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Practice Issue
Dysphagia is a common and debilitating side-effect for patients with oropharyngeal head and neck cancer (HNC)
undergoing (chemo)radiotherapy ([C]RT) treatment. The traditional approach to managing dysphagia in the HNC
population has been reactive – i.e. delivering therapy after (C)RT has caused insult to the swallowing mechanism.
However, emerging research suggests that the severity and extent of dysphagia can be improved by completing
intensive, prophylactic swallowing intervention, prior to and/or during (C)RT treatment. Unfortunately, the intensive (daily)
face-to-face nature of these exercise protocols place increased demands on clinical resources and can add to patient
burden.
Telepractice offers a potential solution to provide a more time- and resource-efficient method of service-delivery.
Asynchronous telepractice (store-and-forward systems) provide an ideal platform for patients to practice their swallowing
therapy remotely, within a structured/supported home-practice model. This body of research sought to explore the
feasibility and efficacy of a new asynchronous telepratice app “SwallowIT” for the delivery of intensive, prophylactic
swallowing therapy for patients receiving (C)RT for HNC.
Evidence
A 3-arm randomised parallel group trial was conducted with 79 patients with oropharyngeal HNC comparing the delivery
of prophylactic swallowing therapy via three service delivery models: 1) an established model of clinician-directed face-toface therapy [gold standard]; 2) the SwallowIT-assisted model; and 3) a patient-directed model of independent home
practice with minimal support [current standard care]. Analyses demonstrated that the SwallowIT model yielded:
•
•
•
•

comparable therapy adherence to face-to-face therapy and superior therapy adherence to patient-directed therapy
non-inferior swallowing, nutritional and overall functional outcomes for patients
comparable patient satisfaction to face-to-face therapy, and superior satisfaction to patient-directed therapy
provided significant cost-savings to both the health service and to patients (compared to the face-to-face model), and
was more cost-effective than patient-directed therapy

Practice Change
This body of research provides new evidence to support the use of asynchronous telepractice models (like the SwallowIT
app) to assist patients with oropharyngeal HNC to complete intensive swallowing therapy in a supported home practice
setting. Such models have the potential to provide intensive therapy in an efficacious and cost-feasible manner, and may
help to minimise additional patient burden during (C)RT. Work is currently underway to explore ways to expand these
models to other types of swallowing therapy, and to implement this as a new standard of care in Metro South.
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