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The Increasing Incidence of Thyroid Cancer:
The Influence of Access to Care

Luc G.T. Morris,! Andrew G. Sikora,? Tor D. Tosteson,® and Louise Davies*°

Background: The rapidly rising incidence of papillary thyroid cancer may be due to overdiagnosis of a reservoir
of subclinical disease. To conclude that overdiagnosis is occurring, evidence for an association between access to
health care and the incidence of cancer is necessary.

Methods: We used Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results (SEER) data to examine U.S. papillary thyroid
cancer incidence trends in Medicare-age and non-Medicare-age cohorts over three decades. We performed an
ecologic analysis across 497 U.S. counties, examining the association of nine county-level socioeconomic markers
of health care access and the incidence of papillary thyroid cancer.

Results: Papillary thyroid cancer incidence is rising most rapidly in Americans over age 65 years (annual
percentage change, 8.8%), who have broad health insurance coverage through Medicare. Among those under 65,
in whom health insurance coverage is not universal, the rate of increase has been slower (annual percentage
change, 6.4%). Over three decades, the mortality rate from thyroid cancer has not changed. Across U.S. counties,
incidence ranged widely, from 0 to 29.7 per 100,000. County papillary thyroid cancer incidence was significantly
correlated with all nine sociodemographic markers of health care access: it was positively correlated with rates of
college education, white-collar employment, and family income; and negatively correlated with the percentage
of residents who were uninsured, in poverty, unemployed, of nonwhite ethnicity, non-English speaking, and
lacking high school education.

Conclusion: Markers for higher levels of health care access, both sociodemographic and age-based, are associ-
ated with higher papillary thyroid cancer incidence rates. More papillary thyroid cancers are diagnosed among
populations with wider access to healthcare. Despite the threefold increase in incidence over three decades, the
mortality rate remains unchanged. Together with the large subclinical reservoir of occult papillary thyroid
cancers, these data provide supportive evidence for the widespread overdiagnosis of this entity.

Introduction

THYROID CANCER IS CURRENTLY the third fastest rising
cancer diagnosis in the United States. Estimates in the last
decade placed the annual rate of increase at 3%, resulting in a
doubling of thyroid cancer incidence in 30 years (1-4). Similar
patterns of increase have been reported in Canada, Australia,
and Western Europe (5-8). The causes of this so-called “thy-
roid cancer epidemic” are not completely understood (9).
The rising papillary thyroid cancer incidence rate may rep-
resent either a true increase in the occurrence of disease or an
increasing number of diagnoses due to escalating levels of di-
agnostic scrutiny (1-3,10). With more widespread use of ultra-
sonography and fine-needle aspiration biopsy and with many

radiographic “incidentalomas” discovered on nonthyroid
imaging, a larger number of clinically occult, small thyroid
nodules are being detected and investigated (1,9,11). These
incidentalomas may exemplify the epidemiologic term
“overdiagnosis,” which postulates that the rising number of
diagnoses reflects more effective detection of a subclinical
reservoir of cancers, which would not have caused symptoms
or death, if left undetected (12).

There are two prerequisites for concluding that over-
diagnosis of a disease is occurring: there must be (i) a large
reservoir of occult disease and (ii) increasing health care ac-
tivities leading to the detection of the disease reservoir (12).
There is strong evidence for the first condition, with the
prevalence of occult papillary thyroid cancer at autopsy
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estimated as high as 8%-35% (13-15), but evidence for the
second condition is limited. Our objective is to examine the
strength of the association between health care activities and
the incidence of papillary thyroid cancer.

We hypothesize that markers of increased access to health
care will have a positive association with the incidence of
papillary thyroid cancer. We test this hypothesis in two ways.
First, we compare the trend in papillary cancer incidence over
three decades, in two cohorts of patients with differing health
insurance access: those age 65 years and older, who have near-
universal (>95%) health care coverage through Medicare (16),
and those under 65 years old, who have less certain health
insurance coverage and among whom 18% are currently un-
insured (17). We hypothesize that in recent years, incidence
would increase faster in the Medicare-age cohort than in the
non-Medicare-age cohort.

