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ELEVARA EXPLAINS
Understand more. Choose with confidence.

Infrared Heat vs. Red Light
What these technologies actually are, where the terminology overlaps,

and what to look for when comparing products.



A plain-language guide to what each technology is, where the terminology 

overlaps, and which specifications matter when you compare products. 

WHAT MATTERS 

"Infrared" and "red light" are not cleanly opposite categories. Near-infrared is infrared, 
and it is also commonly used in devices sold as red-light or photobiomodulation products. 
The useful distinction is often light exposure versus infrared heat. 

Start with the spectrum 

Red light sits near the long-wavelength edge of the visible spectrum. Infrared radiation begins 
beyond visible light. The International Commission on Illumination (CIE) commonly describes 
infrared as wavelengths from about 780 nanometers (nm) to 1 millimeter (mm), divided into IR-A, 
IR-B and IR-C. CIE also cautions that the labels "near," "middle," and "far" infrared do not have 
universal boundaries across every application. 

Infra red begins beyond visible red; CIE commonly divides infrared into IR-A, IR-Band IR-C. 

ISIBLE RE IR-8 IR-C 
r the edge of visible I 1.4-3.0 micrometers 3 micrometers-1 mm 

CIE infrared ranges shown above. The visible-red block is illustrative rather than a complete definition of the visible 

spectrum. 

Two technologies that can use neighboring wavelengths 

The overlap in wavelength terminology is what makes product pages confusing. A red-light panel 
may emit visible red light, invisible near-infrared light, or both. An infrared sauna also uses 
infrared radiation, but the product is built around heat. The same broad part of the 
electromagnetic spectrum can therefore be used in very different ways. 
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RED LIGHT/ 

PHOTOBIOMODULATION 

Light exposure is the defining feature. 
Consumer devices commonly use red light, 
near-infrared light, or both. PBM is designed 
around a non-heating dose of light rather 
than a heated environment. 

Compare: wavelength, irradiance, distance, 
exposure time, treatment area and 
instructions for use. 

What "red light" usually means 

INFRARED HEAT / SAUNA 

Radiant heat is the defining experience. 
Infrared emitters transfer energy that is 
absorbed and converted to heat. Sauna 
design, temperature, heater placement and 
the overall thermal environment matter. 

Compare: emitter system, temperature 
range, heat distribution, cabin design, 
electrical requirements and warranty. 

In technical literature, photobiomodulation (PBM) is also called low-level light therapy (LLLn. 
FDA draft guidance describes PBM devices as delivering a non-heating dose oflight energy. FDA 

consumer information likewise distinguishes low-level-light PBM from light-based technologies 

that intentionally heat tissue. 

That does not mean every consumer product labeled "red light therapy" is identical to a regulated 
PBM medical device. Product claims and intended use matter. For shopping purposes, the 

important point is simpler: a red-light/PBM-style device is principally a light-delivery device, not a 
miniature sauna. 

WHAT MATTERS 

A panel can glow visibly red while also emitting near-infrared wavelengths that you 
cannot see. A dimmer-looking or invisible wavelength is not necessarily "weaker"; 

visibility and optical output are different questions. 

What "infrared" means in a sauna 

Infrared is a broad physical category, not one single technology. In an infrared sauna, emitters 

produce infrared radiation that contributes to the thermal environment. The experience is 
therefore evaluated as heat exposure: how the cabin warms, how evenly the radiant energy 

reaches the user, how the controls work, and how the system is installed and operated. 

Labels such as "near infrared," "far infrared," or "full spectrum" may be useful starting points, but 

they are not enough by themselves. Because infrared naming conventions vary by application, the 

better question is whether the manufacturer identifies the actual emitter technology and 
wavelength bands it uses. 
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Why wavelength alone is not enough
Wavelength is important because different wavelengths interact with materials and tissue 
differently. But a wavelength number by itself does not tell you the amount of light that reaches a 
surface, how long it is delivered, how large an area is covered, or whether the device is being used 
as tested or intended.

Peer-reviewed reviews of PBM repeatedly identify dose and reporting as major sources of 
inconsistency. Parameters can include wavelength, irradiance (power per unit area), fluence or 
energy density, pulse pattern, exposure time, distance and treatment schedule. That is why two 
products listing the same wavelength are not automatically equivalent.

BEFORE YOU BUY

For a red-light/PBM-style device, look for published manufacturer specifications that 
identify the actual wavelength(s), irradiance at a stated distance, recommended distance 
and session time, treatment area, and instructions for eye protection or other precautions. 
If a meaningful specification is not published, that information gap is worth noting. A 
wavelength list by itself is not a complete specification.

Specifications worth understanding: red-light/PBM products

Wavelength

Usually stated in nanometers (nm). It tells you which part of the spectrum the LEDs or lasers emit.

Irradiance

Optical power reaching a unit area, commonly reported in mW/cm². The measurement distance 
matters.

Exposure time

How long the device is used in a session. Time and irradiance together affect the delivered energy.

Treatment area

A small targeted device and a large panel may use similar wavelengths but cover very different 
areas.

