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Long-Term Outcomes Following Therapy in
Differentiated Thyroid Carcinoma: NTCTCS Registry
Analysis 1987–2012
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David L. Steward, Mingxhao Xing, Harry R. Maxon, and Steven I. Sherman*
Context: Initial treatments for patients with differentiated thyroid cancer are supported primarily
by single-institution, retrospective studies, with limited follow-up and low event rates. We report
updated analyses of long-term outcomes after treatment in patients with differentiated thyroid
cancer.
Objective: The objective was to examine effects of initial therapies on outcomes.
Design/Setting: This was a prospective multi-institutional registry.
Patients: A total of 4941 patients, median follow-up, 6 years, participated.
Intervention: Interventions included total/near-total thyroidectomy (T/NTT), postoperative radioiodine (RAI), and thyroid hormone suppression therapy (THST).
Main Outcome Measure: Main outcome measures were overall survival (OS) and disease-free
survival using product limit and proportional hazards analyses.
Results: Improved OS was noted in NTCTCS stage III patients who received RAI (risk ratio [RR], 0.66;
P ⫽ .04) and stage IV patients who received both T/NTT and RAI (RR, 0.66 and 0.70; combined P ⫽
.049). In all stages, moderate THST (TSH maintained subnormal-normal) was associated with significantly improved OS (RR stages I-IV: 0.13, 0.09, 0.13, 0.33) and disease-free survival (RR stages I-III:
0.52, 0.40, 0.18); no additional survival benefit was achieved with more aggressive THST (TSH
maintained undetectable-subnormal). This remained true, even when distant metastatic disease
was diagnosed during follow-up. Lower initial stage and moderate THST were independent predictors of improved OS during follow-up years 1–3.
Conclusions: We confirm previous findings that T/NTT followed by RAI is associated with benefit
in high-risk patients, but not in low-risk patients. In contrast with earlier reports, moderate THST
is associated with better outcomes across all stages, and aggressive THST may not be warranted
even in patients diagnosed with distant metastatic disease during follow-up. Moderate THST
continued at least 3 years after diagnosis may be indicated in high-risk patients. (J Clin Endocrinol
Metab 100: 3270 –3279, 2015)

ifferentiated thyroid carcinoma (DTC) arising from
thyroid follicular cells includes both papillary and
follicular histological types, which account for more than
90% of all thyroid cancers. Although most patients diagnosed with DTC have excellent long-term survival, a sig-

D

nificant proportion may have persistent/recurrent disease,
and some eventually die from their thyroid malignancy.
Accurate prognostication is necessary to identify which
patients may benefit from more or less aggressive therapy,
but current staging systems still fail to account for much of
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the variance in disease outcomes (1– 4). As death related to
thyroid cancer is uncommon and often occurs years after
diagnosis, randomized trials of primary treatment for
DTC have been considered impractical. Nonetheless, incidence rates are escalating, and the need for accurate risk
stratification and long-term outcome data to support
treatment decisions is increasingly relevant both for those
with early stage, very low risk tumors, and for those with
advanced and metastatic disease.
Standard of care treatments include surgery, radioactive iodine-131 (RAI), and thyroid hormone suppression
therapy (THST). In the absence of prospective trials, considerable debate remains as to the appropriate extent of
surgery, benefit and dosing of postoperative RAI, and optimal level and duration of THST. Consequently, there has
been extensive dependence upon retrospective studies
with low event rates and/or expert opinion (5). For example, balancing the potential benefits and risk of more aggressive total or near-total thyroidectomy (T/NTT) remains challenging, especially for patients at very low risk
for cancer-specific mortality (6 –11). Despite guidelines
from professional societies that describe indications for
the use of postoperative RAI (5, 12), application in general
practice differs widely (13), underscoring the need for
stronger evidence. Although the use of THST has been
reported to decrease recurrence rates and cancer-related
mortality (14, 15), the optimal degree of suppression required to achieve these goals is not clear. The reduction of
TSH levels to ⱕ 0.1 mU/L has been associated with better
clinical outcomes in high-risk thyroid cancer patients (16),
but the possibility that milder reductions in TSH might
offer the same benefits has not been convincingly defined.
Earlier registry data from the National Thyroid Cancer
Treatment Cooperative Study Group (NTCTCS) (7, 17)
suggested that reduced disease-specific mortality rates are
seen in high-risk patients whose TSH is suppressed to very
low/undetectable concentrations, but low-risk patients
had equivalent outcomes whether the serum TSH is completely suppressed or maintained in the low/normal range.
The NTCTCS, formed in 1987, maintains a multicenter
registry, currently contributed to by 11 North American
institutions with expertise in the treatment of patients with
thyroid carcinoma. The registry follows a large cohort of
patients with DTC with the primary endpoint of assessing
the effects of initial treatment strategies and management
on long-term outcomes. The most recent overall analysis
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from this registry reported on outcomes through 2001
from nearly 3000 patients with a median follow-up of only
3 years (6). With more than a decade of further observations and nearly 5000 patients with DTC enrolled, we
present an updated analysis of outcomes after primary
therapy and long-term THST.

