CLIC SARGENT

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT
HAVING RADIOTHERAPY

Radiotherapy uses high energy beams of radiation to destroy cancer cells. Radiation is
essentially a way that energy or heat moves around. A nice example is sunshine! Being treated
with invisible rays sounds pretty sci-fi but the reality is it's a very effective treatment designed to
kill cancer cells, while causing as little harm as possible to your normal cells.

When would | need radiotherapy?

Not everyone with cancer needs radiotherapy. It depends on the type you have and where it is
in your body.

You might have radiotherapy along with other cancer treatments like chemotherapy. It's also
sometimes given before surgery to shrink a tumour before it's removed

There are two types of radiotherapy: external and internal radiotherapy. If you need to have
radiotherapy, a member of your care team will explain which one you'll need, and how you can
prepare for it.

If you think you're pregnant

It's really important to tell your doctor and people doing your tests if you're pregnant,
or think you are. They'll need to know so they can protect you and your baby. You can
always ask to speak to them privately if you need. Just make sure you tell them.

More about external radiotherapy

This type of radiotherapy is probably the one that comes to mind. You'll lie down while a large
machine aims high-energy rays at the affected area of your body. It's called “'external’ because
it's done from outside the body.

Is it painful?

Having external radiotherapy is a bit like having an X-ray. It's not painful and only lasts a few
minutes. It'll probably feel a bit weird and daunting the first time you have it but you'll get used
to all the high tech equipment and big machinery.



Who can | talk to with my questions?

The machine is operated by someone called a radiographer — they should be able to set your
mind at ease by explaining what you'll see and hear, and answer any of your questions. You
might be able to listen to music or a podcast while you're having it. It's important that you
feel confident about the treatment so if you have any doubts or anxieties, make sure you tell
someone before it starts.

What will actually happen?

The radiographer will operate the machine from outside the room but will be watching you
through a window or camera. You'll be able to speak to each other through an intercom. You
might be asked to expose the part of your body where you need the treatment. This could mean
taking some items of clothing off, or wearing a gown. The team of technicians should treat you
very respectfully and if you have any worries about this, make sure you ask beforehand.

It can be a bit uncomfortable but it's important to stay as still as you can. You might need to
wear a plastic mould or mask over the part of your body that's being treated to stop it moving.
This will be made before treatment starts — it's a bit weird at first, but you won't have to have

it on for long. You might also be asked if a small permanent mark can be made on your skin

to make sure that the radiotherapy can be given accurately — they'll look like freckles and

will let you wash as normal. If you aren’t happy with this, let someone know and there might
be alternatives.

How long will it last?

The treatment is really quick — you should be in and out in 10-15 minutes. Most time is spent
setting up the machine and getting you ready.

A course of external radiotherapy can last between one day and seven weeks. It's usually given
Monday to Friday, with breaks at the weekends and bank holidays.

More about internal radiotherapy

Internal radiotherapy is when radiation is placed

inside your bOdy using a drink or tablet, an Googling ‘internal radiotherapy'

injection into your vein, or wires or implants which

stay inside your body. If you google internal
radiotherapy, you might get
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vaginal cancer though, the best
thing you can do is speak to your
consultant or someone in the
team looking after you for advice
and support.

If you have this type of radiotherapy, you'll stay

in hospital until the radiation has left your body
and you might need to be kept away from other
people. This can feel isolating so it's important to
talk to your care team, or someone else, about
how you're feeling. How long you are in hospital
for will depend on your treatment. It could be just
a few hours or a few days.



How might | feel when I've had radiotherapy?

Different people respond in different ways. Also, it depends what part of your body is treated.

Reading long lists of side effects can seem overwhelming but you won't necessarily have any
of them. Ask your doctor or nurse what to expect and how you can cope. In general, people
having radiotherapy can experience:

m Tiredness

m Feeling sick

m Changes in appetite

m Sore, itchy or different coloured skin

m Sensitive skin — so it's a good idea to protect your skin from sun and cold wind

® Hair loss — but this only happens to the area that's being treated. Your hair can grow back but
it depends what type of radiotherapy you have.

How radiotherapy can affect fertility

If your ovaries or testicles are in the area that is being targeted for radiotherapy, it
could affect if you can have children. Although having kids might be the last thing on
your mind right now, make sure you talk to your doctor or nurse about this before you
start treatment. They should be able to give you an idea of how at risk you are, or refer
you to a fertility clinic for advice and treatment that could preserve your fertility and
give you options for the future.

What about proton heam therapy?

Proton beam therapy (PBT) is a relatively new treatment. It uses tiny particles found in atoms
to target certain cancers more precisely — and this could reduce the number of side effects,
especially in children who are still growing.

Up until recently, PBT was only available at special treatment centres abroad. The NHS paid
for treatment, flights and accommodation, usually to the USA. Now, there are new PBT centres
in the UK. At the moment, there isn‘t much evidence that protons are more effective than
conventional radiotherapy and it's only used if your doctor thinks it's specifically right for you. If
they believe it is, they'll refer your case to a panel of experts who will approve it.

Who are we?

CLIC Sargent is a charity dedicated to supporting young people like you. We help
people with cancer aged 24 and under from diagnosis onwards. To find out more
about how we can help you and your family, or for more information about living with
cancer, visit clicsargent.org.uk
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