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Information Sample 
What is radon? 

Radon is a radioactive gas which occurs in nature. You cannot see it, smell it, or taste it. 
 
Where does radon come from? 

Radon comes from the natural breakdown (radioactive decay) of uranium. Radon can be found in high con-
centrations in soils and rocks containing uranium, granite, shale, phosphate, and pitchblende. Radon may also 
be found in soils contaminated with certain types of industrial wastes, such as the byproducts from uranium or 
phosphate mining. 

In outdoor air, radon is diluted to such low concentrations that it is usually nothing to worry about. However, 
once inside an enclosed space (such as a home) radon can accumulate. Indoor levels depend both on a build-
ing's construction and the concentration of radon in the underlying soil. 
 
How does radon affect me? 

The only known health effect associated with exposure to elevated levels of radon is an increased risk of de-
veloping lung cancer. Not everyone exposed to elevated levels of radon will develop lung cancer, and the time 
between exposure and the onset of the disease may be many years. 

Scientists estimate that from about 5,000 to about 20,000 lung cancer deaths a year in the United States may 
be attributed to radon. (The American Cancer Society expects that about 130,000 people will die of lung can-
cer in 1986. The Surgeon General attributes around 85 percent of all lung cancer deaths to smoking). 

Your risk of developing lung cancer from exposure to radon depends upon the concentration of radon and the 
length of time you are exposed. Exposure to a slightly elevated radon level for a long time may present a 
greater risk of developing lung cancer than exposure to a significantly elevated level for a short time. In gen-
eral, your risk increases as the level of radon and the length of exposure increase. 
 
How certain are scientists of the risks? 

With exposure to radon, as with other pollutants, there is some uncertainty about the amount 
of health risk. Radon risk estimates are based on scientific studies of miners exposed to varying 
levels of radon in their work underground. Consequently, scientists are considerably more cer-
tain of the risk estimates for radon than they are of those risk estimates which rely solely on 
studies of animals. 

To account for the uncertainty in the risk estimates for radon, scientists generally express the 
risks associated with exposure to a particular level as a range of numbers. (The risk estimates 
given in this booklet are based on the advice of EPA's Science Advisory Board, an independent 
group of scientists established to advise EPA on various scientific matters.  

Despite some uncertainty in the risk estimate for radon, it is widely believed that the greater 
your exposure to radon, the greater your risk for developing lung cancer. 
 
How does radon cause lung cancer? 

Radon, itself, naturally breaks down and forms radioactive decay products. As you breathe, the radon decay 
products can become trapped in your lungs. As these decay products break down further, they release small 
bursts of energy which can damage lung tissue and lead to lung cancer. 


