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15 Reasons Why Your TSH May Be Fluctuating 
Things to Consider When Your TSH Is Not Stabilized 
by Mary Shomon

People frequently write to ask about why they have different TSH levels from blood test to blood test. For example, a TSH test three months ago may have showed a TSH level of 3.0, but the most recent test this week shows 1.1. Or perhaps a year ago, the TSH was 0.5, and now it's 5.0. 

What factors might account for a TSH that is changing? Are there things you may be doing that are affecting your TSH? Let's take a look at some of the factors that can cause your TSH to fluctuate. 

1. Change in Dosage

The most obvious cause of a TSH change is a change in dosage. 

But sometimes, the interaction between TSH and dosage changes can be confusing. 

For example, you may remember your doctor saying "your thyroid is low" -- and interpret that as meaning that you are hypothyroid. But the doctor may have said -- or may have meant -- "your TSH is low" -- which is indicative of hyperthyroidism. 
Remember, a low TSH is indicative of hyperthyroidism -- an overactive thyroid -- and a high TSH is indicative of hypothyroidism -- an underactive thyroid. The body produces TSH as a messenger to tell the thyroid to "make more thyroid hormone." So, when your thyroid is already over-producing, the TSH drops to low levels. And when you're hypothyroid, your body keeps making more and more TSH to keep urging the thyroid into production. 

So, if your TSH shows that it's low, your doctor will possibly reduce your dosage of thyroid hormone replacement, so that the TSH will go up. And if TSH is high, your doctor will likely increase your dosage, so TSH drops. 

2. Potency Fluctuations in Your Medicine

If you've had your prescription refilled since your last thyroid test, this may be a reason why your TSH has changed. 

Thyroid drugs, for the most part, can fluctuate fairly significantly in terms of potency and stability, and yet still be sold. So, even from batch to batch of the same brand drug at the same dosage, filled by the same pharmacy, you may experience variance in the drug's potency level, with significant enough potency changes to affect your TSH somewhat. 

This situation is being partially remedied by the New Drug Application process going on for levothyroxine products (i.e., Synthroid), which will help ensure more consistent potency, and less fluctuations in potency. 

One option is to consider looking into whether you can get larger quantities of pills -- so that you get pills from a single batch, and don't have to refill as often. Some insurance companies will actually encourage you to get three-month supplies, via their mail-order pharmacy services, so this might be a good option. 

If you are on levothyroxine, you can ask your doctor whether you should try the only FDA-approved levothyroxines as of October 2001, Unithroid and Levoxyl.

3. Lab Changes or Mixups 

Different laboratories may return slightly different results. If you have a variance from one test result to the next, be sure to check with your doctor to find out if the new test was sent to the same laboratory as the first test. If the samples went to a new lab, that may account for next test results are substantially different and are coming from a new lab, it's worth retesting to confirm that the test results are accurate.

Sometimes there are simply errors in lab results. Samples are switched, numbers transcribed, etc. So if you get results that simply don't make sense, don't be afraid to ask the doctor to confirm with a retest. 

4. Timing of When You Take Your Pill

If you are taking your pill at different times each day, you may be sometimes taking your thyroid hormone on an empty stomach, and sometimes with or after food. Taking thyroid hormone with food may delay or reduce the drug's absorption by changing the rate at which it dissolves, or by changing the stomach's acid balance. This means that, if you were taking your thyroid hormone on an empty stomach and start taking it with food, you may see an increase in TSH. And if you were taking it with food, and start taking it on an empty stomach, you may see a decrease in TSH. 

If you want to get the most "bang for your buck," thyroid hormone-wise, you'll have best absorption if you take your thyroid hormone first thing the morning, on an empty stomach, about one hour before eating. But ultimately, consistency is what you should strive for, in terms of how you take your drugs. If you're going to take your thyroid hormone with food, take it every day with food, consistently. Don't take it some days with food, some days without, or you're likelier to have erratic absorption, and it may be harder to regulate your TSH levels.

And, if you plan to make a change from taking it one way to the other, it's advisable to get tested again a few weeks after you've settled into your new pattern, to see if you need a dosage adjustment.

5. Starting/Stopping a High-Fiber Diet

A high fiber diet can also affect your thyroid hormone absorption, and ultimately, your TSH level, because it affects digestion speed or speed of food absorption into the stomach, and can reduce the ability to absorb your medication somewhat. That doesn't mean you should stop eating high-fiber. Again, the key is consistency. If you are already eating a high-fiber diet regularly, and have regular TSH testing done, you shouldn't need to change your diet. If you are starting a new regimen of eating high-fiber foods, plan to get tested around six to eight weeks after you change your diet, to make sure you're receiving the proper amount of thyroid hormone. Don't change back and forth however, or you'll risk erratic absorption, and that can affect TSH levels and symptoms. 

