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Hypothyroidism

The thyroid gland is part of the endocrine system. It controls your body’s metabolism. The thyroid affects all areas of the body and development. Hypothyroidism is a non-communicable disease that affects both children and adults. There are several causes of hypothyroidism. There’s no cure but you can take medicine in the form of a pill everyday usually for the rest of your life. Certain blood tests can determine if you have hypothyroidism. These same blood tests can ensure you get the right amount of medicine. 
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The thyroid is a small, butterfly shaped, gland weighing less than an ounce that is located in the front of the neck just below the larynx. The thyroid gland produces two main hormones, thyroxine (T4) and triidthyronine (T3). Every cell in the body relies on the thyroid hormones to regulate the body’s metabolism. The thyroid is gland is controlled gland which is the size of a peanut and located at the base of the brain. The pituitary gland is controlled by the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus gland produces TRH (thyrotropin releasing hormone) that tells the pituitary to make TSH (Thyroid Stimulating Hormone). 
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When the level of thyroid hormones drops to low, the pituitary gland produces TSH telling the thyroid to make more hormones. When the thyroid produces more hormones, the pituitary gland reduces production of TSH. Hypothyroidism is when the thyroid gland does not produce enough thyroid hormones. 

There is no particular set of characteristics or classic symptoms because one person can have a set of symptoms and have hypothyroidism, while another person can have the same symptoms but for a different disease. When the thyroid hormone is too low, the body’s cells can’t get enough thyroid hormone and the body’s processes start slowing down. It is important to keep track of your body’s changes and talk to your doctor whenever you have any concerns.

Some early symptoms of hypothyroidism include: feeling tired often, having very little energy (fatigue), the heart beats at a slower rate (50-70bpm), low or high blood pressure, a rise in cholesterol, poor appetite, dizziness, unexplained weight gain, increased sensitivity to cold temperatures, constipation, muscle cramps, pain in the joints, tinnitus, brittle fingernails and dry, itchy skin. Later or less common symptoms include: slowed speech, hoarse voice, puffy facial skin, a low basal body temperature, an inability to concentrate, having difficulty remembering, migraines, an increased sense of taste and smell, hearing loss and hair loss. 

In addition, children can exhibit stunted growth (also known as short stature) as well as poor mental development if the hypothyroid condition is present at birth and left untreated. Infants and children can also have trouble feeding, poor muscle tone and excessive sleepiness. Developing a goiter, which is a thyroid that becomes enlarged and swollen, can also be a sign of hypothyroidism. Untreated or advanced hypothyroidism can lead to osteoporosis, heart failure, severe depression and myexedema. Signs of myxedema are low blood pressure, decreased breathing, low body temperature and a possible coma, which is very rare and can be fatal.

Hypothyroidism is non-communicable but it can be sporadically inherited by individuals that have a close relative with an auto-immune disease, like Hashimoto’s disease. Other causes of hypothyroidism include: surgical removal of all or part of the thyroid gland, radiation therapy (especially if it’s to treat your neck for cancer), treatment for hyperthyroidism, congenital hypothyroidism (an infant born with the disease), postpartum thyroiditis, and too much or too little iodine in your diet. Iodine deficiency is the main cause of hypothyroidism in developing countries while in more developed countries the main causes are: Hashimoto’s disease, lack of the thyroid gland or a deficiency of thyroid hormones. Hypothyroidism can develop as a secondary or primary condition. If it’s developed as a primary condition it is unrelated to medical treatment received for other thyroid disorders. If the hypothyroidism is developed as a secondary condition it is a side-effect from medical treatment received for other thyroid disorders.

Women, especially those who are over 50, are more likely to have hypothyroidism than men are. Postpartum hypothyroidism is when a woman’s thyroid is inflamed after she has the baby. This condition is normally temporary and will often go away on its own within 6-9 months. It’s possible that this temporary form of hypothyroidism is the cause of “baby-blues”. It’s important for women who have recently had a baby to have their thyroid glands checked. Additionally, in the United States about 1 out of 4,000 babies are born with neonatal or congenital hypothyroidism because they are born with a defective thyroid gland or even no thyroid gland. Most often, the infants’ thyroid gland did not develop normally for reasons that are unknown. 

To determine if you have hypothyroidism, a doctor will have some diagnostic testing done. A normal thyroid gland produces about 80% T4 and about 20% T3. T3 produces about 4 times the hormone strength as T4.  A TSH test measures how much thyroid hormone, thyroxine (T4), the thyroid gland is being asked to make. A normal TSH level should be between 0.5-5. A higher than normal TSH level indicates hypothyroidism.

There are several ways to care for yourself if you have hypothyroidism. The most common way is by taking a thyroid hormone pill or levothyroxine sodium, also taken as pill, once a day. Levothyroxine is a synthetic thyroid hormone that increases the body’s metabolism. It comes in the form of a pill or an injectable liquid. Daily use of a synthetic thyroid hormone (levothyroxine) can restore hormone levels. Treatment is usually for life. An injection is given to those who are suffering from myxedema coma. 

Regular blood tests will ensure proper dosaging. Synthetic and animal-derived thyroid tablets are available. The ATA (American Thyroid Association) cautions against use of herbal remedies, taking too much iodine can make hypothyroidism worse.

Patients with lactose intolerance might be unable to tolerate levothyroxine since lactose is used in its manufacturing process. Certain medications, supplements and foods may affect the ability to absorb the levothyroxine. The best way to take the medication is on an empty stomach, up to an hour before eating a meal and with a full glass of water. Don’t take the medicine 4 hours before taking a multivitamin, calcium supplement or an iron supplement and 3 hours before taking soy products. Iron can bind to the thyroid hormone, leaving less of it for the body to absorb. Calcium supplements and soy products can also interfere with the body’s ability to absorb the medication.

Side effects from levothyroxine are rare and usually from over dosage. They include: hyperthyroidism, agitation, chest pain and weight loss. The medication may increase the effect of oral blood-thinning medications and may increase the need for insulin oral antidiabetic medication.

Exercise is also important in maintaining healthy thyroid function. Yoga is a good option because it increases circulation throughout the body, including the thyroid, and decreases stress, which can help lessen or alleviate many symptoms. Exercising also increases your energy level and flexibility while reducing joint and muscle stiffness. People with a thyroid disorder can lead normal lives. 

The thyroid gland produces two main hormones, thyroxine (T4) and triidthyronine (T3). They influence every cell in your body. There are times, though, when the thyroid doesn’t produce enough of these hormones. This is called hypothyroidism. Hypothyroidism mostly affects middle-aged and older women. However, anyone can develop the condition, including infants and teenagers. There is no cure for hypothyroidism but most patients can completely control it by replacing the amount of thyroid hormone that can no longer be made by the thyroid hormone levels back to normal. “Your thyroid gland may weigh less than an ounce but it plays a huge part in how your body functions” (Mueller, 2003, p. 1). 
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