Gardiner, 1990; Downton, 1991; Helander, 1988; . 
Rubin, 1988). Interface characteristics influence the ease, 
effectiveness, and safety with which system hardware, 
software, and supporting equipment can be used. 

Human factors has traditionally focused on equipment 
design, task characteristics, and environmental factors in 
assessing human performance in complex systems. More 
recently, however, information processing models have 
been developed that can evaluate the cognitive demands 
that a system places on its users (Card, Moran, and Newell, 
1983; Carroll, Mack, and Kellogg, 1988; Karat, 1988; 
Williges, Williges, and Elkerton, 1987). Both types of 
factors are considered in this section. Equipment, data 
entry, and environment represent the traditional approach; 
mental workload represents the cognitive perspective. 

The Phase 6 analysis of critical RAB tasks and the review 
of the government problem reports and brachytherapy 
literature identified problems and errors that are attributable 
in part to inadequate human-system interfaces. From Tables 
5 and 6, these problems and errors include: 
• misidentification of patients 
• failure to place and stabilize applicators so that the 

prescribed dose can be delivered 
• failure to specify the exact locations of targets and 

critical anatomic structures 
• faulty identification, specification, or transfer of 

information about source positions from the treatment 
planning system to the treatment delivery system 

• failure to calculate the radiation dose accurately 
• failure to describe the radiation dose to be received by 

each target 
• failure to use correct dose conversion or decay factor 
• mismatching of applicator treatment channels with 

afterloader source guide tubes 
• entering the treatment plan for another patient into the 

afterloader control unit 
• mis-entering values from the correct treatment plan 
• failure to accurately calibrate source activity 

The alternative approaches that were proposed to overcome 
these problems and errors by improving RAB human-
systems interfaces included: 
• use tag readers for patient identification 
• develop applicator stabilization aids 
• improve system feedback and visualization aids 
• pre-treatment dose estimation based on plan values 
• use digitization aids 
• place prominent labels on applicators 
• reference dwell positions to applicators, not channels 
• automatically compare patient and plan identifications 
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Table 6. Summary of Alternative Approaches to Problems and Errors in Critical Tasks 

Critical Task/Problems and Errors Alternative Approaches* 

Patient Scheduling, Identification, and Tracking 
Schedule patients for wrong treatment 
Bring patients to wrong area 
Substitute one patient for another 
Substitute records of one patient for those of another 

Applicator Placement and Stabilization 
Fail to place applicator for prescribed dose 
Fail to stabilize applicator after placement 
Fail to transmit accurate placement information to other tasks 

Target Volume Localization 
Fail to identify all radiation targets 
Fail to specify exact locations of targets 

Tag readers for patient identification (HSI) 
Tagging procedures for patients and documents (P) 
Visible ID tags on patients and all documents (JPA) 

Improved feedback and visualization aids (HSI) 
Applicator stabilization aids (HSI) 
Verification of task linkages before treatment (TO) 

Target marking in simulation views (P) 
Visual aids for treatment planning (JPA) 
Improved feedback and visualization aids (HSI) 

Dwell Position Localization 
Faulty identification, specification, or transfer of information 
about source positions to treatment delivery system 

Visual aids for treatment planning (JPA) 
Improved feedback and visualization aids (HSI) 

Dosimetry 
Fail to calculate dose accurately 

Fail to describe dose to be received by each target 

Pre-treatment dose estimation based on plan values (HSI) 
Standardization of dosage units (P) 
Digitization aids (HSI) 

Treatment Set-up 
Swap two or more treatment channels 
Mismatch source guide tubes to treatment channels 

Modify applicator-target spatial relationship 

Treatment Plan Entry 
Mis-enter values from treatment plan 
Enter treatment plan for another patient 

Prominent labels on applicators (HSI) 
Reference dwell positions to applicator, not channels (HSI) 
Use of an applicator-channel map (P) 
Applicator-channel map (JPA) 
Applicator identification labels (JPA) 
Minimize patient movement between simulation and 

set-up(P) 

Unambiguous data entry formats (HSI) 
Automatic comparison of patient and plan IDs (HSI) 
Measurement of delivered dose during treatment (HSI) 
Erasure of magnetic media used to transfer plan (P) 