Patients and Methods
Patients and data collection
The data collection, data management, and analysis methods
of the registry have been described in previous publications (3, 7,
17–21). Institutional review boards of participating centers approved the study, and ongoing oversight of the registry occurs
through The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center,
where the central database is currently managed and maintained.
Demographic, clinical, histological, and radiological data
were collected and entered into a PC-based clinical data management system locally (Medlog, version 2012–5; Incline Village, NV) and transmitted to the managing site. Patient care was
determined by the individual physician independent of registry
participation. All treatments administered within 6 months of
the first surgery were considered “initial therapies,” and follow-up data were reported annually. Disease stage was assigned
according to the previously described registry staging system (3)
(see Supplemental Appendix 1); central pathology review was
not performed. Clinical status at entry was assigned by the treating physician (at completion of initial therapies) as either diseasefree or not disease-free, with remaining tumor extent and/or metastases detailed. Disease monitoring and identification of
structural disease recurrence were determined by the treating
physicians per local standard of care. Where possible, mortality
events were confirmed through the Social Security Death Index
for non-Canadian sites and the Office of the Registrar General of
Ontario through Cancer Care Ontario for Canadian patients.

Cohort definitions
The overall cohort contains 4941 patients diagnosed with
DTC and registered between January 1987 and November 2012.
Within the overall cohort, the THST cohort comprises 3268
patients and only includes those with TSH values recorded at
least 50% or more of their follow-up time (7, 17). TSH scores
generated for the THST cohort as previously described represent
an assessment of therapy throughout the follow-up period (7,
17). Second- or third-generation TSH assays were in use at each
institution’s clinical laboratory, with functional sensitivities of at
least 0.1 mU/L. An undetectable serum TSH was defined by the
clinical laboratory at each participating institution. At each follow-up visit, serum TSH levels were categorized into one of four
groups and assigned a score: TSH undetectable (TSH score ⫽ 1),
TSH subnormal but detectable (TSH score ⫽ 2), TSH normal
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(TSH score ⫽ 3), and TSH elevated (TSH score ⫽ 4). To account
for the variations in serum TSH levels over time, a mean TSH
score was then calculated from all recorded TSH scores throughout the course of treatment and follow-up. Patients were grouped
for analysis according to their mean TSH score and categorized
as follows: patients with a mean TSH score of 1.0 –1.99, which
corresponded to aggressive THST (undetectable to subnormal
TSH levels); patients with a mean TSH score of 2.0 –2.99, which
corresponded to moderate THST (subnormal to normal TSH
levels); and patients with a mean TSH score of 3.0 – 4, which
corresponded to nonsuppressed THST (normal to elevated TSH
levels) throughout the course of follow-up. To examine the effect
of THST on outcomes after diagnosis of distant metastatic disease, whether at initial staging or during subsequent follow-up,
mean TSH scores were also calculated, starting from the date of
metastatic disease detection through the remaining course of
their follow-up.

