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COMMENTARY

These studies address a controver-
sial question—does subclinical hypothy-
roidism cause cardiovascular disease?
Most longitudinal studies have suggested
not, but the suspicion remains. Further- 
more, there is evidence that it has some
deleterious effects on cardiovascular
function (1), but whether these effects
are clinically important is not clear.

The results of these two studies
suggest that subjects with more than a
small increase in serum TSH concentra-
tions do have a small increase in risk for
diverse cardiovascular disorders, but not
mortality. Why the risk of incident coro-
nary heart disease was increased in these
subjects in one study but not the other is
not obvious; possible explanations
include differences in race/ethnicity, life
style, age at base line, methods of ascer-

tainment of coronary disease, differences
in adjustments for known risk factors for
cardiovascular disease, and duration of
follow-up. Congestive heart failure has
not been evaluated before.

The finding in both studies that
subjects with higher serum TSH values
were more likely to have some cardiovas-
cular abnormality lends credence to the
notion that subclinical hypothyroidism
does have deleterious cardiovascular

SUMMARY

Background Thyroid dysfunction, particularly subclinical
thyroid dysfunction (low or high serum thyrotropin [TSH]
and normal free thyroxine [T4] concentrations), is common,
as are cardiovascular diseases, but whether either subclinical
hypothyroidism or subclinical hyperthyroidism is a risk fac-
tor for cardiovascular diseases is not clear. In this study, the
frequency of cardiovascular diseases, in particular coronary
heart disease, was determined both cross-sectionally and
longitudinally in euthyroid subjects and subjects with sub-
clinical hypothyroidism or subclinical hyperthyroidism.

Methods The study subjects were 2064 subjects (1015
women, 1049 men; mean age, 50 years [range, 17 to 89]) liv-
ing in Busselton, a rural town in Western Australia. The sub-
jects, most of whom were white, were enrolled in the study
in 1981, at which time they completed health and life-style
questionnaires and had an electrocardiogram and measure-
ments of serum TSH (normal, 0.4 to 4.0 mU/L), free T4,
and cholesterol. The presence of coronary heart disease was
diagnosed on the basis of history and electrocardiography.

The mortality from cardiovascular disease and the morbid-
ity and mortality from coronary heart disease among these
subjects through 2001 was determined by review of the
death and hospital registries for Western Australia.

Results At base line, 119 subjects (6 percent) had subclin-
ical hypothyroidism, 1906 (92 percent) had normal serum
TSH concentrations, and 39 (2 percent) had subclinical
hyperthyroidism (Table). As compared with the euthyroid
subjects, coronary heart disease was more common in those
with subclinical hypothyroidism (odds ratio, 2.2; P = 0.01),
but not in those with subclinical hyperthyroidism (odds
ratio, 0.5; P = 0.36). Among the subjects with subclinical
hypothyroidism, the association with coronary heart disease
was significant only in those with serum TSH concentra-
tions >10 mU/L.

Among the 1890 subjects who did not have coronary heart
disease at base line, the death rate from cardiovascular dis-
ease during follow-up was no higher in the 101 subjects with
subclinical hypothyroidism than in the 1752 euthyroid sub-
jects (hazard ratio, 1.5; P = 0.10, adjusted for age, sex, and
additional factors [see footnote in Table 1]). There also was
no increase in cardiovascular mortality in the subjects with
subclinical hyperthyroidism.

The risk of fatal and nonfatal coronary heart events among
these subjects was higher in those with subclinical hypothy-
roidism, after adjustment for age and sex (hazard ratio, 1.7;
P<0.01) and after additional adjustments (hazard ratio, 1.8;
P<0.01). Among the subjects with subclinical hypothy-
roidism, the increase in coronary events was higher in the
subjects with serum TSH values >10 mU/L (hazard ratio,
2.6; P<0.01) than in those with values >4.0 to 10 mU/L
(hazard ratio, 1.6, P = 0.04).

The rates of fatal and nonfatal coronary events were similar
in the subjects with serum TSH values of 0.4 to 2.0 mU/L,
those with values of >2.0 to 4.0 mU/L, and those with sub-
clinical hyperthyroidism.

Conclusion Prevalent and incident coronary heart disease
is more common in subjects with subclinical hypothy-
roidism, as compared with those with normal serum TSH
values, but is not more common in subjects with subclinical
hyperthyroidism.

THYROID DISEASE

Subclinical hypothyroidism but not subclinical hyperthyroidism is
associated with an increase in fatal and nonfatal coronary heart disease
Walsh JP, Bremner AP, Bulsara MK, O’Leary P, Leedman PJ, Feddema P, Michelangeli V. Subclinical thyroid dysfunction
as a risk factor for cardiovascular disease. Arch Intern Med 2005;165:2467-72.
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Table. Coronary Heart Disease at Base Line in the Three Study Groups.
Subclinical Euthyroid Subclinical

Hypothyroidism (n=1906) Hyperthyroidism
(n=119) (n=39)

Women/men 82/37 912/994 21/18
Median serum TSH (mU/L) 6.3 1.4 0.3
Mean serum free T4 (ng/dl)* 1.1 1.2 1.4
Coronary heart disease 18 (15%) 154 (8%) 2 (5%)
Prevalence odds ratio (95% CI)** 2.2 (1.2-4.0) 1.0 0.5 (0.1-2.4)
*To convert to serum free T4 values to pmol/L, multiply by 12.9.
**CI denotes confidence interval. Adjusted for age, sex, smoking status, exer-
cise, body-mass index, blood pressure, diabetes mellitus, and serum cholesterol.
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Subclinical hypothyroidism is associated with an increase in congestive
heart failure but not other cardiovascular diseases
Rodondi N, Newman AB, Vittinghoff E, de Rekeneire N, Satterfield S, Harris TB, Bauer DC. Subclinical hypothyroidism
and the risk of heart failure, other cardiovascular events, and death. Arch Intern Med 2005;165:2460-6.

effects, even if the effects were different
in the two studies.

One would like to know more about
what happened to these subjects during
follow-up. By definition, they had normal
serum free T4 concentrations, but how
much did the concentrations vary among
the groups and subgroups? Did the sub-
jects with subclinical hypothyroidism at

base line have persistent or increasingly
severe hypothyroidism, or did it remit?
Were any of the subjects treated with T4?
The answers might provide some insights
into the reported associations, as well as
more information about the natural his-
tory of subclinical hypothyroidism.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.

Reference

1. Biondi B, Palmieri EA, Lombardi G,
Fazio S. Effects of subclinical thyroid
dysfunction on the heart. Ann Intern
Med 2002;137:904-14.

SUMMARY

Background Subclinical hypothyroidism may have deleter-
ious effects on cardiac function, and it has been associated
with cardiovascular disease. This study was done to deter-
mine the risk of heart failure and other cardiovascular dis-
orders in subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism.

