Information about 131-Iodine (Radioiodine) Therapy

Why 131-Iodine therapy is being prescribed
Radioiodine treatment is a standard treatment for overactive thyroid glands and has been used all over the world for more than 50 years. Approximately 10,000 people of all ages are treated with radioiodine each year in the UK.
How will the therapy be given?
Normally the radioiodine is given to you by mouth, as a small white capsule which you will be asked to swallow with a drink of water. If you have trouble swallowing capsules please inform your doctor before the treatment. You can be given a drink of liquid radioiodine, but this needs to be pre-arranged. It is also important to inform the doctor if are feeling travel sick or if you have a stomach upset when you arrive for your therapy.
Changes to your thyroid medication
Antithyroid drugs (Carbimazole, Propylthiouracil) should be stopped at least seven days prior to treatment as they prevent radioiodine being taken up by the thyroid. The Nuclear Medicine Clinic will advise you about this. The tablets may then need be restarted seven days after treatment.
Foods you should not eat before therapy
Do not eat shellfish, fish oil supplements, or food containing artificial red food colourings (including cough mixtures) for the week before your therapy, as they may contain iodine which could stop the radioiodine therapy from working efficiently.
Will my thyroid become underactive?
The usual dose of radioiodine aims to make your thyroid gland secrete reduced amounts of hormone within 3-4 weeks. The thyroid gland becomes underactive in 70-80% of patients two years after receiving radioiodine treatment. This number does depend on the reason the radioiodine is given – it is less for patients who have a thyroid nodule. 
If you become hypothyroid this will require lifelong treatment with replacement hormones. In some cases, the dose of radioiodine given may not be enough and over-activity of the gland will persist. If so, a further dose of radioiodine can be given after two months. 
What about thyroid eye disease?
Radioiodine may worsen thyroid eye disease in patients with Graves’ disease. Radioiodine treatment may therefore be postponed until the eye problems are stable or treatment is given with either steroid or thyroid medication to prevent any problems.
What about passing urine?

Excess radioiodine is excreted from your body through the urine. If you have any problems passing urine or suffer from incontinence, please inform your doctor before the treatment.
And pregnancy, breastfeeding and conception ?
Radioiodine should not be given to pregnant women. Radioiodine is also secreted in breast milk and should not be given when a female patient is breastfeeding. 

Patients, both men and women, should not attempt to conceive for a period of six months following treatment.
A person living in the same house as a pregnant or breastfeeding woman may receive radioiodine, provided that there is no close or extended contact with the woman.

How does radioiodine work?
Normally the thyroid gland gathers up the iodine that enters the body in food. It needs iodine to perform its normal function, making thyroid hormones. 
Radioiodine is similar to iodine in food and is also taken up by the thyroid gland. The radiation given out by radioiodine works on the thyroid cells, reducing their number and their ability to make thyroid hormones. This is the aim of the treatment and the reason why you will be given this form of medication. 
How long does radioiodine stay in the body?
The radioiodine given to you remains in your body only temporarily. Most of the radioiodine not collected in the thyroid gland will be eliminated in your urine during the first two days. Very small amounts are also excreted through your saliva, sweat and faeces. 
The amount which remains in your thyroid will reduce with time after treatment, and by the end of treatment no radioiodine will remain in the body. 

Could I get cancer as a result of this therapy?

It is important to note that no increase in thyroid cancer, leukaemia or other tumours has been shown to occur in patients who have received radioiodine treatment.
Will I need to restrict my activities after therapy?

The radioiodine in your body can cause other people to be exposed to radiation if you are in close contact with them for any significant time, or if there is a transfer of any radioiodine excreted from your body to other people through their direct contact with your body fluids. 

