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To all of us who have been failed by conventional medicine













Introduction



Hey there.


You may be reading this book because you think you’ve got a thyroid problem or you know you’ve got one. Either way, you probably have the sinking feeling that your doctor is missing something, because he or she keeps insisting that you’re fine, whereas you know that “fine” is the last thing you are.


Maybe you’ve been gaining weight even though you’re sticking like glue to your weight-loss plan. Or maybe you’ve been eating and exercising just the way you always have—good, bad, or indifferent—but you used to have a stable weight and now the pounds are mounting up.


Or perhaps you have the opposite problem—your weight is suddenly dropping, quickly, even though you’re eating way more than usual and seem to be hungry even after finishing a huge meal. Maybe you’re struggling with a racing heart or sudden palpitations. Perhaps you’re in a continual state of dread, a low-grade anxiety that has you constantly on edge.


Maybe you’re having way too many senior moments—and you’re only in your twenties. Or maybe you are in your sixties, but you know your brain should be working better than it is.


Perhaps you’re tired all the time. Or listless. Or depressed. Maybe your hormones are all over the place. Or you can’t get pregnant, even though you’ve been trying for a while. Or your sex drive seems to have gone permanently AWOL. Perhaps you’ve got some other upsetting symptom—indigestion, constipation, diarrhea. Maybe your anxiety has begun to erupt into devastating panic attacks that seem to happen for no reason.


Or perhaps your problem is achy joints, trembling hands, weakened muscles, flaky skin. Maybe you’re always cold. Or maybe—and this one can be the most disturbing of all—your hair is starting to fall out.


Any or all of these symptoms can indicate a thyroid problem—either a thyroid that is underperforming or one that is overperforming (while the symptoms might be distinct, there can be a lot of overlap). And if your doctor has assured you that you don’t have a thyroid problem—that your labs are normal, or that you’re already getting the right amount of supplemental thyroid hormone, or that your issues are caused by female hormones (if you’re a woman) or low testosterone (if you’re a man) or by depression or stress or anxiety or not being disciplined enough about your diet—well, I’m here to tell you that, while some of this might be true, you still might have a thyroid problem.


That’s right. Even if your doctor says you don’t have a thyroid problem, you very well might. It is all too sadly possible that the tests you’re getting aren’t accurate, that your doctor is misinterpreting the results, that you’re being undermedicated, that you’re getting the wrong type of medication—or that you’re suffering from some combination of all those factors.


Meanwhile, you’re feeling lousy, exhausted, old before your time, and—since your doctor won’t believe you—possibly crazy. So breathe a big sigh of relief and get ready to feel better. Because in this book, you’re going to find out that you were right all along. There is something wrong with you. You do have thyroid dysfunction, it can be treated, and as soon as it is, you’re going to feel like a whole new person.


MAKING YOUR OWN THYROID CONNECTION


It’s remarkable how many symptoms—large, small, and in between—are connected to your thyroid. In fact, just about every aspect of your body depends on thyroid function; if your thyroid isn’t working up to par, you won’t be either. Healing and supporting your thyroid is one of the most important ways you can connect to your body, and one of the best ways to achieve optimal health.


In this book, you’re going to learn all about your thyroid—how it works, why it can make you feel so miserable, and what you can do to get a more accurate diagnosis. You’re going to learn which tests to ask for and what treatment options to explore.


You’re also going to discover how to transform your health through the right diet and lifestyle—healing your gut, getting the nutrients your thyroid needs, avoiding inflammatory foods, ridding your body of its toxic burden, treating infections, and practicing effective stress reduction. Toward this end, you’ll learn just how much exercise is good for your thyroid, since exercising too much or too intensely can actually disrupt thyroid function.


Best of all, you’re going to find out how to get rid of those symptoms. How to clear away the brain fog. How to soothe the anxiety and ease the depression. How to heal those achy joints and raging hormones. How to get your sex life back. How to drop those extra pounds and never regain them. And, yes, how to get your hair growing all thick and healthy—better than you’ve ever seen it—and have clear glowing skin and boatloads of energy to boot.


That’s what I want for you—total vibrant health and nothing less. That’s what you can look forward to when your thyroid is working optimally and you’re following the diet and lifestyle that supports excellent health. I know you can do it, because that’s what thousands of my patients have achieved. If they could get there, you can too.


TAKING CHARGE OF YOUR HEALTH


There are two key aspects to thyroid health.


The most important depends on you. If you follow The Myers Way® Thyroid Connection Plan, my protocol for total thyroid health that I outline in this book, you’ll see a dramatic improvement in your health, vitality, and well-being. After ten years of using this protocol both in my practice and for myself, I can promise you that nothing—and I mean nothing—makes you feel as good as giving your body what it needs.


The second aspect of thyroid health involves working with your doctor. In this book, you’re going to learn everything you need to know to work with your physician so you can be 100 percent sure you are getting the right diagnosis and the most effective treatment. And wow, are you going to feel better when you do!


Few things feel as awful as a messed-up thyroid and a doctor who doesn’t believe you have a problem. How do I know? Because before I became a thyroid doctor, I was a thyroid patient. I know how miserable your life can be when your thyroid is out of whack. I know how frustrating it is when your doctor doesn’t believe you, or when you are told that everything is fine when you know that it isn’t. I especially know how devastating it can be to think that you’ve run out of options, to believe that there’s nothing you can do but resign yourself to a life of mood swings and weight gain, anxiety and depression, brain fog and fatigue and thinning hair.


I know it because I’ve lived it. At age thirty-two, I had my own raging thyroid to deal with, a terrifying disorder that made me feel as though my body was not my own and my mind was spinning out of control. And even though I was a second-year medical student and had more understanding of basic anatomy than most people, my own doctor refused to believe me. “Oh,” she said, “it’s just stress. And you medical students always think you’ve got every problem you read about in your textbooks.”


No. I had a genuinely disordered thyroid, which my doctor initially refused to test. And even after I insisted on a full workup and got my diagnosis, the treatments offered to me by conventional medicine were often worse than the disease. Sad to say, most traditional doctors—not all, but most—do a very, very poor job of treating thyroid dysfunction. They just keep missing the boat.


So let me share with you my own personal thyroid connection, because that’s what has inspired me throughout my medical career to listen to my patients, understand what’s really going on, and seek out the best possible treatments—the ones that rely on your body’s own natural ability to achieve optimal health. Conventional medicine failed me—there’s no other way to put it. It’s my mission not to let it fail you too.



WHEN YOUR DOCTOR WON’T BELIEVE YOU…


“You don’t have a thyroid problem.”


Like millions of other patients before and after me, I heard those dismissive words and my heart sank. I had just started my second year of medical school. I had always been strong and healthy. I knew how to work hard, and I liked nothing better than to rise to a challenge, whether it was my two-year stint in the Peace Corps or that first year of medical school. Even through those long, grueling months of my mother’s battle with cancer and her early death, I had found a way to rise to the occasion. And after she died, I had begun work in a research lab where I studied and patented a natural compound that might prevent others from dying as she did.


But now, seemingly out of nowhere, my body was totally out of control. Every day I struggled with anxiety that at times would erupt into full-blown panic attacks, complete with racing pulse, rapid breathing, and a growing feeling of doom. At night, I lay awake, hearing my heart beat double-time in sync with the ticking clock, unable to calm myself into sleep.


I was also losing weight at an alarming rate. If I didn’t eat two pieces of Ezekiel toast spread thickly with butter right before bedtime, I would weigh in at two pounds lighter the next morning. And if that sounds like the ideal weight-loss plan, let me tell you, it was anything but. I was gaunt, haggard, and frail, my muscles trembling so badly when I went down the stairs that I had to clutch the railing for dear life. I was always hungry, even after I ate. It got so bad that while I was sitting in our school’s giant lecture hall, I couldn’t even take proper notes—my hands had developed such a pronounced tremor that my fingers couldn’t control the pen.


Anybody’s friends would have been worried. My friends were medical students who observed my symptoms firsthand. “Amy, go see a doctor,” they insisted. So I went—only to have her tell me that I had “medical-student syndrome”: believing that I had every symptom we were learning about in school.


No, I insisted. I knew my body. Something terrible was going on.


“Maybe it’s just stress,” the doctor suggested, already preparing to move on to her next patient. “After all, the second year of medical school is one of the hardest.”


Stress? I had helped care for my dying mother and made it through her funeral. I had spent more than two years in the Peace Corps in a Paraguayan village so small, it wasn’t even on a map, with no running water and an eight-hour journey to the nearest telephone. I had successfully completed my first year of medical school. That was all stress—and my body had never responded with weight loss, insomnia, panic, and tremors; nothing even close.


It wasn’t easy to listen to my own self-knowledge rather than the authoritative pronouncements of my doctor, especially when I was so ill I could barely function. But I’ve always been a feisty Louisiana woman—that’s how my mother raised me—and I just couldn’t go along with a diagnosis that I knew was so off base.