Methods The study subjects were 2730 Medicare-eligible
community-dwelling people aged 70 to 79 years (51 percent
women, 40 percent black) living in Memphis and Pittsburgh
who were enrolled in the Health, Aging, and Body
Composition Study in 1997. At base line, the subjects com-
pleted questionnaires about life style, education, and health,
and their weight, height, blood pressure, and serum thy-
rotropin (TSH) (subjects with values >0.1 and <4.5 mU/L
were considered euthyroid), free thyroxine, and total choles-
terol were measured. Prevalent cardiovascular disease (coro-
nary heart disease, stroke, peripheral arterial disease, and
congestive heart failure) was diagnosed on the basis of self-
reported history and review of Medicare records.

Subsequently, the subjects were followed up at 6-month
intervals, at which times data about health status, hospital-
izations, and procedures were obtained, for four years.
Diagnoses were based on review of these data by clinicians
unaware of the subject’s thyroid status. Cardiovascular
events were defined as death or hospitalization for coronary
heart disease (angina, myocardial infarction, or a revascular-
ization procedure), stroke (or transient ischemia), peripher-
al arterial disease, and congestive heart failure.

Results At base line, 338 (12 percent) of the 2730 subjects
had subclinical hypothyroidism, of whom 55 percent were
women and 25 percent were black. As compared with the
2392 euthyroid subjects, they were more active physically
and had a slightly lower body-mass index, more were taking
thyroid hormone (15 vs. 8 percent), and their serum total
cholesterol concentration was higher, by 7 mg/dl (0.2
mmol/L). The prevalence of cardiovascular disease and
congestive heart failure in the two groups was similar.

During the 4-year follow-up period, the incidence of con-
gestive heart failure was higher in the subjects with high
base-line serum TSH values than in the euthyroid subjects
(Table). The event rates were 16 per 1000 person-years in
the euthyroid subjects and 21 per 1000 person-years in the
subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism; among the latter
the rates were 15, 34, and 37 per 1000 person-years, respec-
tively, in the subjects with serum TSH values ≥4.5 to 6.9, 7.0
to 9.9, and ≥10 mU/L (hazard ratios, 1.07, 2.58, and 3.02,
respectively).

A total of 334 subjects (12 percent) had a coronary heart
disease event (myocardial infarction, 98), 153 (6 percent)
had a stroke, and 83 (3 percent) had peripheral arterial dis-
ease during follow-up. The rates of these events were simi-
lar in the euthyroid subjects and the subjects with subclini-
cal hypothyroidism as a whole (Table) and also in the three
subgroups with high serum TSH values as defined in the
preceding paragraph.

There were 104 deaths (4 percent) from cardiovascular dis-
ease and 324 deaths (12 percent) from all causes. The rates
of these events also were similar in the euthyroid subjects
and the subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism.

Conclusion Among older subjects, subclinical hypothy-
roidism is associated with an increased frequency of con-
gestive heart failure, but not of coronary heart disease,
stroke, or peripheral arterial disease or mortality from car-
diovascular disease.
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Table. Numbers of Congestive Heart Failure and Other Cardiovascular Events
in Euthyroid Subjects and Subjects with Subclinical Hypothyroidism during
Follow-up for Four Years.

Euthyroid Subclinical Hazard Ratio
(n=2392) Hypothyroidism (95% CI)*

(n=338)
Congestive heart failure 151 (6%) 27 (8%) 1.61 (1.02-2.52)
Coronary heart disease 298 (34%) 36 (29%) 0.85 (0.58-1.26)
Stroke 131 (15%) 22 (18%) 1.37 (0.85-2.20)
Peripheral arterial disease 72 (8%) 11 (9%) 1.33 (0.67-2.64)
*CI denotes confidence interval. Adjusted for age, race, socioeconomic status,
smoking, and multiple illness-related covariates.



SUMMARY

Background Hyperthyroidism and hypothyroidism are
less common in men than in women, and there have
been few studies of the effects of these disorders on
sexual function in men. In this study, sexual and pitu-
itary–gonadal function were assessed in men with hyperthy-
roidism or hypothyroidism before and after treatment.

Methods The study subjects were 34 men with hyperthy-
roidism and 14 men with hypothyroidism. Their mean
(±SD) age was 43 years, with no difference between the two
groups. All were in a stable relationship (>1 year). The cause
of the hyperthyroidism was Graves’ disease in 19 men (56
percent), multinodular goiter in 9 (26 percent), and a thyroid
adenoma in 6 (18 percent). All the men with hypothy-
roidism had chronic lymphocytic thyroiditis. The men were
consecutively encountered, but men with a history of
sexual dysfunction and those with cardiac disease, diabetes
mellitus, and prostatic disease were excluded. The men with
hyperthyroidism were treated with methimazole, and those
with hypothyroidism with thyroxine.

At base line and at least 8 weeks after restoration of euthy-
roidism (median, 10 weeks; range, 8 to 16), the men were
asked about sexual desire, erectile function, premature ejac-
ulation, and delayed ejaculation using a standardized ques-
tionnaire, and pituitary–thyroid and pituitary–gonadal hor-
mones were measured.

Results Six of the 48 men (12 percent) spontaneously
reported abnormal sexual function after the onset of thy-
roid dysfunction (group distribution not described), where-
as 45 (94 percent) reported abnormal sexual function when
asked. The results of the pituitary–thyroid function tests
were diagnostic of hyperthyroidism or hypothyroidism at
base line and normal at the time of the follow-up study.

Among the 34 men with hyperthyroidism, 1 to 17 (3 to 50
percent) had one or more of the four abnormalities in sex-
ual function (Table). Their mean serum testosterone, estra-
diol, and sex hormone-binding globulin (SHBG) concentra-
tions were near the upper limit of the normal range, and
their mean serum free testosterone, luteinizing hormone
(LH), and prolactin concentrations were normal. With treat-
ment, sexual function improved considerably (the largest
change was a decrease in frequency of premature ejacula-
tion), and mean serum testosterone, estradiol, and SHBG
concentrations decreased by approximately 30 percent.

Among the 14 men with hypothyroidism, 9 (64 percent) had
decreased sexual desire, erectile dysfunction, or delayed
ejaculation, and 1 (7 percent) had premature ejaculation
(Table). Their mean serum testosterone concentration was
low normal, and their serum free testosterone, estradiol,
SHBG, LH, and prolactin concentrations were normal.
With treatment, the frequency of abnormalities in sexual
function decreased substantially, the mean serum testos-
terone concentration increased by 47 percent, and there was
no change in serum SHBG concentrations.

Conclusion In men with hyperthyroidism or hypothy-
roidism, decreased sexual desire, erectile dysfunction, and
premature or delayed ejaculation are common, and the
abnormalities decrease in response to appropriate therapy.

THYROID DISEASE

Sexual dysfunction is common in men with hyperthyroidism or
hypothyroidism
Carani C, Isidori AM, Granata A, Carosa E, Maggi M, Lenzi A, Jannini EA. Multicenter study on the prevalence of
sexual symptoms in male hypo- and hyperthyroid patients. J Clin Endocrinol Metab 2005;90:6472-9.