Key for codes in parentheses: HSI: Human-Systems Interface and Equipment Modifications; 
P: Procedure Modifications; JPA: Job Performance Aids; TO: Training and Organization Modifications 
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Table 6 (continued) 

Critical Task/Problems and Errors Alternative Approaches* 

Quality Assurance and Maintenance 
Fail to detect and correct hardware and software problems 
or to communicate them to the appropriate authority 

Source Exchange 
Exposure of staff to radioactivity 

Introduce inadvertent modifications to equipment that 
degrades its accuracy and reliability 

Source Calibration 
Fail to accurately calibrate source activity 

Fail to accurately transmit calibration data 

Performance certification packages for software 
and hardware (HSI) 

Certification of all RAB software and hardware after 
maintenance (TO) 

Checklists highlighting failed or omitted items (JPA) 
Integrate QA with refresher training in emergency 

procedures (TO) 

Source position sensors (HSI) 
Improved access to emergency source containers (JPA) 

Direct calibration chambers for RAB sources (HSI) 
Automatic calibration while source is stored (HSI) 
Multiple source calibrations (TO) 

Key for codes in parentheses: HSI: Human-Systems Interface and Equipment Modifications; 
P: Procedure Modifications; JPA: Job Performance Aids; TO: Training and Organization Modifications 

• use unambiguous data entry formats 
• measure dose being delivered during treatment 
• automatically calibrate source while it is stored 

These alternative approaches are discussed below in 
relation to four subtopics of human-system interfaces: 
equipment, data entry, environment, and mental workload. 

4.1.1 Equipment 

Equipment modifications are a potentially powerful means 
for improving RAB. The operational requirements of a 
given piece of equipment constrains the range of acceptable 
actions by a task performer. Device-bound actions nearly 
always result in less performance variability and hence a 
lower likelihood for error than do actions that are not 
constrained by device operability requirements. 

Some of the problems mentioned above are due to 
inadequate constraints being placed on certain operator 
actions during task performance. Several new devices—tag 

readers, applicator stabilization aids, and digitization aids— 
are proposed as alternative approaches to current human-
system interface deficiencies in RAB. In each case, these 
devices would place greater limits on operator actions, 
decreasing the likelihood of human error. Of course, to 
achieve this goal, each new device must be designed, 
evaluated, and constructed according to strict standards. 

Other alternative approaches listed above would furnish the 
user with more feedback from various RAB equipment and 
devices than is currently provided. Improved feedback 
regarding applicator placement, determining exact target 
locations, and specifying the dose being delivered during 
treatment are examples of enhanced feedback that could 
reduce RAB misadministrations. 

An important human factors principle regarding feedback is 
that system users must be supplied with specific 
information regarding the effects of their actions on the 
system in order to understand the state of the system. Given 
this information, users can then take any necessary actions 
to bring the system within normal operating limits 
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(Bullinger, Kern, and Muntzinger, 1987; Grandjean, 1987; 
Stammerjohn, Smith, and Cohen, 1981). When the system 
does not provide this feedback information, users find it 
difficult to make correct and timely responses, especially 
when anomalous conditions arise. 

Human factors engineering guidelines exist for the design 
of equipment in general (van Cott and Kincaide, 1972) as 
well as for medical devices in particular(Association for the 
Advancement of Medical Instrumentation, 1993). The 
human factors literature also contains a large amount of 
information about equipment characteristics that determine 
how safely and effectively a piece of equipment can be 
used (e.g., Maddock, 1987; Meertens, Bartelink, and 
Minderhoud, 1988; Thomadsen et al., 1991). 

Because numerous RAB tasks involve computer use, the 
human-computer interface has a significant role in 
determining the approaches that are developed to minimize 
RAB problems and errors. Control of treatment delivery 
and feedback on system status and operator actions are 
important aspects of RAB systems that require well 
designed human-computer interfaces. 