“Please,” I insisted, “I need a complete workup.” Somehow I managed to stand my ground, and, reluctantly, she ordered a complete battery of blood tests.


One week later I was spending the weekend at my aunt’s house on the Gulf Coast when I got a phone call from this very same doctor. I don’t think she actually apologized. But she did tell me that I had a serious disorder of my thyroid.


As you’ll see later in this book, there are two ways your thyroid can go out of whack. The most common is hypothyroidism, when your thyroid underperforms. Hypothyroid conditions may or may not be autoimmune. The autoimmune version is known as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis and is actually the most common form of underactive thyroid.


Or you can have hyperthyroidism, when your thyroid overperforms. That less common condition is what I had, and it also may or may not be autoimmune. I had the autoimmune kind, known as Graves’ disease.


When you’ve got an autoimmune disease of any type your body is basically attacking itself. The vast majority of thyroid disorders are autoimmune in nature—your immune system begins attacking your thyroid. To get at the root of the problem, you need to address both the thyroid gland and the immune system, but sadly, most conventional doctors just ignore the immune system and treat only the thyroid. I would later discover that this is a very incomplete way to treat both Hashimoto’s and Graves’.


Later, too, I would learn that I could have treated my condition through a combination of diet, high-quality supplements, and lifestyle changes—the protocol that has become The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan. But I didn’t know then what I know now, so when I was referred to an endocrinologist—a physician who specializes in hormonal disorders, including thyroid dysfunction—I was sort of stuck with what he told me.


“You’ve got three choices,” he said. “One, take a medication known as propylthiouracil, or PTU, which will shut down your thyroid and stop it from overperforming. Two, use radioactive iodine”—I-131—“to blow up your thyroid.” (Like Hiroshima, I thought with a shudder.) “Or, three, have a surgeon remove all or part of your thyroid.”


In fact, none of those choices sat well with me. My parents had been into holistic health and Chinese medicine. I grew up eating home-cooked meals made of organic whole foods. Mom grew organic tomatoes and sprouts and fed us home-baked whole-wheat bread and homemade plain yogurt. Until I left home, I didn’t know that rice came in any color but brown. At fourteen, I became a vegetarian. Even when I entered medical school, I planned to be a holistic doctor of some kind—someone who relied on the healing properties of good food and viewed the body as a whole—although at the time, I had no idea how to pursue that goal.


Of course, now I know that dairy, gluten, grains, legumes, and nightshades (tomatoes, peppers, eggplants, potatoes) can trigger inflammation —an immune system response that is at the heart of autoimmune conditions, thyroid dysfunction, and many other chronic health problems. I also know that my body needs the nutrients in wild, organic animal protein to support both immune and thyroid health as well as other bodily functions. Ironically, my vegetarianism and Mom’s “healthy foods” were part of what was making me sick.


But that was something I’d learn later on. Meanwhile, I was rightly suspicious of those three conventional choices. Harsh medication with devastating side effects? Assaulting my thyroid with radioactive poison? Surgery? None of them sounded like how I wanted to treat my body.


So I tried to go another way, working with a doctor of Chinese medicine who had her own herbs and dietary protocols. She loaded me up with fermented foods, sprouted grains, disgusting powders and teas and tinctures. Fermented foods can be good for your health, but not when your system is as distressed as mine was. And all the rest of it just made me feel worse.


So back I went to the endocrinologist, and at this point, my symptoms were really bad. The insomnia was insane—I was lucky to get three hours of sleep a night. My heart was racing so fast that it felt as though it were beating out of my chest—and yes, I was taking beta-blockers, a prescription medication to slow my heart rate, which contributed to the brain fog. I had the sinking feeling that whatever symptom I brought in, the doctor was going to medicate it. Then I’d be dealing with my thyroid dysfunction and all the side effects. Thanks to all those sleepless nights, I was having a hard time showing up for class, and I couldn’t afford to fail medical school. So, grudgingly, I began a long, draining, and dispiriting series of conventional medical treatments.


First I tried the PTU, because that seemed like the least invasive choice. Maybe it was, but it was still pretty brutal. The medicine dried out my mouth and nose to an agonizing extent, and to top it all off, the meds turned my overactive thyroid into an underactive one. Say hello to a whole new set of symptoms: fatigue, constantly feeling cold, dried-out skin, and hair that started to fall out in clumps.


After a few weeks of feeling terrible, I returned to the endocrinologist. He was more worried by my chronic fatigue than my other symptoms and ran some blood tests. Later that day, he told me that the PTU was beginning to destroy my liver in a condition known as toxic hepatitis. That was a one-in-a-million risk, but it had happened to me, and if I didn’t get off the medication right away, I might eventually die of full-blown liver failure. I was ordered to get into bed and stay there until my liver recovered—which could be weeks or even months.


Okay, instead of three conventional choices, I was down to only two: surgery or the destruction of my thyroid via radioactive iodine. As little as the nuclear option appealed to me, surgery seemed an even more frightening prospect. I had become so debilitated and demoralized that if something had gone wrong under the knife, I seriously questioned my ability to fight my way back to life. I spent day after day searching for alternative treatments but found none. So I chose to ablate —or destroy—my thyroid with radioactive iodine.


If you go this route, your thyroid gland, while it is being destroyed, can dump large amounts of thyroid hormone into your bloodstream. Eventually, you won’t have a thyroid at all, and you’ll have to take supplemental thyroid hormone for life. But before I could get to that point, those sudden, massive surges of hormone sent me into even more severe panic attacks made all the more upsetting because they could strike at any time. I had to add Xanax to my personal pharmacy because I literally never knew where I would freak out next—at the dog park? The supermarket? In church? I began to avoid leaving my house for any reason whatsoever; the fear of having to struggle through a public panic attack was just too great.


Then, as if I were caught in a medical pinball machine, my system ricocheted back in the other direction—low thyroid. Once again I was exhausted and constantly cold. I quickly gained ten pounds, and, yep, I was back to losing hair. To make matters even worse, I developed irritable bowel syndrome.


Since my thyroid had been intentionally destroyed, I now needed to take supplemental thyroid hormone, so my doctor put me on Synthroid. But my symptoms continued. And here’s the thing: even though I felt like death warmed over, my thyroid labs were normal.


So once again, I was begging a doctor to believe me. I’d run through my symptoms and say how awful I felt, and my doctor would look at my lab reports and shake his head. Talk about adding insult to injury.


BUT I BELIEVE YOU


Now, I know my story is more extreme than most. But whether your story is just like mine or somewhat different, you are likely suffering from the same root cause: a dysfunctional thyroid, perhaps also a disordered immune system, and a body that is struggling with a damaged gut, a toxic burden, an underlying infection, or an overload of stress. Like me, you are probably dealing with a doctor who either doesn’t believe you or simply doesn’t have the right approach—to thyroid or diet and lifestyle—to make you feel better.


I’m so sorry you are going through this! You deserve to feel terrific. The information in this book can get you there.


How can I be so sure? Because I have treated thousands of thyroid patients over the past ten years, and believe me, I’ve heard it all. I’ve treated people whose symptoms were so subtle and whose labs seemed so normal, they could barely believe they had thyroid dysfunction—except for the periodic brain fog, the slow drain of energy, the mild depression, and the weight that just wouldn’t go away. I’ve treated women who couldn’t get pregnant and men who felt as though their sex drive had completely disappeared. And I’ve worked with patients who, like me, had Graves’ disease and helped them completely reverse their symptoms, get off medication, and return their thyroid hormones back to normal levels without the use of any of the harsh medications or extreme treatments that I was offered.


Each of these stories has its own unique details, and certainly yours does too. But here’s what they all have in common: a person whose life is being diminished because his or her thyroid just isn’t working the way it’s supposed to.


Here’s another thing these stories have in common: a doctor who is failing to effectively diagnose and treat thyroid dysfunction. And, wow, do I understand how frustrating that is—frustrating, debilitating, devastating. My patients tell me how dismissive and unhelpful their previous doctors have been, how these physicians insist that the real problem is depression, or sex hormones, or stress, or anxiety, or even that the issues are “all in your head.” How insulting is that?


It’s outrageous, but it’s true: the way conventional medicine approaches the thyroid virtually guarantees that many—perhaps even most—cases will be misdiagnosed or mistreated, frequently both. Most conventional doctors don’t run nearly enough tests. They don’t interpret the tests properly. They don’t offer enough treatment options. And they don’t back up their treatments with a diet and lifestyle that can help restore thyroid health.


Which is why I was beyond relieved to finally discover another way—a better way—than conventional medicine. It’s called functional medicine, and it transformed my life.


FINDING A BETTER WAY


I first discovered functional medicine at an integrative health symposium, and it was like a bright light turned on to illuminate the darkness. I sat in the auditorium listening to a physician lay out the true root causes of chronic illness, and I thought, Yes. This is the explanation I’ve been looking for.


For the first time, I understood the role that diet, gut health, toxins, infections, and stress had played in my health. I found out that foods I’d always believed to be healthy were undermining my gut, my immune system, and my thyroid, especially the gluten, grains, and legumes that had been the mainstay of my diet.