COMMENTARY

Decreased sexual desire and ejacula-
tory dysfunction have previously been
described in men with hyperthyroidism,
(1) but this study delved further into the
men’s sexual function, thus providing a
clearer picture of the changes that can
occur. The changes were not closely cor-
related with serum thyroid hormone or
sex hormone concentrations, and the
possibility that they might be related to
the neuropsychologic changes of hyper-
thyroidism was not examined. The hor-
monal changes were for the most part
within the normal range, although the

men’s serum SHBG and therefore testos-
terone, but not free testosterone, concen-
trations were higher than in normal men,
again documenting the effect of hyper-
thyroidism to increase production of
SHBG. Other changes in what might be
called the reproductive aspects of hyper-
thyroidism in men include gynecomastia,
attributed to increased peripheral conver-
sion of testosterone to estradiol, and a
decrease in spermatogenesis, cause not
known (1).

The men with hypothyroidism had
less sexual dysfunction, and here, too, the
role of the neuropsychologic changes can
be questioned. These men have low nor-

mal serum testosterone and SHBG con-
centrations, indicating that SHBG pro-
duction is sensitive to thyroxine deficien-
cy as well as to thyroxine excess. Both
normal and decreased testicular function
have been described in the few studies of
men with hypothyroidism (1).

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.

Reference

1. Krassas GE, Perros P. Thyroid disease
and male reproductive function. J Endo- 
crinol Invest 2003;26:372-80.
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Table. Frequency of Sexual Dysfunction before and after Treatment in Men with
Hyperthyroidism or Hypothyroidism.

Hyperthyroidism (n=34) Hypothyroidism (n=14)
Base Line Treatment Base Line Treatment

Decreased sexual desire 6 (18%) 2 (6%) 9 (64%) 5 (36%)
Erectile dysfunction 5 (15%) 1 (3%) 9 (64%) 3 (21%)
Premature ejaculation 17 (50%) 5 (15%) 1 (7%) 1 (7%)
Delayed ejaculation 1 (3%) 1 (3%) 9 (64%) 4 (28%)



SUMMARY

Background Graves’ disease and hyperthyroidism, its
most common manifestation, are more common in women
than men, and their occurrence is determined by both
genetic susceptibility and nongenetic factors, including, per-
haps, recent pregnancy. This study was done to determine
the relative frequency of onset of Graves’ hyperthyroidism
among nulliparous women, those who had had a recent
pregnancy, and those in whom pregnancy was more distant.

Methods The records of 152 consecutive women aged 18
to 39 years with Graves’ hyperthyroidism seen at a single
clinic in New York City were reviewed. The diagnosis was
based on clinical findings, the presence of overt biochemi-
cal hyperthyroidism, and a high serum concentration of thy-
rotropin receptor antibodies (TSHR-Ab, measured by
radioreceptor assay) or normal or high thyroid radioiodine
uptake at 24 hours. Most of the women were treated with
an antithyroid drug, usually for 6 to 12 months, but a few
were treated with radioiodine or surgery. The mean duration
of follow-up after treatment was 36 months (range, 1 to
222). Relapse was defined as persistent or recurrent hyper-
thyroidism after any treatment.

Results The 152 women with Graves’ hyperthyroidism
included 94 nulliparous women (62 percent) and 58 who
had been pregnant (38 percent). Among the 58 women who
had been pregnant, the onset of hyperthyroidism was ≤1
year after delivery in 26 (45 percent [17 percent of the entire
group]) and >1 year after delivery in 32 (55 percent [21 per-
cent of the entire group]).

There were no statistically significant differences in the fre-
quency of ophthalmopathy or high serum TSHR-Ab values
or in the relapse rates in the three groups of women (Table).

Among the women with Graves’ hyperthyroidism, the pro-
portion that had been recently pregnant was compared with
the proportion of women of the same age who gave birth
in New York City in 2001. Among women aged 20 to 39
years old, the respective proportions were 17 and 9 percent
(relative risk, 2.1; 95 percent confidence interval, 1.4 to 3.2).
Among 5-year subgroups, the difference was greatest in
women aged 35 to 39 years; the respective proportions were
24 and 5 percent (relative risk, 5.6; 95 percent confidence
interval, 2.8 to 11.0).

Conclusion Among women of childbearing age who have
Graves’ hyperthyroidism, over one third have been preg-
nant, and in almost half of them the diagnosis is made ≤1
year after delivery.

HYPERTHYROIDISM

Hyperthyroidism caused by Graves’ disease often occurs soon after
childbirth
Benhaim Rochester D, Davies TF. Increased risk of Graves’ disease after pregnancy. Thyroid 2005;15:1287-90.

COMMENTARY

Graves’ disease and thyroiditis must
be distinguished from one another in any
study of hyperthyroidism in postpartum
women, or in anyone else for that matter.
That was done as well as one could ask in
this study, and therefore it seems likely
that all the women did have Graves’
hyperthyroidism. Had the postpartum
women been subdivided according to the
time of onset of symptoms, rather than
time of diagnosis, there might have been
more women in the recently-pregnant
group, strengthening the association
between recent pregnancy and the onset
of the disorder.

On the other hand, given that the
women were referred to a specialty clinic
at a large hospital, where many who had
been pregnant may have delivered and

been followed postpartum, the propor-
tion of postpartum women, particularly
recently-pregnant women, may have been
higher than is present in the universe of
women with Graves’ hyperthyroidism,
weakening the association. Considering
this universe, it is important to remember
that the peak age-specific incidence is
approximately 40 years (higher in some
studies), and therefore that the findings
do not apply to a substantial proportion
of women with the disorder.

Nonetheless, many women with
Graves’ hyperthyroidism are in their
childbearing years. The finding of a rela-
tionship between a recent pregnancy and
the onset of the disorder in this study,
whether or not its magnitude was under-
estimated or overestimated, and in other
studies (1,2), may help in unraveling some
of the factors, such as loss of immune

tolerance or exposure to a new antigen,
that lead to the initiation of Graves’
disease in genetically susceptible women.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.
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Table. Characteristics and Outcome of Treatment of the Nulliparous, Recently-
Pregnant, and Distantly-Pregnant Women with Graves’ Hyperthyroidism.

Pregnancy Status
None (n=94) Recent (n=26) Distant (n=32)

Mean age (yr) 30 33 32
Mean no. of deliveries 0 2.0 1.9
Ophthalmopathy 30% 23% 39%
High serum TSHR-Ab* 85% 89% 85%
Relapse* 46% 43% 65%
*Serum TSH-R antibodies were measured in 62 to 69 percent and relapse status
was known for 81 to 83 percent of the women in the three groups.



SUMMARY

Background Surgical treatment of hyperparathyroidism
usually involves some manipulation of the thyroid gland,
and the occurrence of hyperthyroidism soon after parathy-
roidectomy has been described. This study evaluated thy-
roid function in a large group of patients with primary
hyperparathyroidism after parathyroidectomy.

