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"Hypothyroidism is the most common 
endocrine disorder in dogs." What?!  
If it's so common, why don't we hear more about it?  You're 
about to hear a lot -- about a disorder that can seriously 
impact your dog's health and well-being! Keep in mind that 
hypothyroidism is easy and inexpensive to treat, and dogs 
whose condition is treated are generally happy and healthy 
for a long time! 
 
"What's a thyroid?"  
The thyroid is a gland that sits in the front part of the neck, around 
the windpipe. It pumps hormones known as thyroxines into the 
blood stream, which carries them to all the cells of the body. 
Thyroxine is a CRITICAL hormone to an animal's physical growth 
and maintenance because it plays a role in cell division and in 
metabolism of nutrients that are used for energy.  
 
"What's hypothyroidism?" Hypothyroidism occurs when the gland 
doesn't make enough thyroxine. This can happen due to a lack of iodine, 
because iodine is a part of thyroxine, but that isn't the usual cause in dogs. 
Typically in dogs either the cause is idiopathic (unknown), the thyroid gland just 
slows down or ceases thyroxine production; or is due to an autoimmune 
disorder where the dog's immune cells attack the thyroid and render it inactive. 
Autoimmune thyroiditis is considered an inherited disorder that can be 
prevented through screening of breeding stock (parents). 
 
"Is there such a thing as hypERthyroidism?"  
Yes, the gland can also secrete too much thyroxine, but that's extremely 
UNcommon in dogs (quite common in cats). 
 
"What are symptoms of hypothyroidism?" You can imagine that if 
thyroxine is key in metabolism, cell division, and growth, then not having enough 
can result in all sorts of problems, and therein lies the rub: All Sorts of problems, 
not just one category of problems. And because dogs are individuals the sorts 
that get noticed vary, and also vary with age. Dogs with autoimmune thyroiditis 
may also have other immune system problems, as well. 
 
Many veterinarians and some "dog people" will tell you hypothyroidism is an "old 
dog" disorder and in fact, the majority of cases are diagnosed at middle age or 
older, when they exhibit "classic" symptoms of hypothyroidism (the ones marked 
with a * in the list below) that spur their owners to take them in for an exam or 
that are observed by the vet during an exam: 
 
*Lethargy, lack of endurance, increased sleeping 
*Reduced interest, alertness and excitability 
Slow heart rate, weak apex beat and pulse, low voltage on ECG 
*Preference for warmth, low body temperature, cool skin 
*Increased body weight 
*Stiff and slow movements, dragging of front feet 
*Head tilt, disturbed balance, unilateral facial paralysis 
Atrophy of epidermis, thickening of dermis 
Surface and follicular hyperkeratosis, pigmentation 
Puffy face, blepharoptosis, tragic expression 
Dry, coarse, sparse coat, slow regrowth after clipping 
Retarded turnover of hair (carpet coat of boxers) 
Shortening or absence of estrus, lack of libido 
Dry feces, occasional diarrhea 
Hypercholesterolemia (high blood cholesterol) 
Normochromic, normocytic anemia 
Elevated serum creatinine phosphokinase 
 

[This list comes from the package insert of Soloxine, a thyroid supplement used 
to treat hypothyroidism (more on that later).] 
 
But, dogs can have other symptoms that show up earlier in 
life that are misdiagnosed. These include poor appetite, joint problems 
and pain, fertility problems, attention deficit, skin rashes, poor digestion/ 
vomiting, seizures, and irritability/snarkiness. In young adult dogs a general  
"failure to thrive" could be a clue that thyroid function is 
lagging. A young adult dog of any breed or mix, who is otherwise healthy 
should just knock your socks off with his energy! 
 
By the time a dog has developed the "classic" symptoms many of these other 
conditions have existed for a long time. Not all of them are fully reversible, and 
there are some chronic consequences of untreated hypothyroidism (e.g., 
chronic hepatitis, epilepsy) that can shorten the dog's life. Finally, low thyroid 
can inhibit healing after injury or surgery so if slow healing is observed 
hypothyroidism may be the cause. 
 
One symptom of hypothyroidism that’s worthwhile to single out as a potentially 
life-shortening side effect is irritability and snarkiness. While there are lots of 
factors that relate to a dog's temperament, it isn’t hard to imagine that a dog that 
doesn't feel well on a day-to-day basis will be CRABBY! Humans with untreated 
hypothyroidism describe feeling just awful, with headaches and body aches, 
moodiness, and nausea. Possibly a dog with low thyroid levels feels similarly!  
Often this symptom shows up in adolescence or young adulthood. Some owners 
are quick to give up a dog or euthanize it for this behavior; others are willing to 
tolerate snarky behavior for years because they love their dog anyway. It's not 
always a case of hypothyroidism, but it often is -- and in that case, neither giving 
up nor giving in is necessary if the proper diagnosis is made! 
  
