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Radioactive Contamination and Radiation Exposure 

Radioactive contamination and radiation exposure could occur if 
radioactive materials are released into the environment as the result 
of an accident, an event in nature, or an act of terrorism. Such a 
release could expose people and contaminate their surroundings and 
personal property. 

What Radioactive Contamination Is  

Radioactive contamination occurs when radioactive material is 
deposited on or in an object or a person. Radioactive materials 
released into the environment can cause air, water, surfaces, soil, 
plants, buildings, people, or animals to become contaminated. A 
contaminated person has radioactive materials on or inside their 
body 

What Radiation Exposure Is  

Radioactive materials give off a form of energy that travels in 
waves or particles. This energy is called radiation. When a person is 
exposed to radiation, the energy penetrates the body. For example, 
when a person has an x-ray, he or she is exposed to radiation. 

How Contamination Differs From Exposure  

A person exposed to radiation is not necessarily contaminated with 
radioactive material. A person who has been exposed to radiation 
has had radioactive waves or particles penetrate the body, like 
having an x-ray. For a person to be contaminated, radioactive 
material must be on or inside of his or her body. A contaminated 
person is exposed to radiation released by the radioactive material 
on or inside the body. An uncontaminated person can be exposed by 
being too close to radioactive material or a contaminated person, 
place, or thing. 

 

Should Potassium Iodide Be 

Taken During a Radiation 

Emergency? 

 Potassium iodide (KI) 
should only be taken in a 
radiation emergency that 
involves the release of 
radioactive iodine, such as 
an accident at a nuclear 
power plant or the explosion 
of a nuclear bomb. A “dirty 
bomb” most likely will not 
contain radioactive iodine.  

 A person who is internally 
contaminated with 
radioactive iodine may 
experience thyroid disease 
later in life. The thyroid 
gland will absorb 
radioactive iodine and may 
develop cancer or abnormal 
growths later on. KI will 
saturate the thyroid gland 
with iodine, decreasing the 
amount of harmful 
radioactive iodine that can 
be absorbed.  

 KI only protects the thyroid 
gland and does not provide 
protection from any other 
radiation exposure.  

 Some people are allergic to 
iodine and should not take 
KI. Check with your doctor 
about any concerns you 
have about potassium 
iodide.  

For more information about KI, see 
the CDC fact sheet Potassium Iodide 
(KI) or check the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration web site: 

  

 

For additional information about Radioactive Contamination and Radiation Exposure please see  the 

Radiation Emergencies web site. 
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