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The vital role
of the thyroid
The thyroid may be small in size, but it has a huge influence
on your overall health. So how does it work, what affects it
and what are the best ways to keep your thyroid healthy?
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he thyroid gland is part of your
endocrine (hormone) system and is a
small butterfly shaped gland situated
in the front of your neck, just below
the Adam’s apple. The thyroid gland
produces hormones that regulate
our metabolic rate. This means it is
fundamental in energy production
and the digestion and extraction
of energy from food. The main
hormones are called Thyroxine (T4)
and Triiodothyronine (T3), the latter
being more biologically active. These
can also be converted to reverse T3
(rT3), which is inactive.
The British Thyroid Foundation
states that one in 20 people suffer
from a thyroid condition. Thyroid
conditions vary from problems with
hormone production, hormone
conversion and those involving
the immune system. Thyroid disease
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is more common in women. At
certain times of life we can be more
at risk of thyroid issues, such as
during pregnancy and around
peri-menopause and menopause,
but thyroid disease can happen at
any age or life stage.
There are thyroid receptors
throughout our body, therefore when
we experience thyroid dysfunction
or disease, the symptoms can be
far-reaching. Symptoms can range
from heart palpitations, tiredness and
muscle fatigue to brain fog, dry or oily
skin, hair loss, lack of or increased
appetite and constipation.
Complications from ongoing
thyroid disease without the proper
care can lead to further issues
such as poor bone metabolism,
gastrointestinal problems, infertility,
gall bladder and liver issues, anaemia,
hormone imbalance, blood sugar
imbalance and elevated cholesterol.
But please don’t be disheartened by
all these alarming symptoms as there
is much you can do to support your
thyroid health, whether or not you are
attempting to prevent thyroid disease
or trying to take the best care of an
existing condition.
It is important to understand that
any imbalance in one part of the body
can ripple through and affect other
components of our system. This is
never truer than with thyroid health

as this delicate organ produces small
amounts of hormones that can be
affected by what we eat, drink or
apply to our skin, and the emotional
stresses we are exposed to in daily life.
Here is my advice to help you to
take the best care of your thyroid.
GUT AND LIVER HEALTH

The gastrointestinal tract and liver
should always be a focus when
promoting thyroid health as both
contribute to the metabolism and
balance of hormones, effective
digestion for absorption of nutrients
and immune system balance.
Intestinal permeability, also known
as leaky gut, is a common condition
in thyroid disease. There are many
causes of leaky gut including over-use
of medications like ibuprofen,
parasites, bacterial and fungal
infections, stress, alcohol and
inflammatory bowel disease. Gluten
can cause an increase in zonulin,
a protein that causes leaky gut, so
it is beneficial in most thyroid cases
to remove gluten from the diet. This
is also important because gluten
can increase the prevalence of
autoimmune thyroid disease.
If you suspect you have any of
these issues, it is important to get
support from a practitioner, such as
a nutritional therapist, to complete the
necessary tests. This is because what
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IF YOU ALREADY HAVE THYROID DISEASE,
SLEEP IS EVEN MORE IMPORTANT AND
SHOULD BE PRIORITISED ABOVE ALL ELSE

works for one may not be right for
another. If you have a particular
parasite or small intestinal bacterial
overgrowth (SIBO), for example, these
will require specific protocols under
the guidance of a professional.
STRESS

We can’t escape stress when we are
talking about thyroid health. But what
exactly is stress? Acute stress is a burst
of stress that returns to normal after
a short period of time. This could
happen, for example, when you slam
on the breaks in your car to avoid a
collision. Your heart starts to race and
your adrenaline and cortisol increase.
When the accident is avoided you
calm down and the body systems
achieve a natural baseline again.
Chronic stress, however, is the
persistent stimulation of Corticotropin
Releasing Hormone (CRH), which
leads to the over-release of cortisol
by your adrenal glands. This can be
caused by any ongoing stress in your
life such as an illness, a lack of
work-life balance or a poor diet.
Eventually this can lead to
maladaptive responses as the body
is unable to cope with demand. High
or irregular levels of cortisol can lead
to complications with the thyroid in
a number of different ways.
Chronically elevated cortisol affects
the availability of thyroid hormones,
causing elevated reverse T3, which is
inactive, and T3 to be less active. It
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can also reduce the production of
thyroid hormones and reduce
conversion of T4 to T3.
High cortisol can damage the gut
lining and affect the immune system,
which is largely situated in the gut.
Cortisol plays an important antiinflammatory role, but over time
efforts to reduce inflammation can
also suppress the immune system.
This can lead to a range of diseases
including autoimmune thyroid
diseases such as Hashimoto’s
Thyroiditis or Grave’s Disease.
In the morning, we need a surge
of cortisol to wake us up and get us
moving for the day ahead. When we
have irregular cortisol production, this
surge can often be too low. We require
this cortisol spike in the first 30
minutes of waking to help kill off the
cells in your thymus gland that have
been tagged as autoimmune. Those
potentially harmful cells will then be
destroyed and eliminated from the
body. This is relevant for people who
do not sleep well, such as parents with
young children, insomnia sufferers,
people who do not have a regular
sleep cycle and those who often spend
hours on electronics late into the night
and do not enter into a deep sleep.
All these people will be inadvertently
disrupting their thyroid function and
potentially increasing their chance
of getting an autoimmune disease.
So how can we mitigate stress to
support our thyroid?

