Feline Hyperthyroidism

I feel honored to be writing for the Nashville Paw.  When I was given this opportunity , there weren’t  any restrictions put on me as far as what to write about, so I’ve picked topics I either  feel strongly about or ones that will add quality and quantity to the lives of our feline friends. I especially have a warm place in my heart for my senior patients so this article is covering a common senior disease, Feline Hyperthyroidism
If you share your home with a cat that is over eight years of age you need to know about this disease.  It is very common and becoming more prevalent each year.  
The thyroid glands are located in the neck and play a very important role in regulating the body’s rate of metabolism.  Hyperthyroidism is a disorder characterized by the overproduction of thyroid hormone and a subsequent increase in metabolic rate. The effects of the excess hormone may have lethal effects if left untreated. It places great stress on the whole body especially the cardiovascular system.
What to look for:  The typical cat with Hyperthyroidism is eight years plus in age. The most consistent finding with this disorder is weight loss in the presence of a good appetite.   Increased water consumption and urine out put   may also be seen, as well as soft stools or diarrhea, and an unkempt hair coat. Vomiting and/or diarrhea are seen in over 50% of cats on initial presentation.  Behavioral abnormalities are the presenting complaint in about 50% of affected cats, with inappropriate elimination and aggression being most common, however any change in behavior can be significant.
If we see them in a more advanced stage they may also have a fast bounding heartbeat, episodes of “yowling”, nose bleeds, deafness and sudden blindness. These last four symptoms are usually associated with high blood pressure which is caused by hyperthyroidism 
Diagnosing the disease is fairly straightforward in most instances.  One of the first things to happen is an increase in size of one or both thyroid lobes.  Blood tests will usually confirm the diagnosis. However, we are seeing more cases of “occult thyroid disease” This is where the patient is symptomatic but the routine tests show normal thyroid values.  In these cases we can run a thyroid suppression test which will usually give us the answer.
Treatment is usually very rewarding and most cats’ respond well.   There are three current accepted treatment options: 1) Long term medical therapy 2) Surgery in selected cases 3) radioactive iodine therapy.  All these have their pros and cons and you can discuss which treatment is best for your cat with your veterinarian.  
If this has made you wonder about symptoms your cat is exhibiting, please contact your vet for an examination.  The initial symptoms may be very subtle or just attributed to old age but the earlier the disease is detected the more easily it is treated. Better yet have a  geriatric profile  run on your cat yearly after their ninth birthday and you may find it before there are any symptoms.