Statistical analysis
In descriptive analyses, DTC histologies included papillary
thyroid cancer (PTC), follicular thyroid cancer (FTC), or Hürthle
cell variant (HCC). All DTC patients were aggregated for outcomes analysis. Endpoints examined were overall survival (OS)
and disease-free survival (DFS). In our analysis of DFS, recurrent
disease and death from any cause were considered events. Recurrent disease was defined as structural evidence of disease determined either radiographically or by pathology. Recurrence
was analyzed only among patients who were considered diseasefree at entry based on local clinical practice patterns. Of note, in
no analysis of outcome after primary treatment was a significant
benefit seen in disease-specific survival that was not also seen in
OS. Therefore, only OS analyses are presented. Therapies examined as potential predictors of outcomes were a lesser surgical
resection vs T/NTT, no RAI vs RAI within 6 months postoperatively, and increasing degrees of THST during follow-up as
reflected in TSH scores. All patients with follow-up were included in OS analysis, whereas only those patients reported as
having no residual disease after initial therapy were included in
DFS analysis. Nominal data were examined using 2 analyses.
Univariate predictors of OS and DFS were determined using
product-limit survival analysis and the log-rank statistic. The
relative contribution of each univariate predictor, represented
with a relative risk ratio (RR) and corresponding 95% confidence interval (CI), was determined using proportional hazards
multivariate regression modeling. Throughout this report, a
RR ⬍ 1 indicates an improved outcome associated with the more
extensive initial therapy (ie, greater surgical extent, RAI administration) and/or higher degree of THST.
Potential selection bias in the use of therapies was examined
using propensity analysis (22, 23). Covariates applied to the regression model as potential contributors to discrepant therapy
application were sex, age, histology, tumor size, extraglandular
invasion, neck metastases, surgical extent, reporting institution,
and year of diagnosis. P values of .05 or less were considered
statistically significant. All analyses were performed using the
SAS JMP 10 statistical software package (version 10.0.0).

Results
Description of cohorts
Among the 4941 DTC patients in the overall cohort,
88% had PTC, 8% had FTC, and 4% had HCC. Median
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follow-up duration was 6 years (range, 0 –25 y) with a
total of 34 631 person-years of documented follow-up.
Only 94 patients, 1.9% of the cohort, lacked any follow-up information. The overall cohort characteristics are
summarized in Table 1. The median follow-up time in
years (range) by stage was as follows: stage I, 6.6 (0 –25.0);
stage II, 6.0 (0 –24.3); stage III, 6.5 (0 –23.0); and stage IV,
4.2 (0.1–24.0). Among the 3649 patients considered disease-free after initial therapy, 933 (26%) were diagnosed
with structural recurrent disease occurring a median of 1.2
years (range, 0.2–21) after diagnosis, either detected by
imaging or confirmed by pathology report. Local or regional recurrence accounted for 74% of recurrences (60%
regional, 14% local), and distant metastases accounted for
11% of recurrences. In 16% of patients reported to have
recurrence, the site was not specified. Five-year OS after
recurrence was 91% for either local or regional recurrent
disease, as compared with 81% after recurrence as distant
metastases.
Characteristics of the THST cohort are summarized in
Table 1. Among the 3238 patients in this cohort, the mean
number of TSH values per patient was 6.2 (range, 1–24;
median, 6.0). The clinical characteristics of this THST cohort were compared with a remaining cohort in which
sufficient TSH data were not reported (Table 1). Among
those patients examined in OS analysis, the “remaining
cohort” had more FTC/HCC patients than the THST cohort and more stage IV patients, was less likely to have
received RAI, and had more deaths. Among those examined in DFS analysis, the “remaining cohort” had fewer
patients over 45 years of age, had more FTC/HCC patients, was less likely to have received RAI, and had fewer
deaths than the THST cohort. Of the remaining cohort,
40% had no TSH values recorded.
Initial disease stage was a significant predictor of OS as
well as DFS (Figure 1, A and B). No significant difference
was observed in analysis of treatment outcomes among the
histological subtypes. Therefore, all three histological subtypes were combined for subsequent analyses, as in previous NTCTCS reports.
Effect of surgical extent and RAI in the overall
cohort by stage
In univariate analyses in stage I patients (Supplemental
Appendices 2 and 3), T/NTT and RAI were each associated with decreased DFS but without change in OS. Propensity analysis was subsequently performed to understand the impact of variations of clinicopathological
presentation within the stage I group. No difference was
demonstrated in DFS among the strata according to surgical extent (Supplemental Appendix 4); a similar lack of
difference was seen in propensity analysis for RAI treat-
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Comparison of Clinical Characteristics of Analyzed Cohorts
OS