Second, we perform an ecologic analysis to determine the
influence of county-level markers of health care access on
papillary thyroid cancer incidence. We use nine widely ac-
cepted socioeconomic variables as markers of county-level
healthcare access (18-25). We hypothesize that counties with
higher levels of access to care have a higher incidence of
papillary thyroid cancer. Here, we report that the incidence of
papillary thyroid cancer is increasing more rapidly in the
Medicare-age population and that markers of wider health
care access are associated with a higher incidence of papillary
thyroid cancer in U.S. counties.

Methods
Data sources

Data on thyroid cancer incidence, patient age, and county of
residence are from the National Cancer Institute (NCI)’s Sur-
veillance, Epidemiology, and End Results (SEER) program.
Started in 1973, SEER has grown to capture 28% of the United
States population. To form its socioeconomically representative
cross-section of the U.S. population, SEER currently captures
all cancers diagnosed in 18 geographic regions (26,27).

SEER collects details on demographics, tumor characteris-
tics, therapy, and survival of cancer patients. Strict quality
control is an integral part of the SEER program (26,28-30). Be-
cause SEER is a de-identified dataset, the NCI does not require
institutional review board oversight; a data use agreement was
signed. The SEER 18 and SEER 9 datasets were accessed using
SEERStat, release 7.1.0 (released July 2012; NCI Division of
Cancer Control and Population Sciences, Bethesda, MD).
County-level socioeconomic data were obtained from the U.S.
Census 2000 and Small Area Health Insurance Estimates pro-
grams (2005) (31,32). The nine variables used as indicators of
health care access have been widely used in analyses of cancer
incidence and sociodemographic markers (17-24): percentages
of county population that are uninsured, below poverty, un-
employed, employed in white collar occupations, of nonwhite
ethnicity, non-English speaking (defined by the Census as
“linguistic isolation”), without a high school education, with at
least a bachelor’s degree, and mean county-level family income.

Definitions

Papillary thyroid carcinomas were defined as tumors
arising in the thyroid gland with papillary histology codes
8050, 8052, 8130, 8260, 8340-8344, 8450, 8452 (33). Incidence

MORRIS ET AL.

rates were calculated per 100,000 population, age-adjusted to
the 2000 United States Census population (34). The Medicare-
age cohort was defined as patients age 65 years or older at the
time of cancer diagnosis; the non-Medicare-age cohort com-
prised patients under 65 years old.

Analysis

Papillary thyroid cancer incidence rates were calculated for
Medicare-age and non-Medicare-age patients in the SEER 9
dataset, from 1973 to 2009 (the most recent year for which data
are available). During these years, the percentage of Ameri-
cans lacking health insurance has not appreciably changed
(17). Because thyroid nodules and papillary thyroid cancer are
more prevalent in older persons, Joinpoint log-linear regres-
sion analysis was used to identify inflection points in the in-
cidence trend lines, and to compare annual percentage
change. Joinpoint version 3.5.2 (NCI Surveillance Research,
Bethesda, MD) was used to identify inflection points and to
compare incidence trends using a permuted comparability
test, in which the null hypothesis was that the regression lines
for incidence in two cohorts are coincident or parallel.

For the ecologic analysis, county papillary thyroid cancer
incidence in 2000-2005 was the dependent variable and the
nine markers of county-level socioeconomic status were ex-
planatory variables. We restricted the analysis to incidence
data from 2000 to 2005 to maintain fidelity with the 2000 U.S.
Census Data and Small Area Health Insurance Estimates Pro-
gram data (31,32) and to minimize the effects of migration over
time. We included only the 443 counties with a population
>40,000. County-level data were expressed as mean values
weighted by county population, with 5th and 95th percentile
values. The nine socioeconomic variables were analyzed in
univariate analysis, using Pearson correlation weighted by
county population, and in multivariable regression. Because
the variability of papillary thyroid cancer incidence rates is
heteroscedastic, varying inversely with county population, a
generalized least-squares regression model weighted by
county population was used. All variables were entered into
the regression model, to determine overall strength of the as-
sociation, and to calculate the overall * of the model.