The human-computer interface should be evaluated in 
terms of how it influences RAB task performance. The 
human factors literature examines this topic primarily in 
terms of how information is presented to the user: (1) the 
type of interface metaphor (e.g., desktop, document) 
(Carroll and Olson, 1988; Tullis, 1983), (2) whether to use 
menus or command names to input commands to the 
computer (Christie and Gardiner, 1990); (3) if menus are 
chosen, the best way to design them (Paap and Roske-
Hofstrand, 1988); (4) if commands names are chosen the 
types of names that should be used (Williges and Williges, 
1984); (5) the type of feedback that should be provided 
(e.g., error messages); (6) the form and timing of that 
feedback; (7) the type of online help, if any, that will best 
assist the operator (Duffy, Palmer, and Mehlenbacher, 
1992); and (8) the overall system image that the interface 
projects to the user about how the system operates and 
responds to user input (Downton, 1991; Harrison and 
Thimbley, 1990). 

4.1.2 Data Entry 

Analysis of the critical tasks in Phase 6 found that data 
entry errors can occur during the entry of treatment plan 
values into the afterloader control unit. This determination 
was corroborated by government problem reports that 
documented several instances where this error had led to a 
misadministration. Data entry errors occur as a result of two 
failed actions: the initial entry of incorrect data and the 
failure to detect this error. 

Data entry errors can be reduced through the use of 
unambiguous data entry formats that restrict the range of 
acceptable values (Greenstein and Arnaut, 1987). This 
feature prevents the system from accepting values that 
deviate from a defined range of values. RAB treatment plan 
parameters typically fall within a relatively constant range 
of values, making this approach a viable intervention. 

The detection of data entry errors can be increased by 
improving system feedback and error checking capabilities. 
Requiring a separate confirmation action immediately 
following each data entry increases accuracy (Greenstein 
and Arnaut, 1988). The time needed to complete data entry 
is greater when confirmation actions are required, but the 
importance of accuracy in RAB data entry tasks makes this 
tradeoff acceptable. 

The keyboard and mouse are the primary data entry devices 
currently used in RAB tasks. Other data entry devices could 
be investigated for their appropriateness for RAB tasks, 
including touch screens, light pens, and track balls. Human 
factors principles can be used to determine the suitability of 
these devices for specific RAB data entry tasks and to 
suggest implementation alternatives. 

Several factors should be considered when evaluating or 
selecting an input device for a specific application. The 
characteristics of the task, users, environment, and existing 
hardware and software should be determined. Insofar as 
possible, future contingencies as well as current demands 
should be included in this determination. Next, the 
properties of the input devices should be compared with 
these characteristics to narrow the set of acceptable 
alternatives. Relevant properties include the ability to 
attend to the display while entering data, freedom from 
parallax problems, input resolution, amount of eye-hand 
coordination required, flexibility of placement within a 
workspace, and user preferences. A set of candidate input 
devices can then be tested in an actual or simulated RAB 
work setting using RAB staff members. The results of this 
test amd evaluation procedure can be used to optimize the 
device for RAB tasks (Greenstein and Arnaut, 1987). 

4.1.3 Environment 

Hospital and clinics provide the settings in which the vast 
majority of RAB is performed. The environments of these 
medical facilities possess characteristics, such as physical 
layout, noise, and illumination, that often affect task 
performance. These characteristics were not identified 
explicitly by government problem reports as contributors to 
RAB human-system interface problems and errors. 
However, given their documented ability to influence 
human performance, inadequate environmental 
characteristics are likely potentiating factors for human 
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error in RAB (Bennett, 1977; Eastman-Kodak, 1986; 
Harrigan, 1987; Pheasant, 1990). The role of three 
environmental variables common to all RAB systems— 
physical layout, noise, and illumination—is considered in 
relation to RAB task performance. 

4.1.3.1 Physical Layout 

The effect of physical layout on brachytherapy task 
performance has not been thoroughly investigated. 
However, based on recurring failures to transmit 
information from one task to another, physical layout 
appears to be a contributing factor to certain problems and 
errors. To illustrate, the settings for certain brachytherapy 
functions and tasks are often physically separated; however, 
information such as patient charts and treatment plans must 
move through the brachytherapy system with the patient. 
There have been documented instances where patient charts 
and treatment plans have been misplaced, causing patients 
to be misidentified or administered the wrong treatment 
plan. 

