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Nuclear Technology in the Medical Industry 

Nuclear technology has played a crucial role in the field of medicine, especially in the 

diagnosis and treatment of various diseases. Nuclear medicine uses radioactive isotopes to 

visualize and treat medical conditions. These isotopes are used in a variety of ways, including 

positron emission tomography (PET) scans, single-photon emission computed tomography 

(SPECT) scans, and radiation therapy. The use of nuclear technology in medicine dates back to 

the early 20th century when Marie Curie discovered radium. It was found that radium emits 

alpha particles, which can penetrate the human body and kill cancer cells. This discovery paved 

the way for the use of radiation therapy to treat cancer. 

My mom was diagnosed with triple negative breast cancer when I was only five years 

old. I didn’t know what was going on at the time, but I did know that she would go to the 

hospital all the time, or at least it seemed like it. I remember her saying that she had to go to 

radiation therapy, and I also remember her losing her hair from “chemotherapy.” I didn’t know 

what that was at the time, but I hated the word because it had seemed to be hurting her more than 

it was healing her. She seemed very weak and loss her hair. I later found out that radiation and 

chemotherapy was actually gealing her from cancer. My mom has been cancer-free for 13 years. 

After doing this research, I have learned that nuclear technology had a lot to do with the process, 

and I am thankful for it. 

Radiation therapy is an essential part of cancer treatment, and nuclear technology plays a 

crucial role in this process. Radiation therapy uses high-energy radiation to target and destroy 

cancer cells. The most common source of radiation for cancer treatment is a machine called a 

linear accelerator (LINAC), which uses electricity to create high-energy radiation. Other sources 
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of radiation used in radiation therapy include brachytherapy and external beam radiation 

therapy.  

Nuclear medicine is a diagnostic tool used to image the body and detect abnormalities, 

such as in organs, tissues, and bones. It is used to diagnose a number of conditions and diseases. 

Nuclear medicine imaging techniques, such as positron emission tomography (PET) scans, single 

photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) scans, and radioisotope scans, allow doctors to 

detect and monitor diseases, tumors, and other medical conditions. They can also be used to 

detect metabolic and functional changes in the body. Nuclear medicine imaging procedures are 

often used to diagnose conditions such as cancer, heart disease, and neurological disorders. 

In brachytherapy, radioactive isotopes are placed inside the body close to the cancerous 

tissue. This allows a high dose of radiation to be delivered directly to the cancerous cells while 

minimizing the amount of radiation that healthy tissue is exposed to. This approach has been 

shown to be effective in treating several types of cancer, including prostate cancer, cervical 

cancer, and breast cancer. 

Radioactive sources used in brachytherapy include low-dose-rate (LDR) and high-dose-

rate (HDR) radioactive sources. LDR sources emit radiation at a low rate over a long period, 

while HDR sources deliver a high dose of radiation over a short period. These radioactive 

sources are typically placed in or near the tumor using needles, catheters, or other devices.  

External beam radiation therapy, on the other hand, uses a machine to direct radiation at 

the cancerous tissue from outside the body. This approach is typically used to treat cancers that 

are located near the surface of the body, such as skin cancer.  
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Nuclear technology also plays a critical role in research and development in the medical 

field. Radiotracers, which are radiopharmaceuticals used in PET and SPECT imaging, are 

essential tools in drug discovery and development. By labeling compounds with a radioactive 

isotope, researchers can track their distribution and metabolism in the body, providing insights 

into how they work and how they might be optimized for clinical use. 

The development of new radiopharmaceuticals and imaging techniques has been a major 

area of focus in the field of nuclear medicine. Researchers are continually exploring new 

applications for nuclear technology in medicine, from developing new radiotracers to 

investigating the use of nuclear energy to power medical devices. PET and SPECT scans are two 

common types of nuclear imaging tests that are used to diagnose and monitor various medical 

conditions. These tests involve the use of small amounts of radioactive isotopes that are injected 

into the body. These isotopes emit gamma rays, which are detected by a camera and used to 

create images of the body's internal structures.  

Nuclear medicine imaging is also used to monitor the effectiveness of treatment for 

various medical conditions. It can be used to determine how well a treatment is working, or if it 

is having any adverse effects. In addition to imaging, nuclear medicine can also be used to treat 

medical conditions. Radioactive substances, such as iodine or technetium, can be used to treat 

cancer and other diseases. The radioactive substance is injected into the patient, and the radiation 

then destroys the cancerous cells. Radioactive substances can also be used to reduce the size of 

tumors and relieve pain. 

PET scans are often used to detect cancer and to monitor the progress of cancer 

treatment. The radioactive isotopes used in PET scans are typically attached to a molecule that is 

absorbed by cancer cells. This allows the PET scan to create detailed images of the cancerous 
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tissue. SPECT scans, on the other hand, are often used to diagnose and monitor heart disease. 

The radioactive isotopes used in SPECT scans are typically attached to a molecule that is 

absorbed by the heart muscle. This allows the SPECT scan to create images of the heart's blood 

flow and function.  

In addition to cancer and heart disease, nuclear medicine is used to diagnose and treat a 

variety of other medical conditions. For example, thyroid disorders can be diagnosed and treated 

using radioactive iodine. Similarly, bone disorders can be diagnosed using bone scans, which 

involve the injection of a radioactive tracer that is absorbed by bone tissue.  

While nuclear technology has many benefits in medicine, it also comes with some risks. 

The use of radiation in diagnostic imaging and radiation therapy can cause side effects, including 

skin irritation, fatigue, and nausea. In rare cases, radiation therapy can lead to long-term side 

effects such as infertility, cognitive impairment, and increased risk of secondary cancers.  

It is important to note that the benefits of nuclear technology in medicine generally 

outweigh the risks. Medical professionals take great care to minimize the amount of radiation 

that patients are exposed to during these procedures. They also carefully weigh the risks and 

benefits of nuclear medicine procedures before recommending them to patients.  

In conclusion, nuclear technology has revolutionized the field of medicine, especially in 

the diagnosis and treatment of cancer and heart disease. Nuclear medicine has enabled medical 

professionals to detect and treat diseases with greater accuracy and effectiveness. Although 

nuclear technology has significant benefits in medicine, there are also some risks and concerns 

associated with its use. Exposure to radiation can have harmful effects on the body, particularly 

if the dose is too high or if the radiation is delivered to sensitive tissues. Radiation therapy, in 
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particular, can cause side effects such as fatigue, skin irritation, and nausea. There are numerous 

pros and cons of nuclear technology in the medical industry. 
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