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This leaflet contains information about radioactive iodine treatment. If 
you have any questions about your treatment, please ask the doctor, 
nurse or technologist.
 

Why do I need this treatment?

Following your surgery, your treatment will have been discussed in the 
Thyroid cancer specialist team meeting. Members of the team have 
agreed that radioactive iodine treatment could be beneficial for you. 
Your oncologist will discuss with you in more detail why the treatment 
could be of benefit, and what would happen if you choose not to have 
the treatment.

Radioactive iodine is taken up by both normal and cancerous thyroid 
cells. Radiation collects in these cells and destroys them. The treatment 
aims to destroy any thyroid cells that may have escaped surgical 
removal. Research has shown that this can reduce the chance of thyroid 
cancer recurring in the future. Radioactive iodine can also be used to 
treat thyroid cancer that has returned after previous treatment.
 

Is radioactive iodine treatment safe?

This procedure uses ionising radiation. It is considered a safe treatment 
for your condition. However, the ionising radiation will go to all parts of 
your body and can cause cell damage that may have longer term health 
effects, including a low risk of developing a second cancer in the future. 
This, along with other risks, will be carefully considered during the 
planning of your treatment and will be discussed fully with you.

The greatest danger from radioactive iodine is to the thyroid gland, but 
as your thyroid has already been removed it is not at risk.

The precautions in this leaflet help to protect other people you may 
come into contact with, especially children and pregnant women.
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Where will I have my treatment?

You will be admitted to a purpose built room on Ward 2 at Weston Park 
Hospital to have the treatment. This is necessary because radioactive 
treatments have to be given in a carefully controlled environment. It is 
not possible to receive this treatment at your District General Hospital.
 

When will I have my treatment?

Guidelines recommend that radioactive iodine treatment is given within 
6 months of thyroid surgery. The exact timing will depend on your 
recovery from surgery. There can be a short wait of a few weeks for 
treatment as there are only two rooms in the hospital for this purpose.
 

What can I eat before my treatment?

We recommend that you reduce the amount of iodine you eat and 
drink for 2 weeks before receiving the treatment. This is because 
dietary iodine can reduce the success of the radioactive iodine.

It is important to remember that this is a low iodine diet, not a no iodine 
diet. If you accidentally eat something high in iodine, don't worry, it 
won't affect your treatment.

Try not to look on the internet for additional information. A lot of the 
information you may find on the internet is American and does not 
apply to our diet in the United Kingdom.

After you have had your radioactive iodine treatment you can return to 
your normal diet.

Please see appendix on pages 12-16 for more information about the 
low iodine diet.
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What if I may be pregnant or breast feeding?

Radioiodine treatment is a procedure using ionising radiation. Even 
small doses can potentially be harmful to an unborn baby. Although 
blood tests may be taken prior to your treatment to test that you are not 
pregnant, there is a very small time interval during which a pregnancy 
cannot be determined by these means. It is therefore advisable that all 
women who have the potential to become pregnant ensure the use of 
contraceptives in the 2 weeks prior to their treatment. A positive 
pregnancy test will result in the treatment being postponed.

If there is any possibility that you may have become pregnant whilst 
awaiting your treatment, please inform the Nuclear Medicine 
Department immediately by contacting 0114 271 2779.

If you are breast feeding you should stop at least 4 weeks before coming 
in for treatment.
 

Is there anything else I need to do before coming in for 
treatment?

You will need to attend Weston Park Hospital on each of the two days 
before your treatment to receive an injection of a hormone called 
Thyrogen. This ensures that any remaining thyroid cells absorb the 
radioactive iodine.

You will be seen by a doctor and/or nurse and you will have the chance 
to ask any questions you may have. You will be asked to sign a form 
giving your consent to the treatment.

The Thyrogen injections are given into your buttock. Most people do 
not experience any side effects from this, but 1 in 20 patients given the 
injection experience a mild headache and/or mild nausea.
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If you are given Thyrogen injections you should continue to take your 
thyroxine tablets throughout your treatment.

Some blood tests will be taken when you attend for the injections. These 
are to check that it is safe to give you the treatment.

