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From Dr Pui-Ling Chan, Endocrinologist, CMDHB
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KNOW THE SYMPTOMS
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What is Thyroid?
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The thyroid gland is a small butterfly-shaped organ inside the neck, located in front of the trachea and below the larynx. It is the largest endocrine organ in our body.
A normal adult thyroid gland weighs about 15-20g, measuring about 2cm wide and 1-2cm high.
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The function of thyroid gland is to produce 2 thyroid hormones — thyroxine (T4) and triiodothyronine (T3), using iodine from bloodstream.

N DN A4 I P FRPR R 3R LT AR SR AR AR Y, B A 7 B FOIRIR R BRI AT D IR
Thyroid hormones are essential for the body to generate energy and heat, regulating all the body cells’ metabolism and are very important for growth and
development.
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The “master gland”, the pituitary gland, produces a hormone called Thyroid Stimulating Hormone (TSH) which will stimulate the thyroid glands to produce thyroid
hormones. The thyroid hormones will in turn control the production of TSH so that there is a balance between the amount of TSH and T4/T3 production — this is called
a feedback loop.
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(a) HURERZhREIE my (HHIRBRAE RE TCIE/ HFIR IR U E Hyperthyroidism)

(b) HRMRE I REMEAE (Hypothyroidism)

(c) FARBENE K (goitre)

The thyroid problems commonly encountered in clinical practice are:
(a) overproduction of thyroid hormone (called hyperthyroidism),

(b) underproduction of thyroid hormones (called hypothyroidism), and
(c) goitre (thyroid gland enlargement).
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Thyroid cancer is uncommon and will need conjoined management between endocrinologist and surgeon.
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Hyperthyroidism
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Literally means overproduction of thyroid hormones from the thyroid gland. It more commonly affects women between the ages of 20 and 40, but men will also get
affected. Hyperthyroidism will speed up the body’s metabolism.
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Symptoms of hyperthyroidism
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Muscle weakness, trembling hands, rapid heart rate, fatigue, weight loss despite good appetite, heat intolerance, irritability, anxiety, diarrhoea/frequent bowel motion,
menstrual irregularities and infertility.
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Causes of hyperthyroidism
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Graves’ Disease is the commonest cause — it is an autoimmune disease whereby the body produces its own antibody against the thyroid gland, causing excessive
thyroid hormone production. Female are affected more commonly, and it can run in family. Some patients with Graves’ Disease also get bulging eyes and enlarged
thyroid glands.
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Others causes of hyperthyroidism include:

o HRAR4&LHET Thyroid nodule (toxic nodules)

o IR IR & Taking too much thyroid hormone (as medication)

o mEAMERIRERZ (YR FE SR HIRERSE %) Subacute thyroiditis (viral infection causing thyroid gland inflammation)
o A% HFIRERE % Postpartum thyroiditisTreatment of hyperthyroidism:
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Treatment of hyperthyroidism
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Antithyroid drugs: They decrease the amount of thyroid gland hormone production. The preferred drug is carbimazole, but prophylthiouracil (PTU) can also
be used. They need to be taken up to one to two years duration, as decided by the endocrinologist/family doctor. Patients can relapse when antithyroid drug is
stopped and some may need very prolonged treatment course.
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Beta-blockers: Aimed to control the troubling symptoms of hyperthyroidism such as trembling hands and rapid heartbeat, but do not block thyroid hormone
production
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Radioactive lodine (RAIl): RAl is a medically formulated iodine which is tagged with radioactive substances aiming at destroying thyroid gland cells and this
will eventually reduce the thyroid hormone production from the gland. RAl is extremely efficient in controlling hyperthyroidism, but can cause permanent
hypothyroidism due to the gland destruction. This will need permanent thyroid hormone replacement.
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Surgery (Thyroid gland removal/Thyroidectomy): This is another permanent solution but is often the least preferred option. Surgery is associated with
risks, including removal of parathyroid glands and also damage to the nerves controlling vocal cords. Surgery is recommended when there is significantly
enlarged gland causing compression to breathing and/or swallowing, or when antithyroid drug/RAl is not working/preferred.
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If left untreated, hyperthyroidism can cause atrial fibrillation, heart failure and osteoporosis.
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Hypothyroidism
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Hypothyroidism (underactive thyroid gland) will slow down metabolism in many ways.
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The symptoms include the following:
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Fatigue, sluggishness, depression, constipation, cold intolerance, weight gain, dry skin and hair, menstrual irregularities. In severe cases myxoedema coma and
hypothermia can occur, and this can be fatal.
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Causes of hypothyroidism
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Hashimoto’s disease is the commonest cause of hypothyroidism. It is an autoimmune condition when the body produce antibody which attack the thyroid gland,
causing chronic damage to the gland. It occurs more commonly in women and tends to run in family too.
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Other causes of hypothyroidism include
o ik IR AR 4 B 4% HIR R ¢ Subacute or postpartum thyroiditis
o —LLZEYf I Amiodarone Certain drugs such as amiodarone
o TR AT EETh AR ISR i B 1 B IR 2R 40 A4S /£ Underactive pituitary gland with underproduction of TSH
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Following treatment with antithyroid drug or radioactive iodine
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Congenital hypothyroidism — which will be routinely tested at birth, and it needs early treatment to prevent growth and mental retardation
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Hypothyroidism is more common as we age. Therefore routine and regular screening for hypothyroidism in elderly is important
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Treatment of hypothyroidism
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Most people with hypothyroidism need T4 treatment for the rest of their lives. Usual dose of T4 is about 50-150mcg daily. Patients need to liaise closely with their
doctors, and having routine blood test for medication dose adjustment.
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