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THYROID DISEASE
THYROID DISEASE
Your thyroid produces thyroid hormone, which
controls many activities in your body, including
how fast you burn calories and how fast your

•
•
•

ARE SOME WOMEN MORE AT
RISK FOR THYROID DISEASE?

•
•

Had a thyroid problem in the past
thyroid gland
Have a condition such as goiter, anemia, or

often feel restless or tired, or you may lose or

•

to have thyroid diseases, especially right after
pregnancy and after menopause.

Screening for thyroid disease
recommended for most women.

WHAT IS THE THYROID?

WHAT KINDS OF THYROID
DISEASE AFFECT WOMEN?

hormone that travels in your blood to all parts of
your body. The thyroid hormone controls your
body's metabolism in many ways, including
how fast you burn calories and how fast your
heart beats.

•
•
•

is

not

Thyroiditis,
thyroiditis

especially

postpartum

•
•

Thyroid nodules
Thyroid cancer

WHAT IS HYPOTHYROIDISM?
Hypothyroidism is when your thyroid does not
develop thyroid problems during her lifetime.
underactive thyroid. This slows down many of
Problems with your menstrual period. Your
thyroid helps control your menstrual cycle. Too
your periods very light, heavy, or irregular.
Thyroid disease also can cause your periods to
stop for several months or longer, a condition
called amenorrhea. If your body's immune
system causes thyroid disease, other glands,
including your ovaries, may be involved. This
Problems getting pregnant. When thyroid

you to get pregnant.
Problems during pregnancy. Thyroid problems
during pregnancy can cause health problems for
the mother and the baby.
Sometimes, symptoms of thyroid problems are
disease, especially hypothyroidism, is more
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Feeling sad or depressed
Feeling very tired

Slow heart rate

A hoarse voice
More than usual menstrual bleeding

disease.

•

HOW DO THYROID PROBLEMS
AFFECT WOMEN?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Weight gain, even though you are not
eating more food

The most common cause of hypothyroidism
people with Hashimoto's disease, the immune

HOW IS HYPOTHYROIDISM
TREATED?
Hypothyroidism is treated with medicine that
gives your body the thyroid hormone it needs
are man-made forms of the hormone that your
thyroid hormone pills for the rest of your life.
to, the pills are very safe.
WHAT IS HYPERTHYROIDISM?
Hyperthyroidism, or overactive thyroid, causes
than your body needs. This speeds up many of
heart rate.
The most common cause of hyperthyroidism is

•
•
•

Hyperthyroidism treatment (radioiodine)
Thyroid removal

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS
AND SYMPTOMS OF
HYPOTHYROIDISM?
Symptoms of hypothyroidism develop slowly,

other signs and symptoms of a slowed-down
•

Feeling cold when other people do not

with the immune system.
WHAT ARE THE SIGNS
AND SYMPTOMS OF
HYPERTHYROIDISM?
symptoms

•

of

hyperthyroidism.

Symptoms

Weight loss, even if you eat the same or
more food (most but not all people lose
weight)
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•
•

your heart
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Hashimoto's
thyroiditis

postpartum

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS AND
SYMPTOMS OF THYROID
NODULES?
Most thyroid nodules do not cause symptoms
and are not cancerous. Some thyroid nodules

It often goes undiagnosed because symptoms are

hyperthyroidism. Sometimes, nodules grow so
big that they cause problems with swallowing or
breathing. About one-third of nodules are found
by the patient, another third by the doctor, and
the other third through an imaging test of the

Eating more than usual

Feeling irritable
Trouble sleeping
Increased sweating
Feeling hot when other people do not

normal
Fewer and lighter menstrual periods than
normal

•

disease

and

WHAT IS POSTPARTUM
THYROIDITIS?

delivery. Women with postpartum thyroiditis
may feel very tired and moody.
Postpartum thyroiditis typically happens in two
phases, though not everyone with the condition

You can sometimes see or feel a thyroid nodule
yourself. Stand in front of a mirror and raise

•

bulging of the eyes, redness, or irritation

months. In this phase, you may have
signs and symptoms of hyperthyroidism

side of your windpipe below your Adam's apple.
If the bump moves up and down when you

hormones out into the bloodstream.
of the other symptoms of the condition. This
is especially true of women who have gone
through menopause or who are already at high
HOW IS HYPERTHYROIDISM
TREATED?
Your doctor's choice of treatment will depend
on your symptoms and the cause of your
•

Medicine.

hormone. These drugs do not cause
lasting damage to the thyroid.
•
hormone on your body. These medicines
can be helpful in slowing your heart rate
and treating other symptoms until one of

thyroid hormones that are made.

