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Introduction

As part of my medical training, I (Sarah) was taught by

an enlightened physician, Dr David Rubenstein of

Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge. He encouraged me

to do three things when evaluating a patient with

puzzling symptoms: Think Drugs (so as not to miss

unsuspected side effects), Think Dirty (to exclude

syphilis, a disease that mimics so many other conditions)

and Think Thyroid – because under and overactive

thyroid problems are so often missed, especially in older

people.

I went on to make a career out of thinking drugs and

thinking thyroid (thinking dirty is no longer as necessary

as it was just a generation ago).

For hundreds of years, people understood that a

connection exists between a strange looking growth in

the neck and certain diseases. Until about 60 years ago,

confusion reigned as people with similar growths in their

necks often have opposite symptoms. One group shows

excessive excitement, nervousness, and shakiness, while

the other has depression, sleepiness, and general loss of

interest. What the two groups have in common is that

they are mostly all women.

As recently as 60 years ago, scientists started to

measure the chemicals coming from these growths

(enlarged thyroid glands), and suddenly the whole



picture began making sense. Now, many of the secrets of

the thyroid gland and the hormones it makes are known,

although it undoubtedly still has a few surprises up its

sleeve.

This book explains that, with very rare exceptions,

thyroid diseases, including thyroid cancer, are some of

the most easily treated of all disorders. This fact is why

many thyroid specialists say, ‘If I have to have cancer,

let’s hope it’s a thyroid cancer.’

This book reveals the thyroid in all its glory. As it

regulates body temperature, one of the main symptoms

of thyroid problems is feeling hot or feeling cold.

Unfortunately, this symptom leads to a lot of confusion

within the thyroid itself. So much so that the left lobe of

the thyroid was once heard to say to the right lobe: ‘Now

I know it’s summer – here comes another swallow.’

About This Book

The good news is that you don’t need to read this book

from cover to cover. Since the first few chapters are a

general introduction to the thyroid, you may find it

helpful to start in Part I, but if you prefer to go right to

information about the thyroid condition that affects you,

off you go to find it. If you run across any terms you don’t

understand, look for them in the glossary of terms in

Appendix A.



This book is written as a sort of medical biography of a

family – Toni, Stacy, Linda, Ken, and other members of

the clan whom you meet during your reading. These

folks illustrate the fact that thyroid disease often runs in

families. You meet members of the family, as well as

some other fine fictional characters, at the beginning of

each chapter that describes a thyroid disease, so you

have a good picture of the condition covered in that

chapter.

Conventions Used in This

Book

Although books such as this are easiest to read if they

only use non-scientific terms, you and your doctor would

soon find that you’re speaking two different languages.

Therefore, Thyroid For Dummies does use scientific

terms, but these terms are explained in everyday English

the first time you run across them. Plus, definitions of

those difficult terms are available in the Glossary at the

back of the book.

Three scientific terms come up over and over again in

this book: thyroxine, triiodothyronine, and thyroid-

stimulating hormone (also known as thyrotropin). These

terms are explained in detail in Chapter 3. For these

three words, abbreviations are used for easier reading:

Thyroxine is T4, triiodothyronine is T3, and thyroid-

stimulating hormone is TSH.



What You Don’t Have to

Read

Throughout the book, you find shaded boxes of text

called sidebars. These contain interesting material but

not essential to your understanding. If you don’t care to

go so deeply into a subject, skip the sidebars; you can

still understand everything else.

Assumptions

This book assumes that you or someone you care about

has a thyroid condition that is not yet treated or perhaps

is not treated to your satisfaction. If this assumption

doesn’t apply to you, perhaps you suspect that you have

a thyroid condition and want to determine whether you

should see a doctor. Or perhaps you can’t get your doctor

to run the necessary tests to determine whether a

thyroid problem exists. Regardless of your individual

situation, this book has valuable information for you.

The material in the chapters does not make any

assumptions about what you know regarding the thyroid

and doesn’t introduce any new terms without explaining

what they are. If you already know a lot about the

thyroid and its functions, you can still find new

information that adds to your knowledge.



How This Book Is

Organised

The book is divided into six parts to help you find out all

you want to know about the thyroid gland.



Part I: Understanding Your

Thyroid

So much (right and wrong) is written about the way the

thyroid affects your mood that this issue is cleared up at

the very beginning of the book. After you understand

how the thyroid affects your emotions, you find out just

what the thyroid is and what it does. Finally, in this part

you learn about the medical tests that help to determine

if something is wrong with your thyroid.



Part II: Treating Thyroid

Problems

This part explains each of the conditions that affect the

thyroid and how they affect you. After finishing this part

of the book, you will know just about everything we know

about thyroid disease, how to identify it, and how to treat

it.



Part III: Managing Your

Thyroid

Here you discover how medications can influence your

thyroid function. We also explain thyroid infections,

along with the worldwide problem of iodine deficiency. I

also show you why thyroid surgery is rarely done, and

look at new treatments coming along. The final two

chapters look at ways to improve your thyroid health –

and your health in general – using diet, exercise, lifestyle

choices, and complementary therapies.


