This month’s question:

Can you please tell me about foods that can help hypothyroidism and foods which should be avoided?

(All individuals should seek medical advice in relation to individual medical conditions and medication but I have responded generally to the question received in relation to diet and hypothyroidism.)

Hypothyroidism is a hormonal condition in which the thyroid gland is not producing enough of the thyroid hormones: thyroxin T4 and triiodothyronine T3 which are important in metabolic maintenance.  This may be caused by iodine deficiency or autoimmune diseases such as Hashimoto’s disease.  Hypothyroidism also becomes more common in women over 50 years of age.

A number of nutrients and minerals affect the production of thyroid hormones notably iodine and selenium.  Iodine is important in the formation of thyroid hormones.  The amount of iodine found in food is largely determined by the amount of iodine is the soils and thus can vary dramatically.  The richest natural food sources of iodine are seafood and seaweed (such as kelp and nori), because the ocean is a rich reservoir of iodine.  Two or three serves a week of seafood will provide sufficient intake of iodine. In Australia common food sources of iodine are dairy, seafood, fruits and vegetables, some breakfast cereals and iodised salt.
Although generally lower than in most seafood, the iodine levels in foods of animal origin (eggs, meat and dairy products) are higher than in most foods of plant origin, and they may have been further enriched by the use of iodine-supplemented animal feed. The variation of iodine content in natural foods can be considerable. For example, in Britain iodine levels in fish varied from 110–3,280 micrograms per kilogram. The iodine content of whole milk samples collected in Tasmania in 2002/03 ranged from 110 to 440 micrograms per litre (average level 213 micrograms per litre).
In Australia, iodised salt contains 25–65 micrograms of iodine per gram of salt. In NZ it varies from 40–80 micrograms per gram.  Iodised salt is available at all major supermarkets (either in a green container or with a green label).  Note that sea salt is a poor source of iodine—it contains less than two micrograms per gram.

Selenium is important as it is a cofactor in the conversion of T4 to T3.  Good sources of selenium are: garlic, onions, Brazil nuts, wheat germ, wholegrain bread, brown rice, bran, barley, oats, scallop, lobster, prawns, oysters, crab.

Zinc, Vitamin A and E, iron and the B group vitamins; B6, Pyridoxine and Riboflavin and essential fatty acids are also important.   If you consume a mixed diet including seafood, seeds and nuts, oils, wholegrains, fruits and vegetable then your intake of these vitamins should be sufficient.

Supplementation of these minerals should be done under the guidance of a health professional as only small amounts are required and toxicity may occur if too much selenium or iodine is consumed.

It has been suggested that vegetables from the brassica family such as cauliflower, broccoli, Brussels sprouts and cabbage cause problems for thyroid metabolism, however, this has only been demonstrated when a person regularly drinks large amount of vegetables juices high in these vegetables and is in amounts far greater that average consumption.

Studies in relation to soy and its affect on the thyroid are less clear.  There have been some studies that show thyroid issue with infants fed soy formula and in adults T4 levels increase after consumption of soy products.  Soy based products may be included in a healthy diet but I would not recommend over consumption. 

In summary a healthy well balanced diet is also appropriate for people with hypothyroidism.  Including foods from all the food groups and consuming a variety of foods especially seafood, dairy, fruits and vegetable nuts and seeds and wholegrain will help ensure adequate amounts of the nutrients and trace elements important for a healthy thyroid gland.  Vegetarians will need to plan an little more to ensure that all the amino acids are consumed and that they  are consuming sufficient serves of vegetable nuts and seeds and legumes.  Maintaining or aiming for a healthy weight range is also important.  Obesity does impact on thyroid hormone production and may be associated with an increased risk of hypothyroidism.  Being active is also important 
If you want to ask any questions or want a particular topic covered please let Toby or myself know.
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