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SWALLOWING PROBLEMS  
DURING OR AFTER RADIOTHERAPY:  
HEAD AND NECK PATIENTS 
   

 
Swallowing problems, called dysphagia (dis-fey-juh), can develop during 
radiotherapy to the head and neck area. It may happen during treatment or many 
years later. Peter Mac’s Speech Pathology team are here to help you manage any 
swallowing problems that develop during or after treatment. 
 

 

Side effects of radiotherapy to the 

head and neck area 

Side effects may develop during your 

radiotherapy. They typically develop after the 

second or third week of treatment and may 

get worse as treatment continues. These side 

effects will start to improve a few weeks after 

your radiotherapy has stopped. 

 

Side effects include: 

 ulcers in your mouth and throat 

 dry mouth 

 thicker saliva 

 swelling around the area being treated 

 painful swallowing 

 difficulty opening your mouth 

How does radiotherapy affect 

swallowing? 

Radiotherapy to the head and neck area can 

also affect how you swallow. The following 

swallowing problems may develop during 

your radiotherapy: 

 food sticking in your throat 

 coughing or choking with food or drinks 

 difficulty chewing food 

 trouble holding food or drinks in your 

 mouth 

 fluid coming out of your nose when 

 drinking 

Painful swallowing 

Painful swallowing is common during 

radiotherapy. Please talk with your doctor 

about medication to help manage this so that 

you can continue eating and drinking.  

 

Using your swallowing muscles is very good 

exercise to help prevent long-term 

swallowing problems and for this reason it is 

important to eat and drink for as long as 

possible during treatment. 

 

Ideas to help you continue eating and 

drinking when painful swallowing develops 

include: 

 Time your pain relief to be taken before 

 meals. 

 Have small amounts of food and drink 

     more frequently throughout the day. 

 Try very soft food or vitamised/pureed 

 food. 

 Have sips of fluids frequently throughout 

 meals. 

 If you have a feeding tube, and it is safe, 

 continue having small amounts of food or 

 fluid. Even a couple of teaspoons a few 

 times a day can beneficial swallowing 

 rehabilitation. 
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Coughing when you swallow 

If you are coughing when you swallow you 

may be aspirating. Aspiration means that 

food or drink is going into the wind pipe 

instead of the food pipe. This can be 

dangerous and could lead to a chest 

infection.  

 

If you are experiencing this or any other 

swallowing problems, please contact the 

Speech Pathology Department as soon as 

possible to organise an appointment. You 

may also discuss this problem with a member 

of your treating team who can make a 

referral to the Speech Pathology department 

for you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can radiotherapy have long term 

effects on swallowing? 

Sometimes radiotherapy can cause 

permanent scarring of the swallowing 

muscles. Depending on the area and the 

amount of radiotherapy given, swallowing 

muscles can become weak.  

 

When this happens food and fluid can remain 

in the throat or go down the wrong way into 

the windpipe. If you feel like food is getting 

stuck or you cough a lot during meal times, 

please call the Speech Pathology Department 

to organise an appointment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Important information 

 In the event of an emergency, 

please dial 000 for an ambulance 

or go to your nearest hospital 

emergency department. 

If you have any concerns about 

your swallowing, please talk to 

your Speech Pathologist. You can 

contact the Peter Mac Speech 

Pathology Department on (03) 

8559 5221. 

 