Parameter
n
Sex
Male
Female
Age at diagnosis
⬍45 y
ⱖ45 y
Histology
PTC
FTC
HCC
NTCTCS stage
I
II
III
IV
Surgical treatment
NTT
Other
RAI administered
activity, mCi
Yes
ⱕ30
31–75
⬎75
No
TSH score category
1.0 –1.9
2.0 –2.9
3.0 –3.9
Deaths, n
Recurrences, n
Follow-up time, y
median (range)

DFS

Overall
Cohort

THST
Cohort

Remaining
Cohort

4941

3238

1703

27
73

27
73

29
71

52
48

52
48

53
47

88
8
4

89
8
4

86
9
5

43
27
24
5

44
27
25
4

43
26
24
7

86
14

86
14

85
15

74
8
7
58
26

75
8
8
58
25

71

29

P
Value

Overall
Cohort

THST
Cohort

Remaining
Cohort

3649

2472

1177

.10

25
75

75
25

74
26

.66

.38

53
47

52
48

56
44

.05

.007

89
7
4

89
7
4

87
8
5

.024

49
30
20
0

48
31
21
0

51
29
20
0

.17

86
14

86
14

86
14

.0017

72
9
9
54
28

73
9
10
53
27

69
8
4
56
31

.004

P
Value

.38

.75

.0055

32
59
9
210

30
61
9
426
216
⬍.0001 214
115
99
⬍.0001
933
668
265
.003
6.2 (0 –25.0) 6.9 (0.-25.0) 4.6 (0 –24.6)
5.5 (0 –25.0) 6.1 (0.2–25.0) 4.2 (0 –24.6)

Data are expressed as percentage of patients unless specified otherwise. All parameter comparisons used Pearson’s 2 test.

ment application (Supplemental Appendix 5). In the logistic regression models that were the bases for the propensity analyses, significant covariates associated with
T/NTT were histology, tumor size, neck metastases, reporting institution, and diagnosis year. Significant covariates associated with administration of RAI were age,

tumor size, extraglandular invasion, neck metastases, surgical extent, reporting institution, and diagnosis year.
By univariate analysis, T/NTT was significantly associated with improved OS in stage III patients, with similar
RRs in stages II and IV that did not meet significance
(Supplemental Appendix 2). RAI was also associated with
improved OS in stage III patients,
with similar but nonsignificant RRs
in stages II and IV (Supplemental Appendix 3). Additionally, RAI was associated with improved DFS in stage
II and with similar RR, although not
significantly different, in stage III.
Table 2 summarizes subsequent
multivariate analysis of T/NTT and
RAI in the overall cohort. Although
T/NTT no longer remained indepenFigure 1. A, Product limit estimates (with log-rank statistic) of OS after diagnosis of DTC by
dently predictive of improved OS
registry at entry (P ⬍ .0001). B, Product limit estimates (with log-rank statistic) of DFS after
among stage III patients, RAI rediagnosis of DTC by registry at entry (P ⬍ .0001).
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Multivariate Analyses of Outcomes After Initial Treatment Therapies, Overall Cohort
OS

Stage I
Any RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
Stage II
Any RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
Stage III
Any RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
Stage IV
Any RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other

DFS

RR

95% CI

P RRa

P Modelb

RR

95% CI

P RRa

P Modelb

0.79
2.04

0.35–1.89
0.65–9.09

.58
.24

.50

1.79
1.52

1.28 –2.56
0.96 –2.50

.0005
.07

⬍.0001

0.67
0.64

0.36 –1.28
0.32–1.41

.22
.25

.13

0.70
0.92

0.49 –1.01
0.58 –1.52

.053
.72

.11

0.66
0.70

0.46 – 0.98
0.47–1.08

.04
.10

.01

0.84
0.79

0.57–1.28
0.53–1.25

.40
.31

.36

0.70
0.66

0.46 –1.10
0.41–1.11

.12
.11

.049

a

P value of the RR related to the parameter tested.

