
    

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Radiotherapy to the  
Head and Neck  
 

Patient information 
 
 
 
 
Important: Please tell us if you have a pacemaker as we 

will need to monitor your heart during your treatment. 

 

 

 

Please let us know if you are pregnant or think you might 

be pregnant. 

 

It is important to remember that you need to use contraception 

whilst receiving treatment for cancer in order to prevent 

pregnancy – please see our leaflet ‘Avoiding pregnancy during 

radiotherapy and chemotherapy’ 
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Translation and interpreting services 

 
If you do not speak English as a first language, use sign 
language (BSL) or have a learning difficulty, our in-house 
Bilingual Health Advocacy and Interpreting Service can help. 

St Bartholomew’s, Mile End and The Royal London Hospitals 
Telephone: 020 7377 7000  

Newham University Hospital 
Telephone: 020 7476 4000  

Whipps Cross University Hospital 
Telephone: 020 8539 5522  

Text Relay service for Deaf people 
Our dedicated number is 18002 and then add in the number  
you are wanting to phone. It is available 24/7 for deaf people  
to access emergency services through interpreters across  
our hospitals.  

Please scan the QR code below to access our patient 

information library and for translation of leaflets  

 
 
 

 
 

Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) 
 
Please contact us if you need general information or advice about 
Trust services: www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/pals 

http://www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/pals


               

  
  

 

You will be kept on a follow up regime by your radiotherapy 

doctor. If you have any questions or concerns, then please 

feel free to talk to your CNS (cancer nurse specialist) or the 

specialist head and neck radiographer. 

 

Maggie’s Centre at St Barts 

Finishing cancer treatment can be unnerving and can cause a 
lot of stress both physically and emotionally. 
The Maggie’s Centre at St Bartholomew's Hospital is a facility 
which provides patients and family with free practical, 
emotional, and social support. 
It also offers many workshops including yoga, dance classes, 
information drop-in clinics and counselling on a one-to-one 
basis as well as group sessions. 
 

Contact us. 

Radiotherapy 

Radiotherapy Basement, King George V 

Wing (KGV), St Bartholomew’s Hospital, West Smithfield, 
London EC1A 7BE  

0203 465 5222 Radiotherapy Reception (Mon-Fri 8.45am-
5pm)  

07917 093 738 Emergency Hotline (when the department is 
closed)  

Maggie’s Centre @ St Barts 

St Bartholomew’s Hospital, West Smithfield, London, EC1A 
7BE 

Tel: 0203 904 3448   

Drop in Mon-Fri: 9am-4pm   

https://www.maggiescentres.org/our-centres/maggies-barts/ 

Macmillan Cancer Information Centre 

Vicky Clement-Jones 

Ground Floor, West Wing, St Bartholomew’s Hospital. 

Just drop in Mon-Fri 10am-12noon and 2-4.30pm. Or call on  

Introduction 

This leaflet provides information about radiotherapy treatment 

to the head and neck area. 

Your clinical oncologist has decided that a course of 

radiotherapy would be the most appropriate way of treating 

your tumour. Whilst the treatment may have some side effects, 

it is felt that the advantages for you outweigh the 

disadvantages. You will be asked to sign a consent form to say 

that you are happy to proceed with treatment. 

What is radiotherapy? 

Radiotherapy is the use of high energy x-rays to treat tumours. 

It is delivered from a machine called a linear accelerator 

(Linac). 

Treatments are usually scheduled daily, Monday through to 

Friday, for up to seven weeks; however, you may have more or 

fewer sessions depending on your treatment plan. You may 

also have chemotherapy at the same time as radiotherapy and 

this will be discussed with you in detail if it is required. 

Radiotherapy treatment does not make you radioactive and it is 

safe for you to be around children and pregnant women. 

It is very important that while you are having radiotherapy you 

do not become pregnant, or you do not get your partner 

pregnant, as radiotherapy and chemotherapy may harm the 

unborn baby. 
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may become more painful to wear them during your 

treatment. You may feel more comfortable not wearing them 

but will need to keep them in if your mask was made with the 

dentures in place. 

