People Asset Management Occupational Health Services

121 High Street Newton le Willows WA12 9SL Tele 01925 227000


THYROID - UNDER-ACTIVE. 

Key Points (drop down)

Under-active thyroid - also known as Myxoedema - affects women five times as often as men.

'Under' or 'insufficient' is known as HYPO. Hypo-thyroid means that the thyroid gland is not producing enough hormones to keep the body working properly.

Thyroid problems occur mostly in middle age although can also affect children.

A thyroid problem is diagnosed with a simple blood test.

Treatment is by medication which will be necessary for life.

Commonly asked questions (drop down)

What is hypo-thyroidism?

 A condition where the thyroid gland in the neck is not producing enough of the hormone Thyroxine. This causes the body's functions to slow down.

How is hypothyroidism diagnosed?

A blood test can diagnose hypothyroidism. A normal blood test will also rule it out if symptoms suggest that it may be a possible diagnosis.

What does the thyroid hormone - thyroxine - do?

It helps to keep the body's functions (the metabolism) working at the correct pace. Many cells and tissues in the body need thyroxine to keep them going correctly.

Who gets hypothyroidism?

About 1 in 50 women, and about 1 in 1000 men develop hypothyroidism at some time in their life. It commonly develops in adults, but it can occur at any age. It can affect anyone, but it also tends to run in some families. If you have hypothyroidism, tell your children, particularly daughters, to look out for the symptoms in their adult lives. Not all children of people with hypothyroidism will get the condition, but the chance is higher than average.

What are the symptoms of hypothyroidism? 

Many symptoms can be caused by a low level of thyroxine. Basically, everything 'slows down'. Not all symptoms develop in all cases.

· Symptoms that commonly occur include: tiredness, weight gain, constipation, aches and pains, feeling cold, dry skin, lifeless hair, fluid retention, mental slowing, and depression. 

· Less common symptoms include: a hoarse voice, irregular or heavy menstrual periods in women, infertility, carpal tunnel syndrome (which causes pains and numbness in the hand), and memory loss or confusion in the elderly. 

· If you have angina, you may find that your angina pains become more frequent.

However, all these symptoms can be caused by other conditions, and sometimes the diagnosis is not obvious. Symptoms usually develop slowly, and gradually become worse over months or years as the level of thyroxine in the body gradually falls. 

What causes hypothyroidism?

The common cause is due to an 'autoimmune disease'. The immune system normally makes antibodies to attack bacteria, viruses, and other 'bugs'. In people with autoimmune diseases, the immune system makes antibodies against part(s) of the body. Most people with hypothyroidism make antibodies which attack their own thyroid gland. The thyroid gland is then not able to make enough thyroxine, and hypothyroidism gradually develops. It is thought that something triggers the immune system to make antibodies against the thyroid. The 'trigger' is not known.

How is hypothyroidism treated? 

The usual treatment is to take thyroxine tablets each day. This replaces the thyroxine which your thyroid gland is not making. Most people feel much better quite quickly after starting treatment.

(The treatment above is for the common cause of hypothyroidism. Some rare causes of hypothyroidism may need additional treatments.)

What is the correct dose of thyroxine?

Most adults need between 50 and 200 mcg daily. A low dose is prescribed at first and is gradually increased over a period of time. Blood tests are usually taken every now and then over several months, and the dose may be adjusted accordingly. As you get into your 70s and 80s, you may need a reduced dose of thyroxine. Also, if your weight changes by more than 1 stone (about 7 kg) due to dieting, weight gain, or pregnancy, you should have a blood test sooner than the routine annual test as the dose may need to be adjusted.

Can I get free prescriptions?

Once you have been diagnosed as having an under-active thyroid gland and need Thyroxine, you are entitled to free prescriptions. This is for all your medicines, whether related to the hypothyroidism or not. Ask your pharmacist for details and for a form to fill in to claim this benefit.

What happens if I miss a tablet?

