
WHAT TESTS DO
I NEED TO HAVE?



HOW IS HEAD AND NECK CANCER DIAGNOSED?

It is important that your doctor establishes the diagnosis of your type of head 
and neck cancer, assesses the size of the cancer and whether it has spread to 
the lymph nodes in the neck or elsewhere in the body.
 
To answer these questions, your doctor will need to do the following things:

• Talk with you about your medical history. This includes signs you may have 
noticed, any other health conditions, medications that you are taking, and 
whether you smoke or drink alcohol

• Perform a physical examination by feeling and looking inside your  
throat and neck

• Order diagnostic tests, which may include scans. 

Not everyone will need to have every test. Your doctor will recommend tests that are 
right for you.

AUDIOMETRY  

(HEARING TEST)

Sometimes radiotherapy and certain types 
of chemotherapy can affect your hearing. 
Your doctor may ask you to have a hearing 
test before and after your treatment to 
check for any hearing loss.

There are many different tests that can 
be used to check your hearing. They are 
called audiometry exams.

During these tests you will wear 
earphones attached to a machine called 
an audiometer. The test will play sounds 
at different volumes and pitches. You may 
also be tested to see if you can hear and 
understand conversations.

If the tests before and after your 
chemotherapy or radiotherapy show that 
your hearing has been affected, your 
doctor may recommend some treatments 
or follow-up care options.

BIOPSY

A biopsy is the removal of a small piece of 
tissue for testing under a microscope. Your 
doctor may recommend different types 
of biopsies to see if you have cancer and 
what type of cancer it is. 

Some people may need a biopsy under 
a general anaesthetic (medicine to keep 
you unconscious). This is usually needed 
when biopsies have to be taken from the 
throat or voice box (examination under 
anaesthetic (EUA) or laryngoscopy). It lets 
your doctor look more closely for unusual 
things. This is done in a single day so you 
won’t need to stay in hospital overnight.

The tissue taken during a biopsy is 
sent to a pathologist to look at under 
a microscope. It can take a few days or 
weeks to get your results. After your 
biopsy, it is normal to feel a bit sore and 
have some bruising in the area from 
where the sample was taken. Speak with 
your doctor or nurse about your options 
for relieving any pain or discomfort.

TYPES OF BIOPSIES

Incision Biopsy 

This is when a doctor removes a small 
piece of tissue from the affected area 
using a surgical knife. This can be done 
in the clinic using an anaesthetic , so that 
you don’t feel any pain. Depending on 
the size and location of the biopsy, you 
may need stitches. There may be some 
bleeding after the biopsy. If you take 
blood thinners (e.g. warfarin), you may 
need to stop these for a few days before 
the biopsy.



Needle Biopsy  
(Fine Needle Aspiration or FNA)

FNA is used when there is a lump 
(enlarged lymph node) in your neck that 
could have cancer cells in it. During the 
procedure, your doctor will take a small 
sample of cells from the lump using a 
needle. This is done by a radiologist or 
pathologist using an ultrasound to see 
that the needle is in the right spot. You 
may feel slight discomfort during the 
biopsy.

Sometimes a larger needle is used to 
get more tissue in the biopsy. This is 
called a core biopsy. It can provide more 
information than needle biopsy but can 
be more uncomfortable. Your doctor 
will decide which type of biopsy is most 
appropriate for you.

Lymph Node Excision Biopsy

Lymph node excision biopsy is when a 
whole lymph node is removed. This is 
often performed when the needle biopsy 
does not give an answer as to why the 
lymph node is enlarged. 

In some people with no swollen lymph 
nodes or detectable signs of cancer in the 
nodes, the doctor may recommend sentinel 
node biopsy to help determine if the cancer 
has spread to the lymph nodes. Sentinel 
node biopsy identifies the first lymph node 
(the sentinel node) to which cancer cells 
are most likely to spread from your cancer.

COMPUTED TOMOGRAPHY 

(CT) SCAN

A CT scan uses X-rays to take pictures of 
the inside of your body. Your doctor may 
order a CT scan to take a closer look at 
your head and neck area.

Before a CT scan, you might be given a 
needle (injection) of a dye that will make 
any tumours easier to see. You might feel 
a bit hot or flushed for a few minutes after 
you have a dye injection. For some people 
(particularly those with kidney problems), 
the dye can be dangerous. Your doctor will 
speak with you about your general health 
and decide if a dye injection is right for 
you.

During the CT scan, you will lie on a table 
while it moves through the CT machine. 
This will take a few minutes.

The CT machine sends pictures to a 
computer screen. Your doctor can look 
at the computer screen to check for any 
signs of cancer. If you do have a tumour, 
a CT scan can help measure how big it is 
and show if it is affecting other parts of 
your body.

The amount of radiation you receive is 
small, and the risk of harm from it is low. 
However, you should not have a CT scan if 
you are pregnant.

Before you have a CT scan, speak with 
your doctor about the benefits and risks 
and any other questions you may have.

CT scans are painless (other than a needle 
for the dye) and you can go home once 
the scan is done.

HPV TESTING

Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) is now 
known to cause some head and neck 
cancers, mainly in the tonsil and back of 
the tongue (tongue base).

A special tissue stain (called p16) is done 
on a small part of cancer tissue removed 
during a biopsy. This tests whether HPV 
could be the cause of your cancer.

Its important to know if your cancer is 
from HPV because those types of cancer 
respond well to specific treatment. It 
can help your doctor to choose the best 
treatment for you.

LARYNGOSCOPY

A laryngoscopy is a test that lets your 
doctor look at your throat and voice box. 
This is usually only needed for patients 
where biopsies have to be taken from 
the throat or voice box or the area needs 
to be inspected more closely to look for 
cancer. It is done in hospital with you 

asleep under a general anaesthetic. You 
will stay in hospital for the day and then 
go home. It doesnt usually require you to 
stay in hospital overnight.

