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INTRODUCTION



IF YOU’RE READING THIS BOOK, IT’S PROBABLY BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN FEELING “off.” You might be having trouble losing weight. You may be feeling fatigued, sluggish, moody, or anxious. You might be unable to concentrate on routine tasks. You might be worried that you wake up still feeling tired, even when you get eight hours of sleep.


These are all signs of a possible thyroid condition involving not enough thyroid hormone. The hormones your thyroid gland produces help power every cell in your body. When those cells don’t get enough fuel, they don’t function at peak capacity. Because the thyroid affects every organ and system—the brain, muscle function, the gastrointestinal tract—symptoms of thyroid dysfunction can vary widely. They can include memory issues, brain fog, insomnia, fatigue, weight gain, heart palpitations, muscle pain, constipation, dry skin and hair, and depression. Gastrointestinal issues and thyroid dysfunction also go hand in hand. Someone may experience some or all of the symptoms associated with it and may think they have multiple illnesses. Meanwhile there really is one problem—a low thyroid.


Consider this, too: thyroid disease results in a weakened immune system. As I write this, the world is in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. An unbalanced or weakened immune system, and the ensuing inflammatory response, is an underlying cause for infection. Not only are those with poor thyroid function more susceptible to disease, they’re also prone to have more severe symptoms when they do get sick and face a more difficult recovery.


Maybe you have already been diagnosed with thyroid disease and are being treated for it, but wonder why you still don’t really feel great. Or perhaps you have been tested and your doctor told you that your thyroid function tests are normal, but you still have unexplained symptoms. And there are people who have never been to a doctor to discuss their thyroid at all, but are feeling down, or lousy, or just not themselves. Deep down, they sense that something isn’t right. This book can help.


I’m Dr. Raphael Kellman, a medical doctor specializing in internal medicine. I practice holistic, functional medicine and for the past two decades, thyroid treatment has been one of my specialties. I have watched with dismay as poorly treated thyroid conditions have contributed to widespread ill health. We’re being hit with a tsunami of chronic disease, including what I consider to be the biggest malady of all: unexplained, undiagnosed problems, often accompanied by a constellation of symptoms.


Over the past twenty years, rates of thyroid disease have reached epidemic proportions. Whether hypothyroidism (insufficient thyroid hormone production) or hyperthyroidism (excessive thyroid hormone production), disorders of the thyroid affect an estimated twenty million Americans—and the number keeps on growing.


This number, although startlingly high, is actually deceptively low. There’s a broad swath of people who aren’t feeling well because their thyroid isn’t working properly, and who are not included in official statistics because they haven’t been accurately diagnosed. Thyroid disease isn’t like the flu in that you either have it or you don’t, or that you wake up one day and you’re sick. That’s a misleading way of looking at it. Many people have some degree of thyroid dysfunction. It exists on a spectrum, and its effects are long term.


There are multiple issues at play here:




• Conventional testing reveals thyroid dysfunction in only a limited set of people who suffer from it.


• Conventional treatment helps only some of those who test positive for thyroid issues.





However, when you learn what’s really going on with your thyroid—and more important, what you can do to feel better—you can empower yourself to take charge of your health.


FALLING THROUGH THE CRACKS


When your thyroid is operating at an optimal level, you feel sharp, energetic, and optimistic, and maintaining a healthy weight is not a never-ending battle. Unfortunately, millions of people are walking around exhausted and going through their day without energy or optimism. Many of them blame not feeling their best on the stresses of a busy life, and have resigned themselves to their symptoms. But there can be more to the story.


Testing problems. Just because you didn’t receive a thyroid diagnosis does not automatically mean that your thyroid is working optimally. Some patients, after routine blood tests come back in the normal range, are told that they are fine when in fact they are not.


The problem is not in your head, I assure you. The problem is with the testing. Millions of people have been misdiagnosed by well-intentioned doctors and endocrinologists, even integrative and functional medicine doctors. The failure to adequately diagnose thyroid deficiency is one of the greatest problems in modern medicine. The layers of errors run deep: inadequate testing; flawed reference ranges; measuring only one or two hormones, which doesn’t show the full picture of thyroid function; and the inability of doctors to see the footprints of thyroid disorders because they were never taught this in medical school or hospital training. When patients are mistakenly told their symptoms are not due to a low thyroid, they are left in limbo. They might get treatment for a symptom or two, and they even might feel a little bit better, but without accurate testing there can’t be successful, long-term treatment.


Diagnosis problems. There is an underdiagnosed but prevalent condition related to the thyroid called nonthyroidal illness syndrome (NTIS), and it is a significant precursor to cognitive decline, dementia, and even Alzheimer’s disease. I first spoke about this serious, often hidden and underdiagnosed condition in 2018. Although it causes the same kind of symptoms as thyroid disease, in NTIS the problem is not coming from the thyroid itself; rather, it’s from the signals to the thyroid from the pituitary gland in the brain. Patients with depression, anxiety, and other kinds of chronic diseases, especially when the microbiome is altered, may suffer from NTIS. I’ll tell you what tests you should ask your doctor for and offer treatment options.


Treatment problems. Other patients already have an accurate thyroid diagnosis, but come to me frustrated their medications aren’t fully solving the problem. Often they’re taking thyroid medications that might have worked for a while, but eventually stopped working as well, or altogether.