I learned about a condition known as leaky gut, in which the gut wall literally leaks partially digested food into the body, compromising the immune system and assaulting the body with toxins. I discovered many other ways that toxins had compromised my health. I found out that seemingly minor infections were weakening my immune system and that psychological stress was indeed a prime contributor to autoimmune disease.


My life would never be the same. After that conference, I took my health into my own hands. I eliminated the toxic and inflammatory foods from my diet and added in the high-quality supplements needed for optimal thyroid function. I healed my gut, detoxified my system, treated underlying infections, and relieved my stress. Within weeks, I began to feel healthy—for the first time in seven years.


What a difference this new protocol made! My anxiety and panic attacks evaporated. My energy came bounding back. My hair and skin looked terrific. Best of all, I had that glowing sense of well-being that you get only when your body is getting exactly what it needs. Welcome to optimal health!


I stopped seeing the conventional doctors who wanted to ignore the bigger picture and moved my care to a functional medicine physician. I also enrolled in the functional medicine certification program through the Institute for Functional Medicine. I wanted to learn everything I could about this new approach to medicine and health—to become the kind of physician who had helped me achieve such extraordinary results.


If I had known about functional medicine when I first got Graves’, I might not have had to suffer through the harsh medications, and I wouldn’t have had to destroy my thyroid. I might have been able to treat my overactive thyroid with herbs while eliminating inflammatory foods, healing my gut, and ridding my body of the toxins, infections, and stress that were at the root of my illness. It’s remarkable but true that diet and lifestyle can conquer diseases that conventional medicine can scarcely tame. I was sorry I hadn’t discovered functional medicine sooner. But at least I could share this tremendous healing with others.


So I eventually left my position as an emergency room physician and opened my own functional medicine practice in Austin, Texas. There I treat a wide variety of patients, with a focus on leaky gut, inflammation, autoimmune conditions, and thyroid dysfunction. I developed The Myers Way, my own personal protocol for healing that has helped thousands of people. I wrote my first book, The Autoimmune Solution, which quickly became a New York Times bestseller. And now I’m writing this book, because I want you to benefit from everything I’ve learned.


A WHOLE NEW WORLD


When I first encountered functional medicine, a whole new world opened up. A world where doctors actually listened to their patients. A world where each patient was treated as an individual, with a kind of personalized medicine that can make all the difference between dragging yourself along—not really sick, but not really well—and striding through life feeling absolutely terrific. A world where thyroid dysfunction is no longer mislabeled as depression, anxiety, obesity, or hormone problems but is correctly diagnosed and treated with the right kind of supplemental thyroid hormone or medication plus the diet and lifestyle that your thyroid and immune system need. A world where the body is supported with the right food, exercise, sleep, and stress relief to achieve total, optimal health. Functional medicine has enabled me to help thousands of patients—and, thrillingly, to heal myself.


Now it’s your turn. You shouldn’t have to go through one more day of having your symptoms misdiagnosed and your condition poorly treated. So I’m going to help you understand what’s happening in your body, including what your thyroid, your immune system, and your gut are doing. If you want to find a functional medicine practitioner, I’ll provide you with the resources to do that. But if you want to continue with your own conventional doctor, I’ll help you work with him or her more effectively so that you can get the tests, diagnosis, and treatment you need and that you deserve.


In this book, you’ll learn about which blood tests are typically ordered and what all those numbers mean. You’ll find out about other blood tests that you can ask for so that you and your doctor can get a more comprehensive picture of what’s really going on. (Yes, the majority of conventional doctors don’t ask for enough tests—but most of the labs I’ll tell you about are standard blood tests that can be run in any office or by any lab.)


I’ll also explain which types of supplemental thyroid hormones are usually prescribed—and what your other options are. Most doctors prescribe a synthetic form of supplemental thyroid hormone known as levothyroxine (popular brand names are Synthroid, Levoxyl, and Tirosint). That form of supplemental hormone has both strengths and weaknesses, and I’ll help you understand exactly what they are. You’ll also learn about the strengths and weaknesses of desiccated porcine thyroid (popular brand names are Armour, Nature-Throid, and Westhroid)—a natural alternative that works better for some people—as well as about some other options, including specially compounded supplemental thyroid hormone geared precisely to your biology.


In true functional medicine style, I’m going to help you develop a personalized health plan to support your thyroid, your immune system, and your gut. In part 5, you’ll also find out whether you are suffering from such common gut problems as yeast overgrowth, small intestine bacterial overgrowth (SIBO), and parasites, as well as adrenal dysfunction, and I’ll suggest specific remedies for each condition.


Last but not least, I’ll provide you with a complete guide to The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan: the meal plans, recipes, supplements, and lifestyle recommendations that will jump-start your thyroid function, support your immune system, heal your gut, and make you healthier overall. If your thyroid dysfunction is the result of an autoimmune condition, The Myers Way is even more important for you, since people with one autoimmune condition are three times more likely than the general population to develop a second. Following The Myers Way can help you revitalize your immune system and eliminate your symptoms while preventing additional disorders and diseases.


I don’t want you to suffer one more day because your doctor didn’t offer the right diagnosis or treatment. I don’t want you to have to do what I did—take toxic medication or undergo a permanent medical procedure that cannot be reversed. I don’t want you to wonder for one more moment whether your problem is “all in your head” or beat yourself up about not being able to lose weight. Knowledge is power—it’s a cliché, but it’s true—and in this book, you’ll find all the knowledge you need to partner with your doctor and take control of your health. I’m so excited for you, because I know you can feel terrific—lean, energized, empowered.


So turn the page and let’s get started. A whole new world is waiting.















Part One



THE NEW THYROID EPIDEMIC













CHAPTER 1



The Thyroid Crisis


There’s a new epidemic sweeping the country—and your doctor probably doesn’t even know about it.


This epidemic might cause you to gain weight that suddenly becomes impossible to lose. Or it could cause you to lose weight at an alarming rate, even though you’re constantly eating—and constantly hungry.


One version of this epidemic leaves you feeling tired and fatigued, sapped of energy and drained of motivation. Another fills your life with anxiety and dread that frequently erupt into full-blown panic attacks.


Some people with this epidemic suffer from brain fog—loss of clarity and focus, frustrating memory lapses, “senior moments.” Others struggle with depression. Hair falling out is another symptom. Aching joints and muscles. A racing heart. Trembling hands. Weakened muscles. Feeling old before your time—even if you’re still in your twenties. Difficulty falling asleep. Difficulty staying asleep.


This epidemic could increase your chance of having a miscarriage. Or keep you from getting pregnant in the first place. It could kill your sex drive. Or make it difficult to perform sexually whether you’re a man (in which case you’d suffer from erectile dysfunction) or a woman (vaginal dryness). It might even put you at increased risk of developing an autoimmune disease.


The worst part is that conventional medicine frequently misses your diagnosis. Your conventional doctor might say, “Your labs are normal. Those symptoms you’re feeling? That’s just what happens as you get older.” Or “Your numbers are within the normal range, so if you don’t feel well, it’s probably just stress.” Or “Your blood work looks good. If you’re feeling low, you’ve got to expect that as you approach menopause.”


If your doctor misses your diagnosis, you might be incorrectly prescribed an antidepressant or an anti-anxiety medication. You might be given birth control pills to regulate your cycle or hormone replacement therapy to treat your mood swings. Or maybe your doctor just says, “Get some rest, don’t work so hard, how about a vacation?”


Even if you have been properly diagnosed, you might not be getting the right treatment. So when you come in still feeling unwell—feeling as though you’ve turned into another person whom you don’t even recognize—your doctor replies, “Hey, whatever you’ve got, it’s not showing up in any of the blood tests I ran—your labs are normal. I’m sorry you’re feeling so lousy, but I’ve done everything I can.”


This raging epidemic illness affects at least twenty-seven million Americans and some two hundred million worldwide that we know of—and millions more have never been diagnosed. Although it is most common among women over forty, this epidemic can strike anyone, anywhere—in fact, my colleagues and I are seeing a sharp increase in cases, especially among women in their twenties and thirties.


This epidemic is called thyroid dysfunction. And if it’s not properly treated, it can destroy your life.




When You Have Too Little Thyroid Hormone…




You often feel cold and might not sweat.


You can become constipated.


You gain weight or cannot lose weight.


You develop brain fog: memory lapses, difficulty concentrating.


You can feel listless and unmotivated.


You struggle with fatigue.


You sleep far more than usual.


You might become depressed or have mood swings.


Your hair falls out.


Your skin feels lifeless and dry.


You suffer from hormone irregularities.


You have been diagnosed with infertility or have had miscarriages.


You may see a goiter in your neck or experience neck swelling.


You feel under par, off, just not yourself.


You have a slow heartbeat.


You have been diagnosed with high cholesterol.





When You Have Too Much Thyroid Hormone…




You often feel warm or have increased perspiration.


You feel anxious, wired, have mood swings.


You struggle with insomnia.


You might develop panic attacks.