An evaluation of the effects of physical layout on RAB task 
performance must consider both the relationships between 
different work areas as well as the characteristics of 
individual work areas. Turning first to the interrelationship 
of different work areas, human factors techniques, such as 
path analysis (Kantowitz and Sorkin, 1983), can be used to 
analyze the patterns of activity and information that flow 
from one work area to another. Findings from this analysis 
could be used as a basis for suggesting alternative physical 
layouts to improve the effectiveness of brachytherapy. 

The potential value of this type of analysis is most apparent 
in cases where the proximity of different work areas can 
influence brachytherapy errors. For example, it is vital that 
the applicator, once placed, does not move until treatment 
delivery is completed. However, if treatment simulation 
and treatment delivery occur in physically separated areas, 
transporting a patient from one area to the other can cause 
the applicator to shift position. If its position is not 
rechecked upon arrival at the treatment delivery area (as it 
almost always is not), the patient may receive a 
misadministration. On the other hand, if simulation and 
treatment delivery are located in the same work area (as 
they are at some facilities), this problem is less likely to 
occur. 

Turning now to individual work areas, human factors 
guidelines exist for designing and evaluating individual 
work areas in accordance with human performance 
limitations (e.g., National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration, 1978,1987; Pheasant, 1987). 
Anthropometric data are available that specify a range of 
acceptable values for work surface heights and clearances, 
reach envelopes, and related physical aspects of work areas. 

Anthropometric and biomechanical aspects of the work 
environment have not been explicitly identified as 
contributors to human error in brachytherapy. However, 
human factors research has established that the failure to 
take these factors into account can lead to increased 
operator fatigue, stress, and tendency for error (Chaffin, 
1987; Kantowitz and Sorkin, 1983). 

4.1.3.2 Noise 

The effects of noise, defined as unwanted sound, on human 
performance have been extensively documented by human 
factors researchers (Davies and Jones, 1984; Jones and 
Chapman, 1984; Kryter, 1985; Loeb, 1986). In the most 
basic sense, noise can affect performance in one of two 
ways, both of which can occur during brachytherapy task 
performance: 

• Noise can mask an auditory signal that is important to 
task performance. 

• Noise can influence an individual's mental and 
physical state (Kantowitz and Sorkin, 1983). 

The first case occurs whenever noise impairs an 
individual's ability to perceive accurately another person's 
verbal communication. In settings where brachytherapy 
tasks are performed, it is not unusual for personnel who are 
not directly involved in task performance to be present 
during task performance. Other sources of noise, such as 
public address systems and telephones, can also mask 
communications. Not surprisingly, noise is associated with 
errors, accidents, and decreased productivity (Webster, 
1984). Other devices may be in the vicinity of 
brachytherapy workspaces. The steady-state noise 
generated by these devices should not exceed 50 decibels 
when measured at the location of the RAB task performer 
(Association for the Advancement of Medical 
Instrumentation, 1993). 

Human factors research has documented the effects of 
interfering sounds on the ability to detect auditory signals 
like those produced by computers and other equipment used 
in brachytherapy (Davies and Jones, 1984; Fisher, 1973; 
Haselgrave, 1990). Noise can mask speech to a remarkable 
degree, requiring extra care when conversing in noisy 
environments. A finding with particular relevance to 
brachytherapy is that background speech, even at relatively 
low levels, can disrupt memory for visually presented items 
(Jones and Broadbent, 1987). Thus, an operator of a 
treatment planning computer or an afterloader control unit 
in a noisy setting may not remember transient visual 
information that appeared on the displays of those devices. 
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4.1.3.3 Illumination 

Illumination is a measure of the amount of light from 
ambient and local sources that falls on a surface (Cushman 
and Crist, 1987). Because vision provides people with more 
information than all of the other senses combined, 
establishing environmental conditions that optimize visual 
information processing is of great importance (Hopkinson 
and Collins, 1970; Howarth, 1990). The ability to perform 
most tasks depends on the quantity and quality of light that 
illuminates the area in which the task occurs. Illumination 
is a major determinant of the ease with which information 
presented by computer monitors and written 
documentation, can be perceived (Boyce, 1981; Hopkinson 
and Collins, 1970; Kaufman and Haynes, 1987). 