Methods The study subjects were 199 consecutive patients
(144 women, 55 men; mean age, 58 years) undergoing initial
surgery for primary hyperparathyroidism in whom serum
thyrotropin (TSH) was measured 7 to 21 days after surgery.
Serum TSH was measured preoperatively in 126 patients.
Patients who had previous thyroid surgery, were taking thy-
roid hormone, or underwent bilateral thyroidectomy during
parathyroidectomy were excluded.

The exploration and parathyroid resection were unilateral in
131 patients (66 percent) and bilateral in 68 (34 percent).
Most patients were discharged on the same day, with
instructions to take calcium. They were asked to return 7 to
10 days after surgery, at which time they were asked about
symptoms and examined, and serum TSH and calcium were
measured. Serum thyroxine (T4), free T4 index, and tri-
iodothyronine (T3) were measured in patients who had a
low serum TSH concentration (whether at the same time or
a few days later is not stated). Patients with low serum TSH
concentrations and normal serum free T4 index and T3 val-
ues (subclinical hyperthyroidism) were followed, and those
with high serum free T4 index or T3 values (overt hyperthy-
roidism) were referred to an endocrinologist.

Results The parathyroid abnormality was a solitary adeno-
ma in 179 patients (90 percent), a double adenoma in 8 (4
percent), hyperplasia in 10 (5 percent), and a carcinoma in 1
(1 percent). The patients were followed for 5 to 36 months;

2 patients had persistent hyperparathyroidism and 1 patient
recurrent hyperparathyroidism. Serum TSH concentrations
were low 7 to 21 days after surgery in 58 patients (29 per-
cent), normal in 132 (66 percent), and high in 9 (5 percent).

Among the 126 patients in whom serum TSH was measured
before surgery, 1 (1 percent) had a low value, which persist-
ed, and 125 (99 percent) had normal values. The mean pre-
operative serum TSH concentration in these 125 patients
was 2.0 mU/L, and it was 1.2 mU/L postoperatively; at that
time 39 (31 percent) had low values.

Twenty of these 39 patients (51 percent) had subclinical
hyperthyroidism. They had few, if any, symptoms; their
mean preoperative and nadir postoperative serum TSH con-
centrations were 1.5 and 0.1 mU/L, respectively; and their
serum TSH concentrations were normal 12 to 243 days
(mean, 44) after surgery. The other 19 patients (49 percent)
had overt hyperthyroidism. Five of them were considered
sufficiently symptomatic to require antithyroid drug therapy
(hyperthyroid subgroup), which was given for 48 to 254
days. The other 14 had some symptoms (symptomatic sub-
group), but were not treated. The serum TSH concentra-
tions were normal by 34 to 200 days (mean, 92) after surgery
in the hyperthyroid subgroup and by 24 to 113 days (mean,
61) in the symptomatic subgroup.

No demographic or clinical variables were associated with
low postoperative serum TSH concentrations. Among sur-
gical variables, bilateral neck exploration and no concurrent
thyroid lobectomy were associated with low postoperative
serum TSH concentrations.

Conclusion Patients with primary hyperparathyroidism
may have transient subclinical or overt hyperthyroidism
after parathyroid surgery.

COMMENTARY

These patients had traumatic thy-
roiditis, or more specifically post-parathy-
roidectomy thyroiditis. This study is the
third, and largest, prospective study of
thyroid function after parathyroid surgery.
In the two earlier studies, 4 of 20 patients
(20 percent) and 9 of 26 patients (35 per-
cent) had transient hyperthyroidism dur-
ing the postoperative period (1,2).

The rationale for antithyroid drug
therapy, given to 5 patients, was sympto-
matic hyperthyroidism, but the therapy is
unlikely to have been of benefit, given 

the likely pathophysiology of the hyper-
thyroidism, namely thyroid injury suffi-
cient to result in release of substantial
amounts of T4 and T3 (and also thy-
roglobulin). That may be followed by
transient subclinical or even overt
hypothyroidism. Whether either occurred
in these patients is not mentioned, but all
eventually had normal thyroid function.
Also not mentioned is whether the
patients with hyperthyroidism had more
neck pain or tenderness than the other
patients.

In conclusion, not all symptoms that
occur after parathyroid surgery are related 

to disturbances in serum calcium or
skeletal metabolism.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.
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Transient hyperthyroidism can occur after parathyroidectomy
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SUMMARY

Background Hyperthyroidism in children has been associ-
ated with accelerated growth, poor weight gain, and delayed
puberty, but there has been little study of growth and devel-
opment after diagnosis and initiation of therapy. In this
study, the growth and pubertal development of children
with hyperthyroidism was determined before and during
long-term antithyroid drug therapy.

Methods The study subjects were 101 consecutive children
(78 girls, 23 boys) with hyperthyroidism caused by Graves’
disease seen at eight centers in north central Italy between
1975 and 1999. The girls were divided into three groups
(prepubertal [Tanner breast stage 1], pubertal [Tanner breast
stage ≥2], and postmenarchal), and the boys into two groups
(prepubertal [testicular volume ≤3 ml] and pubertal [testicu-
lar volume >3 ml]). All the children were treated with
decreasing doses of methimazole or propylthiouracil, which
was discontinued after the dose had been low for several
months or hypothyroidism developed.

Height and weight were measured and pubertal stage was
determined at base line, at 6-month intervals for 1 year, and
yearly thereafter. Bone age was measured at base line. The
growth, bone age, and body-mass index (BMI) data were
expressed as standard deviation scores (SDS), defined as the
deviation from the mean value for normal subjects of the
same sex and age living in the same area. Predicted height
was calculated as midparental height corrected for sex.

Results The mean duration of symptoms before diagnosis
was 6 months (range, 1 to 36). It was similar in the prepu-
bertal girls and boys (3 and 4 months, respectively), but con-
siderably less in the pubertal girls than the pubertal boys (4
and 11 months, respectively). The mean height SDS and

bone age SDS were positive, and the body mass index SDS
was negative, in the prepubertal and pubertal girls and boys
(Table). In the postmenarchal girls, the mean height SDS
was –0.24 and the body mass index was –0.52.

The mean follow-up period was 5 years (range, 1 to 14),
during which 82 children reached final height. Among 33
prepubertal girls and boys who reached final height, the
height SDS remained positive; the final height SDS was 0.28
in the girls and 0.32 in the boys. Among 37 pubertal girls
and boys, the height SDS decreased slightly in the girls, and
it remained high in the boys. The girls’ final height SDS was
–0.23, and that of the boys was 0.89. The final height was
greater than the predicted height in all groups, ranging from
0.4 cm in the pubertal girls to 7.6 cm in the pubertal boys.

During treatment, the BMI SDS increased and then leveled
off in the prepubertal and pubertal girls and boys. When
final height was achieved, the BMI SDS was just below 0 in
the prepubertal girls and boys, just above 0 in the pubertal
girls, and approximately –0.65 in the pubertal boys.

Conclusion Height is increased and BMI is low in prepu-
bertal and pubertal girls and boys with hyperthyroidism.
Antithyroid drug therapy is accompanied by little change in
growth rate, and therefore their final height may be greater
than predicted.

