
 

Feline Hyperthyroidism (Over-Active Thyroid) 

Explanation of the Disease 

 Hyperthyroidism is a disease that occurs when the thyroid gland, located in the neck, produces an 

excess of the thyroid hormone, Thyroxine. The production of thyroxine is usually closely controlled by 

the brain. The brain detects and regulates the production of thyroxine by releasing the Thyroid 

Stimulating Hormone (TSH) from the brain’s pituitary gland, which in turn stimulates thyroxine 

production by the thyroid gland. However, in cases of hyperthyroidism, disease of the thyroid gland 

itself causes an excessive production of thyroxine, outside the control of the brain.   

In most cases of hyperthyroidism in felines, the thyroid gland is affected by a benign (non-cancerous) 

tumour, and in a smaller number of cases the thyroid gland may be affected by a malignant 

(cancerous) tumour.   

Clinical Symptoms 

The thyroid hormones have widespread effects on the body, and are involved in the metabolism of 

food as well as the daily metabolic functions of most of the body's tissues and organs.  

As a result, the most common clinical signs associated with hyperthyroidism include:  

• Weight Loss 

• Increased thirst and increased urination 

• Increased appetite 

• Vomiting 

• Diarrhoea 

• Increased vocalisation or behaviour changes 

• In advanced cases cats may also develop blindness, heart disease or kidney disease as a 
consequence of persistent high blood pressure caused by the hyperthyroidism. 

Diagnostic Procedure  

In order to diagnose hypothyroidism a blood test is required, we can run this in-house at the clinic. 
This blood test measures the level of the thyroxine (T4) hormone produced by the thyroid. 
 
Given hyperthyroidism can have effects elsewhere on the body, complete blood tests and urine 

analysis tests to check kidney function, blood pressure checks and ultrasound imaging to assess the 

heart, may also be important to rule out any other underlying disease.  

Treatment 

There are several options for treatment of hyperthyroidism:  

Radioactive Iodine – This is the only form of treatment that offers a cure for hyperthyroidism. It can 

only be performed in specially licenced vet clinics due to the nature of the therapy. Unfortunately, it 



 

is not available in WA but is available in SA, QLD and NSW. The procedure involves hospitalisation of 

patients during and after treatment with radioactive iodine which is administered via injection. The 

radioactive iodine has a targeted effect with the radiation destroying abnormal thyroid tissue. The 

procedure is generally well tolerated by cats with few side effects.  

Thyroidectomy – Surgical removal of the thyroid can be an option for some cats if only one lobe of the 

thyroid is affected. However, this does require anaesthesia which in older cats can carrying increased 

risks. In some cases, it may alleviate the need for long term medication, but in other cases cats will 

still require adjunctive treatments ongoing. There is also a risk of damage to the parathyroid gland 

during the procedure, which sits next to the thyroid gland and is responsible for calcium regulation in 

the body. Therefore, this procedure is performed by experienced or specialist veterinarians only.   

Medication – medication is the most common form of treatment for cats in WA. The medication aims 

to control the production of thyroid hormone, rather than cure the disease. Medication is required 

lifelong and is in the form of either a tablet twice daily or can be specially formulated into a 

transdermal paste applied twice daily to the inner aspect of the cat’s ear and absorbed through the 

skin. Most cats tolerate the medication well, however sometimes side effects such as vomiting, 

inappetence, lethargy and anaemia can develop.  

Diet – This is the newest form of treatment available to cats. The Hills Y/D diet is a prescription diet, 

which is formulated with no iodine which is crucial in the natural production of thyroid hormone. Thus, 

the absence of iodine in the diet stops excessive production of thyroid hormone. It is available in a 

wet and dry formula but must be the only food offered to the cat, so it may not be ideal for cats that 

are hunters/scavengers or very fussy. The diet should be stored in the bag it is purchased in and should 

only be fed from ceramic or glass bowls.  

Monitoring Requirements  

As treatment with medication and diet is aimed at re-establishing the balance of the thyroid hormones 

in the body, close monitoring is required. This is done with blood tests initially every 4 weeks until the 

correct dose of medication is achieved. Then every 3-6 months to ensure the correct dose of 

medication is maintained. In addition, regular checks of liver and kidney function, blood pressure and 

the heart are required. Body weight, appetite, drinking and urinating habits should also be monitored 

by owners routinely.   

 