Unfortunately, medical schools teach the treatment of thyroid disease one way—invariably rooted in the use of medications only. Doctors learn it, trust it, and don’t question it. But I am going to show you why this needs to be not only questioned, but ultimately debunked. It doesn’t take an advanced degree to understand the flaws in the current system, and ultimately how easy it is to take matters into your own hands and create your own path toward better thyroid health.


The sad fact is that conventional approaches to thyroid treatment alone simply don’t work for many patients. The result is that far too many Americans are suffering from a host of debilitating symptoms. Far too many people are falling through the cracks of modern medicine, leaving them without a diagnosis or without adequate management of their condition.


I understand your frustration with not feeling well and not getting better. What’s more, I believe you! The good news? There’s a better way and I can show it to you. This book will help you understand what is happening to you, and why. You’ll meet some of my patients whose lives have been transformed by this new approach to healing thyroid conditions—and you’ll see how your life, too, can be changed for the better.


MICROBIOME MEDICINE


My approach to thyroid issues goes beyond the norm. I take a personal and holistic approach to care, incorporating the latest advances in natural medicine. While I do not eschew traditional treatments, such as medications—which sometimes are needed—I emphasize superfoods, a nutrient-dense diet, supplements, and lifestyle changes, all aimed at supporting the microbiome, staving off inflammation, and healing the root cause of disease.


I am a pioneer of “microbiome medicine,” and author of two revolutionary books, The Microbiome Diet and The Microbiome Breakthrough. No discussion about thyroid treatment would be complete without discussing gut health. The microbiome—the enormous colony of beneficial microbes living in your intestines—is a grand orchestrator of your health and well-being.


Science shows these bacteria influence countless aspects of our health, including our immune system, cognition and mental health, weight, blood sugar levels, and cholesterol levels. Crucially, the microbiome has a profound role in hypothyroidism. Low thyroid, whether caused by an autoimmune condition (Hashimoto’s thyroiditis) or other dysfunction, is an inflammatory disease, and healing systemic inflammation begins in the gut. If your thyroid is not working well, chances are your microbiome isn’t either, and vice versa. Restoring the microbiome is the missing link in thyroid care. No other diet or medical approach works with our inner bacterial landscape to heal the body from within.


This holistic view of the microbiome controlling and contributing to many bodily functions serves as a model for healing. Valuing interconnection, knowing that the whole is more than the sum of its parts, is the cornerstone of microbiome medicine. We don’t heal in a linear, isolated way; rather, in an integrated, systemic way. Indeed, functional medicine is about treating the whole person rather than just a symptom. Once you have this perspective, you start to see that disease is basically about imbalance.


The practical benefit of this “larger picture” philosophy is that it shifts our focus to the deeper causes. It’s not just that you have thyroid disease, but why do you have thyroid disease? What’s going on in your particular system that’s causing the imbalance? And what else is this imbalance affecting beyond the thyroid gland? My role as a doctor is like that of a detective: first we collect the data, then we connect the dots—of symptoms, history, blood markers, test results—and find the deeper answers.


This new lens shows us that many diseases can be traced back to inflammation and an out-of-sync microbiome. Thyroid dysfunction is no exception.


The beauty of microbiome medicine is that in improving microbial bacteria, we can potentially influence some genetic outcomes. Many people think that their biology is their destiny. I hear it all the time: “My mother had dementia, and there’s probably nothing I can do to prevent developing it,” or “My parents were overweight and diabetic, so I guess I will be too.” While genetics do play a role in our health, they are not the only factor. With microbiome medicine, we have the ability to turn certain genes on and off, using nutrients, certain compounds, even our state of being. We can reverse cellular dysfunction, organ dysfunction, systemic dysfunction. There is no drug that even comes close to what the microbiome can do. Disease does not have to be anyone’s destiny.


HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU


There are many things you can do to balance your microbiome and heal your thyroid. As each function improves, each helps the other more optimally, and you’ll start to feel better. You’ll create a beneficial cycle, rather than the vicious cycle that’s a hallmark of chronic illness. Together we will explore it all, and in great depth, to get your health back on the right track.


I will explain what the thyroid gland does, and why its proper function is critical for both a healthy body and mind. We’ll explore thyroid disease and its various forms and symptoms. I will introduce you to far more accurate testing that has literally changed lives. This book will also discuss NTIS, a newly identified thyroid-related problem that is a significant precursor to cognitive decline, dementia, and even Alzheimer’s disease.


I will explain the role of your microbiome, its surprising relationship to thyroid health, and why it’s essential to treat and balance it with the 4P Protocol. We will discuss which foods and supplements are beneficial for both the microbiome and thyroid health, as well as what to avoid. To make this way of eating easy, I’ve included a 30-Day Thyroid Rescue, a month of suggested meal plans and lifestyle changes, with more than ninety incredible brand-new recipes.


We’ll also take aim at endocrine disruptors. These sneaky chemicals and contaminants in everyday foods and products can interfere with hormonal systems, such as the thyroid, and wreak havoc on your health. They can be found everywhere: in personal hygiene products and cosmetics; household products; pesticides; plastics; medicines, including antibiotics; poultry, dairy, and processed foods; even drinking water. You will learn what they are, how to avoid them, and how to detox from existing damage.


My approach relies upon restoring optimal function to the thyroid and the gut so as to achieve optimal hormonal balance and digestive function. I work with diet, nutrients, vitamins, minerals, nutraceuticals, herbs, and bioidentical hormones. If the thyroid dysfunction is created by an autoimmune condition, as many are, I address the autoimmune issue as well. This natural approach is also highly scientific, based in the deepest understanding of the human body and the latest research discoveries.


