
 

My scan shows I have thyroid nodules.
Should I be worried?
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The thyroid is a gland located at the base of the neck. It makes thyroid
hormones, which control the way the body uses energy.

A thyroid nodule is a solid or fluid-filled lump found within the thyroid.
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The majority of thyroid nodules are small, can't be felt by touch and do
not cause symptoms. They are caused by an overgrowth of cells in the 
thyroid gland. In a few people, the nodules grow and cause symptoms
such as pressure, difficulty swallowing or breathing.

Thyroid nodules are very common, with more than half of people
scanned show small nodules.

So, they might never cause problems are only discovered incidentally.
But when should you follow up and get treatment?

Who gets them

Nodules tend to be more commonly detected in women, at three times
the rate seen in men. The incidence also increases with age.

At age 30 it is estimated around 30% of women will have a nodule. By
age 70, approximately 70% of women will have at least one. The risk of
a thyroid nodule is also higher if you have other thyroid conditions such
as Hashimoto's disease or have been exposed to radiation. However, only
a very small proportion of the adult population will need treatment or
review for nodules.

People often find out that they have thyroid nodules during a routine
check-up or when investigating another unrelated health issue. Thyroid
nodules are readily seen on common imaging tests such as an ultrasound
or CT scans. Because there is rapidly growing access to and use of
clinical imaging, and also, we tend to visit the doctors a lot more as we
age, the chances of incidentally finding thyroid nodules has increased.

When should you worry?
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Understandably, people worry a thyroid nodule might mean cancer. But
we now know around 10% of patients with thyroid nodules harbour
cancer—so approximately 90% of those detected don't pose a cancer
risk.

Generally, the risk is only increased with past radiation exposure, a
family history of thyroid cancer, obesity, or if aged younger than 20 at
the time of discovery of the nodule. Symptoms of concern are: an
enlarging thyroid nodule, recent onset of hoarseness, difficult
swallowing, neck pain or discomfort, large firm nodule or surrounding
enlarged lymph nodes.

Your medical history and any physical symptoms related to the thyroid
should always been discussed with a doctor. They may recommend
further investigation, or to watch for changes over time. The idea of
observing may sound counter-intuitive, but it can be important because
doing further investigations may not always be in your best interest.

Treatment for thyroid nodules depends on whether the nodule is
suspected of being a cancer or is causing symptoms, such as neck
discomfort or an overproduction of thyroid hormones. Often, there will
be no formal treatment required for thyroid nodules.

When detection leads to poorer health

There is an important problem that exists with "incidentally" found
thyroid nodules.

In recent decades, the dramatic increase in new cases of thyroid cancer
has largely been driven by findings of small, low-risk thyroid cancers;
found when investigating thyroid nodules. Strong evidence exists
overdiagnosis—that is, a correct but unnecessary diagnosis—accounts
for a large proportion of thyroid cancer cases.
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We know that despite a rapid increase in the diagnosis of thyroid cancer,
the number of people who die from it (the mortality rate) has remained
steady. This means most of these cancers are found unnecessarily. And
finding them can cause worry and sometimes lead to treatments and 
financial costs that ultimately may not have been necessary at all.

Overdiagnosis and subsequent overtreatment of this condition has been
extensively documented. But working out how to avoid and address these
issues remains difficult. The American Thyroid Association is a leading
treatment group for the management of thyroid nodules. It recommends
nodules smaller than 1 centimetre should not be routinely biopsied. In
line with this, systems for ultrasound reporting have been introduced to
reduce overtreatment of small thyroid nodules.

In 2020, we conducted community research and found Australians were
unaware of the harms of overdiagnosing low-risk thyroid cancers. They
wanted more community education and supported the idea of clinical
guidelines to minimise over-investigating and over-treating low-risk
conditions.

Take-home advice

While there is a small proportion of thyroid nodules that cause harm, the
large majority are found incidentally and are unlikely to cause further
problems.

Investigating and treating these nodules can lead to unwarranted
physical, psychological and financial consequences including
overdiagnosis, overtreatment, anxiety and out-of-pocket costs.

It is important to be aware of the issues involved in finding a thyroid
nodule, and ask questions—for ourselves and our loved ones—about
what this means and whether further investigation or treatment is really
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needed.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: My scan shows I have thyroid nodules. Should I be worried? (2023, April 27) retrieved
27 April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-04-scan-thyroid-nodules.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/my-scan-shows-i-have-thyroid-nodules-should-i-be-worried-203245
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2023-04-scan-thyroid-nodules.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