Inadequate lighting conditions, ranging from low levels of 
illumination to glare, can interfere with tasks that involve 
visually intensive activities (Cushman, 1983). Poor 
illumination or glare from overhead fluorescent lighting 
may be partly responsible for the failure to detect data entry 
errors during treatment planning and treatment plan entry 
into the afterloader control unit. For example, glare can 
reduce visibility by producing a reflection that veils part of 
the display. Its effects can be minimized by using light 
sources and workspace arrangements that limit the amount 
of light reflected toward the operator's eyes. Light sources 
should be mounted above and away from the normal lines 
of sight, and the amount of light reflected toward the eyes 
should be minimized (Kantowitz and Sorkin, 1983; 
Kaufman and Haynes, 1981). 

4.1.4 Mental Workload 

Mental workload refers to the cognitive demands placed on 
system users during task performance. As with 
environmental factors, mental workload was not identified 
explicitly as a factor in RAB problems and errors. Given 
the cognitively demanding and time pressured nature of 
several RAB tasks, however, mental workload is a likely 
contributor to RAB task performance errors. Identifying the 
specific problems and errors caused by excessive mental 
workload requires additional study. However, knowledge of 
the basic features of mental workload permits a preliminary 
determination of the sorts of tasks in which errors due to 
high workload demands are most likely. 

Human factors has accumulated an extensive body of 
theoretical and empirical findings describing how mental 
workload can be allocated among tasks and task performers 
to maximize system performance and decrease the 
likelihood of human error (e.g., Moray, 1979). The function 
and task analysis conducted in Phase 1 showed that mental 
workload was an important determinant of brachytherapy 
task performance, especially when complex cognitive 

operations and sustained concentration were involved, such 
as during treatment planning. 

Mental workload is a complex construct that has been 
intensively researched by cognitive psychologists and 
human factors scientists (Moray, 1979, 1982). Mental 
workload can be viewed as composed of three interrelated 
variables: the cognitive effort needed to perform a task, the 
time available to complete a task, and task complexity. 
When these factors singly or in combination exceed an 
individual's information processing capacity, task 
performance is degraded. Human factors techniques can be 
used to redesign tasks to decrease mental workload. 
Conducting mental workload analyses of treatment 
planning tasks could lead to the restructuring of single tasks 
or groups of highly inter-related tasks in order to decrease 
workload demands. 

Tasks that require complex information processing 
activities and skilled performance, especially under time 
pressure, are most likely to produce these demands. Several 
critical tasks in treatment planning—target volume 
localization, dwell position localization, and dosimetry— 
possess high mental workload demands according to these 
criteria. Errors in these tasks are therefore likely to be due 
at least in part to excessive mental workload demands. 
Given the importance of treatment planning to RAB, the 
need to propose alternative approaches that can reduce 
workload demands becomes evident. 

4.2 Procedures 

Procedures are ordered sequences of tasks or steps that 
have been designed and approved in order to assist workers 
in the performance of tasks. Even highly skilled workers 
can profit from the use of procedures, especially if it is 
performed relatively infrequently", such as source exchange 
in a high dose rate remote afterloader, or if it has a high 
safety significance (Wieringa, Moore, and Barnes, 1993). 
RAB procedures should be designed to minimize errors in 
all tasks, but especially so in those most directly concerned 
with radiation administration, such as treatment planning 
and treatment delivery tasks. 

The Phase 6 analysis of critical brachytherapy tasks and the 
review of the government problem reports and the 
brachytherapy literature identified problems and errors that 
occur as a consequence of inadequate procedures. From 
Tables 5 and 6, these problems and errors include: 

• misidentification of patient 
• substitution of the records of one patient for those of 

another 
• failure to identify all radiation targets 
• failure to calculate the radiation dose accurately 
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• failure to use the correct source decay factor 
• mismatching of applicator treatment channels with 

afterloader source guide tubes 
• mis-entering values from the treatment plan into the 

afterloader control unit 
• entering treatment plan for another patient into the 

, afterloader control unit 

The alternative approaches that were proposed to overcome 
these problems and errors by procedural means included: 
• tagging procedures for patients and documents 
• target marking in simulation views 
• standardization of radiation dosage units 
• using a map of the relationship between source guide 

tubes and treatment channels 
• erasure of the magnetic media that is used to enter the 

plan into the afterloader control unit 

These approaches require that new procedures.be 
generated, tested, revised, and approved. The human factors 
literature provides guidelines for each of these stages of 
procedure development (e.g., Swezey, 1987, Wieringa, 
Moore, and Barnes, 1993). One of the most crucial aspects 
of procedures is that they be used consistently in the 
intended manner. The best way to ensure that this 
requirement is met is to make it clear that the procedure is 
designed to assist workers in the performance of tasks that 
can have significant health and safety consequences for 
both themselves and others if those tasks are done 
incorrectly. 