Using this approach, I have treated literally thousands of patients—helping them regain their energy, their vitality, and their glow. They have gotten their metabolism back on track. They have reversed the typical thyroid symptoms of thinning hair, lifeless skin, fatigue, and weight gain. They have resolved seemingly unrelated symptoms, including insomnia, anxiety, depression, decreased libido, and loss of sexual function. Most important, they feel as though they have finally reclaimed their lives.


“The whole time that I was struggling with thyroid issues, it was as though I’d turned into someone else,” more than one patient has told me. “Finally, I feel like myself again.” I want you to enjoy this state of vibrant health—and I know that you can. If you suspect there’s a thyroid problem, or if you wonder why you just can’t lose weight, if you’re tired of always feeling tired, read on.


This book was written to help you find your answers, and, I hope, your solutions. My greatest passion is helping people reclaim their health—and lead happier, meaningful, and fulfilled lives. I want that for you, and I am honored to be part of your journey.


It’s time for you to take your thyroid issues into your own hands and embrace a new, better way of healing, and embark on a path of health, optimism, and energy.


Note: You’ll find stories of patients throughout this book, with some identifying details changed to maintain privacy.















CHAPTER 1



What Is the Thyroid and What Does It Do?
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VIRTUALLY EVERY SINGLE WAY YOU FEEL AND ACT IS FUELED BY YOUR THYROID gland, which produces the hormones that are the body’s gasoline. The thyroid gland is butterfly shaped, made up of two lobes that are joined by a narrow band of tissue. It sits at the front of your neck, right below your larynx (Adam’s apple) and in front of your windpipe.


Your thyroid controls your metabolism and ultimately your energy level. It affects your heart rate, your breathing, and how efficiently and smoothly your muscles work. In a sense, every activity you do throughout the day, from getting out of bed, to walking and talking, to deciding what you’re going to do, to focusing on an assignment at work, is being governed by your thyroid. It also affects your emotions and your ability to feel “in the moment.” Your mood, your decision-making, and even your libido are all influenced by this little gland in your neck.


When your thyroid is working well:




• You feel energized and motivated.


• Your energy level is consistent: you feel balanced, neither tired nor wired.


• You find it easier to maintain a healthy weight.


• You think clearly and have sharp mental focus.


• You find it easier to make decisions.


• Your memory is good.


• You glow with health.





A healthy thyroid is also crucial to the function of your immune system. If you’ve been getting a lot of colds, if you reliably come down with the flu each winter, if you generally feel weak and fragile, again, that might be your thyroid not functioning at an optimal level. In fact, inadequate levels of thyroid hormone mean that virtually any other, and possibly every, body system is not operating up to par.


It’s fitting that the thyroid literally sits between the brain and the body. It links the two. To use another metaphor, it’s the air-traffic control that sends all the messages back and forth from your brain to every part of your body. People talk about the mind-body connection, how our chemistry and biology impact our moods, emotions, and our overall health. The thyroid is a key player in this connection. It’s why if you tell me that you feel weak, or have muscle and joint pain, irregular periods, or constipation, I’m not surprised that you also feel anxious or moody, or forgetful. It’s all connected: your symptoms are a manifestation of how your mind and body are intertwined.


Before we get into all the symptoms of a thyroid imbalance, let’s take a closer look at this small but powerful gland and its purpose in the body. We’ll look at the array of bodily functions your thyroid regulates, and the key hormones involving this gland. We’ll also quickly examine the thyroid signaling system, the intricate messaging system between the thyroid, hypothalamus, pituitary gland, and liver, which acts as a “thermostat” for your body. Then, we’ll visit the main types of thyroid disorders. By understanding the basics of what the thyroid does and how it operates, it will be easier to see how even small shifts in this complex system can have big ramifications for your health.


YOUR THYROID IN ACTION


The thyroid is part of the endocrine system; in fact, it’s the most significant endocrine gland in the body. An endocrine gland is an organ that secretes hormones, biochemical messengers that perform specific functions. In conjunction with the nervous system, which uses electrical impulses to communicate, the endocrine system regulates your body’s internal functions by releasing hormones into the bloodstream, where they are carried to a specific destination organ or tissues. There are several endocrine glands, including the thyroid, parathyroid, thymus, adrenals, pancreas, and ovaries (in women) and testes (in men), among others.
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You may already be familiar with some hormones. For example, the pancreas secretes insulin, which regulates blood sugar. The ovaries secrete estrogen, which helps develop and maintain a woman’s reproductive system. The adrenal glands, located above the kidneys, secrete adrenaline, which is an integral part of humans’ “fight or flight” response to danger. Less widely known to many, but no less important, is thyroid hormone, which regulates an incredible array of functions.


The thyroid gland harvests iodine, a critically important nutrient, from food sources. It is the only organ in the body that can absorb iodine, which is combined with the amino acid tyrosine to produce the thyroid hormones thyroxine (T4) and triiodothyronine (T3). T4 then converts to T3 so that the body can use it; this conversion takes place primarily in the liver, but also in the gut, muscles, nerves, and heart. Iodine is the fuel that churns the endocrine system. Without an adequate supply from food intake, thyroid function will diminish.


The thyroid helps regulate a vast range of systems, notably including:


Metabolism: Thyroid hormone is critical for cell energy production, without which we wouldn’t have adequate energy. (See here.)