Again, to bypass much of the concern, you can take your thyroid hormone first thing in the morning, on an empty stomach, waiting at least an hour to eat. This will ensure maximum absorption. 

6. Starting/Stopping Calcium or Iron Supplements

Many people -- in particular, women at risk of osteoporosis or anemia, and pregnant women -- take thyroid replacement along with supplemental calcium or iron. Researchers have found that taking thyroid hormone at the same time as calcium supplements can make less thyroid hormone available, and cause TSH to rise. Calcium should be taken at least four to twelve hours apart from the thyroid hormone can avoid this problem. Taking the calcium separately may still not be enough to prevent the calcium carbonate form of calcium from interfering with absorption, however, so you may wish to talk to your practitioner about taking another form of calcium supplementation if you are on calcium carbonate. 

It is also known that taking iron tablets, or vitamins with iron -- such as prenatal vitamins -- at the same time as your thyroid hormone can make the thyroid hormone less effective. Many doctors recommend at least two to four hours between taking iron and the thyroid hormone.

What goes for calcium supplements also goes for calcium-fortified orange juice. With more manufacturers adding calcium to juices like orange or cranberry juice, remember that these juices act like supplements, so follow the above instructions regarding calcium. 

7. Eating Too Many Soy Products 

For people with autoimmune thyroid disease, overconsumption of soy products that are high in isoflavones may result in a higher TSH. If you're recently started taking an over-the-counter "menopause supplement," or soy protein powders, or other highly concentrated form of soy, you may find it aggravating your thyroid condition. Eating some soy foods are probably not a problem for many people, but if you've just started or stopped a soy-intensive diet or supplements, and are having trouble with TSH adjustment, you might investigate whether soy is the culprit. 

8. Eating Too Many Goitrogenic Foods

Certain foods besides soy can also have what's known as a goitrogenic effect, or the ability to enlarge the thyroid and make it form a goiter. These foods can act like antithyroid drugs in disabling the thyroid, and causing hypothyroidism. If you still have a thyroid, you need to be more concerned about not overconsuming these goitrogens, particularly raw. What foods are goitrogenic? Brussels sprouts, rutabaga, turnips, kohlrabi, radishes, cauliflower, African cassava, millet, babassu (a palm-tree coconut fruit popular in Brazil and Africa) cabbage, and kale are all considered goitrogenic. Some experts believe that the enzymes involved in the formation of goitrogenic materials in plants can be destroyed by cooking, so thorough cooking may minimize some or most goitrogenic potential. Eating reasonable amounts of goitrogenic foods, raw or cooked, are probably not a problem for most people. 

9. Change of Seasons

Many thyroid patients aren't aware that TSH can change along with the seasons. The research shows that TSH can naturally rise during colder months, and drop to low normal or even hyperthyroid levels in the warmest months. Some doctors will adjust for this by prescribing slightly increased dosages during colder months, and reducing dosage during warm periods. Most, however, are not aware of this seasonal fluctuation, leaving patients increasingly hypothyroid during cold months, or going through warmer months more hyperthyroid. This seasonal fluctuation can be more pronounced in older people, and in particularly cold climates. 

10. Hormonal Fluctuations

Taking estrogen in any form, whether as hormone replacement therapy, or in birth control pills, can affect thyroid test results. For example, some women taking supplemental estrogen may need to take more thyroid replacement hormone. Estrogen increases a particular protein that binds thyroid hormone to it, making the thyroid hormone partially inactive. Thyroid tests can end up showing falsely increased total T-4 levels. For women without thyroids in particular, this can increase the dosage requirement slightly, as there is no thyroid to compensate. 

Menopause, with its fluctuating hormone levels, can also impact your TSH levels. 

11. Pregnancy

The intense surge in estrogen during early pregnancy can increase your TSH, and increase your body's need for thyroid hormone. It's particularly important for a woman to have her TSH tested periodically in early pregnancy, to ensure that dosages can be modified accordingly. TSH will frequently drop after delivery as well, in response to these shifts.

12. Herbs/Supplements You Are Taking

Some herbal supplements can have an impact on thyroid function. Herbs such as the ayurvedic herb "guggul," and supplements such as tyrosine, and products containing iodine such as vitamins, or kelp and bladderwrack supplements have the potential to either increase or decrease thyroid function, and thus, TSH can fluctuate. 

13. Prescription Drugs You Are Taking

Starting or stopping one of a number of prescription drugs can have an impact on your TSH. 