Procedures are most effective when they are organized in a 
hierarchical, logical, consistent manner. Hierarchical 
procedures are easier to understand and remember (Dixon, 
1987). The hierarchical organization of a procedure should 
be explicitly shown through the use of headings, 
subheadings, and highlighting techniques such as holding 
and white space. Heading names should reflect their 
content, and related steps should be grouped into sections 
and subsections (Hartley and Jonassen, 1985). There is no 
one correct format for headings (Brusaw, Aired, and Oliu, 
1987). The important factor is that headings stand out from 
surrounding text and that the hierarchical structure of the 
procedure be readily apparent. 

Step numbers should be formatted so that they uniquely 
identify steps and provide information regarding the 
position of a step in a procedural hierarchy (Mackh and 
Rew, 1991). Unique identification of steps permits users to 
focus on actual task steps and to refer to supporting 
information only when it is needed to clarify a task step. 
Hierarchical step numbering provides useful information 

regarding the relationship of a step to an overall procedure 
(Wieringa, Moore, and Barnes, 1993). 

4.2.1 Documentation 

Documentation consists of textual and graphical material, 
both hard copy and on-line, that is available to aid system 
users in performing task procedures (Simpson and Casey, 
1988; Sheppard, 1987). Documentation should supply users 
with information they need to perform tasks while 
minimizing problems and errors. Well designed 
documentation can facilitate task performance by 
conveying system objectives, required procedures, and 
system limitations (Wright, 1988). RAB documentation 
includes manufacturers' and distributors' operating 
manuals and on-line help systems, as well as locally 
developed task checklists, worksheets, and job performance 
aids. 

Human factors research has formulated document format 
and content guidelines that can significantly increase the 
ability of users to read and understand document contents, 
and to follow instructions for performing tasks (Duffy and 
Waller, 1985; Gong and Elkerton, 1990). Format 
characteristics significantly influence comprehensibility 
and include highlighting, use of illustrations and graphics, 
information organization, language, legibility, physical 
characteristics, and readability (Hartley, 1978,1980; 
Wright, 1988). Content characteristics pertain to the 
informational requirements for performing a task and 
include background information about the purpose of the 
task and it relationship with other tasks; procedural 
information to direct the operator to perform the correct 
sequence of task steps; and risk communication information 
that discusses hazards that could arise should task 
procedures not be performed correctly (Callan, Gwynne, 
Sawyer, and Tolbert, 1993). 

4.2.2 Job Performance Aids 

A job performance aid (JPA) is a device or document 
containing information that is needed to perform a task. 
JPAs are intended to be used during task performance 
rather than during the initial learning of a task. Most often, 
they reduce the cognitive demands of a task by decreasing 
memory load or the amount of decision making necessary 
to perform a task (Swezey, 1987). 

The Phase 6 analysis of critical brachytherapy tasks and the 
review of the government problem reports and the 
brachytherapy literature identified problems and errors that 
occur because of inadequate job performance aids. These 
problems and errors include: 
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• substitution of the records of one patient for those of 
another 

• failure to specify the exact location of targets 
• treatment of the wrong site 
• faulty identification, specification, or transfer of 

information about source positions to treatment 
delivery system 

• mismatching of source guide tubes to treatment 
channels 

• loading of the wrong sources 
• failure to detect and correct hardware and software 

problems or to communicate them to the appropriate 
authority 

• exposure of staff to radiation during source exchange 

The alternative approaches that were proposed to overcome 
these problems by means of improved job performance aids 
included: 

• improved patient identification methods such as 
placing visible identification tags on patients and 
patient documents 