Distance

Output at the surface of a panel is not the same as output at the distance where a person actually 
uses it.

Instructions and intended use

A technically impressive specification does not substitute for clear instructions, warnings and a 
defined intended use.



Specifications worth understanding: infrared saunas 

Emitter type and stated spectrum 

Look beyond the category name. Check whether the manufacturer publishes the emitter type, 
wavelength bands, or other technical details that explain what the sauna's emitters are designed 
to produce. If those details are not disclosed, treat that information gap as part of the comparison 
rather than guessing. 

Operating temperature 

Temperature is part of the experience, but it is not the only design variable. The overall thermal 
load also depends on time and the surrounding environment. 

Heat distribution 

Emitter placement and cabin design affect whether the experience feels even or highly localized. 

Warm-up and controls 

Practical ownership includes preheat time, controller design, timers and the ability to reproduce 
settings. 

Electrical and installation requirements 

Check the manufacturer's published specifications for voltage, amperage, plug or hard-wire 
requirements, clearances, ventilation instructions and any installation prerequisites. 

Materials, warranty and service 

For high-ticket equipment, construction, replacement parts, warranty terms and post-sale support 
can matter as much as a marketing label. 

Marketing terms that deserve a second look 

"Full spectrum" 

"Deep penetrating" 

"Medical grade" 

A BEITER QUESTION 

This can be a useful product category, but it is not a substitute for 
actual wavelength or emitter specifications. 

Depth of energy delivery is not one fixed number. It varies with 
wavelength, optical power, tissue characteristics, geometry and 
other factors. Be skeptical of a single dramatic depth claim 

without context. 

The phrase sounds authoritative but does not, by itself, tell you a 
device's FDA regulatory status, evidence base, or specifications. 
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"FDA registered" 

"Clinically proven" 

BEFORE YOU BUY 

Registration or listing should not be treated as equivalent to FDA 

clearance or approval of a particular use or claim. 

Look for what outcome was studied, whether the evidence 

involved this exact device or a different device, which population 
was studied, and what protocol was used. 

If a manufacturer makes a strong benefit claim, separate the claim from the equipment 
specification. First determine what the product actually emits or heats. Then look for 
evidence supporting the specific claim - not merely research involving a similar 
wavelength or a different device. 

What about a sauna with built-in red light? 

A combination product can legitimately contain both systems. The infrared heaters create the 

thermal environment; a separate LED array may deliver visible red and/or near-infrared light. 
One feature does not establish the performance of the other. 

Evaluate them separately: sauna specifications for the heat system, and wavelength/output/use 
specifications for the light system. If the manufacturer does not provide separate specifications, 
the combination label tells you less than it appears to. 

A note about FDA language 

Some PBM products are medical devices and may be subject to FDA requirements based on their 

intended use and claims. FDA also notes that some low-risk light-emitting products intended only 
for general wellness may fall outside the scope of its PBM medical-device guidance. For any 

product advertised with FDA language, check what the status applies to and what use was actually 

reviewed or authorized. 

Safety is part of product comparison 

Light and heat devices are not risk-free merely because they are noninvasive. Device-specific 

instructions matter . FDA consumer information notes that light-based procedures can pose eye­

safety concerns and identifies photosensitivity and photosensitizing medications among 

considerations for some light-based devices. Heat exposure can also produce dehydration, 
overheating, lightheadedness or blood-pressure changes in some circumstances. 
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SAFETY NOTE 

Follow the manufacturer's instructions for exposure time, distance, eye protection, 
temperature and other precautions. If you have a medical condition, take medication, are 
pregnant, have light sensitivity, have an implanted device, or have other health concerns 
that could affect light or heat exposure, consider discussing the product with a qualified 
healthcare professional before making a significant change to your routine. 

So which should you choose? 
There is no universal "better" technology because the products are built to deliver different 

experiences. 

If you want a heat-based sauna experience, compare infrared sauna systems as heat-producing 

equipment: cabin, emitters, operating conditions, installation and service. 

If you want controlled red and/or near-infrared light exposure, compare red-light/PBM-style 
devices by wavelength, output, distance, treatment area, instructions and intended use. 

If you want both, combination products can make sense - but evaluate the light system and the 

heat system separately. 

The Elevara Take 

THE ELEV ARA TAKE 

Do not choose between "infrared" and "red light" based on a benefits list. Start with the 
experience you actually want. Then identify what the product delivers, look at meaningful 
specifications, separate evidence from marketing, and decide whether the equipment fits 
your routine, space and goals. 
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About Elevara Health Education
Elevara Health provides practical, evidence-informed information to help people understand products and make 
better-informed choices. We distinguish established evidence, emerging research, and marketing claims whenever 
reasonably possible. Our educational materials are provided for general information and are not medical advice 
and are not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any disease or condition. If a product, activity, or wellness 
practice may affect your health or safety - particularly if you have a medical condition, take medication, or have 
other health concerns - consider discussing it with a qualified healthcare professional before making significant 
changes to your routine.
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