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Iodine-131 Therapy for Thyroid Cancer 

 

 

1. Thyroid cancer: What can be treated? 

a. Differentiated - only these can be treated since they are made up of thyroid cells 

that retain a low level of function and accumulate iodine. 

i. Papillary 

ii. Follicular 

b. De-differentiated - these cancers do not take up iodine and cannot be treated. 

i. Anaplastic 

ii. Medullary (C-cells, neuroendocrine malignancy) 

2. Iodine-131 (I-131) Characteristics: 

a. T ½ - 8 days 

b. Decay mode -primarily beta emissions 

i. 364 kev is the dominant gamma energy (imaging, poor quality) 

ii. 606 kev is the dominant beta energy (therapeutic) 

3. How does I-131 treat cancer? 

a. Via β- energy 

4. Patient preparation 

a. Surgery - Most, if not all, of these patients have already had a thyroidectomy 

b. Stop thyroid hormone 4-6 weeks. Alternatively, administered Thyrogen 

(recombinant TSH). 

c. IV Contrast - No IV contrast for 4-6 weeks 

5. Treatment doses 

a. 80 - 100 mCi - thyroid only 

b. 150 - thyroid + nodes 

c. 200 - thyroid + nodes + distant mets (liver, pulmonary, osseous) 

6. Expected outcomes: 

a. Patients without metastases or with regional lymph nodes can be cured. Patients 

with distant metastases may be well controlled. 

7. Side effects: 

a. Xerostomia 

b. Secondary malignancy - the risk of a secondary malignancy only becomes 

significant in the rare instance of multiple therapies. 

c. Infertility - males, small possibility, transient. 

8. Follow up: 

a. Whole body scan 7 days later 

b. Trend thyroglobulin for response/recurrence 

9. Precautions: 

a. Distance - Must isolate at home for 3 days. After that, still encouraged to stay 

away from children and pregnant females for 7 days. If they are unable to isolate, 

hospital admission is required. 

b. Breastfeeding - can no longer breastfeed for the current child.  
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c. Pregnancy - Contraindicated in pregnancy; pregnancy test required. Additionally, 

must wait 6 months to become pregnant. 

d. Flights or border crossings - Could set off TSA alarms for up to 3 months (10 

half-lives for it to go to background levels). They are provided with a card to 

present, if needed, to explain why they’re radioactive. 

 