b

P value for the proportional hazards model that tested RAI vs none and T/NTT vs other.

mained a significant predictor. Among stage IV patients,
the model that combined T/NTT and RAI was associated
with improvement in OS, although neither parameter was
independently significant. Neither treatment demonstrated an improvement in DFS.
Effect of surgical extent, RAI, and THST in the
THST cohort
In the smaller THST cohort (Supplemental Appendices
6 and 7), the association of RAI with reduced DFS did not
reach statistical significance among stage II patients.
T/NTT and RAI were associated with significantly improved OS among stage III patients, and RAI was associated with improved OS in stage IV. DFS appeared to be
worse in stage I patients treated with more extensive surgery and/or RAI.
THST was associated with improved OS and DFS
across all stages for mean TSH scores in the moderate
range. However, no further improvement in OS or DFS in
any stage was demonstrated by TSH levels averaging in the
aggressive range (Supplemental Appendix 8 and Figure 2,
A–D).
To examine further the predictive value of THST and
stage as independent covariates, these parameters were
entered into a proportional hazards regression model (Table 3). Each stage had a significantly higher risk of death
and recurrent disease than the prior stage, demonstrating
the independent as well as combined association of stage
and THST with OS and DFS.
To assess the role of longitudinal THST in treating patients with distant metastases, mean TSH scores were separately calculated beginning from the first report of metastatic disease. Mean TSH scores after diagnosis of
metastatic disease in the moderate range were associated
with a significant survival benefit (Supplemental Appen-

dix 9). No further improvement in OS was observed with
TSH levels more aggressively suppressed to the undetectable to subnormal range (Figure 2E).
Treatments significantly associated with outcomes by
univariate analyses were examined in multivariate models
to identify independent predictors and provide adjusted
RRs (Table 4). Across all stages, only moderate THST was
an independent predictor of both improved OS and DFS.
No additional benefit in OS or DFS was noted from more
aggressive THST.
Outcomes associated with continued THST during
follow-up
To evaluate the optimal duration of THST, we examined the effect of continuing THST beyond 1, 3, and 5
years of follow-up by calculating mean TSH scores over
the course of each patient’s remaining follow-up (Supplemental Appendices 10 –12). In multivariate analysis including initial disease stage, continued moderate THST
was associated with better OS and DFS for at least 3 years.
After 5 years of follow-up, our analysis did not show improved outcomes with continued moderate THST, but
considering both the smaller number of patients and fewer
events in this group, continued surveillance would be necessary to draw meaningful conclusions regarding duration
of THST beyond 5 years.
To identify the contribution of initial disease stage and
THST as independent predictors, both parameters were
entered into a proportional hazards regression model
(Supplemental Appendices 13–15). After 1 year, initial
stage and moderate THST were both independent predictors of OS. After 3 years, initial stage and moderate THST
remained independent predictors of OS, and after 5 years
of follow-up, although initial stage remained a predictor
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Figure 2. A, Product limit estimates (with log-rank statistic) of OS according to mean TSH category among stage I patients (P ⫽ .002). B, Product
limit estimates (with log-rank statistic) of OS according to mean TSH category among stage II patients (P ⬍ .0001). C, Product limit estimates (with
log-rank statistic) of OS according to mean TSH category among stage III patients (P ⬍ .0001). D, Product limit estimates (with log-rank statistic) of
OS according to mean TSH category among stage IV patients (P ⫽ .003). E, Product limit estimates (with log-rank statistic) of OS according to
mean TSH category after diagnosis of distant metastases (P ⬍ .0003).

of OS, no benefit was observed with any particular subsequent degree of TSH suppression.