COMMENTARY

The long-term adverse consequen-
ces of hypothyroidism on linear growth
and bone maturation have been well doc-
umented, but the effects of hyperthy-
roidism are less clear. A strength of the
study by Cassio et al. is the large, relative-
ly homogeneous patient population,
which permitted stratification by sex and
pubertal status. Consistent with previous
findings, final height was not affected in
most groups. A somewhat surprising
result was the increased final height in
pubertal boys. This is contrary to the
common expectation that final height

may be compromised in children with
hyperthyroidism due to accelerated bony
maturation. These boys had the highest
height SDS of any subgroup at the time
of diagnosis, probably because the dura-
tion of hyperthyroidism before diagnosis
was considerably longer in them than in
the other groups. Furthermore, they con-
tinued to grow more rapidly than normal
during treatment, and their BMI
remained low, suggestive of continuing
hyperthyroidism. If this explanation is
correct, similar findings would be expect-
ed in any child with severe hyperthy-
roidism, especially if longstanding or
inadequately treated, regardless of sex

and pubertal status, analogous to the
adverse effects of severe hypothyroidism
on final height in children.

The sexual dimorphism in auxologic
outcome in the pubertal but not prepu-
bertal children and the less striking
female:male ratio in the younger children
are also noteworthy, and support a puta-
tive role for estrogen both in the propen-
sity to develop Graves’ hyperthyroidism
and its effect on final height.

Rosalind S. Brown, M.D.
Children’s Hospital

Boston MA

HYPERTHYROIDISM

Children with hyperthyroidism tend to be tall and underweight, and
continue to grow well when treated
Cassio A, Corrias A, Gualandi S, Tato L, Cesaretti G, Volta C, Weber G, Bona G, Cappa M, Bal M, Bellone J, Cicognani
A. Influence of gender and pubertal stage at diagnosis on growth outcome in childhood thyrotoxicosis: results of a col-
laborative study. Clin Endocrinol (Oxf) 2006;64:53-7.
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Table. Mean Age, Height SDS, Bone Age SDS, and Body Mass Index SDS in
Girls and Boys with Hyperthyroidism.

Prepubertal Pubertal
Girls Boys Girls Boys
(n=33) (n=15) (n=32) (n=8)

Age (yr) 7.6 9.3 11.9 13.5
Height SDS 0.67 0.35 0.31 1.42
Bone age SDS 1.03 1.02 0.81 0.70
Body-mass index SDS –1.18 –1.95 –0.73 –1.32



COMMENTARY

This paper describes the second
long-term follow-up study of this cohort
(1). As noted above, the study was initiat-
ed to determine the effect of different
treatments for Graves’ hyperthyroidism
on ophthalmopathy (2). The frequency of
onset or worsening of ophthalmopathy
was similar among the patients treated
with drugs or surgery, but higher in those
treated with I-131. In the first long-term
study, done 4 to 10 years after treatment,
95 to 98 percent of the patients in the
three treatment groups (age groups com

bined) were satisfied with their treatment,
although the overall rate of persistent or
recurrent hyperthyroidism was high (40
percent, mostly in the patients treated
with an antithyroid drug), and 16 to 20
percent did not think that they had
recovered fully in one year.

Fourteen to 20 years later (this
study), the Short Form-36 results (not
used before) revealed virtually no
between-group differences and only a
few differences from normal subjects,
but the responses to the more specific
questions suggest that there may
have been some lingering effects of

hyperthyroidism or its treatment.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.
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Hyperthyroidism caused by Graves’ disease has deleterious long-term
effects on quality of life
Abraham-Nordling M, Torring O, Hamberger B, Lundell G, Tallstedt L, Calissendorff J, Wallin G. Graves’ disease: a
long-term quality-of-life follow up of patients randomized to treatment with antithyroid drugs, radioiodine, or surgery.
Thyroid 2005;15:1279-86.
SUMMARY

Background Hyperthyroidism can result in disability and
a substantial decrease in quality of life. The extent to which
these changes are present after treatment is not known. In
this study, patients who had hyperthyroidism were queried
about their quality of life long after treatment.

Methods The study subjects were 145 patients with hyper-
thyroidism caused by Graves’ disease and mild or no oph-
thalmopathy who were enrolled in a study of the effect of
different antithyroid treatments on ophthalmopathy
between 1983 and 1990. The original cohort consisted of
179 patients (149 women, 30 men); those aged 20 to 34
years were randomly assigned to antithyroid drug (methi-
mazole) or surgical treatment, and those aged 35 to 55 years
to drug, surgical, or radioiodine (I-131) treatment (hereafter
referred to as the young and older groups, respectively).

In 2003, 14 to 21 years after the initiation of treatment, the
patients completed two questionnaires. One questionnaire
was the Short Form-36, a general questionnaire consisting
of 36 items subdivided into a Physical Health Component
score (the components are General Health, Bodily Pain,
Role-Physical, and Physical Functioning) and a Mental
Health Component score (Mental Health, Role-Emotional,
Social Functioning, and Vitality). These eight items were
each scored 0 (impairment) to 100 (no impairment), and the
two main scores were weighted means. The other question-
naire consisted of 24 questions about recurrent hyperthy-
roidism, hypothyroidism, additional treatment, eye prob-
lems, co-morbidity, and the effects of the illness on well
being, work and other activities, and family relationships.
The results for each age group were compared between
treatment subgroups, and the Short Form-36 scores were
compared with those of normal subjects.

Results The 145 patients included 41 patients in the young
group (22 treated surgically, 19 treated with drugs) and 104
patients in the older group (34 treated surgically, 36 treated
with drugs, 34 treated with I-131).

In the young group, there were no differences in the Short
Form-36 Physical Health Component or Mental Health
Component scores or any of the subscores in the drug- and
surgical-treatment subgroups. As compared with normal
subjects, the Physical Health Component score and sub-
scores were similar in both subgroups, but the Mental
Health Component score and the Mental Health and
Vitality subscores were significantly lower in both sub-
groups. In the older group, there were no differences in the
Physical Health Component or Mental Health Component
scores among the three treatment subgroups. As compared
with normal subjects, the Mental Health Component score
was lower in the drug-treatment subgroup, the General
Health subscore was lower in the I-131-treatment subgroup,
and the Vitality subscore was lower in all three subgroups.

The results of the 24-item questionnaire were similar in the
five treatment subgroups. Nine to 37 percent of the patients
reported having a relapse of hyperthyroidism, 3 to 9 percent
had hypothyroidism, and 14 to 38 percent had some eye
problems. The disease had affected career in 21 to 26 per-
cent, family relationships in 6 to 33 percent, social relation-
ships in 16 to 32 percent, and physical activities in 9 to 21
percent. From 23 to 38 percent reported that the disease
made them feel gloomy and sad, and 32 to 53 percent were
tired, but 63 to 74 percent reported feeling well.

