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The aim of this leaflet is to provide you with information 

about radiotherapy to the abdomen, including the side 

effects that you may experience. 

Although you may have heard about radiotherapy from 
other patients it is important to remember that their 
experience may not be the same as yours. If you have 
any questions please let us know. We are here to help 
and are happy to talk through any concerns. 
 

What is radiotherapy? 
Radiotherapy uses precise, carefully measured doses of 
high energy x-rays to treat cancer. Cancer cells are 
more sensitive to radiation than normal cells. The x-rays 
either destroy the cancer cells or stop them from 
growing. 
 
Radiation also damages normal cells in or around the 
area being treated causing side effects, but these will 
usually recover and heal. The aim of treatment is to 
destroy the cancer cells while protecting the healthy 
cells as much as possible. 
 
The specialist team looking after you will help you to 
understand the treatment and answer any questions 
you may have. Do please ask us about anything which 
is bothering you, however insignificant it may seem. 
 

 



 

 

Reasons for radiotherapy to the abdomen 
Radiotherapy may be used to treat cancer, control 
symptoms from a cancer or to shrink a cancer to make 
other treatments possible. In the abdomen, it may be 
used to treat a cancer which a surgeon is unable to 
remove. Sometimes, the cancer can shrink and become 
operable, which means the surgeon is able to operate 
after all. This is most common in people with pancreas 
cancer, but is sometimes used in other cancers too. 
 
Your doctors and nurses will explain why we are 
recommending that you have radiotherapy and what we 
hope to achieve by it. 
 
Radiotherapy to treat pancreas cancer is given as 25-28 
treatments over five to five and a half weeks. Weekly 
chemotherapy may be given at the same time as 
radiotherapy.  
 
Chemotherapy will be given on ward 2 North A at the 
Royal Free Hospital and we will give you more details 
on this part of the treatment, if appropriate, in another 
leaflet. 
 

Preparing for your treatment 
Before your treatment can start we need to tailor it to 
your specific needs. You will need to attend the 
radiotherapy department for a planning scan. This is a 
different scan from your previous ones and is needed to 



 

 

design your treatment. This is to reduce the treated area 
and minimise side effects. 
 
During the scanning session the radiographers mark 
three tiny, permanent skin marks. These are used to 
make sure that you are accurately positioned for your 
treatment each day. 
 

Treatment 
Each session takes about 15 minutes. Most of this time 
is spent making sure you are in the correct position. The 
actual treatment lasts a few minutes, during which you 
will be alone in the room. You will be asked to lie still on 
a couch while the radiotherapy machine moves around 
you, giving treatment from different directions. The 
radiographers will be observing and, if necessary, will 
be able to talk to you from the next room where they will 
be able to hear you at all times. You will not feel 
anything and the machine will not touch you. 
 

Side effects 
You may develop side effects as you go through the 
treatment. Most of the side effects begin about half way 
through the course of treatment and continue for a short 
while afterwards. The radiotherapy review specialist will 
see you regularly during your treatment. They will ask 
you about any symptoms you may be experiencing and 
also take a blood test. 
 



 

 

Possible side effects include: 
 

 The upper bowel and/or stomach may react as 
though they have been sunburnt and become 
sore, slightly swollen and inflamed. 

 Some people experience diarrhoea. Please tell 
the staff so that they can help you to manage this. 

 You may feel nauseous or sick. Please tell the 
staff so that medication can be prescribed for this. 

 Your skin may become discoloured over the 
treated area. We advise you not to soak in hot 
baths. Use a mild, non-perfumed soap and pat the 
area dry rather than rubbing it. Do not use talcum 
powder or any lotions and creams other than 
those advised by us. Cream is available from the 
radiotherapy review specialist if you need it and 
wearing loose, natural fibre clothing also helps. 

 You may become tired. Gentle exercise can help, 
but save your energy for activities you enjoy 
doing. 

 Your blood count may be lowered. We will check 
this by taking regular blood tests. 

 
You may experience some or all of these side effects. 
They may continue for 10-14 days after treatment but 
should then begin to improve. 
 



 

 

Always let the radiotherapy team know of anything 
worrying you. They want to help you recover as soon as 
possible. 
 

Possible long term side effects 
Some people find that their bowels remain looser than 
they did before the radiotherapy. 
 
The radiotherapy will be planned to avoid your kidneys. 
If part of your kidneys is treated this will cause scarring. 
If this is likely, your doctor will explain this and how they 
will monitor it before you consent for your treatment. 
 

After treatment finishes 
Side effects may get worse for two weeks after 
radiotherapy has finished but will then start to improve. 
Most side effects should have settled by the time you 
are seen in clinic four to six weeks later. If you have any 
concerns please contact the radiotherapy review 
specialist. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Contact telephone numbers 
Radiotherapy review specialist: 020 7830 2919 
Radiotherapy department reception: 020 7830 2919 
Radiotherapy information service: 020 7472 6739 
Radiotherapy and oncology counsellors: 020 7472 6739 
 
Macmillan cancer information and support centre at the 
Royal Free Hospital: 020 7794 0500 ext 31337 
Macmillan Cancer: 0808 808 0000 
www.macmillan.org.uk 
 
This booklet was written by staff from the radiotherapy 
department. If you have any comments on this leaflet 
please call 020 7472 6739 and leave a message for the 
information officer. 
 
This leaflet is available in other languages, large 
print, Braille and audio format upon request. Please 
ask a member of staff. 
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