Cognitive/brain function: Thyroid hormone is necessary for synaptic transmission, which is the flow of electrochemical brain energy—how neurons (brain cells) communicate with one another. It’s also critical for brain plasticity, which enables the neurons to grow, change, and even reinvent themselves. Astrocytes (the brain’s immune system) can become inflamed without adequate thyroid hormone, which can lead to depression, anxiety, cognitive decline, and poor brain function.


Cardiovascular system: Without sufficient thyroid hormone, the cardiac cells cannot produce enough energy to perform their job, leading to heart palpitations and irregular rhythms; this is why many people with low thyroid have palpitations. When the thyroid is low, there are more unstable molecules known as free radicals circulating (see here), which leads to the irritation of cardiac cells. Research shows that an increase in free radicals (oxidative stress) is the underlying reason for irregular heart rhythms and palpitations.


Liver function: The liver can’t break down toxins without sufficient thyroid hormone stimulating the cells’ mitochondria to produce enough energy to perform this function. Toxins can make you susceptible to disease.


Gut function: Thyroid hormone is critical for peristalsis, the contraction of the gut. Without proper contraction, food is not digested properly, leading to leaky gut and symptoms of gastrointestinal distress. Hydrochloric acid, critical for proper gut function, is also diminished when there is not sufficient thyroid hormone.


Musculoskeletal system: If the muscles aren’t producing sufficient energy due to low thyroid hormone, you can develop a buildup of lactic acid, which causes pain.


Immune system: Without proper thyroid hormone, the immune system will not develop properly nor will it be maintained.


Sexuality: Low libido occurs when thyroid hormone levels are low.


Cholesterol: If thyroid hormone is low, cholesterol is not broken down efficiently.


Adrenal function: When the thyroid doesn’t function properly, the adrenal glands won’t, either; these two systems work in tandem and are treated together.


Metabolism—your body’s processes of converting oxygen and calories into energy—is one of the main activities controlled by thyroid hormone. The thyroid hormones T4 and T3 are released into the bloodstream and sent throughout the body. Every cell in your body needs the right amount of T4 and T3 to regulate metabolism. In a balanced thyroid, the ratio is roughly 85 percent T4 and 15 percent T3. However, if the body is in a state of disease, inflammation, or depression, too much T4 can be converted into T3 and elevate the levels of reverse T3, a by-product of thyroid metabolism. Reverse T3, an inactive hormone, blocks the effects of T3 and T4 hormones, which can lead to hypothyroidism.


The thyroid stimulates the mitochondria, tiny organelles inside a cell, which are the cell’s powerhouses, or batteries. Some cells contain hundreds of thousands of mitochondria. When thyroid hormone stimulates your mitochondria—boom!—energy is produced. You need adequate thyroid hormone to maintain healthy mitochondrial function; otherwise, inflammation can occur and cause dysfunction.


When the thyroid is not producing enough hormone, the mitochondria can no longer perform efficiently. Additionally, low thyroid hormone results in less mitochondrial stimulation, and so less energy production. All this will result in metabolism slowing down.


THE THYROID SIGNALING SYSTEM


Thyroid hormone production is part of an intricate signaling system that consists of the hypothalamus, pituitary, thyroid, and liver. This system has one goal: to get the right amount of thyroid hormone into every single one of your cells.


It is crucial to have exactly the right amounts of T3 at all times. Too little (hypothyroid), and you become sluggish, exhausted, overweight, and depressed. Too much (hyperthyroid), and you become anxious, wired, underweight, and shaky. To ensure the exact right amounts of T3, your body has all sorts of backup mechanisms and intricate feedback loops. That’s the good news. The bad news is that in a complex system, there are lots of places where something can go wrong.


The thyroid is controlled by the hypothalamus and pituitary glands. The hypothalamus is a small region located near the pituitary gland at the base of the brain. While it accounts for only 1 percent of the brain’s total weight, the hypothalamus plays a critical role in regulating many autonomous, or self-controlling, functions of the human body, such as body temperature, motor skills, sleep cycles, blood pressure, and emotional responses. The hypothalamus receives sensory information, particularly pain, via neurotransmitters found in nerve endings throughout the body. It then alerts the pituitary gland to release specific hormones to the rest of the endocrine system, including, and importantly, the thyroid.


The pituitary is a pea-size gland at the base of your brain that controls many different hormones throughout your body. When thyroid hormone levels decrease, the hypothalamus releases thyroid-releasing hormone (TRH), which in turn activates the pituitary to manufacture thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH). In response to those two actions, the thyroid produces and secretes more thyroid hormones into the bloodstream. Once that happens, the pituitary slows down its production of TSH as it’s no longer needed to stimulate the thyroid. Think of the three glands working together like controlling a thermostat: the hypothalamus decides what the “temperature” should be. When it’s too hot or too cold, the hypothalamus tells the pituitary to move the dial—to send more TSH to the thyroid—which can reset the temperature.
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Research has shown that the liver also plays an important role in the development of thyroid hormone. Your pituitary doesn’t have to do all the work of regulating thyroid levels. The liver helps, too, by converting some of the T4, the less active thyroid hormone, into the more active form of T3. Although medical literature uses the term thyroid signaling system, I don’t think it adequately depicts the complexity of the connections between these endocrine glands and the liver. Again, the goal of this system is to make sure all your cells receive the right amount of thyroid hormone.


All these letter “T” hormones can be tough to keep straight, I know! Let’s look at them one by one. The main hormones, or messengers, and substances of this signaling system are:




• Triiodothyronine (T3). This is the more active form of thyroid hormone, the form that actually works in cells to regulate their metabolism. T3 is responsible for digestive and metabolic function, and regulates the mitochondria, which are the powerhouse of the cells. There are trillions of mitochondria; they are found in almost all cells in the body. The mitochondria take glucose, fatty acids, and oxygen and convert them to energy. T3 regulates this process.