As you can see, the list is long and many of the symptoms may easily be 
mistaken for other conditions, especially in younger dogs. For this reason, 
thyroid screening should be (but rarely is) used whenever a dog presents "not 
quite right" on an ongoing basis. 
 
"How is hypothyroidism diagnosed?" Thyroid hormone levels in the 
blood are measured and compared to ranges of normal thyroid levels. Your vet 
may offer to measure only total T4, but measurement of levels of a few different 
hormones gives the best chance of diagnosis. W Jean Dodds, DVM of Hemopet 
in southern California (www.hemopet.org), is a canine researcher who has 
worked with the local branch of national laboratory Antech to develop a panel 
she relies on for her research and for health assessment in anyone's dog. The 
panel includes total and free T4 (levothyroxine), total and free T3 (liothyronine), 
and autoantibodies against T3 and T4 (T3AA, T4AA). Thyroglobulin 
autoimmune antibody (TgAA) is a separate measurement that can be made for 
early detection and screening for autoimmune thyroiditis (e.g., as health 
screening for breeding stock). The panel used by the Orthopedic Foundation for 
Animals (OFA; www.offa.org) is slightly different, testing Free T4 (the active 
form) and TgGAA, plus thyroid stimulating hormone, TSH. TSH is the message 
the pituitary gland in the brain sends to the thyroid gland to make thyroxine in 
the correct amount. The thyroid application form on the OFA web page shows 
their differential diagnoses for normal, autoimmune, and idiopathic 
hypothyroidism. 
 
"When should I test for hypothyroidism?" Potential breeding stock 
should be tested after puberty but before they’re bred to ensure they don't have 
autoimmune thyroiditis which they could pass on to their offspring; being "in 
season" affects thyroid levels so a bitch should be tested in anestrus (non-
estrus) between seasons: 100 days after the first day of her most recent season, 
or 120 days after she delivers puppies. Intact males are best also tested when 
they have not been breeding or around females in season.  
 
For optimum health, intact and neutered pets should also be tested as young 
adults, and any dog should be tested if it presents symptoms noted above or if it 
has immune system problems. As noted above, whenever a dog is chronically 
"not great" and no other obvious cause is uncovered by routine screening, 
thyroid testing can help rule out (or rule in) this common ailment.  
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"What if my vet disagrees about the need for thyroid 
screening?" Early screening is a controversial approach for some 
veterinarians because it's not the conventional wisdom they were taught and not 
how they usually evaluate a dog's health. In the absence of clinical symptoms 
they may not see a reason to test. They will tell you it's very expensive to run the 
panel, and the results are unreliable. Each of these is addressed in the following 
paragraphs. 
 
Lack of symptoms: unfortunately, since the classic symptoms don't 
develop until later in the course of hypothyroidism, many dogs go undiagnosed 
and sub-clinically unwell (not great but not outright sick) for years. Dr Dodds' 
counter to this is "why do you want to wait for a dog to get sick before you treat 
it" if you know the condition will lead to sickness eventually?  
 
Costly: a full panel run by one of the OFA-approved labs costs less than $100 
plus whatever the vet charges to draw and prepare the sample. The panel Dr. 
Dodds prefers also costs less than $100 but must be sent to Hemopet in 
California (not the local Antech lab your vet uses for other routine testing). A full 
panel is much cheaper than what you could spend trying to address skin, joint, 
or digestive problems with no good outcome, and worth the cost versus 
potentially losing a pet for bad behavior! Since hypothyroidism is recognized to 
often play a role in these conditions, it should absolutely be considered 
whenever they present. http://www.hemopet.org/services.html 
 
Not accurate: it is true that a total T4 test alone can be misleading and it 
certainly does not indicate whether autoimmune disease is present! Your vet 
might be concerned that the results of a panel will be complex (some levels in 
the normal range and some not) and that often is the case, but that doesn't 
mean the results are inaccurate, it just means the vet doesn't know how to 
interpret them. Dr. Dodds automatically provides her interpretation and advice 
on panels sent to Hemopet, she will look at results from any other source, and 
OFA offers their interpretation on their instruction page. 
 
