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Thyroid hormones have significant effects on the cardiovascular systems. Hyperthyroidism is 
associated with an increased risk of dysrhythmias, while hypothyroidism may cause atherosclerosis.  
 
Both overt hypothyroidism and minor elevations of serum thyrotropin (TSH) levels associated with 
thyroid hormones within their respective reference ranges (termed subclinical hypothyroidism) are 
relatively common in older individuals. (1) 
 

Diagnosis 

 The clinical course of thyroid diseases in older people is characterized by subtle symptoms often 
attributed to normal aging and therefore requires special attention. (2) 

 
Causes 

 Despite major advances in our understanding of thyroid function and ecology, mainly due to 
improvements in assay techniques and high-quality epidemiological studies, several unresolved 
issues remain. It is currently unclear what the precise underlying mechanisms are behind the 
changes in thyroid function that are observed in older individuals. (2) 

 
Treatment 

 There is growing evidence that treatment of subclinical hypothyroidism may not be beneficial, 
particularly in an older person. These findings are relevant at a time when treatment with thyroid 
hormones is increasing and more than 10–15% of people aged over 80 years are prescribed 
levothyroxine replacement therapy.(2) 

 Current evidence suggests that the threshold for treating mild subclinical hypothyroidism in older 
people should be high.  

o It is reasonable to aim for a higher TSH target in treated older hypothyroid patients as 
their thyroid hormone requirements may be lower. In addition, age-appropriate TSH 
reference ranges should be considered in the diagnostic pathway of identifying 
individuals at risk of developing hypothyroidism.(2) 

 High thyroid function, as evidenced by a low TSH level, needs careful monitoring and treatment 
considered if there is evidence of end-organ damage (such as osteoporosis or heart 
irregularities, or if serum TSH is suppressed.  
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