Everyone forgets to take their tablets from time to time. Don't worry as the odd forgotten thyroxine tablet will not make much difference. However, you must try to take thyroxine regularly for maximum benefit. Symptoms will gradually come back if you don't take the tablets for several days or more.

What happens if I am not treated?

If it is not treated, it can increase the risk of having a heart attack or a stroke.
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UNDERACTIVE THYROID GLAND

Introduction 

The thyroid gland is in the neck just in front of the windpipe.

Hypothyroidism describes the general effects of a severely under active thyroid gland; where not enough hormones are produced to keep the body functioning properly.

Hypothyroidism in children can be present from birth (congenital hypothyroidism) or may develop in infancy. It is more common in adults from middle age

Diagnosis 

Hypothyroidism is diagnosed by performing thyroid function tests that show the low levels of thyroid hormones in the blood. In the case of the unborn child, the tests can be performed on a sample of blood taken from the umbilical cord

Symptoms 

The symptoms of adult hypothyroidism are dull facial expressions and a low-pitched and hoarse voice. Skin is often dry and scaly, cold, thickened and coarse. Hair may be scanty, coarse and brittle. Often eyebrows are greatly thinned or even partly missing. The affected person may be lethargic, easily fatigued, slowed in body and mind and in many cases suffers muscle aches, loss of menstruation, deafness, angina pectoris, heart failure, anaemia and constipation.

The features of hypothyroidism include:

· Muscle weakness and cramps 

· A hoarse voice or cry 

· A slow heart rate 

· Dry flaky skin 

· Weight gain

Untreated childhood hypothyroidism is characterised by underdevelopment, delay in the development of teeth, delay in reaching sexual maturity may delay the development of the brain

Causes 

The commonest cause of hypothyroidism is an autoimmune inflammation of the thyroid gland (thyroiditis). This can result in a severely damaged thyroid gland that functions poorly or not at all. Hashimoto's thyroiditis is a common form of the disease which runs in families.

Lack of enough iodine in the diet reduces the production of thyroid hormone. This causes the pituitary gland (a hormone-producing gland at the base of the skull) to produce more thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH). The thyroid gland then works harder, becomes larger (this is visible as a lump in the neck called a goitre) and traps all available iodine. Although this does not usually cause hypothyroidism, if the lack of iodine is very severe, hypothyroidism may result. 

In Britain this cause of hypothyroidism is virtually unknown as even very poor diets contain enough iodine, but in some other countries there is the risk of iodine deficiency.

Hypothyroidism in children is usually caused by severe lack of iodine in the mother during the pregnancy and in the diet after birth. This has been common in countries where levels of iodine in the soil are low, but it is becoming less common since the cause has been understood and iodine has been added to domestic salt.
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Disability Discrimination Act is likely to apply (*** Link to page on DDA)

Short term sickness absence

A diagnosis of an under-active thyroid gland does not usually result in short term attendance problems as it is usually quite easily treated following diagnosis.

As the usual treatment is to take thyroxine tablets each day, this soon replaces the thyroxine which your thyroid gland is not making. Most people feel very much better quite quickly after starting treatment. Employees may be advised to keep a tablet at work in case they forget to take it.

Blood tests are usually taken every now and then over a period of several months and the dose of medication adjusted. Most adults need between 50 and 200 mcg daily. A low dose is prescribed at first and is gradually increased over a period of time. Once established a blood test is usually only done once per year.

At a short term sickness absence review, a manager may ask the following questions:

Do you think your attendance problem is related to your condition?

Are you fully compliant with your medication?

Do you fully understand what your condition is about?

Would you like to have a chat with an occupational health consultant

Long term sickness absence

This may occur prior to diagnosis where the symptoms can be quite vague and the employee may appear to be malingering. Lethargy and listlessness are often cited as symptoms and this can sound suspicious.

A referral to an Occupational Health Consultant should be arranged in all cases of long term absence. This referral can commonly lead to the diagnosis being made.

Links

British Thyroid Foundation.

 Web: www.btf-thyroid.org 