Discussion
This analysis of a large multicenter registry examines demographics, initial therapy, and outcomes of 4941 patients with DTC. As compared with the previous registry
report (7), more than 2000 additional patients have been
included, median duration of follow-up has been extended
from 3 to 6 years, and total documented follow-up has
increased from 10 994 to 34 631 patient-years. The THST
cohort now comprises two-thirds of the overall cohort,
with twice as many patients and average number of TSH

values per patient. However, the cohort is otherwise comparable with previous reports, with similar characteristics
of gender, age of diagnosis, histological subgroups, stage
at entry, initial surgical treatment, or RAI-administered
activity (Table 1). Of note, fewer patients received aggressive THST and more patients received moderate THST
than in the previous reports, suggesting a trend to more
conservative therapy. Outcomes analyses are strengthened by recording more than twice the number of deaths
and nearly four times the number of recurrences.
Our current analyses support previously reported findings of improved outcomes with T/NTT and RAI in stage
III and IV patients. For lower-risk groups, we previously
reported a benefit in OS in stage II patients who underwent

The Endocrine Society. Downloaded from press.endocrine.org by [Elham Faghihimani] on 12 September 2015. at 09:56 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. . All rights reserved.

3276

Carhill et al

Table 3.

J Clin Endocrinol Metab, September 2015, 100(9):3270 –3279

Outcomes Associated With Mean TSH Scores: Multivariate Analysis of Stage and THST

Stage
II/I
III/II
IV/III
Mean TSH score
2.0 –2.9 vs 3.0 – 4.0
1.0 –1.9 vs 2.0 –2.9
a

Outcomes in Differentiated Thyroid Cancer

OS

DFS

Events ⴝ 202,
n ⴝ 3234
RR

95% CI

P RRa

Events ⴝ 332,
n ⴝ 2096
RR

95% CI

P RRa

4.38
5.30
3.30

2.17–9.57
3.48 – 8.38
2.36 – 4.56

⬍.0001
⬍.0001
⬍.0001

1.50
2.06

1.14 –1.95
1.58 –2.71

.0034
⬍.0001

0.17
0.95

0.12– 0.27
0.70 –1.30

⬍.0001
.77

0.32
1.25

0.24 – 0.44
0.98 –1.59

⬍.0001
.07

P Covariateb

P Modelc

⬍.0001

⬍.0001

⬍.0001

P Covariateb

P Modelc

⬍.0001

⬍.0001

⬍.0001

P value of the RR of the level of the parameter tested.

b

P value of the parameter within the proportional hazards model.

c

P value for the proportional hazards model that tested stage and mean TSH score.

T/NTT (RR ⫽ 0.57). In our current analysis, the effect size
did not appreciably change (RR ⫽ 0.56), but the survival
advantage did not reach statistical significance. Despite
the addition of many more patients and events (now totaling 51 deaths among 1104 patients in this stage), the CI
is wider, suggesting that other factors may account for this
increased variability. Consistent with our previous report,
RAI is associated with OS benefit in stage III patients, with
a tendency toward benefit in stage IV patients; this effect
persists, independent of the extent of surgery. In the
smaller THST cohort, postoperative treatment with RAI
also conferred significant OS benefit among stage III and
IV patients in univariate analysis. However, in contrast
with our previous report, further analysis of the THST
cohort demonstrated that RAI is not an independent preTable 4.

dictor of OS in high-risk patients; in fact, when examined
in a regression model, only THST remained a significant
and independent predictor of OS among patients in stages
II, III, and IV. Given that the reporting institution was one
of the most significant covariates associated with both
RAI and surgery, it is likely that considerable local selection bias contributed to the choice of both surgical extent
and RAI use in stage I patients.
In agreement with previous reported registry findings,
RAI was not associated with OS benefit in low-risk patients, and as we have previously noted (7), RAI appeared
to be associated with worse DFS in stage I patients. Other
large studies have also demonstrated that postoperative
RAI therapy has no significant effect on long-term outcomes in most low-risk DTC patients (24 –27). One pos-

Multivariate Analyses of Outcomes After Initial Treatment Therapies, THST cohort
OS

