
Photobiomodulation  
therapy (PBM) 

Managing side effects from radiotherapy 
for head and neck cancer patients



What is photobiomodulation? 

Photobiomodulation (PBM) is a non-invasive 
light therapy. It is used to help manage side 
effects caused by radiotherapy, such as oral 
mucositis (painful mouth sores). 

What are the symptoms of oral mucositis? 

Signs and symptoms of mucositis include: 

red, shiny or swollen gums •

blood in your mouth •

moderate to severe ulcers in your mouth •

difficulty swallowing or talking •

dryness, mild burning, or pain when eating •

soft, whitish patch or pus in the mouth •

increase in mucus or thickness of saliva in •
your mouth. 

Figure 1 The PBM unit 



How can PBM help? 

PBM therapy aims to: 

reduce pain and discomfort •

promote faster healing of oral sores •

reduce inflammation and swelling •

improve tissue recovery and function. •

How does it work? 

PBM uses LED light to target damaged tissues. 
This light energy is absorbed by the cells, 
promoting: 

increased cellular energy production to •
support tissue repair 

regulating immune responses  •

enhanced blood flow, to improve oxygen and •
nutrient delivery to your tissues. 

 

What does it involve? 

The treatment is self-administered and is •
painless. 

Sessions are short and usually last up to  •
10 minutes. 

The therapy is applied directly to the affected •
areas, such as the mouth, throat, or skin. 

You will need multiple sessions. •



There are different types of PBM device. 

The PBM ‘shower head’ is a small, handheld 
device with LEDs on its surface. It is used to treat 
larger areas, like your face or neck. 

 

 

The PBM Lollipop is a small, stick-like device 
with a light at the tip. It is used to treat specific 
spots inside your mouth, like sores or inflamed 
areas. 

Figure 2 ‘Shower head’ PBM device

Figure 3 ‘Lollipop’ PBM device



What are the possible side effects? 

Studies looking at the use of PBM for prevention 
and treatment of oral mucositis showed that no 
side effects were observed. 

Your care team is here to support you. If you 
have any concerns about your treatment or side 
effects, please don't hesitate to reach out to us. 

How do I use it? 

Press the power button on the hand held 1.
device to switch it on. 

Place the device on the area that needs 2.
treating. 

 Hold it in place for 1 minute (self timed unit 3.
which will turn off after 1 minute). 

Either move to another area and repeat as 4.
needed, or turn off the device when you’re 
done. 

Frequently asked questions 

Is PBM therapy safe? 

Yes, PBM has been proven to be safe and 
effective for many patients. It uses low-energy 
light that does not cause harm to tissues. 

Will I feel any pain during PBM therapy? 

No, the treatment is painless and you should not 
feel any discomfort. 



When will I see results? 

Some patients notice relief after just a few 
sessions, but it may take several treatments to 
experience significant improvement. 

Any questions? 

For more information, or if you have any 
questions or concerns, please speak to your 
healthcare team. 

If you would like this leaflet in large print, 
braille, audio version or in another  
language, please contact the General  
Office on 01872 252690
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