Your heart races and you can develop palpitations.


You suffer from loose stools or diarrhea.


You can develop tremors.


You lose weight without trying.


You might develop muscle weakness.


Your eyes might seem to bulge out of their sockets.


You may see a goiter in your neck or experience neck swelling.


You may have irregular periods or infertility.


You may have a rash or thickening of skin on the front of your shins.


Your hair may be falling out.


You may suffer from chronic urticaria or hives.





When you have thyroid dysfunction, you might also have symptoms from both lists at the same time or alternating back and forth. You might feel tired and wired, exhausted and unable to sleep, anxious and depressed. I’ve had patients whose response to an underactive thyroid was to lose weight rather than gain it, because their adrenal glands overcompensated for the thyroid issue by overproducing stress hormones. The thyroid signaling system is supercomplex, and there are lots of ways it can misfire. That is why doing a complete thyroid panel of blood tests is so important: to sort through the sometimes confusing symptoms and come up with a reliable diagnosis.






THE THYROID EPIDEMIC


Okay, so here’s the thing: Conventional medicine is failing far too many people. And nowhere is this failure more evident than with thyroid dysfunction.


The American Thyroid Association says that over the course of a lifetime, at least 12 percent of the U.S. population will suffer from thyroid dysfunction. That’s one person in eight. And women are five to eight times more likely than men to be affected. According to the association, up to 60 percent of people with thyroid dysfunction don’t even realize they have a problem.


With so many suffering, you’d think conventional medicine would sound the alarm. You’d expect your conventional doctor to be all over thyroid dysfunction—testing you regularly, giving you the right amount and type of medication and/or supplemental thyroid hormone, ensuring that you’re getting the right kind of diet and supplements and sleep and stress relief to keep your thyroid in peak condition.


Nope. Not even close. Instead, thyroid dysfunction is one of the most underdiagnosed and improperly treated health conditions. Conventional doctors are failing us in so many ways regarding thyroid dysfunction, it’s hard to list them all, but let’s give it a try.




• Even when you present with thyroid symptoms, many doctors fail to test for thyroid disorders and misdiagnose the condition, especially if you’re younger than forty or you are a man.


• When you are tested, you often don’t get all the tests you need.


• When you are finally diagnosed and treated, if you are hypothyroid (have an underactive thyroid), you often don’t get the right amount or proper form of supplemental thyroid hormone.


• If you are hyperthyroid (have an overactive thyroid), your conventional medical options carry severe, sometimes disabling side effects or irreversible damage and you aren’t told about natural herbal treatments that might be equally effective while sparing you the downsides.


• You never learn about the extraordinary effects you can achieve by making certain changes in your diet and lifestyle: consuming the nutrients your thyroid needs, avoiding foods that trigger inflammation (an immune system response that can create numerous problems), healing your gut, getting rid of your toxic overload, treating underlying infections, avoiding overexercising, getting good, restful sleep, and relieving stress.


• You don’t find out how to reverse autoimmune conditions and support your immune system—a crucial need, since the vast majority of thyroid dysfunction is due to autoimmunity.





As both a functional medicine physician and a thyroid patient, I hate thinking how badly conventional medicine is failing people with thyroid dysfunction, because I know how awful it feels to go through the medical mill. The doctors who tell you it’s all in your head. The treatments that are supposed to work but don’t, or don’t work well enough, or leave you struggling with side effects. The symptoms that get worse and worse and worse, while your doctor brushes them off and insists that you are getting standard-of-care treatment.


All that is bad enough. But what really bothers me is that we’ve all been sold a bill of goods. We’ve been told that depression and brain fog and weight gain are an inevitable part of aging—that loss of sex drive and lack of energy and memory lapses are just something you have to learn to live with. We’ve been fooled into thinking that even in our twenties and thirties, we should expect to feel stressed, burned out, and miserable. The ideal of optimal health and function in every aspect of our bodies—and our lives—is made to seem like some kind of impossible dream, some kind of New Age fantasy instead of an absolutely achievable medical goal that every single one of us should be able to attain.


Well, I’m here to tell you that vibrant, glowing health is not a fantasy. My patients achieve it every day, and I know you can too. When you finally get your thyroid back into balance, you won’t believe how terrific you feel.


So welcome to The Thyroid Connection —the book that’s going to turn it all around for you and get you back on track.



WHY IS YOUR THYROID SO IMPORTANT?


When your thyroid function is off, you feel beyond rotten. When it’s optimal, you feel terrific: vital, energized, optimistic. How can one small gland have such far-reaching effects? What gives your thyroid so much power?


In fact, your thyroid is absolutely critical to every single cell in your body. Every cell has a receptor for thyroid hormone, which means that no cell can function without it. Thyroid hormone is like the gas in your car’s tank—you need a steady stream of it fueling each cell.


But it’s not enough to have “some” thyroid hormone. Every cell needs exactly the right amount —neither too much nor too little. You thought Goldilocks was fussy? She’s nothing compared to how frantic your cells get without the optimal amount of thyroid hormone.


Too little, and your metabolism slows way down. You become cold, depressed, and constipated, with brain fog that fuddles your mind and a listlessness that saps you of energy. You gain weight at the drop of a hat. Your sex hormones might go completely out of whack.


Too much, and your metabolism revs up to warp speed. You become panicky, anxious, and plagued by frequent bowel movements, perhaps even diarrhea. You lose weight even when you eat constantly. Your muscles feel weak and your hands begin to shake.


These are the dramatic extremes. But even when things don’t get so out of hand, the wrong amount of thyroid hormone can make your life a misery. It’s like a subtle saboteur sapping you of good health and well-being, drop by drop by drop.


Not only your thyroid is involved. The thyroid gland is at the center of a complex network of communication that includes your hypothalamus, your pituitary, your thyroid, and, ultimately, every single one of your cells. This system involves multiple feedback loops providing a constant stream of information—again, so that each of your cells gets exactly the right amount of thyroid hormone. The network is called the thyroid signaling system, and it’s so detailed and intricate, it puts the Internet to shame.


The thyroid signaling system interacts with all your other hormones, including stress hormones, sex hormones, and all the hormones that enable your brain to process thought and emotion. When your thyroid is off, you don’t process stress properly. Your sexual function can be disrupted in many different ways: lowered sex drive, impaired sexual performance, menstrual irregularities, difficulties getting or staying pregnant. Your brain is also affected; thyroid dysfunction has an impact on your levels of anxiety and depression as well as your ability to think, remember, and focus.


Okay. So achieving optimal thyroid function is now your number-one goal. How do you get there?


In most cases, you have to follow two approaches at the same time. You need to practice a healthy diet and lifestyle, The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan. You may also need the right type of medical treatment.


THE MYERS WAY THYROID CONNECTION PLAN




• Consume the nutrients your body needs for optimal thyroid function: iodine, protein (to provide you with tyrosine, an amino acid), selenium, zinc, iron, vitamin D, vitamin A, omega-3 fatty acids, and a variety of B vitamins.


• Avoid inflammatory foods, especially gluten and dairy.


• For autoimmune conditions, also avoid all grains and legumes.


• Heal your gut.


• Relieve your body of its toxic burden:


[image: Image] Avoid exposure to toxins.


[image: Image] Support your body’s natural ability to detox.


• Heal any lingering infections you might have, including subtle ones you might not be aware of.


• Relieve stress:


[image: Image] Practice stress relief: paced breathing, neurofeedback, float tanks, acupuncture, yoga, meditation, saunas, time in nature, fun and pleasure, whatever reduces your stress. Get the right type of exercise—nothing that is too extreme or intense for your body.


[image: Image] Get enough deep restful sleep each night.





Whether your thyroid is underactive (hypothyroid) or overactive (hyperthyroid), your diet and lifestyle should be basically the same (although my exercise recommendations are somewhat different for each). However, your medical treatment will differ vastly, so let’s break it down.


IF YOUR THYROID IS UNDERACTIVE…


Let’s start by asking why your thyroid is underperforming in the first place. There are two basic possibilities: autoimmune or something else.


If you’ve got an autoimmune disorder…


This is the most common form of thyroid dysfunction: an autoimmune condition in which, over time, your immune system attacks and destroys so much of your thyroid that your thyroid can no longer produce enough hormone to power your cells.


If that’s the problem, our goal is to calm your immune system and get it to stop attacking your thyroid. We do this through the diet and lifestyle protocols of The Myers Way.


If we can reverse the dysfunction early enough, we can preserve all or most of your thyroid gland. That’s a great outcome, because then your thyroid can still produce all the thyroid hormone you need, and you won’t need supplemental hormone.


However, most conventional doctors don’t even try to reverse an autoimmune condition—they just don’t believe it’s possible. They won’t suggest an anti-inflammatory diet and lifestyle; they’ll just give you supplemental thyroid hormone.