Some T3 is made by the thyroid, but most of it is converted from T4. Most of the T3 in your body binds to protein; the remaining T3 is free T3.


• Thyroxine (T4). This is the less active form of thyroid hormone. It must be converted in cells to T3 by enzymes called deiodinases. Their job is to remove one of the four iodine molecules in the hormone, leaving three; this is where we get the names T4 and T3. T4 was once thought to be completely inactive, but we now know it is involved with brain function and works in cell membranes. Once it is converted to T3, all cells can use it.


(In addition to T4 and T3, hormones T1 and T2 are also produced, but play only a minor role in thyroid function as they are basically precursors and by-products of T4 and T3 production.)


• Thyroid-binding globulin (TBG). This is a protein that binds to the thyroid hormone and transports it through your bloodstream. Bound thyroid hormone cannot have any effect; only free thyroid hormone has an impact on your body. This is another one of your body’s built-in precautions; it wants to ensure that there is a lot of thyroid hormone ready and waiting in your bloodstream so that you have a steady, uninterrupted supply of energy. However, it doesn’t want to overload the system with too much. The system works beautifully when the ratio between bound and free hormone is in balance.


On lab test results you might see such terms as total T3, free T3, total T4, and free T4. Total T3 is the total amount of T3 hormone in your system, both bound (inactive) and free (active). Free T3 is the amount of free (active) T3. If either of these levels are either too low or too high, you are likely to have symptoms of thyroid dysfunction, regardless of what your other numbers say.


Total T4 is the total amount of T4 hormone in your body, both bound and free. Free T4 is the amount of free T4 that can either do work or enter cells to be converted to T3.


• Thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH). This is technically not a thyroid hormone because it’s made by the pituitary gland. The pituitary monitors blood levels of thyroid hormone. When it perceives that levels are too low, it releases TSH to stimulate your thyroid’s production of more hormones. Elevated levels of TSH correspond to low thyroid output.


• Reverse T3. If you have too much T3—or if your signaling system thinks you have too much T3—your liver will convert T4 into another inactive hormone known as reverse T3. Your liver also switches to reverse T3 production when it believes your body needs to conserve energy, if, for example, there is a food shortage or unusually stressful demands upon the body.


• Thyroid peroxidase antibody (TPO). TPO is an enzyme produced by the thyroid and works with iodine to create the hormones T3 and T4. Antibodies are produced by the immune system to fight toxins or foreign substances in the body. If there are elevated levels of antibodies, it might indicate an autoimmune disease such as Hashimoto’s or Graves’ disease.







At a Glance: Key Thyroid Hormones


» T3, the active form of thyroid hormone


» T4, the less active form of thyroid hormone; it must be converted to T3 to be used.


» TBG, a protein that binds T3, making it inactive, and carries it through your bloodstream


• Total T3 includes both bound (inactive) and free (active) T3.


• Free T3 is the only active T3.


» TRH, made by the hypothalamus, tells the pituitary gland to make TSH.


» TSH, made by the pituitary, tells your thyroid gland to make more thyroid hormone.


» Reverse T3, an inactive form of T3 hormone that is sometimes made from T4





As if the thyroid signaling system weren’t complex enough on its own, there are numerous other connections interacting in addition to, and as a result of, the primary actions of the system, including the neurons communicating with the hypothalamus, and the pituitary’s interaction with other glands throughout the body. I won’t describe all those connections here, but it’s such a vast web that it’s actually quite mind-boggling.


In such a complicated system, there are many opportunities for things to go awry. Because thyroid issues affect so many systems in your body, any type of thyroid problem is likely to set off other health crises. That’s why I maintain that the thyroid cannot be evaluated and treated just by itself; it needs to be considered in relation to every other system in your body. It’s why thyroid dysfunction can be so difficult to properly diagnose and treat: it is important to treat the cause of the dysfunction, not simply the symptoms. This is also why when I treat thyroid issues, I always treat imbalances of the gut microbiome. The two are inextricably linked; thyroid hormone will not be properly regulated without a balanced microbiome. We’ll discuss the microbiome in greater detail in Chapter 3 of this book.



THYROID DISORDERS


Most thyroid disorders relate to an underactive thyroid (hypothyroidism, Hashimoto’s) or an overactive thyroid (hyperthyroidism, Graves’ disease). While this book focuses primarily on hypothyroidism, much of the information pertains to all thyroid disorders.
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Hypothyroidism (also called low thyroid) is the most common form of thyroid dysfunction. Hypothyroidism occurs when your thyroid fails to produce enough thyroid hormone, or if your thyroid has been removed or damaged by injury. As a result, all of the body’s processes are disrupted: metabolism, brain function, energy production, gastrointestinal function, immune system, and body temperature. As the amount of hormone in your body slowly decreases, you might not even notice any changes in the early stages. You might simply feel a little more tired or forgetful than usual. When you have a low thyroid, you don’t produce enough of the hormone gastrin, which is involved with the production of hydrochloric acid in the stomach. This can lead to heartburn, reflux, bloating, and gas. If left untreated, hypothyroidism will almost certainly progress, and over time, symptoms will become more pronounced.


There is a clear link between low thyroid and microbiome imbalances; the microbiome allows for the proper absorption of minerals critical to thyroid function. And it works the other way, too—when thyroid is low, there isn’t adequate energy to maintain healthy gut walls and a strong microbiome.