Stage I
RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
1.0 –1.9 vs 2.0 –2.9
2.0 –2.9 vs 3.0 – 4.0
Stage II
RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
1.0 –1.9 vs 2.0 –2.9
2.0 –2.9 vs 3.0 – 4.0
Stage III
RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
1.0 –1.9 vs 2.0 –2.9
2.0 –2.9 vs 3.0 – 4.0
Stage IV
RAI vs none
T/NTT vs other
1.0 –1.9 vs 2.0 –2.9
2.0 –2.9 vs 3.0 – 4.0

DFS
a

b

RR

95%CI

P RR

P Model

RR

95%CI

P RRa

P Modelb

0.53
1.28
2.08
0.10

0.12–2.38
0.29 –9.09
0.38 –11.1
0.02– 0.60

.41
.76
.37
.01

.10

1.79
2.17
1.28
0.35

1.14 –2.86
1.16 – 4.55
0.82–2.00
0.21– 0.61

.01
.01
.27
.0004

⬍.0001

1.92
1.33
1.20
0.05

0.65– 6.67
0.40 – 6.25
0.36 –3.57
0.02– 0.15

.24
.66
.75
⬍.0001

⬍.0001

0.94
1.92
1.18
0.37

0.58 –1.59
0.88 –5.00
0.71–1.85
0.19 – 0.76

.82
.10
.52
.009

.07

0.87
0.57
0.90
0.15

0.50 –1.61
0.34 –1.00
0.56 –1.41
0.08 – 0.29

.65
.05
.66
⬍.0001

⬍.0001

1.02
0.76
1.19
0.19

0.60 –1.85
0.44 –1.41
0.73–1.89
0.11– 0.34

.96
.36
.48
⬍.0001

⬍.0001

0.63
1.03
0.94
0.30

0.33–1.30
0.48 –2.56
0.51–1.72
0.14 – 0.73

.20
.93
.84
.01

.032

a

P value of the RR of the parameter tested.