If that’s your situation, your thyroid might already have been partially destroyed. That, I’m afraid, is irreversible—we don’t yet know how to regenerate thyroid tissue. Depending on how long you’ve had your autoimmune condition and on what your diet and lifestyle have been, you will probably still need supplemental thyroid hormone. In that case, our goal becomes ensuring that your doctor is giving you exactly the right type and amount. (Don’t worry. In part 3, you’ll learn exactly what you need to work effectively with your doctor.)


Meanwhile, following The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan will prevent any further damage to your thyroid and keep you from developing another autoimmune condition. Remember, having one autoimmune condition makes you three times more likely to develop another.


If you don’t have an autoimmune disorder…


Although most thyroid disorders are autoimmune in nature, some are not. If your thyroid is underperforming but not because of an autoimmune disorder, these are the most common factors at play:




• Your thyroid gland isn’t getting the nutrients it needs to produce thyroid hormone.


• Your body isn’t getting the nutrients it needs to convert thyroid hormone into the active form that your body can actually use.


• Your body isn’t getting the nutrients it needs to enable thyroid hormone to enter your cells.


• Some other imbalance in your stress hormones or sex hormones is disrupting thyroid function.


• Too much of your thyroid hormone is being bound to the proteins in your blood, making it unavailable to your cells.





In these cases, too, you’ll be making changes to your diet and lifestyle.


If you have never taken supplemental thyroid hormone, The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan might be enough to reverse the dysfunction and get you back on track. In some cases, though, you might also need to take supplemental hormone, especially if you’re already taking it. In that case, again, our goal is to make sure that your doctor gives you the right dose and type. It’s possible that, over time, following The Myers Way will get you into such good shape that you can reduce or even eliminate that supplemental thyroid hormone.


IF YOUR THYROID IS OVERACTIVE…


If you’ve got an overactive thyroid, we can absolutely get you to a state of optimal health. It just takes longer—sometimes a lot longer—than with an underactive thyroid. As I tell my patients, with an underactive thyroid, it’s as though you’re trying to coax a reluctant horse out of the gate, whereas with an overactive thyroid, the horse has already burst through and is galloping swiftly away. Coaxing the slow horse out is usually easier than catching the fast one—but in the end, we can still end up with two well-behaved horses!


As with hypothyroidism, hyperthyroidism is usually—but not always—autoimmune in nature. Whether it’s autoimmune or not, you’ll do well to follow The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan, and you’ll also take herbs that can help calm your thyroid. It can take several months before your “runaway horse” returns to a calm and optimal state, but once it does, you can enjoy glowing health. At that point, you’ll no longer need to take the herbs—but, as in all cases, you should continue to follow The Myers Way, especially if you have an autoimmune condition. You’ll also need to keep working with your doctor to check your labs and monitor your progress, especially since an overactive thyroid carries a number of risks, including osteoporosis, heart arrhythmia, and heart failure. Meanwhile, The Myers Way can both help prevent another autoimmune disorder and support your thyroid along with your entire body.


GREAT EXPECTATIONS: JUST HOW GOOD CAN IT GET?



If you have an underperforming thyroid…



Once you’re on the right type and dose of supplemental thyroid hormone, wow, does your condition improve, especially if you are making the diet and lifestyle changes that support optimal function and health.


The excess weight comes off as if by magic. Your missing energy comes surging back. Your brain fog evaporates. Your hair stops falling out and is thicker and more beautiful than ever before. Your depression and anxiety go away. Your sex drive and sexual function are back to normal. You feel vital, powerful, sharp, and focused, radiating the vibrant health that is your birthright. All you needed was a few simple changes—but it seems like a medical miracle.



If you have an overperforming thyroid…



This process is slower, but over time, it is equally dramatic. It might take several months or maybe even longer for your health to improve, but with the right treatment, you can eventually get rid of the panic attacks, the racing heart, and the trembling hands. You’ll be able to sleep again, relax again, focus again, enjoy life again. You will feel beyond terrific: calm and energized, vital and relaxed, glowing with deep, reliable health. Your journey might have taken longer, but when you are finally in amazing health, you will enjoy your own medical miracle.


THE TOP SEVEN MYTHS ABOUT THYROID


In part 2 of this book, you’ll get a thorough explanation of your thyroid and your immune system. In part 3, you’ll learn what most doctors miss and get everything you need to work more effectively with your doctor. And in part 4, you’ll find out how The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan can help you reverse your symptoms and support your body with a proven protocol for diet and lifestyle.


But I don’t want you to have to wait that long to break through the demoralizing myths that surround thyroid dysfunction. I want you to have some good, solid facts at your disposal right now. When your doctor tells you that you don’t have a thyroid problem or that you are being properly treated, it can be really hard to believe the opposite. When several doctors all agree that you don’t have thyroid dysfunction, it becomes even more difficult to disagree. Conventional wisdom is a powerful beast!


Well, it’s time to kill the beast and free yourself from the thyroid myths. Just because a lot of people believe something doesn’t make it true—and a lot of doctors believing something doesn’t make it any more true. In my first book, The Autoimmune Solution, I told the story of Ignaz Semmelweis, the Hungarian doctor who tried for decades to convince his fellow physicians to wash their hands in between attending at childbirths so they didn’t transfer germs from one new mother to the next. It took more than fifty years for his newfangled notion to become standard of care, even though his insight seems obvious to us now. I think in fifty years—hopefully, even less—these common thyroid myths are going to seem just as outlandish as not washing your hands. I want you to have that information now, though, so here we go:




MYTH 1: Gaining weight, losing energy, and having a lowered sex drive are all normal parts of getting older, and there’s just not that much you can do about it.


FACT: These symptoms are often indicators of thyroid dysfunction, and there is quite a bit you can do about it.





Here is where functional medicine is just so much better than conventional medicine. Conventional medicine tends to view decline as inevitable and assumes that with age, the body naturally breaks down.


Well, to some extent that’s true, of course—but not nearly to the extent that conventional medicine would have you believe. In fact, if you support the optimal function of your body—if you know what every organ and system needs to function at its best—you can maintain a brisk metabolism, a vigorous sex drive, and a lean, healthy weight, not to mention a strong, steady supply of energy, for your entire life. Yes, you might slow down a bit with each passing decade, but only a bit, because age isn’t really the issue. Function is.


The problem is, most people don’t know how to support the optimal function of their bodies, and so, indeed, as they get older, function begins to break down. That’s not age, though. That’s poor diet, leaky gut, too many toxins from a world that is overburdened with heavy metals, industrial chemicals, and factory-farmed foods, underlying infections, not enough exercise or the wrong type of exercise, and too much unrelieved stress. Too many medications add to your body’s abuse—including antibiotics, by the way, which disrupt gut function and destroy all the good bacteria while promoting weight gain, among other problems.


The great news, though, is that all this poor function can be corrected through healthier choices—which is particularly exciting for anyone out there with thyroid dysfunction, an autoimmune disorder, or both. You can improve function and eliminate your symptoms, and you can do it at any age. I’ll never have the pleasure of meeting most of you, but I can offer the benefit of my experience in the pages of this book.




MYTH 2: You’re in perimenopause or menopause, or you’ve just had a baby. Brain fog, depression, weight gain, hormonal issues, and generally feeling crummy are par for the course. And the best treatments are birth control pills or hormone replacement therapy.


FACT: Thyroid dysfunction does frequently kick in as menopause approaches or after you give birth. But the proper treatment can have you feeling sharp and optimistic while maintaining a healthy weight.





One of the things that make me maddest about conventional medicine is how pessimistic conventional doctors seem to be about their patients’ prospects. They accept so much less for their patients than I am willing to accept for mine! I want you glowing and energized, lean and strong, mentally sharp while feeling calm and happy. I know you can get there—if your thyroid is getting the support it needs and if the rest of your body is too.


So many symptoms that seem to be caused by female hormones have their root in an unhealthy thyroid. True, the hormonal shifts of pregnancy, birth, and menopause often trigger thyroid dysfunction—although sometimes, it’s faulty thyroid function that kicks off a sex hormone crisis. Either way, when I see a patient with female-hormone problems, I make sure to check her thyroid too—and almost inevitably, one type of hormonal problem goes with another. That means that we have to treat both the thyroid and the estrogen-progesterone issues; otherwise, whichever system is left untreated will likely make the other system worse.


So if you’re approaching menopause, in menopause, or dealing with postpartum issues, do not assume that you don’t also have thyroid dysfunction. It’s entirely possible that you can resolve your female-hormone problems through thyroid treatment and The Myers Way, without ever taking a birth control pill or estrogen replacement.


Even if you do need bio-identical hormone replacement therapy, it’s likely to be incomplete without attention to your thyroid, your diet, and your lifestyle. Take comfort in knowing that solving the thyroid dysfunction and supporting your body’s total health is going to make a huge difference to every hormone in your body.




MYTH 3: Diet doesn’t affect your thyroid.


FACT: It absolutely does, especially if your thyroid dysfunction has an autoimmune component.





As you’ll learn in part 2, one significant aspect of autoimmune conditions is a phenomenon known as molecular mimicry. That’s what can cause your immune system to get confused between a type of food and a part of your body.