Conclusion Patients with hyperthyroidism caused by
Graves’ disease, whether treated with an antithyroid drug,
surgery, or I-131, have a long-term decrease in physical and
mental quality of life.
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SUMMARY

Background Graves’ ophthalmopathy is characterized by
inflammation of the extraocular muscles and retroorbital
fibroadipose tissue. The underlying causes of this inflam-
matory process are not known, but it is likely that proin-
flammatory cytokines are involved in both its initiation and
perpetuation. Tumor necrosis factor-α (TNF-α) is one such
cytokine, and inhibition of TNF-α activity with etanercept,
a fusion protein consisting of the extracellular region of the
cellular TNF-α receptor and the Fc component of
immunoglobulin G, is an effective treatment for patients
with several inflammatory disorders, notably rheumatoid
arthritis. The efficacy of etanercept in patients with Graves’
ophthalmopathy was evaluated in this study.

Methods The study was done in 10 patients (7 women, 3
men; age range, 39 to 59 years) with Graves’ hyperthy-
roidism and ophthalmopathy. All had been treated with an
antithyroid drug, and at base line had been euthyroid for at
least two months. All had active ophthalmopathy, as defined
by a Clinical Activity Score ≥3 (scored as 0 or 1 point for
each of 10 items: orbital pain at rest or during eye move-
ment, eyelid erythema or edema, conjunctival erythema or
edema, caruncle swelling, >2 mm of proptosis, >1-line
decrease in visual acuity, and a decrease in ocular motility).

The patients were treated with 25 mg of etanercept given
subcutaneously twice weekly for 12 weeks. At base line and
at 6 and 12 weeks, the patients were evaluated using the
Clinical Activity Score, the Ophthalmopathy Index (scored
as 0 [absent] to 3 points [marked] each for soft-tissue

involvement of the eyes, proptosis, involvement of the
extraocular muscles, corneal involvement, and sight loss),
and a self-assessment questionnaire, and proptosis was
measured by exophthalmometry.

Results All 10 patients completed the 12-week study.
There was a decrease in the Clinical Activity Score and
Ophthalmopathy Index, but not proptosis, during etaner-
cept therapy (Table). At 12 weeks, the Clinical Activity Score
decreased by 60 percent, and the Ophthalmopathy Index by
24 percent. The changes were mostly in eyelid and conjunc-
tival erythema and edema.

At base line, six patients had diplopia, which improved in
three. Visual acuity did not change in any patient. All
patients reported some subjective improvement. Three
patients had an increase in periorbital inflammation 2 to 6
weeks after treatment was stopped. The injections were tol-
erated well, and there were no late adverse effects during a
mean follow-up period of 18 months.

Conclusion Treatment with etanercept, an inhibitor of
TNF-α activity, for 12 weeks decreases eyelid and conjunc-
tival inflammation, but not proptosis, in patients with
Graves’ ophthalmopathy.

COMMENTARY

Graves’ ophthalmopathy is a debili-
tating condition for which therapeutic
options are limited, and new approaches
to therapy are badly needed. Indeed,
there is little to offer some patients
beyond reassurance that the natural histo-
ry is one of gradual improvement with
time. It is this disease course, however,
that complicates studies of therapy; with-
out a control group, any results are very
difficult to interpret.

Recent studies have implicated both
Th1-type and macrophage-derived
cytokines in the pathogenesis of Graves’
ophthalmopathy (1). On this basis, agents
that block the action of tumor necrosis
factor (etanercept, infliximab, or adali-
mumab) or interleukin-1 (anakinra) or the

activation of T cells (alefacept) are attrac-
tive candidates for therapy. In addition,
given the likely role of thyrotropin-recep-
tor and other antibodies in the patho-
geneisis of ophthalmopathy, agents that
block the maturation or activation of B
cells (retuximab) may hold promise.

In this small pilot study of etaner-
cept, the mean Clinical Activity Score
decreased by 60 percent and the
Ophthalmopathy Index decreased by 24
percent after 12 weeks of treatment. The
authors concluded that the study “strong-
ly suggests” that etanercept may amelio-
rate the clinical manifestations of Graves’
ophthalmopathy, especially eyelid and
conjunctival erythema and edema. This
assertion seems an overstatement, given
the lack of a control group. Nonetheless,
these preliminary results, coupled with

the increasing evidence for the role of
cytokines in the pathogenesis of ophthal-
mopathy, should lead to initiation of the
controlled trials of etanercept and other
anticytokine agents that will be needed to
determine if patients with Graves’ oph-
thalmopathy are to benefit from the new
insights into its pathogenesis.

Rebecca S. Bahn, M.D.
Mayo Clinic

Rochester, MN
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GRAVES’ OPHTHALMOPATHY

Inhibition of tumor necrosis factor-α activity reduces periorbital inflamma-
tion in patients with Graves’ ophthalmopathy
Paridaens D, van den Bosch WA, van der Loos TL, Krenning EP, van Hagen PM. The effect of etanercept on Graves’
ophthalmopathy: a pilot study. Eye 2005;19:1286-9.

8  l CLINICAL THYROIDOLOGY l VOLUME 18 l ISSUE 1

Table. Mean (Range) Clinical Activity Score, Ophthalmopathy Index, and
Proptosis during Etanercept Therapy in Patients with Graves’ Ophthalmopathy.

Base Line 6 Weeks 12 Weeks
Clinical Activity Score 4.0 (3-6) 2.6 (0-6) 1.6 (0-4)
Ophthalmopathy Index 5.8 (3-10) 4.8 (4-7) 4.4 (3-7)
Proptosis (mm) 22 (15-30) 22 (15-30) 22 (15-28)



HYPOTHYROIDISM

People with subclinical hypothyroidism do not have neuropsychologic
abnormalities or symptoms of hypothyroidism
Jorde R, Waterloo K, Storhaug H, Nyrnes A, Sundsfjord J, Jenssen TG. Neuropsychological function and symptoms in
subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism and the effect of thyroxine treatment. J Clin Endocrinol Metab 2006;91:145-53.

SUMMARY

Background The presence of subclinical hypothyroidism
(high serum thyrotropin [TSH] and normal free thyroxine
[T4] concentrations) is indicative of a small decrease in thy-
roid secretion, but whether the decrease results in any symp-
toms or disability is debated, as is the effect of T4 therapy.
In this study, neuropsychologic function, symptoms of
hypothyroidism, and the effects of T4 therapy were evaluat-
ed in subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism (or high nor-
mal serum TSH values) identified in a community survey.

Methods In 2001, 7954 subjects aged 30 years or older liv-
ing in Tromsø, Norway, completed a health questionnaire
and had measurements of serum TSH. After exclusions for
illness, thyroid hormone therapy, unwillingness to partici-
pate in further studies, and abnormal serum free T4 con-
centrations, there were 89 subjects with serum TSH con-
centrations of 3.5 to 10 mU/L on two occasions (normal
range, 0.2 to 4.2).