Because of this you should always make all possible efforts to minimise the radiation dose caused to others from your treatment, and we will advise you how you can do this. The level of dose decreases with time after the radioiodine has been given and so the risk presented to others by your contact with them will also decrease with time. 
Specific instructions will be given to you at the time of your treatment to guide you in your efforts to minimise the dose to others. These will take into account the amount of radioiodine you have been given, your circumstances at home and work and the other people you will have contact with. For this reason we will need to ask you a number of detailed questions about your home and family circumstances and the nature of your job.
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How other people can receive a radiation dose 
The radioiodine present in your body after radioiodine treatment can cause other people to receive a radiation dose if you are in close contact with them for any significant time. However, the level of dose decreases with time after the radioiodine has been given and so the risk presented to others by your contact with them will also decrease with time. 
It is also possible for radioiodine excreted from your body to be transferred to others if there is direct contact with your body fluids, through their being deposited in any place where other people may come into contact with them. For example, some radioiodine will be present in your saliva. If this gets onto the bathroom sink as you brush your teeth, then it may be transferred to another person through contact with their hands. Similarly, if after using the toilet, you touch the toilet door handle before you wash your hands, then this may leave some radioiodine on the handle where it could be passed on to the next person who touches it. The radioiodine contamination could then be introduced into that person’s body via their hands, or from food that they have touched and then eaten, where it will then lead to a small amount of radiation exposure to that person. 
How to reduce the radiation dose to others 

You should always make all possible efforts to minimise the radiation dose received by other people from your treatment. The following simple guidelines explain how you can reduce the dose they receive in the period following your treatment. 
Time

Always try to mimimise the time you spend in contact with others. Strictly observe the time limits advised for contact with other people for the full duration of the periods instructed.
Distance

Always try to maximise the distance between yourself and others. Their radiation dose will be much lower if you keep your distance from them at all times. Even a little extra separation will significantly reduce their dose. When you must have close contact with others, keep this to as brief a time as possible. 
Aim to remain at least one metre away from other people, and two metres if at all possible. A separation distance of one metre is approximately the distance between two people sitting together with one empty space between them, e.g. on a bench or large sofa. Two separate comfortable chairs are usually at least a distance of two metres apart. Avoid sitting immediately next to another person at the table when eating a meal, or when you are using public transport.
Contamination

Good toilet hygiene and regular, thorough hand washing will reduce the possibility that other people may become contaminated. Most radioiodine is excreted from your body through your urine, with further amounts through saliva, sweat and lesser amounts via the air you breathe out. 

Children and pregnant or breastfeeding women
It is particularly important to avoid direct contact with children during the period after your therapy as their bodies are still growing, and this makes them particularly susceptible to any radiation that they might receive from you. For the same reason you must also avoid contact with pregnant or breastfeeding women, in order to protect the foetus or nursing infant. 

General Instructions
· You will need to avoid all contact with children under five for a specified period. This is because the thyroid glands of a child are still developing and so are more sensitive to the effects of radioiodine than those of adults. 
· For the same reason, you will need to avoid all contact with pregnant and breastfeeding women for a specified period.
· You will need to sleep alone in a separate bed, and ideally in a separate room, for a specified period. Ensure also that this bed is not located against the same wall as another occupied bed in an adjoining room.
· You may also need to take time off work for a specified period if your job involves close, prolonged contact with other people, especially if this includes contact with children and/or pregnant or breastfeeding women.
· During an initial specified time period you may also need to avoid close physical contact with your partner – including kissing, hugging and sexual intercourse.
· You may need to avoid public places for a specified period (e.g. family and social gatherings, restaurants, cinema, theatres, church services, pubs, clubs, shops, libraries etc.). For a longer specified period you should not visit such public places or events on a regular basis (e.g. daily visits to a local café, bar or club).
· Discourage visits to your home by pregnant or breastfeeding women and those with children.
· You may need to travel home from your therapy appointment by private transport. 
· For a specified period you may need to limit the duration of any journeys by public transport to less than two hours. While you are travelling, you should sit well away from other passengers if at all possible, or change seats regularly if you cannot sit alone.

· Reduce contamination when using the toilet by flushing it twice after use. Men should also sit down at all times when using the toilet to pass urine. Wash your hands thoroughly immediately after going to the toilet.