For some patients it may not be possible to use Thyrogen injections and 
your doctor may ask you to stop your thyroid hormone tablets for 2 
weeks instead. This can leave you feeling weak, tired and sometimes 
irritable. These symptoms will get better when you re-start your tablets. 
Your doctor will explain this to you in more detail if it is necessary for 
your treatment.

Please contact the Nuclear Medicine department if you have had a CT 
scan in the 6 weeks before your treatment date as we may not be able 
to give you your radioiodine treatment.
 

What happens when I come into hospital for 
treatment?

You will be asked to come into hospital on the day that you are to 
receive treatment. You should bring your usual medication with you and 
carry on taking these during your stay in hospital.

The technologist will give you the radioactive iodine. It is given as a 
capsule which is about the size of an antibiotic capsule. You will be able 
to swallow it with some water. Once you have taken the capsule you will 
have to stay in the treatment room.

You will need to stay in hospital for 1-3 nights, depending on the dose 
of iodine you have been given and how quickly it is cleared from your 
body. Your doctor will be able to advise you how long you are likely to 
have to stay in before you have your treatment.
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Are there any side effects?

Most patients do not have any side effects from radioactive iodine 
treatment. Some patients do experience the following problems:

• feeling of tightness in the throat
• unpleasant taste in the mouth
• nausea
• swelling of the salivary glands and dry mouth

If you experience any of these problems you should inform the nursing 
staff who may be able to give you medication to ease the side effects.

Drinking plenty of water after you have been given the treatment can 
help reduce the risk of side effects.
 

Will the treatment affect whether I can have children in 
the future?

For women 
There is no long term risk to your fertility from radioactive iodine 
treatment. However, because the radioactivity may harm a developing 
baby it is important that if you are of childbearing age you use reliable 
contraceptive precautions before treatment and for 6 months after your 
treatment. If you think you may be pregnant within 6 months of 
treatment you should inform your hospital doctor.

For men 
There is no long term risk to your fertility from radioactive iodine 
treatment. However, if your partner is of childbearing age it is important 
that you use reliable contraceptive precautions for 4 months after your 
treatment as within this time the treatment may cause harm to a 
developing baby.
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What precautions will I have to take?

The radioactive iodine will be removed from your body in the fluids that 
you excrete normally. Most will be in the first few days after your 
treatment. This means that your urine, bowel actions, sweat, saliva and 
vomit will be radioactive. Because of this, special precautions need to be 
taken to protect staff, other patients and visitors from the radiation.

You will receive your treatment in a specially designed single room on 
the ward. You will need to stay in this room continually once you have 
taken the radioactive iodine. To prevent unauthorised people entering 
the room, access is restricted to designated staff via a swipe card 
system. In an emergency you can override this system and this will be 
demonstrated to you before treatment.

Your room is on a side ward and for your safety the nursing staff will be 
able to observe you on a CCTV monitor whilst you are in the bedroom. 
This means that they can make routine checks without having to enter 
the room itself multiple times. The CCTV does not include the bathroom 
area and it is not recorded.

You must use the washing and toilet facilities in the room and must not 
use those on the main ward. If any of your body waste (such as urine or 
vomit) is spilt anywhere in the room other than down the toilet it is 
important that you inform the nursing staff immediately as there are 
special procedures for cleaning up.

While you are in hospital we recommend that you have a shower every 
day and drink 2-3 litres of fluid a day as this helps to clear excess 
radioiodine from your body. It is also important that you empty your 
bowels each day. Please let the nursing staff know if you need help with 
this.

You will receive hospital food whilst you are having your treatment, but 
your cups, plates and cutlery will have to stay in your room. Nothing 
must leave the room without being checked by the technologist, 
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including food waste and rubbish. This is to prevent the spread of 
radiation outside the room.

You may bring things in from home such as food and books, but all of 
your property needs to be checked before you can take it home. Any 
food that you take into the room will have to be thrown away before 
you go home in case it has become contaminated with radioactive 
iodine.

We recommend that when you go home you wash any clothes and 
towels that you have used separately to ensure that any traces of 
radioactive iodine are removed.
 

What facilities will be in the room?