Hashimoto’s thyroiditis is an autoimmune disease whereby the thyroid becomes inflamed as a result of a malfunction in the immune system. Instead of protecting the thyroid, which is what the immune system is designed to do, it misfires and attacks the thyroid instead. This causes both tissue damage and low hormone secretion, which causes hypothyroidism. This autoimmune overreaction is usually related to a problem with the microbiome, the trillions of bacteria living in your body that work in conjunction with the thyroid to orchestrate the health of your many systems. If left untreated, the entire thyroid can be destroyed.


If the condition is treated only with thyroid medication, and the underlying autoimmune response is not addressed, it will continue unabated, and more and more damage will occur. While the medication is often necessary, it’s just one piece of the puzzle.




Hashimoto’s disease is named for Dr. Haruka Hashimoto (1881–1934), a physician who first identified the disease that would later be named for him. His family served as physicians to Japanese feudal lords for centuries. Hashimoto was known for visiting patients in their homes and for not charging fees to his poorest patients. He was a lifelong student who never stopped studying medicine.





Hyperthyroidism occurs when the pituitary signals the thyroid to produce too much hormone. As a result, all of the body’s processes speed up; one might feel nervous or jittery, or experience unexplained weight loss, rapid heartbeat, or excessive sweating.


Graves’ disease is the most common cause of hyperthyroidism. In this condition, the immune system creates antibodies, called thyroid-stimulating immunoglobulin (TSI), that attach to thyroid cells, stimulating them to overproduce hormones. This overstimulation can cause the thyroid to swell and can also result in a goiter (an abnormal enlargement of the thyroid gland).




The prominent Irish surgeon Dr. Robert Graves (1796–1853) first documented “exophthalmic goitre,” which is now known as Graves’ disease. Graves was also the inventor of the second hand on watches, which enabled him to take his patients’ pulses.





THYROID CANCER


Thyroid cancer can occur when cells mutate abnormally and multiply rapidly. Risk factors may include exposure to high levels of radiation and certain hereditary factors. Having a thyroid condition does not necessarily mean someone will develop thyroid cancer. There is a greater risk of cancer if you have had thyroid disease, but it is not a significant one. Many types of growths, nodules, and tumors can develop in the thyroid gland. Most of these are benign and easily treated through surgery, chemotherapy, targeted drug therapy, or radioactive iodine therapy.


Can I have both hypo- and hyperthyroidism at the same time?


As a matter of fact, yes. Some people do suffer from both conditions. There are cases in which thyroid function can fluctuate wildly from under- to overperforming. This results in symptoms from both conditions being present at different times.


The most common reason for this oscillation between hyperthyroidism and hypothyroidism is that during the initial overactive thyroid function, all of the thyroid’s stored hormones are released. As the thyroid returns to normal, it doesn’t always resume its usual hormone production. As stores are now depleted, this can lead to hypothyroidism.


Some people who suffer from Hashimoto’s experience symptoms of both hypothyroidism and hyperthyroidism. As damage occurs to the thyroid, large amounts of hormone leak into the body, causing symptoms of hyperthyroidism. As the thyroid deteriorates and produces less and less hormone, they begin suffering with symptoms of low thyroid.


In some cases of Graves’ disease, antibodies can block thyroid hormone production, creating a state of low thyroid. In others, Graves’ may trigger Hashimoto’s thyroiditis. These patients will experience a fluctuation in symptoms, resulting in a confusing clinical picture.




What Causes Thyroid Disease?


Many things can trigger the aforementioned conditions. Some of the most common causes of thyroid disease include:




» Autoimmune disease


» An altered or imbalanced gut microbiome that contributes to poor thyroid function (and vice versa). Research has shown that everyone with an autoimmune disorder has some degree of microbiome dysfunction as well. Without a properly functioning microbiome, the minerals from food are not adequately used by the body, causing an increase in free radicals and toxins.


» Iodine deficiency


» Toxicity from heavy metals, pesticides, chemicals, and a host of other endocrine disruptors. In Chapter 6, we will go into detail on what these are, how they cause damage, and what you can do to avoid them.


» Treatment with radioactive iodine, often used to treat hyperthyroidism, can cause the pendulum to swing too far the other way and cause hypothyroidism.


» Lack of a thyroid gland. Although extremely rare, some people are born without a thyroid.


» Naturally low thyroid function—some people are born with lower than normal thyroid function.


» Thyroid cancer





How much of a role does heredity play in thyroid disease? Thyroid disease is not a foregone conclusion, genetically speaking. Genetics do play a role, but we can certainly influence a genetic predisposition. It’s a question of nature versus nurture. When we say a condition has a genetic component, it means that we inherit the susceptibility to the disease. Some people will never get any of a hundred problems that they’re technically susceptible to, because their immunity and gut are strong. My goal for you is to create a rich, healthy, strong gut environment so that any genetic predisposition is not activated. When the microbiome is balanced, inflammation is low or nonexistent, minerals from food are helping fuel optimal thyroid hormone levels, and the body can easily withstand even a strong genetic predisposition.






WHEN THYROID DYSFUNCTION IS NOT THYROID DISEASE


In addition to all the thyroid disorders we’ve discussed here, there’s another threat to thyroid health that I have seen in patients in alarming numbers: Nonthyroidal illness syndrome (NTIS). I was the first doctor to identify the significance of NTIS; unfortunately, it is still not widely appreciated or understood, even in the functional medicine field.


