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Balancing Act:
A closer look at thyroid
health and disorders

Imagine a small, butterfly-shaped gland nestled in your neck. This is your thyroid gland, an
unsung hero that plays a crucial role in maintaining our overall wellbeing. The importance of
thyroid health cannot be overstated. Its impact on our body functions ranges from regulating
our heart rate and body temperature to controlling our weight, mood, and energy levels.




Key takeaways

- The thyroid, a small, butterfly-shaped gland in the neck, plays a crucial role in
regulating metabolism, heart rate, body temperature, and more.

« Hypothyroidism (underactive thyroid) and hyperthyroidism (overactive thyroid) are
the most common disorders.

- Early detection and treatment of thyroid disorders are vital for managing
symptoms and maintaining quality of life.

- Management includes medication adherence, reqular medical check-ups, a
balanced diet, and regular exercise.

- Regular screenings and check-ups, especially for adults over 35 and pregnant
women, are recommended for early detection.

Despite its fundamental role, awareness about thyroid disorders is surprisingly low.
More than 12% of us will develop a thyroid condition during our lifetime, and up to 60%
of those with thyroid disease are unaware of their condition. The numbers emphasise
the urgent need for increased awareness and understanding of thyroid health.
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¢ £ | 01. What is the thyroid?

Let’s start with understanding this small yet powerful gland - the thyroid. The thyroid
gland, roughly the size of two thumbs put together, is one of the largest endocrine
glands in our body. It sits low on the front of the neck, just below the Adam’s apple,
and is shaped like a butterfly, with its wings wrapping around the trachea, or windpipe.

The primary function of the thyroid gland is to regulate the body’s metabolism, which
is the process by which the body converts what you eat and drink into energy. It has

a profound impact on almost every cell in your body. The thyroid gland achieves this
by producing hormones that help regulate energy, stimulate the body’s metabolism,
and affect the function of virtually every other system in the body. To say the thyroid
is essential would be an understatement!




x.

LI

EALTH
ERO

02. Hormones produced

by the thyroid gland

Now, let’s take a closer look at what the thyroid does on a microscopic level.

The primary hormones produced by the thyroid gland are triiodothyronine (T3),
thyroxine (T4), and calcitonin. T3 and T4 are the major hormones that play a crucial
role in our metabolism, growth, and development. They regulate our heart rate, body
temperature, digestion, and much more.

When the thyroid gland is functioning correctly, it produces an optimal amount

of these hormones. However, when it’s out of balance, it can produce too much (a
condition known as hyperthyroidism) or too little (hypothyroidism). Both conditions
can lead to a wide range of symptoms, from fatigue and weight gain to anxiety and
insomnia.

On the other hand, calcitonin is involved in helping regulate levels of calcium and
phosphate in the blood, opposing the action of parathyroid hormone. This helps
to regulate our bone metabolism and ensures our nervous and muscular systems
function properly.

03.Common
thyroid disorders

Thyroid disorders are more common than you
might think, and the two most prevalent types
are hypothyroidism and hyperthyroidism.
Both conditions stem from an imbalance in
the thyroid hormones we discussed earlier,
but they manifest in quite different ways.




Hypothyroidism:

The slow burn

Hypothyroidism is a condition where your
thyroid gland doesn’t produce enough of certain
crucial hormones. Think of it as your body’s
engine running on low gear. It can be caused by
various factors such as autoimmune disease,
radiation therapy, or certain medications.
Symptoms often develop slowly over several
years, which makes it challenging to detect.

Common symptoms include fatigue, increased
sensitivity to cold, constipation, dry skin, weight
gain, puffiness in the face, muscle weakness,
elevated blood cholesterol level, muscle aches,
tenderness and stiffness, and more.

Hyperthyroidism:
Overdrive mode

On the other end of the spectrum, we have hyperthyroidism. This condition is
characterised by an overactive thyroid gland that produces too much thyroid hormone,
sending your body’s metabolism into overdrive. Causes can include Graves’ disease,
Plummer’s disease, and thyroiditis.

Symptoms of hyperthyroidism can appear like those of hypothyroidism, but they're
generally more severe and happen rapidly. They include sudden weight loss, rapid or
irregular heartbeat, sweating, nervousness or irritability, and more.




04. The importance of early
detection and treatment _

Given the substantial impact these thyroid disorders can have on your quality of
life, early detection and treatment are crucial. In many cases, thyroid disorders can
be managed effectively with medications that restore a normal hormone balance.
However, the first step is recognising the symptoms and seeking medical advice.

Keep in mind that many symptoms of thyroid disorders are common to other
conditions as well, so it’s important not to jump to conclusions. Instead, if you notice
changes in your body or mood that concern you, schedule an appointment with a
healthcare professional. They can conduct the necessary tests to determine if a thyroid
disorder is the root cause and guide you towards an appropriate treatment plan.
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Myths versus facts

Myth: If you have a thyroid problem, you’ll always know because
the symptoms are obvious.

Fact: Thyroid disorders can be quite insidious, developing slowly
over time. Many people with thyroid issues are asymptomatic

or have nonspecific symptoms that can easily be mistaken for
stress or aging.

Myth: Eating iodine-rich foods can cure thyroid problems.

Fact: While iodine is essential for thyroid function, it's not a
cure-all. Overconsumption can exacerbate certain thyroid
issues. It's important to have a balanced intake as part of an
overall thyroid-friendly diet.

Myth: Thyroid disorders are always genetic, so there’s nothing
you can do to prevent them.