There is a hospital type bed with linen, pillows and blankets, bedside 
cabinet and comfy chair. Please ask for more blankets if you are not 
warm enough.

En-suite bathroom 
This includes a toilet and a shower. You may find travel sized toiletries 
useful as these can be discarded when you go home with minimal 
wastage. Sanitary items and other personal hygiene items are available 
on request. Hospital towels will be available; you are welcome to use the 
towels as a bath mat.

Fridge 
The fridge is stocked with bottled water, fruit juice, milk, butter and jam. 
You may wish to bring your own food in to make your stay more 
pleasant. Any food you bring in will have to be thrown away when you 
leave.

Microwave / Toaster
So you can make your own hot snacks if you wish.
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Kettle 
Tea and coffee making facilities are available in the room. Please ask the 
ward staff if you require additional supplies.

Television 
There is a Freeview television for your use. The television is compatible 
with HDMI devices such as games consoles. Please note there is no DVD 
or Blu-ray player in the room.

Internet access 
Wi-Fi is available in the room. Please feel free to bring a lap-top or tablet 
for use during your stay. This will need to be check for contamination 
before you go home, but it is unlikely that this will be a problem.

Telephone 
The room does not have its own telephone so please bring your mobile 
phone so that you can contact family and friends. There is also a wall 
USB socket that can be used for phone charging leads.

Can I smoke in the room?

Due to hospital policy and fire safety procedures you will not be allowed 
to smoke or use e-cigarettes in the room and you may not leave the 
room to smoke elsewhere in the hospital once the radioactive iodine 
treatment has been given.

If you think this will be difficult for you please discuss with your nurse or 
doctor before you come in to hospital so that help can be arranged.

Will I be able to receive visitors?

The radioactive iodine is cleared from your body quite quickly; mostly in 
your urine. The radiation is at its highest level in the first 24 hours and 
so you are not allowed to receive visitors for the first 24 hours.

After this time visitors should speak to the nurse in charge of the ward 
to find out how long they may stay whilst visiting. Children and women 
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who may be or who are pregnant are not allowed to visit at any time 
during your stay in hospital as they are at greater risk from the effects 
of radiation.

Your visitors will be asked to keep at a safe distance from you. They 
must avoid physical contact and sit behind a lead screen. This helps to 
reduce their exposure to radiation.
 

What will happen when I leave hospital?

On the day that you are due to go home a technologist will visit you to 
measure the amount of radiation that remains in your body. This 
measurement is used to give you personalised information about the 
precautions that you will need to take when you go home. You will be 
given a card with this information recorded.

It is likely that you will be advised to avoid close contact (e.g. sharing a 
bed) with other adults for up to 7 - 10 days, and to avoid close contact 
with children and pregnant women for up to 7 - 21 days.

You should not have blood samples taken for 4 weeks after your 
treatment, unless they are absolutely necessary.

If you are planning any long distance travel, especially by air, in the next 
6 months please discuss this with the technologist.
 

What will happen next?

You will have a scan to detect where the radioactive iodine has gone in 
your body 48 hours after the treatment has been given. The scan is 
performed in the Nuclear Medicine department on I floor at the Royal 
Hallamshire Hospital. Details of this scan will be given during your stay.
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What happens in the scan?

The scan is taken by a gamma camera. It involves lying on a couch for 
about an hour. The camera will come close to you but will not touch 
you. Someone will be with you in the room at all times.

What happens after the scan?

You will be able to go home. When you go home you should continue 
to take your thyroxine tablets at the recommended dose.

You will be given an appointment to see your consultant about 6 weeks 
after your treatment for a routine check up.

Your consultant will also discuss the findings from the scan.

For most people, one radioactive iodine treatment is sufficient. 
Occasionally more than one treatment is required. This will be discussed 
with you at follow up visits.

What happens if I experience any problems after I go 
home?

During working hours (8.00am - 4.30pm) you should contact your 
Endocrine Clinical Nurse Specialist:

• 0114 226 1436 

Out of hours you should contact the nursing staff on Ward 2:

• 0114 226 5307  or  0114 226 5308

Other useful contact numbers:

Nuclear medicine technologist: 0114 271 2779 

Dr Wadsley's secretary: 0114 226 5744

Dr Crossley's secretary: 0114 226 5081



page 12 of 16

If you have any further questions about your treatment please do not 
hesitate to contact your Clinical Nurse Specialist.