NTIS is a down-regulation of the conversation in the hypothalamus-pituitary-thyroid axis. That is, in NTIS the problem is not the thyroid itself, but with the signals coming from the hypothalamus and the pituitary gland. Those signals are diminished and these “low-octane” messages tell the thyroid to produce less hormone. This results in a patient showing symptoms of low thyroid. There is also a deficiency of thyroid hormone in the brain which, over time, can lead to neurological changes, including memory loss, cognitive decline, loss of executive function, and even dementia and Alzheimer’s disease.


NTIS can occur when someone is experiencing protracted health issues, such as gastrointestinal and microbiome dysfunction or chronic inflammation. It has also been found in people suffering from protracted depression or anxiety. The key word here is “protracted”: NTIS occurs because of chronic disease. It has been widely accepted as a disease afflicting certain populations; those with chronic depression, anxiety, and cancer and ICU patients. It’s only recently that NTIS is now becoming recognized as an important thyroidal-based disease. We will discuss NTIS in greater detail in Chapter 4.


Thyroid issues are extremely complex. I’ve seen too many simple explanations of thyroid disease and suggestions for simple solutions. If you have fatigue, take a test. If your numbers are off, take thyroid medication. If only it were that easy! Although those are good steps to take, they are just the tip of the iceberg. In the following chapters, I’ll explain the many ways a thyroid imbalance can present itself, and why so many people remain undiagnosed. We’ll go beyond conventional treatments and explore what else you need to know to address the underlying causes of thyroid issues, including the critical role of your microbiome health, and offer solid, practical information on what you can do right now to feel better.















CHAPTER 2



Signs of a Thyroid Imbalance
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THYROID CONDITIONS ARE MORE COMMON THAN YOU MIGHT IMAGINE. IN fact, the condition is epidemic. According to the American Thyroid Association, an estimated twenty million Americans have some form of thyroid disease, and up to 60 percent of those may be unaware of their condition. Women are five to eight times more likely than men to have some form of thyroid disease. That means that one in eight women will develop thyroid disease in her lifetime. In addition, women over the age of forty are more likely to be diagnosed with thyroid dysfunction.


There are many theories as to why thyroid disease affects women more: perhaps women are more likely to discuss symptoms with their doctors; perhaps women, in juggling myriad responsibilities (careers, child-rearing, aging parents, and many more), do in fact have more stressors. Still, while it does tend to affect certain populations more than others, anyone can get thyroid disease, and I see in my practice women and men of all ages with thyroid issues.


Statistically speaking, 4.6 percent of the population (just under 5 of 100 people) has an underactive thyroid gland, or hypothyroidism. In addition, 1.2 percent (a little more than 1 of 100) has an overactive thyroid gland, or hyperthyroidism. That’s according to the statistics. My belief is that, with all of the stressors and environmental toxins we’re exposed to on a daily basis, the numbers for hypo- and hyperthyroidism, but especially hypothyroidism, are much higher than that. I believe that the number of undiagnosed hypothyroid women could easily double, triple, or even quadruple that statistic.


In addition to undiagnosed thyroid sufferers who have never been tested, we add to that those who have been tested, only to be told their thyroid function tests were “normal.” These are the people who conventional medicine is failing. These numbers of these people alone constitute an epidemic. Later, we’re going to explore why that happens, and exactly what you can do about it.




“I’m tired and cranky all the time.”


“I’ve gained so much weight this year.”


“My brain isn’t working anymore. It takes me forever to do simple things.”





Thyroid disease can start with symptoms that are easy to overlook or find other explanations for. Too many people don’t take their symptoms, especially fatigue, seriously. They don’t want to sound like they’re whining or complaining. The problem with that is if thyroid dysfunction is left untreated—or more precisely, if the root causes are left untreated—problems will continue to snowball over time.


Ignoring symptoms and hoping they will go away is futile. Thyroid damage does not miraculously heal itself without the right treatment. Worse, the longer one has thyroid damage, the more likely one is to develop ancillary health issues later on. It’s a lot easier to address the underlying cause early in the game. (The exception to this is cases of physical damage to the thyroid or thyroid cancer, which can result in more serious disease at earlier stages.)


The following are common symptoms of thyroid imbalances, from telltale signs to more subtle indicators. Sometimes, a thyroid condition can be hiding behind another health problem.


SYMPTOMS OF HYPOTHYROIDISM


Hypothyroid disease often involves fatigue, irritability, and weight gain. This trifecta is so common that many people just accept these symptoms as “normal.” I assure you that this is not normal. There is almost always some degree of a thyroid problem when one has these issues. When I meet a new patient who’s had difficulty shedding the excess pounds, I do explore thyroid activity.


When my patient Audra visited me, she had been following a strict diet plan and was feeling exhausted. Over the years, she had tried many of the popular diets out there—Weight Watchers, low fat, no carb, keto—with little success. She’d lose a few pounds, then regain them back over time. Her goal was to lose 35 pounds.


I tested Audra’s thyroid and was not surprised to learn that her thyroid function was low. Her thyroid wasn’t low enough to warrant medication; I wanted her to change her diet, which was processed and devoid of essential nutrients. I explained to Audra how certain foods repair and nourish the microbiome. I put Audra on a microbiome- and thyroid-centered food plan that emphasizes healthy fats, whole foods, and certain boosting “superfoods” (all of which are listed in detail in Chapter 7).


