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UCSD study says thyroid remedy weakens bones

By CHERYL CLARK
Staff Writer

A thyroid hormone medication taken by
millions of American women over age 50
causes bones to weaken, says a UCSD study
published today, which adds that estrogen
can be used to prevent potentially debilitat-
ing bone disease.

“Postmenopausal women who are taking
thyroid hormone should consider being test-
ed for bone-density levels,” said UCSD’s Dr.
Diane_Schneider, an author of the study.
“They also should try to be on the lowest
possible dose of thyroid hormone.”

The study by Schneider, Dr. Elizabeth L.
Barrett-Connor and epidemiologist Deborah
J. Morton was published in the Journal of the
American Medical Association.

UCSD’s team studied nearly 1,000 wom-
en, ages 50 to 98, from upper- and middle-

class backgrounds. Nearly 200 had been tak-
ing thyroid hormone for an average of 20
years. The women are among 5,000 Rancho
Bernardo residents who have participated in
a 20-year health study.

The UCSD researchers found that for un-
known reasons, the hormone estrogen pro-
tected the women from developing weakened
and brittle bones, a condition called osteopor-
osis.

“If they are not also taking estrogen,” said
Schneider, “they should strongly consider
doing so.”

Osteoporosis afflicts 25 million American
women. Annually,” it accounts for 250,000
broken hips, 500,000 collapsed vertebrae
and 1.3 million bone fractures, costing soci-
ety $10 billion.

In an accompanying editorial, Dr. David S.
Cooper of the Johns Hopkins School of Medi-

cine said the UCSD report provides-“compel-
ling data . . . that estrogen replacement ther-
apy should be considered for this group of
patients.”

Thyroid hormone is administered for low-
functioning thyroid glands, which are linked
to fatigue, weight gain and constipation. The
hormone also is taken for cancer and nodules
in the gland.

Located in the neck, the hormone-secret-
ing thyroid weighs only about an ounce but
plays an important role in the control of the
body’s metabolism.

Thyroid hormone medications are among
the nation’s most commonly used drugs, said
UCSD pharmacist Gordon G. McGuire. Qne
thyroid medication — levothyroxine sodium,
marketed as Synthroid — is the fifth most
prescribed drug in the country, the report
said.

In a surprising finding, the University of
California San Diego team learned that 23
percent of the women using thyroid hormone
didn’t know why they were taking it —
therefore, possibly exposing themselves to
unnecessary risks for osteoporosis.

And the UCSD team found that many of
the women were taking more than the rec-
ommended daily dose. UCSD's Barrett-Con-
nor said many women in the study were in
their 70s but were taking dosages for much
younger women,

“Perhaps their treatment started 20 years
ago and their dosage was just never
changed,” Barrett-Connor said.

The researchers found that the higher the
long-term dosage of thyroid hormone, the
greater the loss of bone mineral measured in
the forearm, hip and spine, and the greater
the risk of osteoporosis.