Antidepressants -- Taking thyroid hormone replacement while taking the popular antidepressant sertraline -- brand name Zoloft -- can cause a decrease in the effectiveness of the thyroid hormone replacement, and make your TSH rise. This same effect has also been seen in patients receiving other selective serotonin-reuptake inhibitors such as Paxil (paroxetine) and Prozac (fluoxetine). If you are on an antidepressant or thyroid hormone and your doctor wants to prescribe the other, be sure to discuss these issues. 

Cholesterol-Lowering Drugs Cholestyramine or Colestipol -- brand names such as Colestrol, Questran, Colestid -- can bind thyroid hormones. Many doctors recommend that a minimum of four to five hours should elapse between taking these drugs and thyroid hormones.

Corticosteroids/Adrenocorticosteroids -- brands include Cortisone, Cortistab and Cortone -- can suppress TSH, and can block conversion of T4 to T3 in some people.

This is by no means an inclusive list, so if you have TSH fluctuations and have started or stopped a drug in the interim period, be sure to discuss the entire list of drugs you are taking with your doctor, to make sure there are no interaction problems. 

14. Stress and Illness

Your endocrine system is responsive to physical and emotional stress, and periods of intense stress, or the relief of such stress, may have an impact on your TSH levels. Some Graves' Disease patients report, for example, that they will have a drop in TSH levels, and require higher doses of antithyroid drugs, during and after periods when they are undergoing stress, not getting proper nutrition, or are overtired due to insufficient sleep. A similar effect can take place with Hashimoto's Disease patients who see TSH rise as a result of stressors. 

15. Progression of Your Thyroid Disease

You may have been diagnosed with autoimmune Hashimoto's Disease a year ago, prescribed thyroid hormone, gone back six weeks later, and your TSH was 2.5. The doctor decided that your levels were fine, and told you to come back in a year. And now, this year's test shows your TSH at 5.7. This sort of increase may reflect the progression of the autoimmune process...in that as antibodies further attack the thyroid, it becomes less and less able to produce thyroid hormone on its own, therefore, TSH will rise. This same process works in the reverse with Graves' Disease, where the same dose of antithyroid drugs that kept you in the normal range six months ago is now leaving you still hyperthyroid, as the thyroid becomes even more overactive. 

In addition, in the period post-pregnancy, you may have been diagnosed with a post-partum thyroid problem. For the majority of women, this condition will resolve itself, meaning that over time, you can expect the thyroid to attempt to return to normal, TSH levels will reflect these changes, and your drug dosages will need to be changed in response. 
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From Mary Shomon,
Your Guide to Thyroid Disease. 
FREE Newsletter. Sign up now!
What factors might account for a TSH that is changing?

People frequently have different TSH levels from blood test to blood test. What factors might account for a TSH that is changing? Are there things you may be doing that are affecting your TSH? Let's take a look at some of the factors that can cause your TSH to fluctuate.

1. Change in Dosage -- changing your thyroid medication may change your TSH. 

2. Potency Fluctuations in your medication 

3. Lab changes or mix-ups 

4. The timing of when you take your pill 

5. Starting or stopping a high-fiber diet 

6. Starting/stopping calcium or iron supplements 

7. Eating too many soy products 

8. Eating too many goitrogenic foods, which include Brussels sprouts, rutabaga, turnips, kohlrabi, radishes, cauliflower, African cassava, millet, babassu (a palm-tree coconut fruit popular in Brazil and Africa) cabbage, and kale 

9. Change of seasons -- TSH can rise in the colder months 

10. Hormonal fluctuations 

11. Pregnancy 

12. Certain herbs/Supplements 

13. Certain prescription drugs 

14. Stress or illness 

15. Progression of your thyroid disease. [image: image38.png]
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Thyroid
Low thyroid conditions are epidemic today, especially among women. Clinical tests often fail to detect hypothyroidism, even in severe cases. Many people, especially women, do not respond well to Synthroid and even find that it can exacerbate their hypothyroid symptoms:
Cold hands & feet
Dry skin
Weight gain
Yellowish coloration on skin, esp. on palms
Dry, brittle, and/or thinning hair
Feeling groggy in the morning, better @ night
Sluggish metabolism
Fluid retention
Constipation
Slow pulse
Fatigue
Low body temperature
Drooping, swollen eyes, puffy face in AM
PMS, painful menstrual cramps
Many respiratory infections
Depression
High cholesterol
Poor quality sleep

For more information on thyroid, please see our article, The Thyroid Connection. 

Many people who are hypothyroid also have weak or fatigued adrenals, and find that they do best when they support both glands. Please see our section on the adrenals for more information.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ON THYODINE
THYODINE TESTIMONIALS 

Products: 

Thyroid:Overactive Thyroid 



Bugleweed-Motherwort Compound
This liquid herbal extract is a specific for helping to alleviate excess thyroid conditions. May help to moderate an overactive thyroid gland. Can be especially indicated when such conditions are associated with nervous, overactive heart with palpitations or tachycardia.* 4 ounce bottle, will last about 1 month. [For more information click on picture.]