During the test, the laryngoscopeis 
moved through your mouth to the back of 
your throat. Sometimes a tiny camera or 
microscope is used to give a close-up view 
of your throat and voice box. Its normal 
to have a sore throat for a few days after 
the test. 

MAGNETIC RESONANCE 

IMAGING (MRI) SCAN

A MRI scan uses magnetic fields to take 
pictures of the inside of your body. Your 
doctor may order an MRI scan to take a 
closer look at your head and neck area but 
many patients do not need MRI scans.

Before an MRI scan, you might be given 
a needle (injection) of a dye that will help 
make any tumours easier to see.

The MRI machine is a powerful magnet, so 
you will need to remove any metal, such 
as jewellery. Your doctor and the staff will 
ask if you have any metal in your body, 
such as a pacemaker or rods, plates or 
screws holding bones in place. They will 
talk with you about whether it is safe to 
have an MRI scan.



During the scan, you will lie still on a table 
that moves into the MRI machine. The 
machine looks like a donut that moves 
over your body. The scan may take about 
30 minutes or longer.

The MRI machine sends pictures to a 
computer screen. Your doctor can look at 
the pictures on the computer screen to 
check for any signs of cancer.

MRI scans are painless and have no 
radiation, however, they can be noisy. 
You may be given earplugs to help 
reduce the noise. Some people feel a 
bit uncomfortable or panicked lying in 
the MRI machine. You can take music 
to be played while you are in the MRI 
machine to help you feel less nervous. 
Remember, you can always speak to the 
person running the machine if you have 
any worries. But it is important to lie very 
still during the scan or the images will be 
blurry. If you panic when in small spaces, 
speak with your doctor before you go for 
the MRI about ways to make the scan 
more comfortable.

NASOENDOSCOPY

A nasoendoscopy helps your doctor to see 
inside your nose and throat using a thin, 
bendy tube with a camera and light on 
the end (an endoscope). The tube is quite 
narrow, less than the width of your little 
finger. The nasoendoscopy is usually done 
in your doctors office.

You may be given a spray to numb the 
area at the back of your throat. Then, 
the nasoendoscope will be gently passed 
through your nose and down your throat. 
This gives your doctor a close-up view of 
your throat and voice box so they can look 
for any signs of cancer.

The test isn’t painful but you may feel 
uncomfortable. It will only take a few 
minutes, often much less.

After the test, your throat might still feel 
numb. You should wait until the numbness 
has gone before you eat or drink anything.

PATHOLOGY TESTS

Pathology tests involve the laboratory 
testing of blood, body fluids and tissues. 
There are three common pathology tests 
for head and neck cancer.

THREE COMMON PATHOLOGY 
TESTS FOR HEAD & NECK CANCER

Cytology

Cytology uses a needle to remove cells so 
they can be looked at under a microscope. 
It is often used if you have swollen 
(enlarged) lymph glands, neck cysts and 
thyroid nodules.

Histopathology

Histopathology is when part or all of 
the cancer cells are looked at under a 
microscope. The cancer cells are usually 
collected during a biopsy and sent to 
a doctor trained in looking at cells in 
the body (pathologist) for testing. The 
pathologist will be able to tell your doctor 
the type of cancer, its grade, and other 
details that will help your doctor work out 
the best treatment for your type of cancer.

Blood tests 

Blood tests are not typically used to 
diagnose or screen for most types of head 
and neck cancer. There are some blood 
tests that can be used to look for certain 
types of thyroid cancer. Sometimes your 
healthcare team will ask you to have 
blood tests to make sure that your blood, 
kidneys, and liver are working normally. 

ULTRASOUND

An ultrasound uses sound waves to take 
pictures inside the body. Your doctor may 
want you to have an ultrasound to take a 
picture of your neck and all the parts of it 
including your lymph nodes, thyroid and 
salivary glands.

During the test, gel will be spread on the 
skin and a small device called a probe will 
be moved over the area. The probe makes 
soundwaves that can be turned into a 
picture on a computer. Your doctor will 
look at the pictures for any signs of a lump 
that might need a biopsy.

Ultrasounds are painless and you can go 
home once the test is done. You dont 
need to do anything to get ready for a 
head and neck ultrasound. You can eat 
and drink as you would normally.

X-RAY

X-rays take pictures of solid structures in 
the body, like bones. The main reason you 
might need an X-ray is to get a detailed 
picture of your jaw and teeth (dental 
X-ray) which can be affected by radiation 
therapy.

An X-ray is quick and painless.



DONATE

There are more than 17,000 people living in 
Australia with head and neck cancer and nearly 
5,000 people are newly diagnosed with head and 
neck cancer each year.

Head and neck cancer affects a person’s identity 
unlike any other cancer. While many people survive 
the disease, the cancer can strip away a person’s 
voice, distort the face and rob the basic abilities to 
eat, drink and swallow. 

Beyond Five currently receives no government 
funding and relies on public donations and 
corporate support to fund our activities. 

Your donation helps us provide education and 
support to everyone affected by head and neck 
cancer in communities right across Australia, 
making life for families experiencing head and neck 
cancer that little bit easier.

To donate please call us or visit our website.  
All donations above $2 are tax deductible. 

OUR MISSION

Beyond Five’s mission is to improve the quality of 
life of everyone affected by head and neck cancer 
through education and access to support, and to 
raise awareness of head and neck cancer nationally.

CONTACT

Website beyondfive.org.au

Email contact@beyondfive.org.au

Phone +61 2 8594 8514
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