SLEEP

Deep sleep at a regular time every
night is a must to regulate cortisol
levels and other hormones and
neurotransmitters. Melatonin should
be elevated at night to prepare the
body for sleep, but if we eat a poor
diet and do not have a regular
‘time for bed’ routine, we block
our body’s ability to produce this
vital sleep hormone.
Blue light from phones and laptops
will prevent the body from producing
enough melatonin. Instead, create
a relaxing pre-sleep routine such as
using calming essential oils or slowing
down and reading instead of using
electronics. Ensure your room is
peaceful and that it’s completely
dark when you’re ready to sleep.
If you already have thyroid disease,
sleep is even more important and
should be prioritised above all else,
except for unavoidable sleep
deprivation such as having a baby.
I can’t stress this enough as far too
many of us do not have clear
boundaries around bedtime and allow
people or situations to disrupt their
sleep on a regular basis. If you
struggle to sleep or know that you are
a restless sleeper, I recommend taking
a food-form magnesium supplement
at night as this will increase your
melatonin production and enhance
deep sleep. This enables your body to
renew and heal and is most restorative
for the thyroid and adrenals.
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I BELIEVE OUR ABILITY TO SPEAK UP AND
HAVE OUR FEELINGS AND NEEDS HEARD
IS IMPORTANT TO THYROID HEALTH

DIET AND BLOOD SUGAR

Stress hormones, including
adrenaline and cortisol, play a role
in blood sugar regulation. Eating
high-sugar foods will eventually cause
a drop in our blood sugar level, and
stress hormones will rush in to raise
levels again. If you are regularly
eating high-sugar foods or foods that
quickly turn to sugar in the body,
your stress hormones will be a
constant presence. As I mentioned
earlier, this constant presence of
cortisol can be detrimental to your
thyroid. The best way to counteract
this ongoing onslaught of cortisol is to
eat a diet rich in protein and healthy
fats, which is wonderfully satiating
and will stabilise blood sugar levels.

References available on request

REMEMBER TO SPEAK UP
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It may well not be a coincidence that
the thyroid gland is located so near to
the voice box. I believe that our ability
to speak up and have our feelings and
needs truly heard is important and
has an association with thyroid health
and wellbeing in general. Many
clients I speak to have anxiety that
they describe as being located in the
throat, which can often be eased with
counselling or therapy. Fulfilling and
loving relationships with your partner,
family and friends are extremely
important. When you have thyroid
disease, or any chronic illness, being
yourself, taking rest when needed
and being able to speak about your

condition can make all the difference
in reducing stress levels.
LEARN TO RELAX

Learning to relax and live in the
present is one of the most important
things anyone can do for their thyroid.
Deep breathing, yoga, meditation,
nature walks or jogs, cycling, time to
yourself or doing whatever helps to
relieve stress will be hugely beneficial.
REDUCE ENVIRONMENTAL TOXINS

Reducing our exposure to potentially
harmful chemicals is always advised
with hormonal conditions. It is a good
idea to do this gradually rather than
stress yourself out trying to organise
everything at once.
Many of the plastics that we come
into regular contact with can disrupt
our hormones. One of the reasons
for this is because plastics contains
xenoestrogens, which mimic oestrogen
and therefore affect normal function.
As such, it is helpful to our thyroid
to limit our plastic usage, not only
for our health, but also for the
environment. Never use cling film and
disposable coffee cups and limit plastic
food packaging by buying from a
farmer’s market where possible.
Plastic bottles should also be replaced
with glass, ceramic or stainless steel
ones, and use ceramic or stainless steel
pans instead of Teflon or non-stick.
Source your food wisely to avoid
factory-farmed animal produce where

the animals have been fed inorganic
grain and have not been free to roam
and eat grass. Find local farms where
you can see the animals grazing and
ask the farmers about their practices.
If you can find a biodynamic farm
nearby I encourage you to visit as they
have distinctly higher standards in
both their approach to agriculture
and farming practices.
Your toiletries, skin care, make-up
and perfume can often be loaded with
chemical ingredients that can disrupt
the endocrine system. But don’t
despair, there are affordable, natural,
ethical products out there. A good
book on this subject is No More Dirty
Looks, which is the ultimate guide
to safe and clean cosmetics.
EXERCISE

Exercise is an excellent practice to
support the thyroid by improving
mood, preventing a sluggish
metabolism, strengthening the heart
and increasing circulating oxygen. If
you are the type who feels ‘tired but
wired’ in the evening, I recommend
doing more morning exercise. This
will enable you to wind down in the
evening and get to bed earlier.
In conclusion, nutritious food,
adjustments to your lifestyle and
seeking the support of a practitioner
where necessary can play a vital part
in improving your thyroid health, in
both prevention and supporting
existing conditions.
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