Let’s take a step back and consider the problem of food sensitivity. This occurs when your immune system decides that a particular food is dangerous to your body. Gluten—a group of proteins found in wheat, barley, rye, and many other grains—often triggers this type of sensitivity. When your immune system mistakes gluten for a dangerous invader, it mobilizes an attack of killer chemicals every time you consume a gluten-containing food. Bread, pasta, and baked goods are the most common gluten-containing foods, but gluten is also used as a preservative and thickener, so you can find it in a number of prepared and packaged foods and sauces.


This violent reaction to a gluten invasion might give you side effects like a stuffy nose, brain fog, joint pain, fatigue, a skin rash, a headache, indigestion, or some other response to your body’s attempts to fight off an enemy. However, because the molecular structure of gluten seems to resemble the structure of a thyroid cell, consuming gluten can also provoke an attack on your thyroid.


That’s why, when I have my thyroid patients cut out gluten 100 percent, we see an immediate improvement in their thyroid function and a sharp decrease in their thyroid antibodies (an indication that the immune system is poised to attack the thyroid). Diet absolutely makes a difference to their thyroid function—and if you have autoimmune thyroid dysfunction, it will make a big difference to your overall health and entire immune system too.


In part 4, you’ll learn many other ways in which thyroid function is affected by diet. And in part 5, you’ll have the chance to put The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan into action, so you can see for yourself what a significant difference diet can make.




MYTH 4: The health of your gut has no bearing on your thyroid.


FACT: Gut health is actually one of the most important factors affecting your thyroid.





Although gut health is important for many reasons, it’s absolutely vital for treating and preventing autoimmune conditions. After all, nearly 80 percent of your immune system is right on the other side of your gut wall. If your gut wall lacks integrity—if partially digested food and toxins can leak through—your immune system takes the hit. As we’ll see in part 2, this can trigger an autoimmune condition and a number of other symptoms as well. My patients with autoimmune diseases—including Hashimoto’s and Graves’—immediately do better as their gut begins to heal.


You’ll learn more about the importance of your gut in parts 2 and 4. And in part 5, you’ll have a chance to find out whether you have one or both of two common gut infections, yeast overgrowth (aka Candida) and small intestine bacteria overgrowth (SIBO). If so, you’ll learn how to treat them and prevent them from coming back. You’ll also see how quickly The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan helps you heal your gut, which vastly improves both your thyroid and your overall health. For now, let me say yet again that this is an aspect of health that conventional medicine tends to ignore. Functional medicine, by contrast, focuses on gut health as central to your overall well-being.




MYTH 5: These days, we’re all stressed and sleep-deprived. That’s the problem—not poor thyroid function.


FACT: Stress and sleep problems cause us so much trouble in part because of the way they disrupt thyroid function.





As you’ll see in part 4, I’m going to be all over your sleep habits, and I’m going to push you on the stress issue too. If you don’t get enough good, restful sleep each night, your thyroid is going to suffer, and so will your immune system. If you’re not finding ways to relieve stress, it’ll be twice as bad. Sleep and stress relief are crucial to The Myers Way and to any effective treatment of thyroid and immune dysfunction.


But —and this is very important—you might be struggling with sleep and stress because your thyroid is out of whack. When your thyroid isn’t working well, your whole body suffers. It’s a vicious cycle, a catch-22. As you’ll learn in part 2, every single cell in your body relies on thyroid hormone to power it up. While sleep is a wonderful, relaxing experience, creating healthy sleep requires a certain amount of work from your brain. If your brain doesn’t have enough thyroid hormone, it might not be able to organize sleep.


Likewise, your thyroid and your adrenal glands—which produce stress hormones—are intimately involved. So if your thyroid is unbalanced, your adrenal function likely will also be in a poor state. You might have fewer reserves to deal with stress, a greater tendency to fly off the handle at little things, or an overall lack of motivation and “oomph.” To make matters worse, your stress hormones might overcompensate for low thyroid, keeping you wired up far into the night. So insomnia, irritability, listlessness, and feeling wired are often due to thyroid dysfunction as well as adrenal dysfunction—and getting you the right dose of supplemental thyroid hormone can make a world of difference.


Last but in no way least, sleep problems and stress issues can result from poor diet and lifestyle. If you aren’t giving every organ and gland and system what they need to function, if your body is overloaded with toxins, and if you never find a way to relieve your stress, your sleep and your stress levels will suffer, and your thyroid and adrenals right along with them. And then poor thyroid and adrenal function will just make everything worse. It’s a vicious cycle—but you have the power to turn it around. Support your thyroid and your adrenals with The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan and you’ll be amazed by how your sleep and stress issues melt away.




MYTH 6: If you feel depressed, anxious, unmotivated, or listless, that’s depression, not thyroid dysfunction.


FACT: Poor thyroid function creates depression, anxiety, and lack of motivation—problems that are frequently solved or at least improved through effective thyroid treatment.





Hey, I’ll be the first to agree that depression is a complex condition, as are anxiety, brain fog, and the loss of motivation. Many factors can be involved, an intricate mix of the physical and psychological.


Having said that, it’s extraordinary how much your body can affect your mood—and even more extraordinary how much of an impact the right dose of supplemental thyroid hormone can have on your ability to process emotions. I’ve seen it time and time again: patients who are certain that they will be depressed for life—including patients with a family history of depression—notice a complete transformation in how they feel as soon as their thyroid hormones are properly adjusted.


Another significant aspect of depression, anxiety, and brain fog is gut health. After all, 95 percent of your body’s serotonin—a crucial natural antidepressant—is made in the gut. When your serotonin levels are low, you feel anxious, depressed, and pessimistic, and you might also struggle with sleep problems. When your serotonin levels are optimal, you feel calm, optimistic, self-confident, and empowered. A key aspect of The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan is to heal your gut, and that, too, will go a long way toward healing depression and anxiety while significantly improving mental function.


So if you struggle with depression, anxiety, brain fog, or a general lack of motivation, please, please, please consider that your thyroid may play a significant role in your condition. Use this book. Work with your doctor. Get the best possible diagnosis and treatment. You might be astonished at how quickly you emerge into a clearer, brighter world.




MYTH 7: When you feel “blah” or lousy, there’s often nothing you can do about it.


FACT: If you understand how to support your body’s function, you can almost always get from lousy to terrific.





Although I’ve saved this myth for last, it’s probably the most important one of all, and the one that I most want you to take to heart. So often when you go in to see a conventional doctor and say that you just don’t feel good, the doctor shrugs. So many problems don’t show up on their radar—your body might be performing within the standard reference range, but you feel rotten anyway. So many problems that do show up are nearly impossible for conventional medicine to treat, except possibly with medications that often create problems of their own. Feeling less than terrific is just not considered a genuine problem by most conventional doctors.


But I do consider feeling less than terrific a problem—a big problem. I know that if you’re not feeling great—energized, vital, clear-thinking, at a healthy weight—then some part of your body’s function is off. Maybe your thyroid is out of whack. Or your sex hormones are imbalanced. Maybe your adrenals are not performing as they should. Most likely your gut has lost some integrity and is beginning to leak. These problems affect your neurotransmitters, and your immune system, and your joints, and your muscles, and every single one of your organs. That tiny little problem—“I just don’t feel great a lot of the time”—indicates much bigger problems throughout your anatomy.


Maybe you can drag along for many years just not feeling so great. Or maybe, sooner or later, “not great” turns into heart disease, or diabetes, or an autoimmune condition, or another type of chronic disorder.


Hey, when you have thyroid dysfunction, it can make your life a misery. When your thyroid is functioning well, you feel focused, energized, and fully alive. I wrote this book to help you get there, to give you a comprehensive view of how your thyroid works, what might be going wrong, and how to set it right. Some of this you can achieve by working with your doctors. Some of it you can do on your own. Either way, I want you to get the help you need to turn “not great” into “terrific!” I want you to have the support you deserve to make sure your thyroid, your gut, your immune system, and every other part of your anatomy are functioning at their absolute best. That’s what keeps you lean, energized, glowing, and optimistic. And that’s the optimal health that is your birthright.















CHAPTER 2



You Can Be Helped


If, like so many people, you’ve struggled to get your doctor to believe that something is wrong with you, my heart goes out to you. When you’re feeling sick, tired, and scared, there’s nothing worse than having a physician—the person whose help you desperately need—tell you that you’re fine and there’s nothing more that he or she can do to help you. “It’s all in your head,” “This just happens as you get older,” “I’ve already done everything I can”—these are unconscionable responses, in my opinion, and frankly, they make my blood boil. They are far too common among conventional doctors, and the sad thing is, most patients are stuck believing them.


Well, it ends here. In this chapter, you’re going to meet other patients whose doctors told them that help was not available in conventional medicine—and who then went on to get help from functional medicine. I want you to know that you are not alone, that you can be helped, and that any doctor who dismisses you or brushes you off is failing in his or her professional duties.


