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circumferential margin and the occurrence of local recurrence, distant

metastases and mortality, benchmarking optimised surgical technique as the

most important step in order to cure the patient. Paper III showed that

intraoperative perforation of the tumour or bowel wall, or an involved

circumferential margin, which are more common in the lower rectum and which

both may be related to surgical technique, most likely explain the inferior

prognosis of low rectal cancer. Paper IV presented the overall improvements

following implementation of an optimised surgical technique at a national level. 

These four papers have focused on the positive effect of enhancing surgical

competence and skill. In particular, they have documented the effect of TME

on reducing local recurrence. However, the most important endpoint, and the

ultimate question of cancer treatment, is how the strategic changes launched

ten years ago have influenced overall survival. This may be answered by a

smoothed splines regression analysis (df = 2) describing the relationship

between the risk of mortality and time of operation (Figure 1). During the first

years of the project the overall survival was unchanged, then after a few years

a survival benefit is observed.
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Figure 1.  The risk of death according to time of operation (black line).
  (95% confidence intervals are given by the green lines).
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Papers I and II are not included due to copyright restrictions.  
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