6 Common Sources of Radiation In Your Life

Not All Radiation Is Equal
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If you watch TV or use a cell phone, you're getting radiation. If you smoke cigarettes, you're definitely getting it too.

While not all types and sources of radiation are the same, scientists agree their net effect is to increase your risk of cancer and other health problems. In some cases, the evidence is clear: ionizing radiation, the type that comes from X-rays and nuclear reactions, has been shown to cause cancer and birth defects. But the health data on other kinds of energy, such as the radiofrequency waves from cell phones, Wi-Fi and microwave ovens — called non-ionizing radiation — has been conflicted.

"We do know that X-rays knock electrons from ions, and that creates mutations in human cells," says Dr. Olga Naidenko, a senior scientist at the Environmental Working Group (EWG) and a lead author on the group's cell phone safety research. "For radiofrequency radiation, there is not a single mechanism, so we don't know how it creates the mutations." 

According to the U.S. Department of Energy, the average American receives 370 millirem (mrem) per year. But that figure varies greatly depending on where you live, what you do for a living and some of your personal habits.

It would take a more than a 1,000,000-mrem burst of radiation to kill you (a highly unlikely scenario, since nuclear reactor meltdowns average less per person), but a single exposure to 10,000 mrem (from some medical imaging procedures) can increase your risk of cancer by almost 1%, according to a radiological lab at the University of California, Davis.

6 Common Sources of Radiation In Your Life

Smoking: 400 to 3,900 mrem
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Carcinogens like arsenic, benzene and hydrogen cyanide are reason enough to quit smoking, as are links to heart disease and stroke. But at nearly 870 mrem per year per pack, the 20% of Americans who continue to smoke aren't doing themselves any favors.

Medical Imaging: 10 to 10,000 mrem
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A quick X-ray of your ankle bone won't expose you to as much radiation as the more involved imaging required to inspect your internal organs. A bone density scan produces a mere 10 mrem, while a colonography logs a whopping 10,000 mrem — enough to raise your cancer risk by 1%. But if there is a possibility you might have rectal cancer and your doctor recommends a colonography, it is probably worth the 10,000 mrem to have it checked out.


Air Travel: 26 mrem
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During a round-trip coast-to-coast flight (around 4,890 miles total), your body absorbs 6 mrem of radiation. Add to that the 10 mrem you get from each trip through airport security screening, and you've got about 26 mrem added to your daily load.

Watching TV: 1 mrem
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If you watch an average amount of television (4.5 hours in people over age 2), you are getting a very minuscule amount of radiation from the electrical conductivity within the appliance. That aside, spending one-sixth of each day sitting in front of the tube could account for other problems like obesity and cardiovascular health.
Living in Denver: 26 mrem
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Live in Denver? Congratulations, add 50 mrem to your yearly background load, compared with the 24 mrem absorbed by sea-level inhabitants of New York City. The difference is the equivalent of one cross-country plane trip: 26 mrem.

The reason there's more radiation in the Mile High City, so called because it's literally 1 mile above sea level, is the thinner air that accompanies high altitude. The sun has an easier time pushing through thin mountain air, exposing Denverites to higher levels of a non-ionizing source of radiation: UV rays.