b

P value for the proportional hazards model that tested RAI vs none, T/NTT vs other, and mean TSH score category.
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sible explanation may be selection bias influenced by a
number of factors the treating physician takes into account when making the decision to administer RAI, as
suggested in recent survey data (13). Given the apparent
worse outcomes in stage I with RAI, we performed propensity analysis attempting to account for potential covariates; we found, with the exception of sex and histology,
all covariates examined influenced the likelihood of a patient receiving RAI, including the individual reporting institution. Thus, the worse DFS seen in stage I patients
treated with RAI appears to be a function of the underlying
criteria used by treating physicians to select patients for
RAI. Importantly, however, no stage I subgroup is identified that demonstrates any improved outcome after RAI,
providing further support for limited RAI adjuvant therapy in stage I patients, tailoring to individual risk levels (5).
Despite the potential for risk associated with THST
(28 –37), we report for the first time, in multivariate analysis of primary treatments for DTC across all stages, that
only THST was associated with both improved stage-adjusted OS and DFS, and when further examining the degree of THST, aggressive THST conferred no additional
survival advantage as compared with moderate THST.
Previous analysis noted only OS benefit with moderate
THST, whereas current analysis also demonstrates a DFS
advantage. In contrast with our previous report, aggressive suppression conferred no additional survival advantage in the high-risk stages as compared with moderate
THST. Even limiting the analysis to patients with distant
metastatic disease, maintaining mean TSH levels in the
moderate range rather than aggressive is still associated
with the best outcomes.
These observations greatly strengthen recent reports
that suggest a lack of benefit from more aggressive THST.
One retrospective analysis of patients with advanced thyroid cancer with serum TSH concentrations that were
above 0.1 mIU/L showed decreased disease-specific survival compared with those with a serum TSH concentration less than 0.1 mIU/L (16). However, a recent observational study demonstrated decreased survival of DTC
patients when their serum TSH was undetectable as compared with those who had less suppressed TSH levels, noting that the risk of cardiovascular and all-cause mortality
was increased independent of age, sex, and cardiovascular
risk factors (38). Furthermore, a retrospective analysis of
several hundred patients followed for 9 years reported
extremely low mortality and recurrence rates if median
serum TSH was maintained moderately suppressed with
concentrations of less than 2 mIU/L as compared with
more aggressive levels of suppression (39). In a small prospective randomized trial of THST in DTC (40), patients
were randomized to suppressed TSH or normal reference
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range TSH, and after a mean follow-up of nearly 7 years,
no differences in DFS were observed between the treatment groups. However, most patients in this study underwent lobectomy without RAI ablation.
There are limitations in analysis of the registry database
that have been previously noted. We acknowledge that the
nature of a multicenter longitudinal registry has limitations such as incomplete data collection, under- or overrepresentation of certain sociodemographic groups, and
limited geographical/population coverage. There exists
the potential for institutional bias related to the treating
physician’s characterization of disease status at entry or
selection of treatment, which may have resulted in overcharacterization of disease-free status after initial treatment leading to higher classification of recurrent disease.
However, we feel this potential bias has been minimized
due to the number of participating institutions. Furthermore, primary conclusions drawn from the registry analysis depend on OS rather than DFS, negating the potential
bias in assessing disease-free status. Another possible limitation of our analysis may be that all histological classifications of PTC and FTC have been merged together because we were unable to identify differences in treatment
effects between the histological groups. However, given
changing patterns of histo- and cytopathological diagnoses over the past several decades, documented inter-institutional variations in distinguishing PTC from FTC, and
commonalities in management of both PTC and FTC,
combining all DTC tumors was performed for this registry
analysis to provide the strongest power to detect treatment
effects. Lastly, there may have been selection bias due to
the fact that the “remaining cohort” differed from the
THST cohort; however, we were limited to the data available for analysis of TSH suppression. Overall, despite the
aforementioned limitations, we feel our registry results
remain relevant and generalizable to a global population,
and unique from other larger cancer registries in the inclusion of detailed long-term data that allow examination
of DFS in addition to OS.
This analysis of the larger, more mature registry database extends and refines earlier observations regarding the
impact of initial therapies on patient outcomes and further
justifies the need for prospective, long-term, controlled
studies. Our data confirm prior observations regarding
survival benefit in high-risk groups treated with T/NTT
and RAI as well as a lack of benefit of postoperative RAI
therapy in low-risk patients. Importantly, we demonstrate
that aggressive THST confers no additional improvement
in OS and DFS compared with moderate THST, in contrast with our earlier support for aggressive THST in higher-risk patients. This observation is extended to support
only moderate THST even in patients with distant meta-

The Endocrine Society. Downloaded from press.endocrine.org by [Elham Faghihimani] on 12 September 2015. at 09:56 For personal use only. No other uses without permission. . All rights reserved.

3278

Carhill et al

Outcomes in Differentiated Thyroid Cancer

static disease, regardless of whether diagnosed initially or
subsequently during longitudinal follow-up. Additionally, we report for the first time that continued moderate
THST is associated with improved OS and DFS for at least
3 years after diagnosis. Finally, we have demonstrated that
the initial NTCTCS stage remains predictive of both OS
and DFS throughout at least the first 5 years of follow-up.

Appendices
1. Registry staging classification.
2. Outcomes following T/NTT: univariate analysis,
overall cohort.
3. Outcomes following RAI: univariate analysis,
overall cohort.
4. Propensity score analysis of surgical extent for
stage I patients, overall cohort.
5. Propensity score analysis of (any) RAI therapy for
stage I patients, overall cohort.
6. Outcomes following T/NTT: univariate analysis,
THST cohort.
7. Outcomes following RAI: univariate analysis,
THST cohort.
8. Outcomes associated with mean TSH scores: univariate analysis.
9. Outcomes (in patients with distant metastases) associated with mean TSH scores: univariate
analysis.
10. Outcomes associated with mean TSH scores: univariate analysis following 1 year follow-up.
11. Outcomes associated with mean TSH scores: univariate analysis following 3 years follow-up.
12. Outcomes associated with mean TSH scores: univariate analysis following 5 years follow-up.
13. Multivariate analysis of mean TSH score categories and stage following 1-year follow-up.
14. Multivariate analysis of mean TSH score categories and stage following 3-year follow-up.
15. Multivariate analysis of mean TSH score categories and stage following 5-year follow-up.
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