OUR PRICE: $41.50 



 

Thyroid:Underactive (Low) Thyroid 



4. Thyodine
Superb thyroid support. Since we introduced this product, we have had numerous reports from customers who told us that it not only helped their thyroid function, but that in many cases they felt better on Thyodine than on prescriptions like Synthroid. We receive positive feedback daily from people using Thyodine, who report that they feel more energetic, have lost weight (sometimes large amounts), sleep better, are no longer depressed, and have major resolution of hypothyroid indicators including normalizing of body temperature. (60 tablets, a one month supply at average dose.) [For more information click on picture]
[Thyodine FAQ] [Thyodine Testimonials] 

"I was on Synthroid for 10 years. I gained weight, felt more fatigued, and also has mood swings. On Thyodine, I'm less fatigued, and my appetite is less. I lost 10 lbs. in 2 months. I'm no longer depressed, and I'm better able to cope with life and my work environment. This is the best I've felt since my kids were little." B.N., PA.

OUR PRICE: $20.00 



 




5. Thyroid Plus Cream
Similar formula to Thyodine, but in a cream form. Good for those who don't absorb oral supplements well, or who are getting benefit from Thyodine but need an additional boost.* (1.75 oz. jar, lasts 1-2 months.) [For more information click on picture]

OUR PRICE: $25.00 



 




5a. Thyroid Energy (NOW Foods)
Thyroid Energy is a complete nutritional support for the thyroid gland. Unlike Thyodine, it contains no glandulars and is suitable for vegans. NOW® has combined Iodine (from Kelp) and Tyrosine, the two integral constituents of thyroid hormone, with the minerals Selenium, Zinc and Copper, to assist in production. In addition, NOW® Thyroid Energy contains Guggul Extract, an Ayurvedic herb known for its ability to support a healthy metabolism. 90 capsules, average dose 4/day.* [For more information please click on picture.]

OUR PRICE: $18.00 



 




5b. L-Tyrosine (NOW Foods)
Tyrosine is essential for the production of thyroid hormone. This product may also be helpful for the following: weight loss, increased energy, depression, fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue, and brain fog.* 120 500 mg. capsules. Take 1-3 capsules daily, preferably between meals with juice. [For more information please click on picture.]

OUR PRICE: $12.00 



 




5c. Organic Coconut Oil
Pure, high quality Coconut Oil helps to support healthy thyroid function. Research indicates that using 2-3 tablespoons of Coconut Oil per day can increase your metabolism. People living in areas such as the Yucatan, where coconut oil is regularly consumed, have a 25% higher metabolic rate than comparable subjects in the US. Its medium-chain saturated fats convert into energy, do not store as fat and enable the body to metabolize fat efficiently. Nutritionally, athletes, dieters, body builders and weight lifters use Coconut Oil for fuel and energy. It is also slightly lower in calories than most other fats and oils.* Kosher Certified and suitable for Vegan, this oil is odorless and has a very mild flavor. 16 oz. jar. [For more information click on picture.]

Please note: Due to the high cost of shipping we cannot accept Canadian/International Orders for this product.

OUR PRICE: $16.00 



 




5d. Selenium
Selenium is absolutely essential for proper thyroid function. One of its functions is to help the body convert the inactive form of thyroid hormone to the active form. Selenium may also have a protective effect against Hashimoto's Thyroiditis. We recommend using selenium if you are taking Prolamine Iodine; however it is no longer needed if you are taking Thyodine. Click on the following link to read an informative article on Interactions Between Selenium and Iodine.* (180 200 mcg. capsules of selenomethionine. Will last 6 months.) [For more information click on picture]

OUR PRICE: $20.50 



 




6. Prolamine Iodine
(Formerly Organic Iodine). Iodine is necessary for the production of thyroid hormone and acts as a support and maintenance for the thyroid gland. Should not be taken by individuals who are sensitive to iodine, and is not needed if you are taking Thyodine.* (90 3 mg. tablets. Will last 3 months.) [For more information click on picture]

OUR PRICE: $12.00 
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All products come with instructions for use.
For further information or personal questions, please email us. 
You may order online, or place your order by phone at 877-968-4337 (toll free) or 828-628-8208. 
Please hit "Reload" or "Refresh" to make sure you are seeing the most current version of this page.

*These statements have not been evaluated by the Food and Drug Administration.
  Our products are not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent disease. 
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The Green Willow Tree 
6 Knollwood Drive 
Fletcher,NC  28732 
Phone:  877-968-4337 or 828-628-8208  
Fax: 208-330-2445 
info@greenwillowtree.com (product questions) 
customerservice@greenwillowtree.com (order questions)
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