Hashimoto’s Disease

Hashimoto’s Disease (also known as chronic lymphocytic thyroiditis) is an autoimmune disease of the thyroid.  It is the most common cause of hypothyroidism in the United States.

Hashimoto’s Disease is similar to other autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, multiple sclerosis, type 1 diabetes (previously known as juvenile onset diabetes), eczema, psoriasis, vitiligo and early graying.  In all of these diseases, the body sees a part of itself as not self any more.  The immune system then produces antibodies (Ab) against whatever part of the body it no longer recognizes as self.  The only difference between these diseases is the target of the antibody that your immune system is producing.  Each of these diseases occurs due to an inherited genetic predisposition to autoimmunity combined with an environmental trigger.  We do not know what the triggers are, nor how the differences genetics result in one person getting multiple sclerosis, and another getting Hashimoto’s Disease.  The trigger could be a virus you had in the past or the candy bar you ate when you were eight years old.

Hashimoto’s Disease results in chronic, progressive (usually painless) inflammatory destruction of the thyroid, ultimately leading to permanent hypothyroidism and the need for thyroid hormone replacement.  The antibodies are very specific and in general do not affect any other part of the body.  For example, if you caught a cold, you would develop antibodies to destroy the cold virus only.  You want the antibodies to be very specific for the virus so that the antibodies do not destroy any part of you, say your eyes.

We do not treat the disease, as the disease is the underlying autoimmune predisposition.  In order to treat the underlying disease, we would have to use immunosuppressant drugs such as high-dose prednisone.  These drugs can result in severe weight gain and life threatening infections.  We just let the disease run its course and replace the thyroid hormone once your thyroid cannot produce sufficient amounts of hormone anymore.

There are some issues surrounding Hashimoto’s Disease which you should be aware of:

1. The presence of thyroglobulin antibodies (anti-TG Ab) or thyroid peroxidase  antibodies  (anti-TPO Ab) is diagnostic of Hashimoto’s Disease and indicates that you will most likely become permanently hypothyroid in the future.

2. The presence of these antibodies indicates that you have an autoimmune predisposition and are at increased risk compared to the general population for other autoimmune diseases.  This does not mean you will develop another autoimmune disease, just that you have an increased risk.  Members of a family typically get what runs in the family.
3. As your autoimmune predisposition is genetic (inherited), your children may also inherit the predisposition from you.  This does not mean that your children will get disease though.  They may or may not inherit the genetic combination giving them the predisposition.  Even if they inherit the predisposition, they may never be exposed to the triggers which lead to the development of disease.  A good question is, ”What autoimmune disease might my children get if they inherit the autoimmune predisposition?”  The answer is, if they get disease, they will likely get whatever autoimmune disease runs in the family. For example, if everyone in the family has Hashimoto’s Disease, your children would likely get Hashimoto’s Disease.  If other family members have had type 1 diabetes, multiple sclerosis, lupus, etc., then it is a toss up and they could develop any one of these diseases.

4. The presence of Hashimoto’s Disease increases your risk of thyroid cancer slightly.  However, thyroid cancer is rare and Hashimoto’s disease is very common.  A better way to think about this is that almost everyone with thyroid cancer has Hashimoto’s Disease but not everyone with Hashimoto’s disease gets thyroid cancer.  The reason for the increased risk of thyroid cancer is the chronic inflammatory damage occurring in the thyroid.  For example, people with chronic pancreatitis get pancreatic cancer, people with Crohn’s Disease or ulcerative colitis get colon cancer, people with chronic hepatitis get liver cancer, people with chronic reflux disease get esophageal cancer and people who get sunburns year after year get skin cancer.  People with these diseases don’t always get cancer.  They are simply at an increased risk.

So keep in mind that Hashimoto’s Disease is a disease which is specific to the thyroid and only affects the function of the thyroid.  Some people may have the symptoms of hypothyroidism even though the thyroid studies are normal.  It is important to remember that the symptoms of hypothyroidism are nonspecific and many things can lead to these symptoms.  In addition, it is important to understand that the chronic inflammatory process of Hashimoto’s Disease leads to the production of pro-inflammatory agents called cytokines such as interluken-1 (IL-1) and tumor necrosis factor (TNF), which are released during any inflammatory process.  These pro-inflammatory factors result in the malaise and fevers one develops when they have a severe cold or the flu.  The presence of symptoms directly relates to the amounts of these factors being produced.  So, it is important to remember that some of your symptoms may in fact be due to other causes and not due to your diagnosis of hypothyroidism.

Appropriate treatment is to normalize the thyroid function studies and follow up regularly with your physician.