 

Brushing your teeth 

During treatment, please brush your teeth using a soft baby 

toothbrush. Details about dental hygiene after treatment will 

be provided by the specialist dentist. It is common to be given 

high-fluoride toothpaste to use when your treatment is 

finished.  

Getting back to normal  

Side effects of radiotherapy can continue for up to two weeks 

before starting to improve. Therefore, please keep using the 

recommended creams and medicines throughout the first few 

weeks after completing your treatment. 

Be careful not to over-expose the treated area to the sun. The 

skin in the treatment area will be more sensitive to the sun for 

the rest of your life and we recommend you use a very high 

factor sun block (factor 50). Try to avoid exposing your skin to 

extremes in weather temperatures by using a hat for shade in 

the summer and soft scarfs in the winter.  

You will be seen again by the speech and language team, and 

you may also be referred to the community dietician, for 

continued support with your swallowing and nutrition. 

What happens before radiotherapy treatment 

starts? 

Dental check 

You need to see a dentist before starting radiotherapy. This is 

to check for any problems like loose or decayed teeth. Dental 

work in high-dose areas after treatment can lead to healing 

problems, so it is important to treat any issues first. You must 

attend this appointment before your radiotherapy can begin. 

Help with nutrition 

Getting the right nutrition throughout your treatment is 

important. Your doctor may recommend that you have a 

temporary feeding tube fitted into your stomach and this would 

require a short stay in hospital. The tube would stay in place 

until your treatment ends. This will be discussed with you 

before an appointment is made for the procedure to take 

place. 

You will also be seen weekly during your treatment by a 

specialist dietician to ensure you are getting the necessary 

nutrition. 

Meeting with the speech and language therapy team 

Specialist speech and language therapists will see you before 

and during your treatment to help with your chewing, 

swallowing, and speech. Radiotherapy can make eating and 

swallowing more difficult, and the speech and language 

therapy team will provide specialist advice and exercises to 
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keep your eating and swallowing working as well as possible. 

Radiotherapy planning 

Once your dental checks are complete you will be contacted 

with a date to attend for the pre-treatment procedure – also 

known as ‘radiotherapy planning.’ The planning is a crucial 

step where we will decide the best position for you to lie in. 

Your position will be the same each day for treatment. 

The mould room 

The head and neck area is very complicated and has many 

important structures. The aim of radiotherapy planning is to 

treat the tumour area whilst avoiding healthy structures. It is 

therefore very important you keep your head still during 

treatment. For this reason, a plastic mask will be made for you 

to wear during your planning and treatment. The mask will 

have alignment marks drawn on it for the radiographers to use 

during treatment.  

 

treatment finishes.  

Voice changes 

You may find your voice becomes more hoarse and deep as 

the treatment progresses. A small number of patients find that 

they cannot speak above a whisper. Try to rest your voice as 

much as possible. 

Hair loss 

Any hair within the treatment area will gradually fall out. The 

radiographers will be able to show you the exact area being 

treated so you will know what to expect. In most cases the 

hair will re-grow when you have finished treatment. 

Tiredness 

It is quite common to feel more tired than normal during 

treatment. Rest if you need to, but if you feel OK you should 

carry on with all your normal daily activities. Tiredness may 

continue for some time after the end of treatment. 

Mouth and throat soreness 

The inside of your mouth and throat may gradually become 

sore and inflamed, and you can develop ulcers. It is important 

to maintain good oral hygiene throughout your treatment. The 

nurses can help you with this if you are having difficulties or 

are unsure what you should do. You will be given a 

mouthwash to use during treatment. You are advised to use a 

soft or child toothbrush to clean your teeth.  

If your mouth becomes painful, please let us know so that 

appropriate pain relief can be given. If you wear dentures it 
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Your radiotherapy team understands how hard it can be to 

quit. They can give you support and guide you to people who 

can help. 

Even if you've smoked for many years, it is never too late to 

stop  and every step you take makes a difference. 

Let us help you feel your best during treatment. 