After four months, Audra lost 15 pounds. Not only that, she was feeling much more energetic, and she was sleeping better. All because we were able to repair—through diet alone—her microbiome. After two more months, we retested Audra’s thyroid function. Her numbers were completely normal. Now, not everyone can reverse thyroid disease solely through food choices, and in fact most patients get a combination of a food plan and thyroid medication. But Audra’s story certainly does illustrate how a healthy microbiome orchestrates so much of our health.


Fatigue and weight gain are not the only possible symptoms of a low thyroid problem. As we’ll see in patient stories throughout this book, there are many more. Because the thyroid controls hundreds of functions, there are literally hundreds of ways an underactive thyroid can slow your body systems down. Most people with thyroid dysfunction have multiple symptoms that can occur at the same time, singly, or in combination at different times. It means that there could be multiple ways your thyroid disease presents itself on any given day. This makes an accurate diagnosis a moving target, and it also means that you and your sister—even your identical twin sister—can both have thyroid disease but have completely different symptoms.


Sometimes the symptoms are not severe enough to set off a warning alarm. A little bit tired, a little big foggy, libido a little off? No big deal, right? Actually, it is a big deal! It is because it simply doesn’t have to be. Not only that, but also because mild symptoms can one day lead to more severe symptoms and more serious problems.


Are you experiencing any of these symptoms?




• You keep gaining weight that you just can’t lose.


• You feel tired way too much of the time.


• Your muscles and/or joints ache.


• Your hair is getting thinner or maybe even falling out.


• Your eyebrows have thinned; perhaps the outer part of them have disappeared.


• You feel that you’re older than you actually are.


• Your skin is dry.


• Your nails are brittle.


• You feel cold easily or have trouble warming up.


• You have a ringing in the ears.


• You can’t fall asleep at night, can’t stay asleep, or sleep isn’t restful.


• You suffer from brain fog: difficulty with concentration or focus.


• You’re having memory issues: “senior moments” even if you’re not a senior, forgetfulness, memory gaps.


• You struggle with depression.


• You suffer from anxiety.


• Your libido is low.


• You have heart palpitations.


• You’re often constipated.


• You get frequent infections.


• You feel a tingling or numbness in your hands or feet.


• You’re losing too much weight. (Yes, I know I said “weight gain” earlier, but sometimes thyroid imbalance works the opposite way also.)


• You retain water.


• You feel dizzy.





If you’re a woman:




• You’re struggling with PMS and/or severe menstrual cramps.


• You are having trouble getting or staying pregnant.


• You’re having a difficult perimenopause or menopause: hot flashes, insomnia, irritability.





Frustratingly, too, not everyone with a thyroid condition reports a neat checklist of symptoms. Many of my patients tell me they just feel “off” or “not themselves anymore.” Others are functioning but have just been quietly suffering because they didn’t feel “sick enough” to believe there was anything “really” wrong. You might just feel as if you’re running out of gas. Of course, many of these symptoms can be explained by other issues, but even having one or two symptoms in this list warrants getting your thyroid tested.




If I get the proper hypothyroid treatment, will I be able to lose weight?


That’s the $64,000 question! It’s certainly the one that many of my patients ask when they come to see me. The short answer is yes! However, treating a low thyroid is not a magic bullet for weight loss. Getting a correct diagnosis of your thyroid dysfunction will lead to getting the proper treatment (including restoring the microbiome), and proper treatment will help reset your metabolism and keep it working efficiently. That doesn’t mean that you can go out for pizza and beer every night and expect to lose weight. But yes, with the right diagnosis and treatment, and if you do your part (I’ll explain how in this book), then a healthy, balanced metabolism and appropriate weight maintenance will occur naturally.





SYMPTOMS OF HYPERTHYROIDISM


The other side of thyroid dysfunction is hyperthyroidism, a.k.a. too much thyroid hormone, which speeds metabolism and functions up, sometimes into overdrive. (Perhaps you’ve heard of someone with high energy be referred to as “hyper”? This is why!) While this book focuses primarily on hypothyroidism, the connection to the microbiome and the need for adequate thyroid testing are the same for everyone. Following are the most common symptoms of hyperthyroidism:




• Anxiety and nervousness


• Irritability


• Fatigue


• Muscle weakness


• Trouble tolerating heat


• Trouble sleeping


• Tremor, usually in your hands


• Rapid and irregular heartbeat


• Frequent bowel movements or diarrhea


• Sweating


• Hunger


• Restlessness


• Mood swings


• Unexplained weight loss


• Dry skin


• Sleep problems





An overactive thyroid can also lead to equally distressing problems, including:




• Goiter (enlarged thyroid)


• Heart disease


• Mental health issues


• Infertility


• Birth defects





Anxiety and irritability can be a way hyperthyroid manifests itself. Let me share the story of a young man I recently treated. Andrew was a successful thirty-seven-year-old software engineer. He was athletic, friendly, funny, and very involved with his twin son and daughter’s swim and soccer practice schedules. He noticed that lately he had become anxious, impatient with his kids, nervous about juggling work projects and meeting deadlines, more argumentative with his wife. As someone who was a previously optimistic and good-natured person, he was concerned. At his wife’s suggestion, he visited a psychologist to talk about his anxiety, a perfectly reasonable step. In a very fortunate coincidence, his therapist was actually a former patient of mine and recognized that Andrew’s out-of-character anxiety might be signaling a thyroid problem. She felt that the sudden onset of anxiety when no other external factors had changed meant that there was likely an internal imbalance. She suggested to Andrew that he come see me.
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