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Medullary carcinoma of the thyroid is cancer of the thyroid 
gland that starts in cells that release a hormone called 
calcitonin. Such cells are called "C" cells.
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Alternative Names

Thyroid - medullary carcinoma; Cancer - thyroid (medullary carcinoma); 
MTC

Causes

The cause is unknown. Unlike other types of thyroid cancer, medullary 
carcinoma of the thyroid (MTC) is believed to be related to radiation 
therapy (a type of cancer treatment).

There are two forms of MTC:

Sporadic MTC does not run in families. Most MTCs are sporadic. This 
form mainly affects older adults.

Inherited MTC runs in families.

You have an increased risk of medullary carcinoma of the thyroid if you 
have:

A family history of multiple endocrine neoplasia (MEN)

A prior history of pheochromocytoma, mucosal neuromas, or 
hyperparathyroidism 

Other types of thyroid cancer include:

Anaplastic carcinoma of the thyroid 

Follicular tumor of the thyroid 

Papillary carcinoma of the thyroid 

Thyroid lymphoma 

Symptoms

Breathing problems due to narrowing of airways

Cough

Cough with blood 

Diarrhea

Goiter 

Lump on thyroid gland

Exams and Tests

The health care provider will perform a physical exam. Lymph nodes in 
the neck may be swollen. Thyroid function tests are usually normal. 
However, an examination of the thyroid may reveal single or multiple 
nodules (lumps).

Other tests that may be used to diagnose medullary carcinoma of the 
thyroid include:

Calcitonin blood test

CEA blood test

Thyroid biopsy

Thyroid scan 

Ultrasound of the thyroid 
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Treatment

Treatment involves surgery to remove the thyroid gland and surrounding 
lymph nodes. Because this is an uncommon tumor, surgery should be 
performed by a surgeon who is familiar with this type of cancer.

Chemotherapy and radiation do not work very well for this type of cancer. 
Radiation is used in some patients after surgery. There are a number of 
new treatments currently being investigated in clinical trials.

Support Groups

For additional information, see cancer support groups.

Outlook (Prognosis)

Approximately 86% of those with medullary carcinoma of the thyroid live 
at least 5 years after diagnosis. The 10-year survival rate is 65%.

Possible Complications

Complications may include:

Cancer spreads to other areas of the body

Parathyroid glands are accidentally removed during surgery

When to Contact a Medical Professional

Call your health care provider if you have symptoms of medullary 
carcinoma of the thyroid.

Prevention

Prevention may not be possible. However, being aware of your risk 
factors, especially your family history, may allow for early diagnosis and 
treatment.

References

Ball DW. Medullary thyroid cancer: monitoring and therapy. Endocrinol 
Metab Clin North Am. 2007;36(3):823-837.

MORE INFORMATION ON THIS TOPIC

News & Features

Review Date: 3/21/2008 
Reviewed By: Stephen Grund, MD, PhD, Chief of Hematology/Oncology and 
Director of the George Bray Cancer Center at New Britain General Hospital, 
New Britain, CT. Review provided by VeriMed Healthcare Network. Also 
reviewed by David Zieve, MD, MHA, Medical Director, A.D.A.M., Inc. 
 
A.D.A.M., Inc. is accredited by URAC, also known as the American Accreditation 
HealthCare Commission (www.urac.org). URAC's accreditation program is an 
independent audit to verify that A.D.A.M. follows rigorous standards of quality 
and accountability. A.D.A.M. is among the first to achieve this important 
distinction for online health information and services. Learn more about 
A.D.A.M.'s editorial policy, editorial process and privacy policy. A.D.A.M. is also 
a founding member of Hi-Ethics and subscribes to the principles of the Health on 

Vi
Ga

10.

Go to Co

Whe
ALSO I

Hous
Down

Health 

THE HEA
Primary
March 26,
By DAVI

KEVIN, M
Reduce
outcom
March 26,
by Merri
public di

KEVIN, M
Screeni
nowher
March 26,
by Georg
your pati

Page 3 of 4Medullary Carcinoma of Thyroid - Symptoms, Diagnosis, Treatment of Medullary Carcin...

3/27/2011http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/medullary-carcinoma-of-thyroid/overview....



 

 

Home World U.S. N.Y. / Region Business Technology Science Health Sports Opinion Arts Style T

© 2011 The New York Times Company Privacy Your Ad Choices Terms of Service Terms of Sale Corrections R

the Net Foundation (www.hon.ch). 
 
A.D.A.M. Copyright 
The information provided herein should not be used during any medical 
emergency or for the diagnosis or treatment of any medical condition. A licensed 
medical professional should be consulted for diagnosis and treatment of any and 
all medical conditions. Call 911 for all medical emergencies. Links to other sites 
are provided for information only -- they do not constitute endorsements of those 
other sites. © 1997- 2008 A.D.A.M., Inc. Any duplication or distribution of the 
information contained herein is strictly prohibited. 

Ads by Google what's this?

Lung cancer? 
Compensation trust fund information Find out if you qualify 
www.calldavid.com 

Mesothelioma Empowerment 
Diagnosed with Mesothelioma? Free Legal and Medical Guide 
mesothel.com 

Prostate Cancer Treatment 
Real-time tracking targets prostate cancer with reduced side effects. 
www.HitTheTumor.com 

Page 4 of 4Medullary Carcinoma of Thyroid - Symptoms, Diagnosis, Treatment of Medullary Carcin...

3/27/2011http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/disease/medullary-carcinoma-of-thyroid/overview....