Smoking Cessation clinic 

St Bartholomew’s Hospital 

King George’s Building (KGV) Clinic 1A 

Drop-in clinic: Every Wednesday 9am-1pm 

Expected side effects 

Thick/sticky saliva and dry mouth 

If your mouth is in the treatment area, you will notice that your 

saliva becomes thicker and stickier than normal. We 

encourage you to drink plenty of fluids and to do regular 

mouthwashes with the mouthwash we provide. Sucking 

sugar-free sweets or chewing sugar-free gum can help with 

saliva production. 

After your treatment course finishes your mouth may become 

very dry. It can take a while for your saliva production to 

recover (up to 18 months), and it may never fully recover to 

the levels from before your radiotherapy. 

Taste changes 

During treatment you may also notice a metallic taste and you 

could lose your taste altogether by the end of your course. 

Your sense of taste can take up to 4-6 months to return after 

What is a mask? 

An impression of your face, head and neck is taken to 

produce a personalised immobilisation device used for 

treatment. 

The mask is made from a thin sheet of plastic material 

containing holes through which you can breathe. This material 

is then heated in warm water, so it moulds to the shape of 

your head and neck. The mask then cools down on you, so it 

sets to your shape. It takes about 15 minutes to make the 

mask but please allow at least 60 minutes for your whole 

appointment. The picture shows what your mask may look like 

once made. 

If you wear a piecing or jewellery in the area where the mask 

is going to be made, they will need to be removed. If you wear 

false teeth, let us know, so we can decide whether they 

remain in during treatment or that you take them out. 

It is important for the mask to fit, so do not have your hair cut 

after the mask is made and maintain the same hair style 

throughout treatment. 

If you have a beard, we recommend you shave it off before 

coming to have your mask made. Only use an electric razor, 

do not wet shave whilst on treatment, as this can irritate the 

skin. 

You will then have a CT scan with your mask on, and this will 

be used to plan your radiotherapy. 
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Your next appointment will usually be in a couple of weeks 

after this planning scan. 

Treatment 

Before your first treatment, a radiographer will discuss what 

the treatment involves and will re-cap the side effects and how 

to take good care of yourself throughout your treatment. You 

will be given a list of all your appointments. You may be asked 

to change into a gown each day before you have treatment. 

Once you are taken into the treatment room you will be 

positioned on the treatment couch and your mask will be 

carefully fitted. The couch will be raised so it is important you 

do not attempt to get off. The machine is controlled by the 

radiographers outside the treatment room. 

You are watched at all times on a close circuit television 

monitor (CCTV). The mask can be removed at any time by the 

radiographers; you just need to raise your hand and a 

radiographer will assist you with this. If the radiographers 

have left the room, you will need to give them time to come in 

to take the mask off. 

Your first treatment is usually the longest as extra safety 

checks are done at this visit. Each treatment session usually 

lasts between 10 - 20 minutes. This time includes getting you 

in the correct position and delivering your treatment. The 

radiographers see and monitor you daily, if you have any 

problems, please let them know. You will also be seen on a 

weekly basis by the doctors, specialist head and neck 

radiographer, dietician, speech therapist, and nurses. Your 

radiographers will organise referrals as required. 

Minimising side effects  

There are certain things you can do before starting your 

treatment to minimise the side effects: 

Eating and drinking 

It is important to drink plenty of fluids throughout your 

treatment. You should aim to drink around 1.5-2 liters a day. 

Try carrying a bottle around with you and taking small, regular 

sips. It is also very important to try and maintain your weight 

throughout your radiotherapy, even if you do not feel like 

eating. Try small meals more often, or softer foods. You will 

be seen weekly by the dietician who will give extra advice and 

help. 

Alcohol 

Alcohol can also make mouth soreness worse. Avoid alcohol 

if you can, especially neat spirits. 

Stop smoking 

If you smoke, stopping during and after your radiotherapy 

treatment is worthwhile. 

Why is it helpful to stop smoking? 

• Research shows that stopping smoking can make your 

radiotherapy work better. 

• It can also help reduce  radiotherapy side effects. 

You are not alone. 