• enhanced visual aids for treatment planning 
• map of the relationship between source guide tubes 

and treatment channels 
• applicator identification labels 
• checklists that are constructed to highlight failed or 

omitted items 
• improved access to emergency source containers 

JPAs are most suitable for tasks that involve following a set 
of procedures, although they can serve other purposes 
including cueing, aids to association, analogs, and 
examples. JPAs that serve a procedural role should provide 
step-by-step instructions for performing a task, whereas 
JPAs whose purpose is to provide performance cues should 
be designed to provide signals for executing some action 
without step-by-step directions (Swezey, 1987). For 
example, checklists typically provide cues to experienced 
system users who already are familiar with the tasks 
involved in system operation. The checklist only serves to 
remind them of task performance details and the order in 
which tasks should be done (Geis, 1984). JPAs serving a 
cueing role should include highlighting, such as holding, 
underlining, and arrows, that draws attention to the most 
important aspects of a task (Swezey, 1987). 

JPAs also should possess certain content characteristics in 
order to be effective. They should be based directly on an 
analysis of what the intended user must do in performing a 
task. They should convey their message in a procedural 
manner, telling the user what to do, and when and how to 

do it. They should present information in small, discrete 
amounts, thereby alleviating problems involving the 
retention of lengthy procedures in short-term memory 
(Swezey and Pearlstein, 1974, cited in Swezey, 1987). 

4.3 Training and Organization 

Training is the process of imparting task-specific 
information and skills in either a group or individual 
setting. The purpose of training insofar as RAB is 
concerned is to achieve a high level of task performance. A 
variety of means can be used to train RAB staff members, 
including classroom instruction, individual instruction, on-
the-job training, and independent study. Organizational 
factors influence the type of training that is used and its 
effectiveness. 

The Phase 6 analysis of critical brachytherapy tasks and the 
review of the government problem reports and the 
brachytherapy literature identified problems and errors that 
occur as a consequence of inadequate training and 
organization. From Tables 5 and 6, these problems and 
errors include: 

• failure to transmit accurate placement information to 
other tasks 

• failure to detect dislodged source during or after a 
treatment session 

• failure to detect and correct hardware and software 
problems or to communicate them to the appropriate 
authority 

• failure to conduct post-treatment radiation survey 
• failure to accurately calibrate source activity 

The alternative approaches that were proposed to overcome 
these problems and errors by training and organizational 
means included: 

• verification of task linkages before starting treatment 
delivery 

• training in local task performance and linkage 
procedures 

• certification of all RAB software and hardware after 
maintenance 

• integration of QA with refresher training in 
emergency procedures 

• performance of multiple source calibrations 

4.3.1 Training 
A theoretical framework for training, referred to as 
instructional system design or the systems approach to 
training, has been developed during the past three decades 
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by researchers in human factors and related fields (Gagne, 
Briggs, and Wager, 1988; Kaufman, Corrigan, and 
Nunnelly, 1966). Instructional system design incorporates 
the necessary components for designing, evaluating, and 
modifying many types of complex systems. Instructional 
system design emphasizes the specification of training 
objectives based on needs assessment, the use of controlled 
learning procedures to achieve these objectives, the 
establishment of performance criteria, and the assessment 
of training effectiveness (Goldstein, 1987). 

Instructional system design can be implemented by the 
following five functions which, taken together, facilitate the 
establishment of an effective, reliable, and valid training 
system: 

• define training needs 
• establish training objectives 
• specify management and delivery plan 
• develop courses or some other means of imparting 

instruction 
• implement management and delivery plan 

Each of these functions is comprised of several sequentially 
executed tasks. The end product of these functions, which 
can range from information to a training device, serve as 
input to the first task in the next function. The final product 
of this process is a program for training specific tasks. 
Instructional system design enables the knowledge and 
skills required for each RAB task to be identified, training 
materials for imparting needed information and skills to be 
designed, and assessment methods developed to determine 
whether training objectives have been satisfied. 

The RAB function and task analysis (NUREG/CR-6125, 
Vol. 2) aided in the analysis of job tasks and establishing 
required capabilities, which are tasks associated with 
defining training needs. Likewise, the function and task 
analysis helped to identify knowledge and skill 
requirements, which is information needed to establish 
training objectives. 

