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treatment. Radiation treatments are planned so that they damage cancer cells with as
little harm as possible to nearby healthy cells.

Some radiation treatments (systemic radiation therapy) use radioactive substances that
are given in a vein or by mouth. Even though this type of radiation does travel
throughout the body, the radioactive substance mostly collects in the area of the tumor,
so there’s still little effect on the rest of the body.

Who gets radiation therapy?  

More than half of people with cancer get radiation therapy. Sometimes, radiation
therapy is the only cancer treatment needed and sometimes it's used with other types of
treatment. The decision to use radiation therapy depends on the type and stage of
cancer, and other health problems a patient might have.

What are the goals of radiation therapy?  

Most types of radiation therapy don’t reach all parts of the body, which means they’re
not helpful in treating cancer that has spread to many places within the body. Still,
radiation therapy can be used to treat many types of cancer either alone or in
combination with other treatments. While it's important to remember each cancer and
each person is different, radiation is often the treatment of choice for the following
purposes.

To cure or shrink early-stage cancer

Some cancers are very sensitive to radiation. Radiation may be used by itself in these
cases to make the cancer shrink or completely go away. In some cases, chemotherapy
or other anti-cancer drugs may be given first. For other cancers, radiation may be used
before surgery to shrink the tumor (this is called pre-operative therapy or neoadjuvant
therapy), or after surgery2 to help keep the cancer from coming back (called adjuvant
therapy).

For certain cancers that can be cured either by radiation or by surgery, radiation may be
the preferred treatment. This is because radiation can cause less damage and the part
of the body involved may be more likely to work the way it should after treatment.

For some types of cancer, radiation and chemotherapy or other types of anti-cancer
drugs might be used together. Certain drugs (called radiosensitizers) help radiation
work better by making cancer cells more sensitive to radiation. Research has shown
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You may also need the services of a dietitian, physical therapist, social worker, dentist
or dental oncologist, pharmacist, or other health care providers.

Does radiation therapy cause cancer?  

It has long been known that radiation therapy can slightly raise the risk of getting
another cancer. It’s one of the possible side effects of treatment that doctors have to
think about when they weigh the benefits and risks of each treatment. For the most part,
the risk of a second cancer from these treatments is small and is outweighed by the
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radiation therapy. There is no clear research about how sperm that is exposed to
radiation affects future children made from that sperm. If you are thinking about
radiation therapy that will affect the testicles, talk to your doctor about how this might
affect having children in the future.

Learn more in How Cancer and Cancer Treatment Can Affect Fertility7.

Questions to ask about radiation therapy  

Before treatment, you’ll be asked to sign a consent form saying that your doctor has
explained how radiation therapy may help, the possible risks, the type of radiation to be
used, and your other treatment options. Before signing the consent form, be sure that
you have had a chance to get all your questions answered. Here are some of the things
you may want to ask about:

What’s the purpose of radiation treatment for my type of cancer? To destroy or
shrink the tumor? To prevent or stop cancer spread? To lower the chance the
cancer may come back?

●

What’s the chance that the cancer will spread or come back if I do – or don’t – get
radiation therapy?

●

What type of radiation therapy will I get?●

Are there other treatment options?●

What can I do to be ready for treatment?●
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What long-term side effects might I have?●

Will I be at higher risk for any other health problems in the future?●

Will I be radioactive during or after my treatment?●

Are any special precautions needed during or after my treatment?●
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