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Radiation can be dangerous, but it can also save lives. How can that be? Harnessed properly, 
radiation can help diagnose and even treat disease. So when you’re faced with a medical test that uses 
radiation, don’t let fear get in your way. Learn about the risks and benefits, and know what questions 
to ask. If medical radiation is really needed, take steps to ensure that it’s done as safely as possible. 

What Is Radiation? 
Radiation, simply put, is the transfer of energy through space. The energy may be in the form of 
invisible particles or waves. Radiation is all around us—and has been throughout our evolution—
so our bodies are designed to deal with the low levels we’re exposed to every day. Excess radiation, 
however, can damage tissues and lead to serious problems. 

Why is radiation used in medicine? Radiation allows radiologists and other physicians to see internal 
parts of the body that they aren’t able to see directly with their eyes or through other physical 
examination measures. Techniques like X-rays and CT scans send controlled amounts of radiation 
through the body and create images based on what comes through the other side. Another imaging 
method called nuclear medicine uses compounds that emit radiation, which can then be detected 
outside the body. Injected or swallowed, these compounds can target a specific area and reveal 
internal problems. Or they can be used to track how well internal organs are working.

With these advanced imaging tools, doctors can detect disease early, when it’s easier to treat. As a 
result, use of medical radiation has been rising. But with these benefits come some risks.

The Risks of Radiation
One of the main risks of being exposed to radiation is the possibility of developing a cancer. Cancer 
takes years to develop, so it’s nearly impossible to tell exactly what causes any given cancer. As a 
result, it’s hard for researchers to gauge exactly how much risk a given amount of radiation poses.

Children’s growing bodies are even more susceptible to radiation damage than those of adults. 
Children have a long lifetime ahead. Any damage caused by radiation has a longer period of time to 
show itself.
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ASK ABOUT YOUR IMAGING TEST

What You Need To Know About Radiation 
Earlier this year, a worrisome report linked childhood CT scans to two types of cancer later in life: leukemia 
and brain cancer. A National Institutes of Health-funded study looked at more than 175,000 children and 
young adults. Depending on the radiation dose, those who’d received two or more scans had a small boost in 
cancer risk. Because these cancers are rare, the benefits of CT scans likely outweigh the risks, the researchers 
concluded. Still, they suggest that doctors consider alternatives to CT scans or use the lowest possible 
radiation doses.  

Strangely enough, radiation can also be used to treat cancer. Focused doses of high-energy 
radiation can kill cancer cells and shrink tumors. Medical imaging tests, in contrast, 
use much lower doses. In fact most imaging and radiation procedures all deliver 
generally low doses. In some cases, depending on your disease, it’s potentially 
riskier to not get the scan or nuclear medicine procedure than to get it.

What You Can Do
If a doctor recommends a test that uses radiation, ask about its risks and 
benefits. If the test is truly needed, do some research into the imaging 
facilities. Find one that monitors the doses they’re giving patients and takes 
pride in low doses. Doses can vary not only between facilities, but at the 
same facility based on the time of day and who’s conducting the test.

If you’re considering an imaging test, here are some questions to ask: 

• What are we hoping to learn from the 
test?

• How is it going to help me?

• Will the test results change how my 
disease is managed?

• Do I need the test now, or can I wait?

• Is there another test I can use instead? 
If so, what are the benefits and risks of 
each?

• How can I be sure the test will be done in 
the safest way possible?

• Can you make sure to use the lowest 
radiation dose for what you need to 
know?

• For children: Is the facility using pediatric 
protocols for the test?

http://www.welcoa.org
http://www.welcoa.org