To examine small area variation within states, a general-
ized linear mixed model was fitted to the rates with a log link
and random effects for county (35). The correlation between
counties was specified according to the distance between
county centroids. Annual rates were combined for this anal-
ysis, and variables were included for year only. An auto-
regressive structure over time among repeated county rates
was also specified. The empirical Bayes estimates for county
random effects were plotted to obtain smoothed maps for
assessing small area variation without including variability
due to population sizes. These analyses were performed using
SPSS 19 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY) and PROC GLIMMIX in
SAS 9.2 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC).

Results

Over 36 years, the incidence of papillary thyroid cancer in
the United States increased to 3.6 times the 1973 rate—from
3.5 per 100,000 to 12.5 per 100,000 in 2009 (p <0.001; Fig. 1).
During this time period, the majority of the increased inci-
dence was attributable to cancers below palpable size: 65.1%
of the increase was comprised of tumors <2.0 cm in size. The
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majority of this increase occurred after 1993, when the inci-
dence was 4.3 per 100,000. The annual percent change be-
tween 1993 and 2009 was 6.7%. Mortality has remained
unchanged since data were first reported in 1975, near 0.5 per
100,000 (in 2009 [95% confidence interval (CI) 0.50-0.55]; an-
nual percentage change since 1975, —0.11% [CI —0.24 to
0.018]) (36).

Papillary thyroid cancer incidence trends stratified
by Medicare-eligible age

Before the early 1990s, the incidence rate of papillary thy-
roid cancer among persons of Medicare-eligible age (4-6 per
100,000) was marginally higher than among persons under 65
years old (3-5 per 100,000). However, in recent decades, in-
cidence rates have diverged, with Joinpoint regression iden-
tifying an inflection point at 1993. In the Medicare-age cohort,
papillary thyroid cancer incidence has increased more rapidly
than in the population as a whole (from 1993 to 2009, annual
percentage change 8.8%, p<0.001). In 2009, the incidence in
Medicare-age patients was 18.5 per 100,000, 67% higher than
the nationwide incidence rate.

In the non-Medicare-age cohort, incidence more closely
tracked the overall trend, increasing at an annual percent
change of 6.4% between 1993 and 2009, a slower increase than
in the population as a whole (p <0.001). In 2009, the incidence
in non-Medicare-age patients was 11.6 per 100,000 (Fig. 1).
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Variation stratified by county and geographic area

Between 2000 and 2009, in the 18 geographic registries in
SEER, incidence ranged widely from 5.9 per 100,000 among
Alaska Natives to 12.0 per 100,000 in Connecticut—a twofold
difference.

Among the 497 counties included in SEER, 10 counties
had zero incident cases, including three counties with popu-
lation greater than 40,000 (Howard County, IA; Martin
County, KY; Trimble County, KY). The counties with popu-
lation greater than 40,000 and the highest incidence rates were
Los Alamos County, NM (29.7 per 100,000); Lucas County, IA
(25.8 per 100,000); and Modoc County, CA (20.4 per 100,000).
Figure 2 demonstrates the wide variability in incidence, even
within geographically close areas within smaller states. In-
cidence data and mean county-level data (weighted by county
population) for socioeconomic variables are summarized in
Table 1.