· Thoroughly wipe or rinse toilet seats, washbasins, showers and baths after each use. If you have access to a separate toilet and/or bathroom, reserve it for your own use during this period and request that others observe this.
· Use a separate toothbrush, and keep a set of towels and facecloths for your personal use only. You should also try to launder your underclothes and bed linen separately.
· Wash any crockery, cutlery, drinking glasses that you use separately. Preferably, keep a set for your own use.
· Wear gloves when preparing and cooking food and when handling any children’s items or items used regularly by others – e.g. telephones, remote control handsets, personal computers.
Guidelines for 131-Iodine (Radioiodine) Therapy


Placing the radiation dose to others in context

If you strictly follow the instructions detailed below you should be able to keep the dose received by other people to a level at, or below, the level they receive each year due to the radiation naturally present in the environment – this can come from cosmic rays or radioactivity naturally occurring in rock formations.  The level of radiation dose other people are likely to receive through contact with you if you observe all the instructions you are given is also similar to the level they might receive when making a few return flights to Australia (from exposure to cosmic rays), or through living for a month or so in Cornwall (due to the exposure to radon from its granite rock).

If you observe a more relaxed set of precautions and have prolonged and close contact with the same individuals, e.g. adult members of your family, for the full period after therapy then they will probably receive around five to ten times the above level of radiation dose. However, if you do not observe any of the instructions detailed the dose that other people could receive as a result of your radioactivity could reach as much as twenty or more times higher than the safer, target level.

Therefore, you should fully observe these instructions as issued to you to ensure that the dose to other people is minimised.  Your doctor will be able to advise you in more detail about all of the above precautions at the time of your therapy. Please do ask questions if you are not sure about their meaning or consequences.

Specific instructions will be given to you at the time of your treatment. These will be based on the guidelines above, but will also take into account the amount of radioiodine you have been given, your circumstances at home and work and that of other people you will have contact with. We will ask you questions about these matters either at, or before, your treatment. The basic form of these instructions are listed opposite.
Contact with your Spouse, Partner or Carer

It is quite understandable however, that your close relations or carers may still wish to spend time in close contact with you to give you practical and/or emotional support throughout this period.

In doing so they will receive a higher radiation dose than would otherwise be the case (as described above) but if this is something that they indicate that they are willing to do, then you may choose to follow a more relaxed set of guidelines in relation to your contact with them. 

However, you must first discuss this matter with them, and they must freely agree to this arrangement. You should show them this information and discuss the issue with them before you receive your therapy. Please indicate to the doctor treating if you have obtained their consent to the increased level of dose they will receive, and we can then give you more specific guidelines.

Any further questions?

If you have any further questions about your radioiodine therapy, or if you want to ask for more information about any of the above points either in advance of your therapy or after, please contact the Nuclear Medicine Clinic or Dr Vanderpump.




Specific Instructions for Therapy

· You must contact the Nuclear Medicine Clinic if you vomit within 4 hours of the treatment as your therapy may need to be repeated.

· You should also contact the Nuclear Medicine Clinic to inform them if you vomit or are accidentally incontinent within 24 hours of the treatment. 

You should also observe all of the following instructions, as advised at the time of your therapy:

· Have NO close contact with children aged under 3 years and pregnant or breastfeeding women
For _25__ days until this date :  ___/____ /____

· Stay at least one metre away from children aged between 3 and 5 years old
For __20_ days until this date :  ___/____ /____

· Stay at least one metre away from children aged older than 5 years, and from adults other than your immediate family and close friends
For __14_ days until this date :  ___/____ /____

· And then, restrict close contact with children under 5 years to a maximum of 15 minutes per day
For a further_6_days until : ___/____ /____

· Do not return to your place of work
For _10__ days until this date :  ___/____ /____

· Sleep alone in a separate bed, and preferably in another room if this is available

For _4__ days until this date :  ___/____ /____

· Do not travel on public transport for journeys lasting more than 1 hour
· Do not make a specific single visit to a public place or event
For N/A___ days until this date :  ___/____ /____ 

· Do not visit the same public place regularly (e.g. daily)
For __10_ days until this date :  ___/____ /____

· Observe all hygienic precautions designed to prevent the spread of radioiodine contamination through body fluids.
For _14_ days until this date :  ___/____ /____
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