Appendix

Low iodine foods you can eat freely

�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�

�
�

Fresh / frozen fruit and vegetables, including potatoes

Cooked green vegetables like spinach and broccoli

Fresh / frozen meat

Ordinary table salt and sea salt

Rice and dried pasta

Fresh bread (including fresh sliced bread)

Non dairy spread such as Vitalite or Pure or Flora non-dairy 

Olive oil, vegetable oils and nut oils

Water, soft drinks, fruit juices and alcoholic drinks

Tea and coffee without milk

Coffee without milk

Milk substitutes such as rice, coconut, almond or soya milk  
(please check labels for ingredients and avoid brands that 
contain carrageenan which is a seaweed derivative)   

Dark / plain chocolate with a minimum of 70% cocoa

Crisps
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Foods which should be limited

Milk - a maximum of 25ml per day which could be used in tea 
and coffee (i.e. about 5-7 teaspoons of milk per day)

Butter - limit to a very thin scraping (one teaspoon or 5g) per 
day

Cheese - one ounce or 25g once per week

Daiary produce like yogurt, dairy ice cream etc. (limit to one 
portion per week)

Egg - one per week

Egg containing products like mayonnaise, custard, fresh egg 
pasta, egg fried rice, pancakes, Yorkshire puddings etc. 

High iodine foods which should be avoided

�
�
�
�
�

�

�

Fish, seafood, seaweed, kelp, laverbread

Raw green vegetables like spinach or broccoli

Cakes and biscuits containing butter and eggs

Milk chocolate and white chocolate

Take away - meals and fast foods / restaurant foods 
(as ingredients are unknown)

Iodised salt and Pink Himalayan salt if imported / bought 
outside the UK

Vitamins and mineral supplements, nutritional supplements and 
cough mixtures 
(unless prescribed by your medical team, for example vitamin D)
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Meal suggestions

 

Breakfast

Toast with non dairy spread and marmalade, jam, honey, marmite

Porridge made with water or milk substitute (specific brands cannot be 
suggested as ingredients might be changed over time by the producer), 
topped with fruit, honey or syrup

Cereals with water or milk substitute

Fresh fruit or fruit salad or grapefruit cocktail

Cooked breakfast (without eggs) such as bacon, sausages, tomatoes, 
mushrooms, hash browns, baked beans, toast

 

Lunch

Sandwich made with non dairy spread filled with ham, chicken, bacon 
or Quorn and salad

Salad (such as cucumber, lettuce, tomato, avocado, sweetcorn, peas) 
with olive oil and vinegar (no raw spinach or raw broccoli) topped with 
chicken breast

Jacket potato (without butter) with baked beans or chilli con carne

Beans or tinned tomatoes on toast

Soup (without cream, butter or milk) with bread

Couscous with meat, chicken or chickpeas and vegetables such as 
roasted peppers, courgettes, tomatoes
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Dinner

Spaghetti Bolognese

Pork or lamb chops with potatoes and vegetables

Steak served with roasted mushrooms, grilled tomatoes, chips or jacket 
potato

Roasted meat, vegetables and roasted potatoes with gravy

Chicken, meat, Quorn or tofu stir fry with vegetables and rice

Stewed meat (chicken, beef, lamb or pork) with potatoes, carrots and 
swede

Chilli con carne with rice and peas

Jacket potato (without butter) with baked beans, ham or chicken and 
salad

Sweet and sour chicken with rice

Risotto (without cheese) with chicken, butternut squash, peas and 
sweetcorn

Curry dishes without cream

 

Snacks and Puddings

Tinned  or fresh fruit, stewed or poached fruit

Jelly, sorbet, meringue

Soya dessert or soya yoghurt

Dairy free custard or single cream alternative
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Vegetable crudities and homemade avocado dip (guacamole) or soya 
plain yoghurt and mint sauce

Nuts (maximum 30g / 1oz per day)

Sweet or salted popcorn

Potato crisps or rice cakes

Dark chocolate

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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