All nine measures of county-level health care access were
significantly correlated with the incidence of papillary thyroid
cancer on univariate analysis (Table 2). Incidence was posi-
tively correlated with county-level mean family income
(p=0.001), county population with at least a bachelor’s de-
gree (p=0.001), and county population employed in white
collar occupations (p=0.003). Papillary thyroid cancer inci-
dence was inversely correlated with county unemployment
rate (p=0.003), poverty rate (p<0.001), and population that

FIG. 2. Incidence of papillary
thyroid cancer in 2009, by county,
in Kentucky (a), Connecticut (b),
and New Jersey (c). Incidence data
are from the SEER Program. Rates
were smoothed by geographic dis-
tance using a generalized linear
mixed model. Representative states
were chosen to demonstrate the
variability of thyroid cancer inci-
dence within geographically close
areas.



888

TABLE 1. CouNTY-LEVEL THYROID CANCER INCIDENCE
AND SocroecoNomic Data, 20002005

5th 95th
Average percentile percentile

Median county 139,035 12,837 6,396,100
population (1n=497)

Measures of incidence (per 100,000)

Incidence of PTC, all ages 7.39 1.50 13.16
Incidence of PTC, <65 years  4.96 0.00 10.20
Measures of socioeconomic status
% uninsured 15.90 7.48 25.90
% below poverty 9.79 3.82 25.36
% with less than high 20.61 9.94 42.44
school education
% with at least 26.11 7.47 34.65
bachelor’s degree
Median family income 53,679 26,136 66,308
% unemployed 6.91 3.82 25.36
% white collar employment 3599  21.12 42.34
% with non-English 6.46 0.00 9.45
primary language
% of nonwhite ethnicity 21.27 0.51 57.31

Data are presented as weighted means, except for those indicated
as median values.
PTC, papillary thyroid cancer.

was non-English speaking (p=0.016), without high school
education (p<0.001), of nonwhite ethnicity (p<0.001), and
uninsured (p<0.001). Thus, areas with higher income and
education were more likely to have higher incidence rates,
while areas with more unemployment, poverty, and non-
English speakers were more likely to have lower rates of
papillary thyroid cancer incidence.

When analysis was limited to the non-Medicare-age popu-
lation, several additional factors became independently sig-
nificant on multivariable analysis: family income (p=0.03),
unemployment rate (p=0.03), and population with white col-
lar employment (p=0.04), non-English speaking (p<0.001),
and without high school education (p=0.012).

MORRIS ET AL.

When the regression model was limited to the non-Medicare-
age population, these nine markers of health care access together
explained 25% of the variability in county-level papillary thyroid
cancer incidence (r=0.50, *=0.25, F=15.32, standard error of
estimate=1630, p <0.001). When the regression model was ex-
panded to include the Medicare-age population, only 14% of the
variability in county-level incidence was explained by these nine
markers (r=0.38, =0.14, F=794, standard error=1912,
p<0.001). This attenuated model is consistent with the leveling
effect of near-universal health care access in the Medicare-age
population, diminishing the ability of these nine markers to es-
timate the level of access to health care, once patients turn 65.

Discussion

Between 1973 and 2009, the incidence of papillary thyroid
cancer more than tripled. Over the past two decades, the
overall incidence rate has been increasing by >6% per year.
Among patients with near-universal Medicare health care
coverage at age 65, the annual rate of increase is higher, nearly
9% per year. Although thyroid cancer was marginally more
prevalent among older persons before the 1990s, the incidence
of thyroid cancer has accelerated at a faster rate in the Medi-
care-age cohort over the past two decades. Across the U.S.
counties captured by the SEER cancer registry, markers of ac-
cess to health care are strongly correlated with the incidence of
papillary thyroid cancer. Incidence tends to be highest in
counties with higher levels of income and with greater per-
centages of residents with white-collar employment and
bachelor’s degrees. Incidence rates tend to be lowest in counties
with higher percentages of residents who are unemployed,
uninsured, of nonwhite ethnicity, non-English speaking, in
poverty, and without a high school education. Together, these
findings illustrate an association between access to health care
and the incidence of papillary thyroid cancer.

