
Health Basics

Thyroid Disease: Hyperthyroidism and
Hypothyroidism
What is thyroid disease?

The thyroid is a butterfly-shaped gland in the front of the neck that creates and produces
hormones required by many systems throughout the body. Thyroid disease occurs when a
person’s thyroid produces either too much or too little of these important hormones. Thyroid
disease includes hyperthyroidism, hypothyroidism, thyroiditis and Hashimoto’s thyroiditis.

What is hyperthyroidism?

Hyperthyroidism is caused by an overactive thyroid gland that produces too much of the hormone
thyroxine. This type of thyroid disease can increase the body’s metabolism, leading to
unintentional weight loss and a rapid or irregular heartbeat.

What causes hyperthyroidism?

Hyperthyroidism is commonly caused by the autoimmune disorder Graves’ disease, also known as
toxic diffuse goiter. Graves’ disease causes the immune system to attack the thyroid, causing it to
become overactive and produce too much hormone.

Another, less common cause of hyperthyroidism is thyroid nodules, which are benign lumps that
develop on the thyroid, resulting in excessive production of thyroid hormones. This is more
common in people over 60 years old.

An increase in iodine in the body can also lead to overproduction of thyroid hormones. This can
occur when someone is taking medication that contains iodine, such as amiodarone, which is used
to control an arrhythmia, or an irregular heartbeat.

Some common symptoms of hyperthyroidism are:

Increased appetite

Rapid heartbeat (commonly more than 100 beats per minute) or irregular heartbeat

Enlarged or swollen thyroid gland, also known as a goiter

Weight loss



Change in menstrual cycle

Tremor in hands or fingers

Difficulty sleeping

Fatigue or muscle weakness

Fine, brittle hair

Nervousness, anxiety and irritability

Change in bowel movements, especially more frequent bowel movements.

Who is at risk?

While anyone—including infants, children and teens—can develop hyperthyroidism, it is most
common in middle-aged and older women. In fact, women are two to 10 times more likely to
develop hyperthyroidism than men. Others at risk include:

People over age 60

Women who were pregnant or had a baby in the past six months

People with a family history of thyroid disease

People with type 1 diabetes or the hormonal disorder primary adrenal insufficiency

People who ingest too much iodine either from eating large amounts of food containing iodine

or using medicines or supplements containing iodine.

How is hyperthyroidism treated?

The goal of hyperthyroidism treatment is to regulate thyroid hormone levels. To achieve this,
doctors can prescribe anti-thyroid medications and radioactive iodine to slow the production of
thyroid hormones. Typically, these medicines must be used for one to two months for symptoms to
improve.

Beta-blockers are also commonly used to slow one’s heart rate, reduce tremors and alleviate
anxiety. These can be used simultaneously with other forms of treatment. Once thyroid levels
return to normal, people can stop taking beta-blockers.

Treatment less commonly involves the surgical removal of part or most of the thyroid gland to
restore hormone levels to normal. If the entire thyroid gland is removed, patients must commit to
taking lifelong hormone replacement medication for the body to function normally.

What is hypothyroidism?

Hypothyroidism is caused by an underactive thyroid that does not create or release enough



hormones into the bloodstream. This causes the metabolism to slow, which can lead to weight
gain. Extreme forms of hypothyroidism can cause low body temperature, anemia, heart failure and
coma.

What causes hypothyroidism?

Hypothyroidism can have a primary cause or a secondary cause. Primary causes directly impact
the thyroid, resulting in the underproduction of hormones. Secondary causes impair the pituitary
gland, rendering it unable to send thyroid-stimulating hormone to the thyroid.

Primary causes are most common and typically include the autoimmune condition Hashimoto’s
disease. Also known as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis or chronic lymphocytic thyroiditis, this is a
hereditary genetic condition that causes the body’s immune system to attack and damage the
thyroid, thus preventing it from producing and releasing enough thyroid hormone. This condition is
very common in pregnant women who have hypothyroidism.

Other primary causes include:

Thyroiditis or inflammation of the thyroid

Treatment of hyperthyroidism (surgical removal of the thyroid or radiation)

Iodine deficiency

Hereditary conditions passed through one’s family.

Some common symptoms of hypothyroidism are:

Weight gain

Low body temperature

Anemia

Muscle aches and weakness

Muscle cramps

Constipation

Puffy face

Pain, stiffness or swelling in joints

Enlarged thyroid, or goiter

Thinning hair

Slowed heart rate



Increased sensitivity to cold.

Who is at risk?

Hypothyroidism most often affects middle-aged and older women over age 60. Women are more
likely to develop the condition after menopause than earlier in life.

Pregnant women with hypothyroidism often develop Hashimoto’s disease, which causes fatigue,
muscle cramps and sensitivity to cold temperatures. Thyroid hormones are essential to fetal
development, so women must check with their doctor to regulate their thyroid levels during
pregnancy.

Birth control pills that contain estrogen and progesterone increase one’s thyroid-binding proteins,
which increases hormone levels.

How is hypothyroidism treated?

In general, hypothyroidism is easy to treat. Hormone replacement therapy replaces the amount of
hormone your thyroid is no longer producing. This is typically achieved through oral medication.
Levothyroxine is one commonly used medication.

During pregnancy, thyroid hormone replacement is used to treat the mother. The dosage of
thyroid hormone replacement therapy is determined by the individual’s levels of thyroid
hormones, which may change during pregnancy.
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