These 89 subjects and 154 age- and sex-matched subjects
with serum TSH values of 0.5 to 3.4 mU/L were given
seven tests of cognitive function, two tests of emotional
status, and a 19-item hypothyroid symptom questionnaire.
The tests of cognitive function included tests of attention,
memory, psychomotor/cognitive speed, and intelligence.
The tests of emotional status were the Beck Depression
Inventory and the General Health Questionnaire 30, which
has subscores for anxiety, depression, social dysfunction,
and related topics.

Sixty-nine subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism were
randomly assigned to receive T4 or placebo for 12 months,
after which they were given the same tests.

Results The 89 subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism
included 44 women and 45 men (mean age, 62 years), with
a mean serum TSH value of 5.7 mU/L. The 154 control
subjects included 82 women and 72 men (mean age, 61
years); their mean serum TSH value was 1.8 mU/L.

There were no differences in the scores for the tests of
cognitive function between the subjects with subclinical
hypothyroidism and the control subjects. The scores for the
Beck Depression Inventory were similar in the two groups,
and the subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism had more
favorable scores on the General Health Questionnaire-30
(P<0.01). The responses to the hypothyroid symptom ques-
tionnaire also were similar in the two groups. (Thirty-eight
of the subjects with subclinical hypothyroidism [43 percent]
had serum TSH values between 5.0 and 10 mU/L. Their
results were similar to those in the 89 subjects with subclin-
ical hypothyroidism as defined above.)

In the treatment study, 36 subjects were assigned to the T4
group and 33 to the placebo group. At study end, the mean
dose of T4 was 110 µg daily; the mean serum TSH value in
the T4-therapy group was 1.5 mU/L, and it was 5.4 mU/L
in the placebo group. There were no differences in the
scores for any of the tests of cognitive function and emo-
tional status or the hypothyroid symptom scores between
the groups at base line, and there were no changes in the
scores or changes in hypothyroid symptoms at the end of
the 12-month treatment period.

Conclusion Subjects with mild subclinical hypothyroidism
have no abnormalities in cognitive function or emotional
status or symptoms of hypothyroidism, and treatment with
T4 results in no changes in any of these characteristics.

COMMENTARY

This study provides more evidence
that subjects with subclinical hypothy-
roidism, at least those with mild subclin-
ical hypothyroidism (serum TSH values
≤10 mU/L), have no symptoms or other
disabilities, and that T4 therapy has no
benefit. The strengths of the study
include recruitment from the community,
stable thyroid function (two similar
serum TSH values, but at an unstated
interval), and the use of many tests and
questionnaires. However, the definition
of subclinical hypothyroidism was unusu-
al, because it included subjects with
serum TSH values within the normal
range. Indeed, they accounted for the

majority (57 percent) of the subjects in
that group. Although the results in the
subjects whose serum TSH values were
3.5 to 4.2 mU/L (the latter value being
the upper limit of normal) and those
whose serum TSH values were 3.5 to 4.9
mU/L (the cut-off used to subdivide the
subclinical-hypothyroidism group) were
not given, they must have been similar to
the results in both the group as a whole
and the subjects with serum TSH values
of 5.0 to 10 mU/L.

The expansion of the definition of
subclinical hypothyroidism to include
subjects with serum TSH values within
the normal range is not explained, but
may have been done to address the
debate about lowering the upper limit of

the normal range for serum TSH (1,2).
The results of both the cross-sectional
study and the T4-treatment study provide
no support for that proposal.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.
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SUMMARY

Background Consumptive hypothyroidism is hypothy-
roidism resulting from rapid degradation of thyroxine (T4)
and triiodothyronine (T3). The rapid degradation is caused
by an increase in the activity of type 3 iodothyronine deio-
dinase, which catalyzes the conversion of T4 to 3,3′,5′-tri-
iodothyronine (reverse T3) and T3 to 3,3′-diiodothyronine
(T2), both of which are biologically inactive. To date, all
patients with consumptive hypothyroidism have had large
vascular tumors; they included infants with hemangiomas
and an adult with a hemangioendothelioma. This report
describes an adult with consumptive hypothyroidism caused
by a large fibrous tumor.

Case Report The patient was a 54-year-old man with a 13-
year history of hypothyroidism that was increasingly diffi-
cult to treat. From mid-1999 to early 2001, while taking T4
in doses of 200 to 1000 µg daily (usually 600 to 800 µg
daily), he had normal serum free T4 and low free T3 con-
centrations but high serum thyrotropin (TSH) concentra-
tions (10 to 100 mU/L); his clinical status during this inter-
val was not described. Early in 2001 he noted increasing
abdominal enlargement, confirmed by physical examina-
tion. CT imaging revealed a 28 x 16 cm mass that extended
into his pelvis. The mass was resected in May, 2001; patho-
logic examination revealed a malignant fibrous tumor.

While taking 800 µg of T4 daily just before surgery, his
serum free T4 concentration was 1.7 ng/dl (22 pmol/L) and
his serum TSH concentration was 20 mU/L. That dose was
continued after surgery. Within a week he had onset of
symptoms of hyperthyroidism (palpitations, heat intoler-
ance). His serum free T4 and free T3 concentrations were
high (3.1 ng/dl [40 pmol/L] and 0.5 ng/dl [7.7 pmol/L],
respectively), and his serum TSH concentration was low
(0.09 mU/L). The dose of T4 was reduced to 175 µg daily,
after which his serum free T4 and TSH concentrations were
normal, including when last measured 9 to 12 months later.

RNA was extracted from the tumor, placenta (the tissue that
contains the most type 3 deiodinase activity), and liver (a
type 3 deiodinase-poor tissue) and reverse transcribed to
form complementary DNA. Type 3 deiodinase mess- 
enger RNA was detected in the tumor and placenta, but not
liver; the tumor content was 1.3 times that of the placenta.
Immunoblot analysis of extracts of these tissues using a
polyclonal anti-type 3 deiodinase antibody revealed type 3
deiodinase protein in the tumor and placenta, but not liver.
Tumor type 3 deiodinase activity (Vmax, 74 fmol of T3 deio-
dinated/min/mg protein) was higher than that in placenta
(Vmax, 45 fmol of T3 deiodinated/min/mg protein).

Conclusion Tumors composed largely of fibrous tissue
may cause consumptive hypothyroidism.

HYPOTHYROIDISM

Consumptive hypothyroidism can be caused by a fibrous tumor
Ruppe MD, Huang SA, Jan de Beur SM. Consumptive hypothyroidism caused by paraneoplastic production of type 3
iodothyronine deiodinase. Thyroid 2005;15:1369-72.
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COMMENTARY

For hypothyroidism to occur as a
result of excessive deiodination of T4
and T3, the deiodination rate has to
exceed the capacity of the thyrotroph
cells of the pituitary to increase TSH
secretion and then that of the thyroid to
increase T4 and T3 secretion to compen-
sate for the excess deiodination. That
capacity is large. TSH secretion can
increase sufficiently to raise serum TSH
concentrations to 100 mU/L or higher in
patients with hypothyroidism, and even
small increases in TSH secretion within
the normal range result in several fold
increases in T4 and T3 secretion and
serum T4 and T3 concentrations in
patients with TSH-secreting pituitary
tumors or generalized thyroid hormone
resistance. Therefore, compensation for
excessive deiodination of T4 and T3
should be complete, unless the increase
in the rate of deiodination is very large.
Some thyroid enlargement also would be
expected. In addition, an increase in
iodine intake would be needed to sustain
the high level of secretion of T4 and T3.