Now, you don't have time to come up with any of these persuasions while you're 
in front of your vet, wanting to satisfy your need for knowledge about your dog's 
thyroid condition. So consider a few of these options if the vet resists running 
the panel: 
 

• remind the vet you and s/he are in partnership for your pet's health 
care and you feel strongly that this test is needed; ask him/her to humor you (it's 
your money, after all). This truthful approach is a little confrontational for some 
folks 

• tell your vet you feel thyroid screening is an important part of 
wellness assessment because you have dealt with (or know someone else who 
has dealt with) hypothyroid dogs and you want to be pro-active (again, truthful 
and a little confrontational) 

• tell the vet the dog's breeder asked you to have a panel done (those 
pesky breeders! But if you got a dog from ME, this would also be true) 

• tell the vet you agreed to participate in a research study (if you send 
your samples to Hemopet, or proceed to place your dog in the OFA registry, this 
is also true).  
 
Shipping samples: Most vet offices are not set up for sending samples 
either by overnight or by 2nd day, they're used to the local lab coming to pick up 
the samples, so they are likely to overcharge you for packing and shipping. One 
point of confusion arises because OFA instructs to send samples chilled or 
frozen (and thus by overnight) while Hemopet cautions the sample must NOT be 
frozen (and has indicated it doesn't even need to be chilled) and can be sent by 
second-day shipping, weather permitting (i.e., not likely to freeze the sample). 
For the OFA panel, follow the OFA instructions (which indicate they expect the 
sample to come from the vet's office); for Hemopet, I usually take the labeled 
tubes of separated serum from the vet's office in a small ziploc bag. I wrap the 
tubes in bubble wrap and put them back into the ziploc, then I put the test sub-
mission form and a check outside the bag with a rubber band. I put the whole 
assembly into a Priority Mail "video" box (5.5 x 8.5 inches), tape it shut and send 
from the Post Office by priority mail -- less than $5 for shipping in the U.S.! 
 
"My dog tested low and supplements are recommended. Now what?" First of all, 
don't despair! If your dog has symptoms, they will improve quickly with 
supplementation. And if your dog didn't have recognizable symptoms and you  

 
choose to supplement, you will be amazed at things you never recognized as 
symptoms, but which change for the better! The recommendation for un-
neutered animals with autoimmune thyroiditis is they be stabilized (with 
thyroxine therapy) and neutered. Remember if they have thyroiditis they might 
not recover as easily from surgery, unless they are receiving supplements for a 
few weeks beforehand. 
 
Once diagnosed, prescription thyroid supplements (synthetic 
T4, levothyroxine sodium, with the brand names Thyrotabs or Soloxine) should 
be given, twice daily, at the recommended starting rate for your dog's weight, for 
about 6 weeks before another blood panel is run to make sure the level is right. 
This initial period also lets you see, if you're supplementing a dog without 
obvious symptoms, whether a thyroid supplement is indeed right for him. Let the 
vet sell you up to 8 weeks' worth of their dispensary pills ($$) at the right dose, 
so you aren't stuck with bulk quantities of wrong-dose pills if the dose needs to 
be adjusted. The blood for the panel must be taken 4 - 6 hours after the morning 
pill. Note that twice-daily dosing is important. Humans get one very tiny dose a 
day; dogs clear it out of their systems much faster, and "bottom out" on once-a-
day dosing after about 14 hours. Who wants their dog on a roller coaster?  
 
Once you get the dose right, simply give the dog morning and evening pills, 
daily for the rest of the dog's life. Yikes! You mean my two-year-old dog who 
might live to be 15 needs daily therapy? You bet. But it's cheap, really! For my 
22-lb dog it's less than $40/yr, because I buy the pills in bulk. Bigger doses cost 
more, but the price per gram of levothyroxine is the same regardless of dose. 
The vet may charge you 30 cents per pill, or more -- he probably has a purchase 
agreement with a distributor and also has to cover handling, dispensing, 
insurance, etc. With his written prescription, you can buy a bottle of 250 or 1000 
pills and pay pennies, literally, per pill from a pet supply company. And while you 
are appreciative of your vet's service and the expense he goes to in providing 
prescription drugs in his practice, you're talking about a maintenance drug! 
Moreover, you'll be back for routine and other needed veterinary care that you'll 
be better able to afford if you're not paying a huge markup for the daily doses. 
The vet may tell you he can sell you the generic (and probably does and labels it 
either Thyrotabs or Soloxine anyway) but Dr. Dodds has lots of anecdotal 
evidence about the generics not performing as well as the two brand labels.  
 
A quick caveat about giving the pill: make sure the dog takes it. There is more 
than one anecdote about dogs whose pill is placed in their mouth, or on their 
food, who when retested (either initial or if symptoms reoccur) have low blood 
levels as if they were not supplemented -- because they're NOT! They hide the 
pill in their cheek, or under their lip, and then they spit it out somewhere. Owners 
report finding a cache when they pull out the couch cushions, or in the doggy 
shelter outside, or....wherever! So give the dog something yummy to help the pill 
go down, and make sure he swallows it!  Enjoy your improved PET!!! 
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