There’s a kind of trauma involved in having one or more doctors ignore your pain—I’ve seen it in patient after patient, and I’ve certainly felt it myself. This chapter is about making sense of that trauma. If you’ve been frustrated with your doctor’s response—and especially if you’ve been frustrated by the responses of several doctors—perhaps you’ll see yourself in the patient stories that follow. And after you’ve read the stories, we’ll take a closer look at why and how conventional medicine fails so many thyroid patients.


I also want you to see how powerful certain changes can be: getting the nutrients, vitamins, and minerals that your thyroid needs to make thyroid hormone and that your body needs to correctly respond to that hormone; healing your gut; lowering your levels of inflammation; getting the right kind of exercise for your body, neither too little nor too much; decreasing your exposure to toxins and improving your body’s ability to detoxify; healing underlying infection; and countering the stress in your life with enough relaxation to keep your stress hormones at an optimal level. These elements of The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan are hardly the stuff of TV dramas, and they are pooh-poohed by many conventional doctors as changes that are “not really going to make much difference.”


But in fact, the difference they make can be extremely dramatic, as your symptoms retreat, your energy returns, your anxiety and depression lift, and your entire body enjoys a reliable, steady glow of vitality and well-being.


You’ll begin to experience these benefits yourself when you’ve completed the twenty-eight-day plan. Depending on your condition, you may be feeling 100 percent by that time, or you may need several months to fully achieve optimal health. You might also use herbs to calm your overactive thyroid (if you’re hyperthyroid) or work with your doctor to determine the right type and amount of supplemental thyroid hormone (if you’re hypothyroid). Either way, as the patients in this chapter discovered, the changes embodied in The Myers Way can transform your health—and your life.


WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE?


Here’s the good news: Virtually everyone reading this book can expect to achieve a state of vibrant health and well-being. If you follow The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan and, if necessary, work with your doctor (which you’ll find out how best to do in part 3), you can eventually become free of the symptoms here and here, energized and vital, with a balanced mood, a healthy weight, and a sense of optimism and calm.


Now, there are many different routes to this goal, depending on a number of factors: whether you are hypo-or hyperthyroid, if it is autoimmune or not, how long you’ve been having thyroid dysfunction, and whether you’ve got any other chronic conditions. Those other factors will help determine how long it takes you to feel terrific, and they’ll also determine what you need to do going forward.


Because here’s the bottom line: Your thyroid is a vital organ—you cannot live without it. If it has been ablated with I-131, surgically removed, or even damaged by chronic inflammation, you will need to take some amount of supplemental thyroid hormone.


In my book The Autoimmune Solution, I show you how to reverse autoimmune symptoms and renew your health without any medications or supplemental hormones whatsoever. But the thyroid and the immune system are different in that regard. That’s because the immune system is a set of biochemicals, which are more flexible and easier to change. The thyroid is a vital organ, and once a significant part of it is damaged, that damage is permanent. In that case, we need to compensate for the hormone that the thyroid is not producing.


However, the news is still very, very good, because once you’ve made the diet and lifestyle changes that your body needs and once you’ve got the supplemental thyroid hormone (if you need it), you can feel terrific and enjoy a vibrant, healthy life. Here are all the options for that good outcome:




• If you’re hypothyroid and you’ve caught your thyroid issues early on, you might be able to reverse your condition completely through The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan. You may never need supplemental thyroid hormone or any other type of medical treatment and can rely entirely on diet supplements, and lifestyle changes.


• If you have been hypothyroid for several years, the damage to your thyroid might be so significant that it is no longer able to produce enough thyroid hormone for your needs. Following The Myers Way will help you to feel healthy and terrific—but only if your doctor also prescribes the right type and amount of supplemental thyroid hormone to compensate for what your own thyroid can no longer produce.


• If you are hyperthyroid and have not yet had I-131 ablation or surgery, you can very likely reverse your condition through The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan while also taking several natural herbs to calm your thyroid. This is true whether you are currently taking thyroid-suppressing medication or not. Depending on your condition, you might need several weeks or even months to get off your thyroid-suppressing medication and achieve optimal health. Once you’ve done it, however, remaining on The Myers Way will typically be all you need—no meds, no herbs, just the right diet and lifestyle.


• If you were hyperthyroid and all or part of your thyroid was ablated or removed, or if your thyroid has become damaged in some other way, you will need to take some form of supplemental thyroid hormone to compensate for what your own thyroid can no longer produce. We can’t regenerate your thyroid, but The Myers Way can help reverse your symptoms, and you may also be able to reduce your supplemental thyroid hormone dose.





Going forward, when I say reverse in this book, I mean reverse the damage to your body and your immune system, not the damage to your thyroid. We can reverse symptoms and an autoimmune response. We can’t reverse thyroid damage—but, luckily, we can compensate for it with the right type and amount of supplemental thyroid hormone.




The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan Can…





Help eliminate your symptoms


Calm an overactive thyroid


Provide your body with the nutrients it needs for optimal thyroid response


Reduce the obstacles to optimal thyroid response, including overexercise, stress, and the burden of excess toxins


Reduce inflammation in your thyroid and body


Reverse damage to your immune system and get it to function optimally (i.e., reverse your autoimmunity)





The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan Cannot…





Repair damage to your thyroid itself


Cure your autoimmunity







MARTINA: “YOUR LABS ARE FINE. YOU’RE JUST GETTING OLDER”


Martina had always been a powerful, energetic woman. A lawyer in a small Texas town, she was well known and well liked, so in her late forties, she decided to run for city council.


Martina’s husband, a local businessman, fully supported his wife’s decision, and her two kids—one a senior in high school, the other a junior at a nearby college—were proud and excited for their mom. Still, the stresses of running her campaign along with maintaining her law practice started to catch up with Martina and she began to have a number of symptoms she hadn’t experienced before: fatigue, brain fog, frequently feeling cold, a sudden weight gain of about ten pounds, and, most disturbing of all, hair loss.


Martina had been diagnosed with hypothyroidism after the birth of her second child, and she’d been taking a small dose of supplemental thyroid hormone for the past eighteen years. Martina’s thyroid was simply not producing enough thyroid hormone, so she needed supplemental thyroid hormone to make up the rest. So far, so good.


Then Martina began having symptoms. After all those years, something was no longer working. She asked her doctor to recheck her thyroid labs. He did—and told her everything was fine.


“Your labs are fine,” her doctor assured Martina. “You’re just getting older. It’s normal to slow down. Try taking it easy for the next few months.”


Martina just wouldn’t accept that, at forty-eight, she could no longer live a demanding, ambitious life. She also knew her body—and she knew something was off. She wanted a better solution than “just relax.”


“You can’t argue with your labs,” the doctor insisted. “It’s all there in black-and-white. But you are almost fifty, so maybe it’s perimenopause.” He prescribed birth control pills for Martina to regulate any sex hormone imbalances.


Instead of making things better, the pills made everything worse. After only a few weeks, Martina was climbing the walls; mood swings, insomnia, and occasional waves of anxiety were added to her existing fatigue and brain fog. She gained another five pounds. And even more hair fell out.


Martina had heard some of my podcasts in which I talked about the importance of listening to the patient. That sounded good to Martina, so she came to me.


“These symptoms are making my life unlivable,” she told me. “I can’t perform. I can’t cope. I wanted my doctor to work with me, but he just brushed me off. As if I was supposed to adjust to fit the treatment, instead of him adjusting the treatment to fit me.”


Clearly, Martina was suffering, and I was determined to help. So I ran a complete set of labs for her, including a complete thyroid panel—far more detailed than the ones her conventional doctor had ordered.


While we waited for Martina’s labs to come back, I recommended that she start on The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan, which includes diet and lifestyle changes as well as several supplements that would provide her thyroid with the nutrients it needed to function properly.


I also wanted to get Martina off the birth control pills. I explained that when your system has too much estrogen—especially the synthetic estrogens found in birth control pills and hormone replacement therapy—your body makes more of a protein called thyroxine-binding globulin, or TBG. Typically, most of your thyroid hormone binds to the proteins in your blood, leaving a portion of it free to enter your cells. Well and good—but when you have too much TBG, too much of your thyroid hormone is bound and not enough of it is free to enter your cells. That’s why birth control pills and hormone replacement therapy can make thyroid dysfunction worse.


In fact, any fluctuations in estrogen or the other sex hormones can undermine your thyroid’s function, just as any disruption in thyroid function can go on to disrupt sex hormones. This is why restoring healthy thyroid function can often enable a woman to get pregnant or help her carry a child to term. It’s also why pregnancy, postpartum, perimenopause, and menopause can throw thyroid function out of whack.


I thought this was part of what had happened to Martina. Her second child had pushed her system to where she needed a small dose of supplemental thyroid hormone. Now perimenopause was pushing her further, to the point where that small dose was no longer enough.


Last but by no means least, I thought that the stress of Martina’s campaign was making too many demands on her thyroid. Many people think of stress as a psychological issue, but I’m here to tell you that when you feel stressed, anxious, or overwhelmed, your body responds to it physically, through both your thyroid hormones and your stress hormones. Your thyroid, sex hormones, and stress hormones are all interrelated, so that any shift in any part of this system can disrupt everything else.