Seven years ago, we reported that the incidence of differ-
entiated thyroid cancer had doubled between 1973 and 2002.
We proposed that overdiagnosis may be the chief cause of this
phenomenon (2). We and others had also previously observed
that the incidence of thyroid cancer appeared to be rising

TABLE 2. CORRELATIONS BETWEEN CoUNTY HEALTH CARE AcCESS AND COUNTY-LEVEL INCIDENCE
OF PAPILLARY THYROID CANCER

Dependent variable

Incidence of papillary
thyroid cancer (all ages)

Incidence of papillary thyroid
cancer (age <65 years)

p value p value p value p value
Explanatory variable Correlation  (univariate) — (multivariable) — Correlation — (univariate)  (multivariable)
Bachelor’s degree 0.15 0.001 0.11 0.09 0.03 0.17
Family income 0.15 0.001 0.12 0.06 0.12 0.03
White collar employment 0.13 0.003 0.40 0.05 0.14 0.04
English not primary language -0.10 0.016 0.18 -0.07 0.07 <0.001
Unemployment rate -0.13 0.003 0.98 -0.04 0.22 0.03
No high school education -0.23 <0.001 0.76 -0.23 <0.001 0.012
Uninsured -0.25 <0.001 0.02 -0.26 <0.001 <0.001
Nonwhite ethnicity -0.25 <0.001 <0.001 -0.29 <0.001 <0.001
Poverty rate -0.27 <0.001 0.22 -0.25 <0.001 0.83

Values represent the Pearson correlation coefficient and p values, for both univariate and multivariable analyses. Significant values are

presented in boldface.
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fastest in more affluent regions of the country, and speculated
that this may be attributable to wider access to healthcare
(4,37). Consistent with this hypothesis, we and others had also
reported differences in thyroid cancer incidence between
ethnic groups, with incidence rates highest among non-
Hispanic white individuals, again raising the possibility that
thyroid cancer incidence may be correlated with access to
health care. However, the variation in thyroid cancer inci-
dence by ethnicity was attenuated in cases of nonpapillary
histology, arguing against the presence of differences in di-
agnostic scrutiny (4,38). Therefore, the strength of the associ-
ation between health care access and the incidence of thyroid
cancer in the United States had been unclear.

The data in the present study now demonstrate that the
rising incidence of differentiated thyroid cancer has continued
unabated, and that the incidence of thyroid cancer is strongly
associated with multidimensional measures of access to
health care. These data therefore provide further support for
the hypothesis of overdiagnosis.

Overdiagnosis is the identification of a disease which, if left
undetected, would not cause symptoms or death for that
patient during his or her lifetime. Before concluding that this
phenomenon is occurring, two conditions must be satisfied.
First, there must be evidence for a large reservoir of subclinical
disease. Second, there must be a strong association between
health care activity and the detection of the reservoir of sub-
clinical cancers. There is robust evidence for a subclinical
reservoir of papillary thyroid cancer. A meta-analysis of 24
autopsy series revealed a mean prevalence of occult papillary
thyroid cancer of 7.6% (15). In two independent autopsy
studies in which normal-appearing thyroid glands were
thinly sectioned at 2-3 mm intervals, occult papillary thyroid
cancers were identified in 33.3% and 35.6% of subjects (13,14).
At these prevalence rates, the estimated subclinical reservoir
in the United States is between 25 and 100 million Americans.

To date, there has been no direct evidence to satisfy the
second condition for overdiagnosis: an association between
health care activity and the incidence of papillary thyroid can-
cer. Here, we used a natural experiment design in a population-
based U S. registry to demonstrate a robust association between
markers of health care access and the rate of papillary thyroid
cancer diagnosis. A statistical model based on nine markers of
access to care explained as much as 25% of the variability in the
county-level incidence of papillary thyroid cancer. The model
was most statistically robust when including only people under
age 65, but was attenuated when Medicare-eligible persons (age
65 and older) were included. In the United States, at age 65,
near-universal health care coverage provided by Medicare di-
minishes the ability to estimate the level of access to care with
markers such as unemployment rate, poverty rate, income, and
education. These findings are consistent with the hypothesis
that papillary thyroid cancer diagnosis is highly dependent on
access to health care.