•
months. In this phase, you may have signs
and symptoms of hypothyroidism because
the thyroid has lost most of its hormones or
thyroid may recover later.
WHAT IS A GOITER?
A goiter is an unusually enlarged thyroid gland.
It may happen only for a short time and may go

problems swallowing. Some people get a hoarse
voice. To tell if the lump or nodule is cancerous,
your doctor will order certain tests. Most thyroid
nodules are not cancerous.

be a symptom of another thyroid disease that

WHO IS AT RISK FOR THYROID
CANCER?
About three times as many women get thyroid
cancer as men. The number of women with

women than in men and especially in women
before menopause.
•
•
•
•
•

Hashimoto's disease
Thyroid nodules
Thyroiditis
Thyroid cancer

•

•

hypothyroidism.
Surgery. Thyroid surgery removes most
or all of the thyroid. This may cause
permanent hypothyroidism.

WHAT IS THYROIDITIS?

WHAT IS THYROID CANCER?
Thyroid cancer happens when cancer cells
form from the tissues of the thyroid gland.
Most people with thyroid cancer have a thyroid
nodule that does not cause any symptoms. If
you do have symptoms, you may have swelling

that you can see it or feel the lump with your
hand. A very large goiter can also cause a tight
feeling in your throat, coughing, or problems
swallowing or breathing.
Your doctor will do tests to see if it is caused by
another thyroid disease.
WHAT ARE THYROID NODULES?
A thyroid nodule is a swelling in one section of
the thyroid gland. The nodule may be solid or

number of women with thyroid cancer is

•
•
•
•

especially in childhood, to treat cancer
Have a history of goiter
Have a family history of thyroid cancer

HOW ARE THYROID DISEASES
DIAGNOSED?
It can be hard to tell if you have a thyroid
disease. The symptoms are the same as many
other health problems. Your doctor may start by
your family members has had thyroid disease.

thyroid nodule or many.

•
and rheumatoid arthritis
•
•
•
•

normal thyroids.
Two common types of thyroiditis are

•
stimulating hormone (TSH) in your blood
thyroid is overactive or underactive.
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help your doctor tell what type of nodule
you have and how large it is. You may need
more thyroid ultrasounds over time to see

•

levels of one or both thyroid hormones in
your blood.
•
test, you swallow a liquid or capsule that
holds a small dose of radioactive iodine
(radioiodine). The radioiodine collects in
your thyroid because your thyroid uses
•

thyroid cancer, although by itself, it cannot be
used to diagnose thyroid cancer.
•
whether thyroid nodules have normal cells
in them. Your doctor may numb an area

hypothyroidism can cause problems for both
mother and baby.
Hyperthyroidism that is not treated with
•

Premature birth (birth of the baby before

•

Preeclampsia, a serious condition starting
causes high blood pressure and problems

High levels of radioiodine mean that your
•
•

•

hormone.
Thyroid scan. A thyroid scan uses the same
radioiodine dose that was given by mouth

normal could mean thyroid cancer.
CAN THYROID DISEASE
CAUSE PROBLEMS GETTING
PREGNANT?

your thyroid on a computer screen. This
the thyroid.

show up on the scan more brightly
than normal thyroid nodules. They

more hormones than normal thyroids.
up the same amount of radioiodine

prolactin can prevent ovulation.
cycle. Your periods may be heavier or irregular,
or you may not have any periods at all for
several months or longer (called amenorrhea).

nodules are cold.
Thyroid ultrasound. The thyroid ultrasound

HOW DOES THYROID DISEASE
AFFECT PREGNANCY?
Pregnancy-related hormones raise the level
of thyroid hormones in the blood. Thyroid
hormones are necessary for the baby's brain
development while in the womb.
It can be harder to diagnose thyroid problems
during pregnancy because of the change in
hormone levels that normally happen during

thyroid on a computer screen. This test can

for problems before getting pregnant and during

amount of hormones.

•

because problems with the thyroid hormone can
upset the balance of the hormones that cause
ovulation. Hypothyroidism can also cause your

only cure for preeclampsia is childbirth.
Thyroid storm (sudden, severe worsening
of symptoms)
Fast heart rate in the newborn, which can
lead to heart failure, poor weight gain, or
to breathe

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Miscarriage
Hypothyroidism that is not treated with
Anemia (lower than normal number of
healthy red blood cells)
Preeclampsia
Miscarriage
Stillbirth
Problems with the baby's growth and brain
development

DID WE ANSWER YOUR QUESTION ABOUT THYROID DISEASES?

National Cancer Institute (NCI), NIH

Hormone Health Network

National Endocrine and Metabolic
Diseases Information Service,
NIDDK, NIH

Thyroid Cancer Survivors'
Association, Inc.

48 | E M P O W E R A T L A N T A M A G A Z I N E

