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The topic of hypothyroidism, its etiology, and risk factors are often controversial. Conflicting opinions arise among healthcare professionals of various disciplines. Yet, it cannot be ignored that hypothyroidism may be another link to understanding and resolving the growing obesity epidemic in the U.S. 
It is estimated that there are over 24 million Americans, mostly women, who suffer from hypothyroidism, with about 14 million of them undiagnosed.  Insulin resistance can also cause poor thyroid function and with 49 million people in the United States believed to have insulin resistance, it is no wonder that an epidemic of hypothyroidism exists.

What is Hypothyroidism?  

Hypothyroidism is a physical condition in which your thyroid gland does not produce sufficient amounts of the thyroid hormones, which slows down your bodily functions, especially your metabolism. These hormones help you get oxygen into your cells, which is critical to your body’s ability to produce energy.  Classic symptoms of hypothyroidism are that it is very difficult to lose weight despite a low calorie diet and exercise, or that you gain weight very easily. EVERYTHING slows down which results in your body requiring fewer calories than a person who has normal thyroid function.    

Risk Factors for Hypothyroidism 

· Family History 

· Treatment for Hyperthyroidism/Surgery/Thyroid Cancer Surgery

· Diagnosed with other diseases such as Celiac disease, Fibromyalgia, Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, Mitral Valve Prolapse, Depression, Infertility

· Epstein Barr and Mononucleosis 

· Aging 

· Gender- 7 times more likely in women than men  

· Hormonal Variance- such as menopause, perimenopause, pregnancy, or postpartum pregnancy 

· Taking Iodine Supplements or Kelp

· Iodine Deficiency

· Over consumption of Goitrogenic foods such as Brussel Sprouts, Rutabaga, Turnips, Kohlrabi, Radishes, Cauliflower, Cabbage, and Kale 

· Over consumption of Soy Products- soy is a known endocrine disruptor.  As little as drinking 8 oz. of soy milk a day can cause hypothyroid symptoms.

· Environmental exposures such as perchlorate in water or food, and high levels of fluoridated water.

· Exposure to radiation through medical treatments or from nuclear power plants. 

· Medications such as lithium and other anti-depressants and anti-anxiety drugs.  

· Smokers 

Specific Symptoms Associated with Hypothyroidism
· Extreme exhaustion and chronic fatigue

· Depression, moodiness

· Dizziness, vertigo

· Sensitivity to cold, with cold hands or feet (Raynaud’s phenomenon)

· Feeling cold when everyone else feels comfortable

· Inappropriate weight gain, or difficulty losing weight, despite changes in diet and exercise

· Dry and coarse hair

· Losing an excessive amount of hair, even from the eyelashes or eyebrows

· Male patterned baldness

· Dry and brittle nails

· Muscle aches and joint pains in hands and feet

· Carpal tunnel syndrome, or worsened symptoms

· Pain in the soles of the feet

· Fluid retention resulting in puffy face, eyes, hands, arms, ankles, or legs

· Abnormally low sex drive

· Constipation, sometimes severe

· “Fuzzy” thinking, brain “fog,” difficulty remembering or concentrating

· Unexplained infertility, or recurrent miscarriage

· Heavier, longer, or more frequent menstrual cycles

· Severe menstrual cramps

· Raspy or hoarse voice

· Swollen tongue, with indents on either side

· Periodic heart palpitations

· Elevated cholesterol, LDL, and triglyceride levels

· Yellow bumps on eyes

· Hypoglycemia

· Worsened allergies

· Red, burning, itchy or prickly skin, dry skin, rashes, and hives

· Acne


· Increased infections, such as sinus, yeast infections

· Shortness of breath, possibly a feeling of not being able to take a deep breath

· Neck looks or feels swollen, tender to touch

· Tight feeling of the throat or in the chest

· Difficulty swallowing, feeling that food is caught in your throat

· Snoring or sleep apnea

· Increased need to yawn to get oxygen

· Gritty and dry eyes, blurred vision, eye pain, eyes are more sensitive to light

· Eyes get jumpy, “tics” in eye, which may cause headaches

· Tinnitus (ringing in the ears)

· Low body temperature

· Slow pulse and low blood pressure

· Extremely exhausted and tired 

How do you know if you have Hypothyroidism? 

A TSH blood test is the most utilized test by your physician to diagnose Hypothyroidism.  If it is above the normal range, you may be hypothyroid and further testing may be done.  As women get older, they should be tested every year, especially if they have had problems with their weight or if they are experiencing many of the symptoms listed above.  Recently, new guidelines by the American Association of Clinical Endocrinologists suggest that normal lab values for TSH should be 0.3 to 3.3, because it is believed that 95% of the population, who have normal thyroid function, have a TSH between 1.0 and 2.0.  Previous normal values were generally 0.5 to 5.5 and many labs are still using these numbers.  

It is important for everyone to know what their TSH level actually is, not that it is just “normal.”  In order to feel your optimal best and to decrease the incidence of secondary problems and diseases, your TSH should be in the lower end of the normal range, preferably between 1.0 and 2.0.  

Researchers have found that C reactive protein (CRP), which is a marker of inflammation and a predictor of heart disease, is higher in people who have sub-clinical hypothyroidism (TSH above 4.2).  They also found that insulin and LDL levels are also higher in this group, when compared to normal controls.

Other researchers found that people with sub-clinical hypothyroidism had a much higher rate of heart disease than those people with normal thyroid levels.  

Left untreated, thyroid disease can cause long-term complications such as heart disease, infertility, muscle weakness, and osteoporosis.

What is the treatment for someone who has Hypothyroidism? 

Natural or synthetic Thyroid hormone pills such as Armour Thyroid or Synthroid are given to provide the appropriate dosage necessary.  Usually a lower calorie diet is indicated.  An increase in aerobic exercise helps build muscle, burn calories and improve metabolic rate.  Avoidance of all soy products, including soybean oil, will also help a hypothyroid individual lose weight.  A Registered Dietitian can assist you in customizing a nutritional program that meets your individual needs.  
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