When I talked to Martina about the problem of stress, she bristled, insisting that she was not going to give up her campaign. On the contrary, I told her. I live a busy, demanding life and so do most of my patients. The goal is not to eliminate stress but to relieve it; to alternate stressful times with relaxing ones. That way, your body has a chance to recover, your stress hormones rebalance, and both your thyroid and your immune system benefit immensely. That’s why “relieve stress” is such an important part of The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan.





Physical and Emotional Stressors That Can Disrupt Your Thyroid


Emotional




Abuse


Aging parents


Birth of a child


Children undergoing problems


Death of a loved one


Divorce or a painful breakup; the loss of a friend


Family conflicts


Financial difficulties


Illness


Layoff or loss of work


Marriage


Moving


New job, promotion, new project, other work challenges, including welcome ones


New relationship, falling in love (yes, that can be stressful!)


Trauma


Work pressures





Physical




Illness


Insomnia, sleep problems; not enough sleep for any reason


Missing meals


Overexercise (exercise that is too intense or goes on too long)


Physically demanding work that requires lifting, standing for long periods, or other exertion


Pregnancy and postpartum


Trauma







Fourteen days later, Martina e-mailed my office and said she had already lost three pounds and was feeling calmer. She was sleeping better and had much more energy. “And all without medication!” she marveled.


Just about then, I got Martina’s labs results. They might have looked fine to her doctor, but they looked very far from fine to me. First, I had more data than her doctor had. Most conventional doctors test for only a couple of types of thyroid hormone. I go for a far more detailed picture.


I also interpret the lab values differently. Conventional doctors look for normal reference ranges, which are very wide. I have higher standards for your health: I look for optimal ranges, which are much narrower. I don’t just want you able to function—I want you functioning at the highest possible level.


If I’d been in charge of Martina’s thyroid care after the birth of her second child, we might have been able to manage her thyroid just by making changes in her diet and lifestyle. But after eighteen years of dysfunction, her thyroid could no longer produce the right amount of hormone by itself. So now, in addition to having Martina follow The Myers Way, I would need to prescribe her the right dose and type of supplemental thyroid hormone. Based on the detailed lab readings, I thought that Martina did not need to increase the amount of supplemental thyroid hormone dose but did need to change to a more natural and effective type.


Martina’s story is a classic example of why it’s so important to get a complete thyroid panel and not rely on just one or two lab measurements. It’s also a good example of how dynamic thyroid issues can be and how your physician needs to monitor your situation continually. For years, Martina had done fine on her previous dose of supplemental thyroid hormone. But then she began facing some new stresses, from perimenopause and also her campaign. As a result, her body responded differently, so her previous dose and type of supplemental thyroid hormone were no longer working.


Martina’s story also makes clear how grievously conventional medicine fails people with thyroid dysfunction. Prescribing birth control pills or hormone replacement therapy (HRT) is a common response when a woman is having hormonal issues. Yet if those issues are actually caused by thyroid dysfunction, the birth control pills or HRT will frequently make things worse rather than better. That’s what happens when you fail to get to the root of the problem.


I started Martina on her new supplemental thyroid hormone, and within days she e-mailed my office saying that she felt as though a light had come back on in her brain. Her mind cleared. Over the next few weeks she had more energy than she had had in years. She began to feel warm and comfortable, and she immediately became hopeful about the new treatment. Within about eight weeks, she had lost the excess weight she’d gained, and in less than three months, her hair was thicker and healthier than ever and she said she felt like she was twenty years younger.


“My previous doctor made me feel like I was just a complaining woman,” Martina said on our last visit. “Like I was just being fussy or difficult or something like that. Even though I knew something was wrong, he wouldn’t listen to me —he just looked at the labs. I’m a competent person—a professional and an elected official. But he treated me like some silly schoolgirl who couldn’t understand science.”


She took a deep breath. “I guess for all those years I really wasn’t paying that much attention. I just took the pills he gave me and was glad they worked. The one good thing about this whole situation is that now I do finally understand what’s going on in my body and what I can do to stay healthy.”


THOMAS: “YOU’RE A MAN, SO YOU CAN’T HAVE A THYROID PROBLEM”


Thomas was head of the accounting department at a local brokerage house. A careful, methodical man, he was used to documenting and analyzing even the most minor events, and he brought the same rigor to his health care. Every time he saw the doctor, he wanted to know what was being tested, what his test results were, and what the doctor recommended. Then he wanted his doctor to keep track of how well the recommendations worked and whether they needed to be altered.


At age forty-two, Thomas went to his doctor complaining of fatigue, decline in muscle tone, and low libido. He felt that he had completely lost his motivation and that he had very little stamina, both physically and emotionally.


“I’m used to training for marathons,” he told his doctor. “I run two of them a year. Now I can barely drag myself through a mile. I used to look forward to my runs. Now I dread them.”


Thomas also told the doctor that he had gained seven and a half pounds in the last three months, “even though I’ve started keeping a food log to make sure that I haven’t been eating any more.” Thomas had cut out desserts, alcohol, pasta, and potatoes, he assured the doctor. Yet his weight remained stubbornly above normal.


Finally, Thomas explained, “My sex life seems to be permanently on hold.” Although he told the doctor that he and his wife had once enjoyed an active sexual relationship, “Now we’re lucky if we make love once a month.”


The doctor checked Thomas’s testosterone levels, and, sure enough, they were low. He prescribed a small dose of testosterone supplement, which gave him a bit more energy and slightly more sexual interest. However, Thomas’s weight continued to climb, and he also began reporting brain fog—times when he couldn’t remember something he had just done, difficulty keeping three tasks in his head at once, even confusing two different sets of numbers at work.


“These things happen as you get older,” Thomas’s doctor told him. “I can increase the testosterone, but some folks get headaches or acne when the dose is too high. I can offer you an antidepressant, but that can also cause brain fog for some people. There really isn’t any other remedy that I can see.”


This answer did not sit well with Thomas at all. Numbers and accuracy were not only his livelihood, they were a source of pride. “If I can’t do my job well, I don’t deserve to have it,” he told me on our first appointment. “And when my body and brain are off, I can’t do my job well!”


Thomas had come to me on the recommendation of a friend who had read one of my blogs about optimal thyroid function. The friend understood that I offered a broader range of lab testing and that I often found solutions to problems that eluded other doctors. Thomas thought it was worth a try.


Thyroid dysfunction had been my first thought when Thomas told me his story. But when I reviewed his medical records, I saw that his previous doctor hadn’t even tested his thyroid! I was horrified—but I wasn’t shocked. All too often, doctors just assume that men—especially men below sixty—do not have thyroid dysfunction. As a result, they don’t test for it.


Now, it is true that thyroid dysfunction is seven times more common among women than men. But that doesn’t mean that men don’t have thyroid dysfunction too. Hey, it’s an equal opportunity disorder! Many conventional doctors, however, look elsewhere when they are treating men, and so men like Thomas simply go undiagnosed.


In my opinion, this is close to medical malpractice. Anyone—male or female—should automatically be given a complete thyroid blood panel if they are complaining of any of the thyroid symptoms listed here and here or any of the disorders listed below. This is standard in functional medicine, but, alas, not in conventional medicine. Conventional doctors tend to be far less sensitive to the signs of thyroid dysfunction, especially when the patient is anyone other than a middle-aged woman.



Disorders That May Indicate Thyroid Dysfunction


If a patient of any age or gender presents with any of the following symptoms or disorders, I routinely run a full battery of thyroid tests:




ADHD


Adrenal dysfunction


Anorexia


Anxiety


Autism


Autoimmune disease


Brain fog or memory issues


Cardiovascular disease


Chronic constipation


Dementia


Depression


Diabetes


Erectile dysfunction


Goiter or swelling in the neck


Hives


Hormone imbalances


Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS)


Infertility or tendency to miscarry


Insomnia: inability to fall and/or stay asleep


Learning disability or developmental delay


Neurological issues


Obesity


“Senility”—any seemingly age-related mental or emotional issues


Small Intestine Bacterial Overgrowth (SIBO)







While we were waiting for Thomas’s labs to come back, I started him on The Myers Way Thyroid Connection Plan. I told him that this could make an enormous difference to his energy levels, mood, and overall hormonal balance. When we got the lab results, then we could consider whether he needed to take supplemental thyroid hormone.


Thomas was excited about The Myers Way because he had never liked the idea of taking supplemental hormones “every day of his life,” as he put it. “Can I just do everything through diet and lifestyle?” he asked me. “Will that be enough?”


I explained that often, if your thyroid dysfunction is caught early, diet and lifestyle changes can be enough. We can help the thyroid function better by giving it what it needs (nutrients, vitamins, minerals) and removing obstacles to its functioning (food sensitivities, leaky gut, toxins, infections, overexercising, and stress). What we can’t do, though, is regrow the thyroid—if it has been damaged, that damage will remain, and supplemental thyroid hormone might be needed.
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