
Radiation “Burns” 

Radiation “burns” are not burns in the sense that the skin has been damaged as if by heat – they’re also 

not rated by degree as burns typically are. 

When radiation is used to treat tumors, it alters the structure of the cells so that when they divide – as cells 

typically do during growth and replacement – the cells literally break down. Do that often enough and the 

hope is that the tumor will be eradicated. 

Unfortunately, radiation can do the same thing to our skin. So what happens is rather than “damaging” 

skin, the skin cells fail to reproduce properly and the skin begins to break down. 

Some have no problem with radiation damage, some have only minor problems such as redness and 

tenderness, others have actual skin breakdown. 

Ordinarily, you don’t treat these types of injuries the way you would treat a typical burn wound. But you 

do have to watch for infection and also help moderate the discomfort or pain until the skin begins to 

replace itself properly. 

Some on the cancer forums have offered up the following suggestions that have worked for them or for 

the patients they were responsible for. These suggestions should be discussed with your doctor before 

using. Some of the products mentioned below are by prescription only. IMPORTANT -  any of the 

crèmes or gels should not be present on the skin during radiation treatment – your skin should be clean 

and dry. 

Some possible help for radiation pain or skin damage: 

Aloe vera gels or lotions – can provide a soothing effect. Also available as a cooling gel with lidocaine 

included as a topical pain reliever. This is not the type for ingestion – only for application to the skin. 

Simple and some claim very effective. 

Aquaphor –a thick gel that soothes and moisturizes the skin, helps avoid itching and dryness 

Biafine – helps moisturize and heal damaged skin 

RadiaCare Gel Sheets – for soothing effect and preventing dry skin. Also available as a gel. 

Silvadene (Silver Sulfadiazine) – a topical crème that has both moisturizing and antibacterial properties. 

Vigilon Hydrogel Sheets – cooling and soothing 

For severe skin damage, speak to the doctor about hyperbaric oxygen therapy. 

This is not a definitive list – no doubt there are other available options. There is no reason why you 

should be in pain from radiation burns. Always approach your physician for solutions. If one doesn’t 

work, try an alternate type. Always remain flexible and adapt to the nature of the wound and the pain. 

 



 

 

 

 

 