Current training in brachytherapy usually consists of 
relatively unstructured on-the-job instruction of less 
experienced individuals by more experienced staff 
members. Little standardized or formalized training, such 
as classroom instruction, occurs at any stage of 
brachytherapy training. The effectiveness of any form of 
training is seldom tested by formal means. The absence of 
formal assessment procedures complicates determining'the 
contributions of various forms of training and the extent to 
which inadequate training methods contributes to 
brachytherapy problems and errors. 

This situation has resulted in training system that has not 
addressed all pertinent aspects of RAB task performance. 
Task linkages and task verification procedures are perhaps 
the most obviously overlooked activities in this regard, as 
several of the alternative approaches indicate. 

Human factors research indicates that verbal methods are 
not the most effective way to teach complex, skilled tasks 
such as those performed in RAB. Verbal sequences contain 
large amounts of information and place large capacity 
demands on human memory. Verbal training methods are 
best limited to the early stages of training that precede on-
the-job training when the initial orientation to RAB is 
provided (Holding, 1987). 

Human factors studies have established that behavior 
modeling is appropriate for higher-level training programs 
of the sort used in brachytherapy (Holding, 1987). As 
training progresses to learning how to perform the specific 
sequences of actions required by RAB tasks, some form of 
behavior modeling should be used. Showing the learner 
what to do can take the form of visual demonstration or of 
guiding performance with various degrees of constraint 
(Holding, 1987). 

Demonstration training is an effective means of teaching an 
action sequence for RAB task performance. This 
demonstration training is should consist of first person, on-
the-job training, although alternative media such as videos 
can also play a role. The use of video, however, precludes 
active learner participation with RAB equipment and 
prevents the learner from asking questions regarding 
specific aspects of task performance. Training materials and 
procedures should be keyed to each person's role in the 
RAB process. The function and task analysis is an excellent 
guide for determining the skills, abilities, and knowledge 
required to perform each brachytherapy task. 

4.3.2 Organizational Factors 

Human factors approaches to designing, evaluating, and 
modifying organizations also use a systems-level analysis 
(Hendrick, 1984,1987). An organization may be defined as 
"the planned coordination of two or more people who, 
functioning on a relatively continuous basis and through 
division of labor and a hierarchy of authority, seek to 
achieve a common goal or set of goals" (Robbins, 1983, 
cited in Hendrick, 1987). 

For the most part, organizational factors were not directly 
responsible for the problems and errors cited in government 
reports and the critical tasks. However, deficiencies in any 
organizational function can increase the likelihood of RAB 
problems and errors. Human factors research on the 
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influence of organizational factors on task performance has 
established several findings that pertain to RAB systems. 

As in training, organizational functions are defined in terms 
of the overall goals of the RAB process. These functions 
include defining RAB production, service, and safety 
objectives; assigning tasks to RAB staff, machines, or some 
combination thereof; acquiring the resources needed to 
perform RAB tasks, including personnel, equipment, and 
supplies; designing procedures for performing RAB tasks; 
allocating tasks, workspaces, and resources; 
communicating goals and procedures to RAB staff; 
monitoring system progress toward achieving RAB goals; 
and directing progress toward those goals by intervening at 
the appropriate time and place in the RAB process. 

Human factors typically takes a microergonomic approach 
to systems intervention, which focuses on the design of 
specific tasks and human-systems interfaces. Although 
applied within the context of a systems analysis, most 
human factors activities are oriented to the individual or 
subsystem levels. Organizational analysis, in contrast, 
requires a macroergonomic approach that takes into 
consideration the entire organization in which the activity 
of interest occurs. This approach involves evaluating 
organizational effectiveness criteria and the dimensions of 
organizational structure, determining what sociotechnical 
system components moderate organization design, and 
choosing the correct structural form for the organization in 
which RAB is occurring (Hendrick, 1987; Robbins, 1983). 

4.4 Conclusion 
This literature review has demonstrated that human factors 
issues are relevant to the performance of many RAB 
functions and tasks. The human factors literature also 
constitutes an important source for understanding human 
error in RAB. This understanding can be used in 
subsequent efforts to develop and implement improvements 
in RAB systems. 

This literature review informs the research effort of the 
entire project by demonstrating how human factors 
concepts bear directly on major RAB problems and errors. 
In so doing, this review shows that human factors offers 
important lessons for investigators who would make RAB 
safer, more effective, and more reliable. 
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