This man is said to have had
hypothyroidism for 13 years. It is likely
that the tumor was present from the
beginning and that it grew very slowly (it
is described as a malignant fibrous tumor,
but the features of malignancy are not
described). The findings at the time of
diagnosis of hypothyroidism and during
most of those years also are not
described. Did he have a goiter? He
apparently was well for years while taking
a moderate dose of T4, but he may not
have had normal serum TSH concentra-
tions. Subsequently, doses of T4 8 to 10
times the daily T4 secretion rate were not
adequate. The tumor content of type 3
deiodinase was high. Its location (vascular
or fibrous tissue) was not determined,
but there is no reason to doubt that it
was active in vivo. In that regard, a key
finding in patients with consumptive
hypothyroidism is a high serum reverse
T3 concentration, which was not meas-
ured in this man. It is also possible that
the large bulk of the tumor in his
abdomen decreased T4 absorption.

How common is consumptive
hypothyroidism? Only one case has been 

reported in an adult, a woman who had a
hepatic hemangioendothelioma (1). But it
may not be rare, only unrecognized. Even
if type 3 deiodinase is restricted to blood
vessels, many tumors have abnormal ves-
sels. Given the capacity of the pituitary– 
thyroid system to increase T4 and T3
secretion, it is likely that compensation
for a several fold increase in the rate of
T4 and T3 deiodination would be com-
plete, the patient having not only normal
serum free T4 and free T3 concentrations,
but also normal or only minimally elevat-
ed serum TSH concentrations (and no
obvious thyroid enlargement); the disor-
der would be detected only if serum
reverse T3 was measured.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.
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COMMENTARY

It is reasonable to attribute the
changes to radiation, given the results in
the no-radiation group and the fact that
cranial radiation in patients with naso- 
pharyngeal tumors can cause hypopitu-
itarism (1). The radiation-induced injury
is thought to be primarily in the hypo-
thalamus, rather than the pituitary gland.
However, the evidence supporting this
conclusion is based largely on the results
of tests with hypothalamic-releasing hor-
mones, which do not distinguish well
between hypothalamic hormone and

pituitary hormone deficiencies.
What are the clinical consequences

of the deficiencies detected in studies like
this? The patients were not queried about
symptoms of pituitary hormone deficien-
cies, excepting young women who were
asked about their menstrual cycles, and
nothing is said about treatment of any
pituitary hormone deficiencies that were
detected. Whether symptomatic or not, it
would seem prudent to recommend
treatment for any young woman with
oligomenorrhea or amenorrhea, any man
with a low serum testosterone concentra-
tion, and anyone with a low serum free

thyroxine or cortisol concentration.
However, whether growth hormone also
should be recommended is controversial.

Robert D. Utiger, M.D.
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SUMMARY

Background External-beam radiation directed to the
region of the hypothalamus and pituitary gland is a well-
known cause of hypopituitarism. Whether radiation given
as treatment for primary brain tumors also causes hypopi-
tuitarism is less clear. In this cross-sectional study, hypo-
thalamic–pituitary function was evaluated in adults with
brain tumors after treatment.

Methods The study subjects were 76 patients with a brain
tumor; 56 had been treated with external-beam radiation
one or more years earlier and 20 had not. The radiation
group consisted of 28 women and 28 men; their mean age
was 33 years at the time of radiation therapy and 39 years
when studied. The mean effective radiation dose was 54 Gy
(range, 4 to 97). The no-radiation group consisted of 8
women and 12 men; their mean age when studied was 36
years. Patients with a grade III or IV astrocytoma and those
who had taken a glucocorticoid within the preceding six
months were excluded. Most patients in both groups had a
low-grade glioma, but a few had a meningioma or other
tumor. The tumor had been surgically resected in approxi-
mately two-thirds of the patients in both groups and biop-
sied in nearly all of the others.

Growth hormone (GH) deficiency was defined as a peak
serum growth hormone value <5 µg/L in response to
insulin-induced hypoglycemia or both glucagon and argi-
nine. Gonadotropin (GSH) deficiency was defined as
oligomenorrhea or amenorrhea and low serum estradiol
and normal or low serum gonadotropin values in pre-
menopausal women, inappropriately low serum
gonadotropin values in postmenopausal women, and low
serum testosterone and normal or low serum gonadotropin
values in men. Corticotropin (ACTH) deficiency was
defined as a peak serum cortisol <18 µg/dl (500 nmol/L) in

response to hypoglycemia or corticotropin. Thyrotropin
(TSH) deficiency was defined as a low serum free thyroxine
and a low or normal thyrotropin value.

Results The mean interval between therapy and hormonal
testing in the radiation group was 3.2 years (range, 1 to
12.5). Among the patients in the radiation group, 23 (41 per-
cent) had one or more pituitary hormone deficiencies. Nine
(16 percent) had one deficiency and 14 (25 percent) had
multiple deficiencies, including 4 (7 percent) who had pan-
hypopituitarism. The frequency of different deficiencies
and of hyperprolactinemia in these patients and in the
patients not treated with radiation is shown in the Table.

Overall; 18 patients (32 percent) had GH deficiency, 15 (27
percent) GSH deficiency, 12 (21 percent) ACTH deficiency,
and 5 (9 percent) TSH deficiency. Any pituitary hormone
deficiency was associated with radiation dose and a longer
time interval after radiation therapy. Hyperprolactinemia
was associated only with radiation dose.

Conclusion Patients with brain tumors who are treated
with external-beam radiation are at risk for hypopituitarism,
especially those who are treated with high doses and those
who survive for many years.

HYPOTHYROIDISM

Hypopituitarism can occur after radiation therapy in patients with brain
tumors
Agha A, Sherlock M, Brennan S, O’Connor SA, O’Sullivan E, Rogers B, Faul C, Rawluk D, Tormey W, Thompson CJ.
Hypothalamic-pituitary dysfunction after irradiation of nonpituitary brain tumors in adults. J Clin Endocrinol Metab
2005;90:6355-60.
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Table. Frequency of Anterior Pituitary Hormone Deficiencies and Hyper- 
prolactinemia in Patients with Brain Tumors.

Radiation Therapy No Radiation Therapy
(n=56) (n=20)

Panhypopituitarism 4 (7%) 0
GH, ACTH, and TSH 1 (2%) 0
GH, ACTH, and GSH 4 (7%) 0
GH and ACTH 1 (2%) 0
GH and GSH 4 (7%) 0
GH 4 (7%) 1 (5%)
ACTH 2 (4%) 0
GSH 3 (5%) 0
Hyperprolactinemia* 18 (32%) 0
*The values were ≤2 times the upper limit of normal in 8 patients and >2
times the upper limit of normal in 10.


