
 

Treating hypothyroidism to stop a stubborn
surgical complication

March 7 2018

Researchers at the University of Michigan have discovered a link
between low thyroid hormone levels and wound healing complications.

The retrospective study looked at 182 patients with laryngeal squamous
cell carcinoma who were first treated with radiation, but ultimately
required a total laryngectomy, or removal of the voice box. The research
published in the Annals of Surgical Oncology.

One of the common complications after this surgery is a fistula, or a leak
of saliva from the throat into the neck. Forty to 50 percent of patients
experience this disconcerting complication, which can lead to longer
hospital stays and delays in being able to speak and swallow after
surgery.

Researchers have tried to understand this problem for years, testing
theories about blood count and nutritional status, and even rebuilding the
throat with grafts from the leg or chest to support the tissue during
healing. But the fistula rate remained high.

A team at Michigan Medicine took a new approach.

"We know that thyroid function is important, and that patients who are
treated with radiation to the head and neck have a high risk of having
low thyroid function," says study author Andrew Rosko, M.D., an
otolaryngologist at Michigan Medicine. "We wanted to look at this group
of patients and look at their thyroid hormone function after surgery and
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see how that related to how they healed."

The "aha moment"

What they found was that hypothyroid patients, or those with low
thyroid function, had nearly four times the risk of fistula formation than
those who had normal thyroid function. As the level of hypothyroidism
increased, so did the corresponding risk of fistula formation and the
need for another operation.

This study is the first to show the role of hypothyroidism as a predictor
for these types of wound complications.

"This was our big aha moment," says senior author and otolaryngologist
Matthew Spector, M.D. "The applicability is pretty obvious. You can
give a thyroid hormone supplement to patients and it may decrease their
rate of fistula and improve their wound healing in the postoperative
period. And that adds less hospitalization, better utilization of hospital
costs. Everything would get better from this."

Testing in patients

The team is now prospectively identifying patients for a trial to prove
this theory.

"We have a trial that's ongoing that's doing very well," says Rosko. "We
are treating patients after this surgery with thyroid hormone and we're
seeing a reduction in fistulas."

Rosko and Spector see this as a game changer.

"You could say any surgery a patient would ever get after head and neck
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radiation should have thyroid hormone afterward," Spector says. "Today,
almost every surgery gets antibiotic prophylaxis to prevent infection. We
figured that out a long time ago. Now we're saying if you've had head
and neck radiation, and your thyroid function is compromised, we're
going to give you levothyroxine during your knee operation because we
want to be sure you're going to be able to heal the wound properly."

Rosko says this was a simple and easy solution that was "just kind of
staring at us."

"And thyroid hormone is very cheap," he says. "It's very well tolerated.
It's just replacing what your body makes but just isn't making quite
enough of in this situation."

  More information: Andrew J. Rosko et al, Hypothyroidism and
Wound Healing After Salvage Laryngectomy, Annals of Surgical
Oncology (2017). DOI: 10.1245/s10434-017-6278-4
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