Fact: Genetics can play a role, but lifestyle factors such as diet,
stress, and exposure to certain environmental toxins can also
influence thyroid health.

Myth: If you're diagnosed with a thyroid condition, you will
have to take medication for the rest of your life.

Fact: This depends on the type and severity of the condition.
Some people may need lifelong medication, but others might
only need temporary treatment. Additionally, some lifestyle
changes can help manage symptoms and reduce the need
for medication.




05. Managing physical

and emotional challenges

Firstly, it's important to remember that you’re not alone in your journey. Connecting
with others who are dealing with similar experiences can provide emotional support
and practical advice. There are numerous online forums and support groups available
where you can share your feelings and concerns and learn from others’ experiences.

The physical challenges of thyroid disorders, such as fatigue or rapid weight loss,
can also be managed with appropriate care and lifestyle adjustments. For instance,
scheduling short rest periods throughout the day can help combat fatigue. Similarly,
if rapid weight loss is a concern, eating small, frequent meals can help maintain
your weight.

06. Medication and
regular check-ups

One of the most crucial aspects of managing a thyroid disorder is adherence to
prescribed medication. As thyroid disorders stem from an imbalance of thyroid
hormones, medications aim to restore this balance. However, they can only be
effective if taken consistently and as directed by your healthcare professional.

In addition to taking your medication reqgularly, it's equally important to have
regular check-ups with your healthcare provider. These visits allow your doctor to
monitor your condition and adjust your treatment plan if necessary. Remember,
communication with your doctor is key. Be sure to report any new or worsening
symptoms promptly.




07. Maintaining a balanced
diet and reqular exercise

Diet and exercise play a significant role in managing thyroid disorders. A balanced diet
rich in fruits, vegetables, lean proteins, and whole grains can provide the nutrients
needed for thyroid health. Certain foods, such as those rich in iodine like fish and dairy,
can be particularly beneficial. However, it’s always best to discuss dietary changes with
your healthcare provider or a nutritionist before making any drastic changes.

Alongside a healthy diet, regular exercise can help manage symptoms of thyroid
disorders. Exercise can boost energy levels, improve mood, and help maintain a healthy
weight. It doesn’t have to be strenuous - even a daily walk can make a significant
difference. Remember to listen to your body and avoid overexerting yourself. In essence,
coping with thyroid disorders involves a balance of medication management, regular
check-ups, emotional support, and lifestyle modifications.
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08. The importance of

preventive measures

Prevention is always better than cure, especially in the realm of thyroid health. The
thyroid gland, despite its small size, plays an enormous role in our body’s overall
function. It’s responsible for requlating metabolism, heart rate, and even our mood.
A healthy thyroid equals a healthier you.

Preventive measures include regular exercise, a balanced diet, and sufficient sleep.
These seemingly simple steps can help maintain optimal thyroid function. Exercise
stimulates thyroid gland secretion and increases tissue sensitivity to thyroid
hormones. A balanced diet ensures the adequate intake of nutrients like iodine
and selenium, which are essential for thyroid hormone production. Good sleep
hygiene helps regulate the body’s metabolic processes controlled by the thyroid.

09. Regular screenings
and check-ups

Regular screenings and check-ups are vital tools in the early detection of thyroid
disorders. They provide an opportunity for healthcare professionals to catch any
abnormalities in thyroid function before they escalate into more serious conditions.
Blood tests measuring Thyroid Stimulating Hormone (TSH) levels are commonly used
to screen for thyroid disorders. When performed regularly, these tests can detect
problems such as hypothyroidism or hyperthyroidism at their onset, allowing for timely
intervention and treatment.

It is recommended that adults have a TSH screening every five years starting at age 35,
and more frequently for individuals with risk factors such as a family history of thyroid
disease or previous thyroid problems. Early detection can significantly improve the
management of thyroid disorders and overall health outcomes.




i 10. Thyroid health
during pregnancy

Pregnancy can have a significant impact on thyroid function, so it’s critical that women
have their thyroid levels checked before conception and monitored throughout
pregnancy. For those with an existing thyroid condition, getting thyroid levels optimised
before becoming pregnant is ideal, as uncontrolled thyroid dysfunction can lead to
complications with fertility, increased risk of miscarriage, or birth defects. Even for
women without a prior thyroid diagnosis, many develop thyroid issues during pregnancy
due to the extra demands on the body and changes in immune function.

The postpartum period is another very common time for women to develop thyroid
conditions or experience changes in their thyroid function due to the dramatic hormone
shifts after delivery. Addressing thyroid health early and consistently throughout
pregnancy and postpartum is crucial for the wellbeing of both mother and baby.




11. Lifestyle factors
for a healthy thyroid

Creating conditions beneficial for thyroid health extends beyond diet and exercise.
Lifestyle factors, like avoiding smoking and managing stress levels, can also contribute
significantly to maintaining a healthy thyroid. Cigarette smoke contains toxins that can
affect the thyroid. It has been associated with an increased risk of Graves’ disease, an
autoimmune disorder leading to overactive thyroid, and other thyroid-related issues.

Stress, on the other hand, can disrupt the balance of your hormonal systems, including
thyroid hormones. Practicing stress management techniques, like meditation, yoga,

or simple breathing exercises, can help maintain this balance and promote overall
wellbeing. Remember, every step taken towards a healthier lifestyle is a step towards
better thyroid health. By taking the necessary steps to ensure its health, you’re investing in
your overall wellbeing.

Contact HealthHero today for more support and advice.




