
Why  is  there  a  lump  in  my  
neck  and  do  I  need  to  worry?

Wen	  T.	  Shen,	  MD	  MA	  
UCSF	  Department	  of	  Surgery	  

Osher	  Mini-‐Medical	  School	  Lecture	  
November	  27,	  2018	  



Disclosures

• No	  disclosures	  



Outline

• An	  introducJon	  to	  the	  neck	  
• Anatomy	  of	  the	  neck	  
• Common	  types	  of	  neck	  masses	  
• What	  to	  do	  when	  you	  find	  a	  neck	  mass?	  
•  Some	  thoughts	  on	  thyroid	  nodules/thyroid	  cancer/overdiagnosis	  and	  
overtreatment	  

















The  Big  Picture  –  How  to  classify  neck  masses?

• Congenital	  
•  InfecJous/Inflammatory	  
• NeoplasJc	  



Common  neck  masses:  congenital

Branchial	  cleS	  cyst	  



Branchial  cleC  cyst



Common  neck  masses:  congenital

Thyroglossal	  duct	  cyst	  



Thyroglossal  duct  cyst



Common  neck  masses:  infecDous/
inflammatory

ReacJve	  lymph	  node	  



Common  neck  masses:  infecDous/
inflammatory

• Mononucleosis	  with	  swollen	  
cervical	  nodes	  



Mononucleosis  with  swollen  nodes



What  are  some  common  neck  masses?

Right	  thyroid	  nodule	  



Right  thyroid  nodule



Numerous  other  possibiliDes!



Numerous  other  possibiliDes!



How  to  evaluate  a  neck  mass?  

• Helpful	  informaJon:	  
•  Age	  
•  DuraJon	  of	  Jme	  (>2-‐4	  weeks?)	  
•  Recent	  infecJons?	  
•  Risk	  factors?	  
•  How	  does	  it	  feel	  (hard,	  fixed)?	  	  



Younger  age

• More	  likely	  congenital	  or	  
infecJous/inflammatory	  
•  Less	  likely	  malignant	  but	  sJll	  
requires	  evaluaJon	  



Older  age  (>40)

•  Increased	  overall	  risk	  of	  
malignant	  cause,	  should	  
definitely	  be	  evaluated	  



Risk  factors

•  Tobacco	  use	  
• Alcohol	  abuse	  
• HPV	  status	  
•  Immunocompromised	  



2017	  Clinical	  PracJce	  Guidelines	  
AAO/Head	  and	  Neck	  Surgery	  
FoundaJon	  



Imaging  studies

• CT	  scan	  and	  ultrasound	  are	  the	  
most	  commonly	  used	  and	  useful	  
imaging	  studies	  of	  the	  neck	  



Neck  ultrasound



Fine-‐needle  aspiraDon  biopsy

•  For	  solid	  neck	  masses	  suspected	  
of	  being	  malignant	  
• OutpaJent	  procedure	  
performed	  under	  local	  
anestheJc	  
• OSen	  facilitated	  by	  uJlizing	  
ultrasound	  for	  guidance	  



Thyroid  nodules

•  Extremely	  common:	  
•  Palpable	  in	  5%	  of	  women	  and	  1%	  
of	  men	  in	  the	  US	  
•  19-‐68%	  of	  the	  populaJon	  in	  
ultrasound	  examinaJon	  or	  
autopsy	  studies	  
•  Higher	  incidence	  in	  older	  paJents	  

B.	  Haugen,	  Thyroid,	  2015	  



Thyroid  nodules  –  risk  of  cancer

• Depends	  on	  mulJple	  factors:	  age,	  gender,	  family	  history,	  radiaJon	  
exposure	  
•  7-‐15%	  of	  thyroid	  nodules	  will	  be	  malignant	  



Thyroid  nodules  -‐  evaluaDon

• Complete	  history	  of	  physical	  examinaJon	  
•  Thyroid	  funcJon	  test	  (TSH	  usually	  sufficient)	  
• Ultrasound	  
•  FNA	  when	  appropriate	  



Thyroid  FNA  –  not  so  simple  anymore

2009	  “Bethesda”	  criteria	  for	  thyroid	  FNA	  interpretaJon	  



Thyroid  FNA  –  not  so  simple  anymore



Thyroid  FNA  –  not  so  simple  anymore

L.	  Yip,	  JAMA	  Surgery,	  2016	  



Overdiagnosis/Overtreatment:  
a  major  US  health  problem

• An	  esJmated	  >$200	  billion	  dollars	  is	  spent	  in	  the	  US	  
each	  year	  on	  unnecessary	  tesJng/treatment	  

1st	  InternaJonal	  Conference	  on	  
Overdiagnosis,	  September	  2013	  



Overdiagnosis/Overtreatment:    
South  Korea  and  thyroid  cancer

•  1999:	  NaJonal	  screening	  
program	  for	  various	  cancers	  
insJtuted	  
• RouJne	  cervical	  ultrasound,	  
even	  for	  younger	  paJents	  
•  Explosion	  in	  diagnoses	  and	  
operaJons	  for	  thyroid	  cancer	  



South  Korea’s  thyroid  cancer  “epidemic”

•  15-‐fold	  increase	  in	  diagnoses	  in	  2000s	  
• Most	  were	  micro	  cancers	  (<1cm)	  

•  1995:	  15%	  of	  all	  operaJons	  were	  for	  microcancers	  
•  2005:	  56%	  of	  all	  operaJons	  for	  microcancers	  

•  Treatment	  comes	  at	  a	  cost,	  both	  in	  terms	  of	  financial	  expenditures	  
and	  in	  morbidity	  
•  11%	  permanent	  hypoparathyroidism	  
•  2%	  permanent	  vocal	  cord	  paralysis	  





G.	  Welch,	  et	  al.,	  NEJM,	  2014	  



Benefits  of  early  diagnosis?

• NO	  change	  in	  overall	  death	  rates	  
• Huge	  increase	  in	  costs,	  operaJons,	  morbidity,	  etc.	  	  
• Recent	  call	  for	  scaling	  back	  of	  screening	  but	  difficult	  to	  change	  
entrenched	  pracJces…	  
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Here  in  the  US?  

•  Even	  without	  a	  naJonal	  screening	  program,	  overdiagnosis	  and	  
overtreatment	  of	  thyroid	  cancer	  is	  an	  increasing	  problem	  in	  the	  US	  
• NCI	  esJmates	  >60,000	  new	  cases	  in	  US	  in	  2015	  (<2000	  deaths)	  
• MSKCC	  published	  trial	  of	  observaJon	  vs.	  operaJon	  for	  microcancers	  
demonstraJng	  excellent	  outcomes	  (corroboraJng	  prior	  Japanese	  
data)	  

M.	  Tuple,	  JAMA	  OHNS,	  2017	  



What  should  clinicians  do?

•  Think	  before	  ordering	  a	  test!	  
• Discuss	  with	  the	  paJent	  the	  
indicaJons	  for	  the	  test,	  the	  
possible	  outcomes	  (in	  context	  of	  
pretest	  probabiliJes),	  and	  
alternaJves	  to	  tesJng	  

Thomas	  Bayes,	  1702-‐1761	  




