NUCLEAR MEDICINE DEPARTMENT
          

RADIOACTIVE IODINE TREATMENT FOR THYROTOXICOSIS

Information for Patients

WHAT IS THYROTOXICOSIS?

Thyrotoxicosis is the term used to describe a condition where the thyroid is overactive and produces too much thyroid hormone.  If this condition is not treated your health will be affected.

WHAT DOES THE THYROID DO?
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The thyroid gland is found in the neck.  The main function of the thyroid is to produce thyroid hormones.  The cells in the thyroid absorb iodine from food and use it to create thyroid hormones.  They are the principal cells in the body that will absorb iodine.  

WHAT IS RADIOACTIVE IODINE TREATMENT?

Radioactive iodine can be used for the treatment of thyrotoxicosis.  The treatment consists of swallowing radioactive iodine, which is contained in a small capsule.  Radioactive iodine is toxic to thyroid cells and will destroy them.  

HOW DO I PREPARE FOR RADIOACTIVE IODINE TREATMENT?

If you are taking thyroid tablets your doctor and/or the Nuclear Medicine Department will tell you how to take them before and during the treatment. 

If you have had a CT scan or Angiogram within the last 2 months please inform the Nuclear Medicine Department.

For two weeks before the treatment you will need to strictly follow a low iodine diet.  This is because a diet which is rich in iodine can reduce the effectiveness of the treatment.  Therefore the following is recommended:

· Avoid fish, kelp and all seafood.
· Avoid vitamin supplements, iodised table salt or sea salt as these may contain iodine.
· Try to cut down on dairy products as these may contain some level of iodine
THE TREATMENT

Your appointment will be in the Nuclear Medicine Department at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.  Please avoid eating for 2-3 hours before your appointment. You will be given a capsule (which is about the size of an antibiotic capsule) containing radioactive iodine.

WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE TREATMENT?

For the first two hours after the treatment you should refrain from eating and drinking.  This will allow the radioactive iodine to be absorbed.

After the first two hours you can eat and drink as normal. The effects of the radioactive iodine are gradual, and will occur over a period of a few weeks. It is important that you see your doctor for a following appointment.

HOW DOES THE RADIOACTIVE IODINE LEAVE MY BODY?

Radioactive iodine leaves your body primarily in your urine.  However, all your bodily fluids, for example saliva and sweat, will contain very small amounts of radioactive iodine.

DO I NEED TO TAKE ANY PRECAUTIONS AT HOME?

As the treatment you will have received is radioactive, you should take the following precautions to reduce or eliminate the possibility of radiation exposure to members of your household and other people you have close contact with.  They should be followed for up to 2 weeks after your treatment.

· Minimise the time you spend in close contact with other members of your household and work colleagues (no closer than 1 metre for more than 1 hour per day).
· Avoid close contact with children and pregnant women.
· Maintain careful hygiene, showering daily and washing your hands frequently.  Flush the toilet twice after use.  Men should sit to urinate to avoid splashing.
· Use separate cutlery and do not handle or prepare any food which may be eaten by others.
· Sleep alone in a separate bed.
· Avoid kissing or intimate contact with another person.
WHEN CAN I GO BACK TO WORK?

Depending on the nature of your job, you may need to take time off work. Please discuss this with your doctor and/or the staff in the Nuclear Medicine Department.

HOW MANY TREATMENTS WILL I NEED?

One treatment is usually sufficient.  However, a minority of patients require a second treatment.

ARE THERE ANY SIDE EFFECTS FROM THE TREATMENT?

Most patients do not have side effects from radioactive iodine treatment.  Some patients may experience a feeling of tightness in the throat and/or feel flushed.  This usually lasts for no more than 1 week.  An anti-inflammatory drug (painkiller) can be taken to relieve this problem. Contact your doctor if symptoms persist.

Some patients may lose their sense of taste slightly.  This can happen a few weeks after the treatment and should only last a short period of time.  

WHAT IF I AM PREGNANT OR BREAST FEEDING?

It is very important you do not have radioactive iodine treatment if you are pregnant, or think that you may be pregnant.  It is important not to become pregnant when having investigations and radioactive iodine treatment for thyrotoxicosis.  If you are breast feeding you cannot have  radioactive iodine treatment.

WILL IT AFFECT MY ABILITY TO HAVE CHILDREN?

Male patients are advised not to try for children (get their partners pregnant) for approximately 6 months following radioactive iodine therapy. Female patients should avoid conception for approximately 6 months. 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS?

This treatment destroys thyroid cells and therefore reduces the amount of thyroid hormone that is produced by your thyroid.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS?

Radioactive iodine treatment may result in your thyroid becoming underactive.  This could happen in a few months or even years.  Your doctor will arrange for you to have regular blood tests to detect this.  Underactivity of the thyroid is easily treated with the natural thyroid hormone thyroxin, which is very safe.

The radiation you receive will go to all parts of your body.  Radiation is thought to cause a slight increase in the risk of developing cancer.  However, this has not been observed for normal radioactive iodine treatments of thyrotoxicosis. 

Radioactive iodine can cause neck discomfort, temporary loss of taste, nausea, stomach pain, and rarely a reduction in function of the salivary glands (dry mouth).  

There is also a small risk of radiation to other individuals around you.  Exposure to this radiation could cause harm to an unborn child or young children with whom you have contact

WHAT ARE THE ALTERNATIVES?

Other methods of treating thyrotoxicosis are anti-thyroid drugs and surgery.

FURTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION

www.bartsandthelondon.nhs.uk – Barts and The London NHS Trust 

www.patient.co.uk

www.british-thyroid-association.org – The British Thyroid Association

SUGGESTIONS AND COMMENTS

Barts and The London Nuclear Medicine Department continually reviews the service it provides.  If you have any concerns or questions about any aspect of the service, do raise them with the staff during your visit.

If you have any questions or need any further advice please contact:

Nuclear Medicine Department

St Bartholomew’s Hospital

020 7377 7000 ext 7144

Monday to Friday 9am – 5pm.
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PATIENT ADVICE AND LIAISON SERVICE (PALS)

If you need general advice, have concerns, or don't know where to turn

Telephone
020 7943 1335

Fax

020 7377 7361

Minicom
020 7943 1350

E-mail: PALS@bartsandthelondon.nhs.uk

Data Protection Act 1998.

The Trust processes your personal information for delivery of your healthcare. To enable the Trust to improve the quality of the care it provides, your health records could also be used for teaching, training, audit and research. Further information on how the Trust uses your information can be found on the Trust internet site.
