
Cancer Care Nova Scotia HEAD AND NECK GUIDELINES 

4.8 Occult Primary  
Practice Pathway for Occult Primary (Head and Neck Cancers)

Painless neck mass 
usually present for 
weeks or months

Follow Up and 
Surveillance 

to be conducted 
by oncologist or 
otolaryngologist

Fine Needle 
Aspirate

Squamous cell 
carcinoma OR

adenocarcinoma OR
anaplastic epithelial 

tumour

Complete head & neck 
exam including:
careful skin exam
nasopharyngoscopy
CT with contrast or MRI 
with gadolinium (skull 
base through thoracic 
inlet)
CT chest/abd if Level IV 
or V (and CT pelvis if 
adenocarcinoma)
quadroscopy
EUA, bilateral 
tonsillectomies and other 
directed biopsies of any 
areas of clinical concern 

Pathologic 
findings

Treat as outlined 
for H&N site

yes

No

Primary found
RT1 to neck 
+/- parotid 
bed

Adeno-
carcinoma

Ipsilateral neck RT1

OR
Ipsilateral neck 
dissection

N1

Individualized 
treatment 
including more 
definitive role for 
chemotherapy

Histology other 
than 

adeno carcinoma 
or squamous cell

Pathologic 
staging observepN1

Post-op neck RT1

+/- chemo2

pN2, pN3

Comprehensive 
neck dissection 

N2, N3

Squamous 
cell 
carcinoma

Comprehensive 
neck dissection (& 
parotidectomy, if 
indicated)

History and 
Physical Exam 

Year 1 and 2 
every 2-4 months

Years 3-5 
every 6 months

> 5 years every 
12 months

If recurrence 
detected, refer 
to Management 
of Recurrence 
(p 34)

Treatment and 
Management of the Neck

Initial WorkupPresenting 
symptoms

1 RT = 
Radiotherapy

Information and Supportive/Psychosocial Care services need to be appropriate and available to patients throughout the continuum of care (see Part 5 p 48)

Refer to 
appropriate 
specialist(s)

2If concurrent chemo-
radiation: 
Refer to dietitian for 
nutritional assessment 
prior to start of treatment. 
Referral for consideration 
of gastrostomy tube 
placement.
See Part 5 (p 39) for more 
information on enteral 
nutrition.
See Appendix V for more 
information on concurrent 
chemo-radiation.
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