Interestingly, the association between health care access and
overdiagnosis has been shown in other cancers, such as
prostate cancer, a disease known to be prone to overdiagnosis
(39). Prostate cancer incidence has been robustly correlated
with markers of access to care in multiple studies: regions with
higher income and educational attainment have higher pros-
tate cancer incidence, attributable to increased use of prostate-
specific antigen testing (19,40-42). Because thyroid cancer is
not a disease recommended for screening by the U.S. Pre-
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ventive Services Task Force, a study specifically examining
thyroid screening and thyroid cancer diagnoses is not possible.

Certainly, the association between access to care and pap-
illary thyroid cancer incidence cannot rule out a coexistent true
increase in the occurrence of thyroid cancer. It is possible that
more thyroid cancers are developing, and that areas with in-
creased access to care have been more successful at diagnosing
these cases. However, in a scenario of increasing cancer inci-
dence, thyroid cancer mortality rates would be expected to
rise. Despite a 3.6-fold increase in papillary thyroid cancer
incidence, nationwide papillary thyroid cancer mortality has
not changed in 34 years, making this explanation less likely.
Similar mortality data have been reported by others (10).
Furthermore, a plausible biological explanation for an increase
in papillary thyroid cancer cases is lacking. High levels of
population exposure to the one known risk factor, ionizing
radiation, have decreased over the past 50 years. In the United
States, nuclear tests have not been performed since 1961 (43),
and radiotherapy for benign conditions of the head and neck
has not been routine since the late 1950s (44). Today, the main
source of radiation exposure in the United States is back-
ground exposure to radon and thoron, followed by medical
x-rays and computed tomography (CT) scans (45). CT scan
radiation doses are much lower than these historical sources,
with a very low estimated excess attributable cancer risk of
<0.01%-0.05% over a lifetime (46). Airplane travel results in
radiation exposure, but at a dose several orders of magnitude
below a CT scan (<0.1 mSv compared to 100 mSv for a full-
body CT scan). Therefore, there is no biologically credible
explanation that seems able to account for the tripling in
papillary thyroid cancer incidence over the past 30 years.

Our study has important limitations, related to the fact that
the available measures of health care access are necessarily
crude and indirect. First, county-level measures of health care
access are used as surrogates for more ideal measures, such as
the number of practitioner-performed screening physical ex-
aminations or imaging studies of the neck and thyroid. Un-
fortunately, U.S. billing data, the ideal source for a large
cohort, do not reliably capture incidences of physical exami-
nation of the neck or symptoms prompting neck imaging,
making it impossible to test this association directly. Most
importantly, billing databases, by their very nature, do not
capture patients with other (or no) health insurance, and
therefore do not allow the analysis of varying levels of access
to care. For these reasons, a population-based registry is ide-
ally suited for ecologic studies such as this one. A second
caveat is that county levels of access to health care do not
capture the individual experience of residents—many who
live in affluent counties are unemployed, are of nonwhite
ethnicity, or have less than a high school education. Given
these limitations, the statistical tests we performed would
tend to underestimate any association between health care
access and the incidence of thyroid cancer.

In conclusion, these data demonstrate an association be-
tween levels of health care activity and the number of papil-
lary thyroid cancers diagnosed in the United States. Together
with the well-known large subclinical reservoir of disease,
these results now provide evidence that overdiagnosis ex-
plains much of the thyroid cancer “epidemic.” Current trends
suggest that in coming years many more of these occult can-
cers will be detected and many more patients will undergo
treatment for papillary thyroid cancer. The additional
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treatment resulting from overdiagnosis is by definition of no
benefit and only of potential harm, making thyroid cancer
overdiagnosis a growing public health concern.
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