
 

Hypothyroidism (Underactive Thyroid) 
 
Explanation of the Disease 
 
Hypothyroidism is defined as the impaired production and secretion of enzymes produced by the 
Thyroid gland. 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.  
 
Hypothyroidism is a common condition in middle-aged to older dogs. It can also be seen more 
commonly in breeds such as Dobermans, Retrievers, Setters, Great Danes and Dachshunds.  
 
Thyroxine is a hormone is produced by the thyroid gland which located in the neck. The production of 
thyroxine by the thyroid gland is closely regulated by the brain’s pituitary gland. However, when the 
thyroid gland becomes diseased it becomes unresponsive, and as a result there is inadequate amounts 
of thyroxine is produced.  
 
In most cases of hypothyroidism, the thyroid gland is under attack from the dog’s own immune-system 
which causes destruction of the gland, thus resulting in a deficiency of thyroxine. However, the disease 
can also occur secondary to atrophy (shrinking) of the gland, through dietary iodine deficiency or as a 
congenital condition.  
 
Clinical Symptoms 
 
The thyroxine hormone has many roles within the body but the effect on the body’s metabolism is 
most pronounced in cases with a thyroxine deficiency. 
 
Inadequate levels of thyroxine can results in one or more of the following clinical signs:  
 

• Poor skin or coat quality 

• Hair loss 

• Weight gain and/or muscle loss 

• Lethargy 

• Anaemia and weakness 
 
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) as well as 
Thyroid Stimulating Hormone (TSH; produced by the brain, which in turn controls the thyroid gland). 
 
 Typically, dogs with the disease will have a low T4 and a high TSH. This shows that despite the brain 
trying to stimulate production of the thyroid hormones, the thyroid gland is unresponsive and not 
producing enough due to disease occurring within the gland. 
  
Other tests that may be performed in dogs with suspected hypothyroidism include; blood tests to 
assess for other types of metabolic or hormonal disease, urine analysis tests and sometimes 
ultrasound imaging. 
 

 



 

 In some cases, thyroid hormones can be low due to disease elsewhere in the body. This is known as 
Euthyroid Sick Syndrome. Thus, it is important to rule out other possible causes of disease before 
coming to a diagnosis of hypothyroidism to ensure correct treatment is given.  
 
Treatment 
 
The treatment for hypothyroidism is with on ongoing oral supplementation of Thyroxine. This is in 
tablet form, and requires twice daily oral administration. Treatment for this condition is lifelong and 
the dose rate in dependent on each individual patient. 
 
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.   

 


