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I just assumed that my bouncy, lively 

dog was finally calming down.‘

‘

symptoms with us. 
“Right,” he said at last. “I 

really think it’s time to look 
at this as a whole. We need 
to X-ray his hips, and to do 
that we’ll have to give him a 
general anaesthetic – so let’s 
take the opportunity to biopsy 
these lesions as well. I’d like 
to get to the root of what’s 
happening.”

Edward thought that many 
of Monty’s symptoms – the 
alopecia, known as ‘rat tail’, 
the poor skin condition, weight 
gain and lethargy – all pointed 
towards an underactive 
thyroid, a condition known as 
hypothyroidism. A blood test 
and taking various samples  
for biopsy would help  
diagnose this.

“Thyroid disease can be 
very difficult to diagnose,” 
explained Edward. “In fact, it’s 
called ‘the Great Pretender’, as 
there are so many symptoms, 
and it’s often more a case 
of ruling other things out 
and trying to build up a full 
picture.” 

In Monty’s case, he did have 
some classic signs but there 
were also a few things that 
weren’t so common, such as  
the hyperkeratosis (thickening 
of the skin), and myxoedema, 
an apparent swelling of the 
head, which is more common  

Turn the page for a 
vet’s comment on 
thyroid disease...Monty seemed lethargic all the time, and 

was keen to rest during longer walks.

Monty’s now taking 
more exercise in  

his stride.
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Case & comment

“Monty’s
on the

mend”
Sara Walker explains how 
hypothyroidism was the cause of her 
dog’s seemingly unrelated symptoms...

“M onty! Come 
on, Mr Lazy!” 
I shouted, 

reaching for his lead. My 
English Springer Spaniel, 
however, refused to leave his 
bed, and seemed determined 
to go back to sleep. Frustrated, 
I dropped the running shoes 
I’d been about to put on, and 
swapped them for walking 
boots instead. 

“I don’t know, mate,” I 
grumbled as I clipped on his 
lead. “You don’t take nearly 
enough exercise these days, 
no wonder you’re getting a bit 
tubby.”

For the last few weeks, I’d 
all but given up on my daily 
run with Monty, as he’d started 

to lag so far behind me that 
I was worried about losing 
him. Nowadays, just walking 
a single circuit of the track 
seemed enough for him, and he 
often slept for most of the day 
afterwards. 

I just assumed that my 
bouncy, lively dog was finally 
calming down. Six seemed a 
little premature for him to be 
showing signs of ageing, but as 
he’s a pedigree show Spaniel – 
bred for a calmer temperament 
than working dogs – it seemed 
feasible.

Out Of character
Soon, however, I started to 
notice other abnormalities. 
Monty has a docked tail, 

and the hair on the tip of his 
stub fell out, leaving an ugly 
bald spot. The vet prescribed 
steroid spray, which made no 
difference, but he also warned 
me that he’d need to do a 
biopsy for a full diagnosis. 

It seemed an overreaction to 
put my dog through a general 
anaesthetic for such a minor 
disfigurement, so I just hoped 
the problem would resolve 
itself. It didn’t. Things got much, 
much worse.

I took Monty to a new dog 
groomer who gave him a 
disastrous, too-short clip, and 
his lovely, glossy coat never 
seemed to recover. The thick 
hair around his neck thinned 
out, exposing scaly, dandruffy 
skin, and he developed several 
sore, itchy lesions around his 
collar area. 

As Monty frequently travels 
to France with us, and wears a 
tick collar for protection against 
tick-borne diseases, I thought 
he must have had an allergic 

in humans.
Monty’s blood test results 

gave us one piece of the 
jigsaw, as they showed that his 
thyroid levels were abnormally 
low. He also had a raised 
cholesterol level and, while this 
isn’t as serious in animals as it is 
in humans, it’s another indication 
of hormonal inbalance.

treating the cause
With all the signs pointing the 
same way, Edward prescribed 
Monty a daily 600mg dose 
of thyroxin. Although, in most 
cases, it takes around four 
weeks to show an improvement, 
Monty’s behaviour changed 
almost within a week. 

His poor coat condition was 
the last symptom to linger; 
but six months after starting 
treatment he was completely 
back to normal – lively, cheeky, 
energetic and with a healthy, 
glossy coat and silky fringe to 
his tail.

“Thyroid disease can be very 
insidious,” says Edward. “Many 
owners think their dogs are just 
getting older, as the symptoms 
are vague and happen over a 

long period of time. If you have 
any concerns about your pet, 
talk to your vet. The disease 
is easily manageable, and 
most dogs make a complete 
recovery.”

As a footnote to Monty’s 
story, when I recognised some 
of his symptoms in myself in 
autumn 2012, I went straight 
to the doctor where a blood 
test revealed that I, too, was 
suffering from low thyroid 
levels, although to a much lesser 
extent than Monty. 

Now, we take our tablets 
together in the morning before 
setting out for a run – and I’m 
still frustrated, because these 
days I can’t keep up with him! l

reaction to the chemicals. I 
took off the collar, but his skin 
got worse and worse, and 
he started to develop itchy 
patches on his flanks, licking 
and chewing at them until he 
made open, bleeding wounds. 

As he regularly saw both 
French and English vets for his 
travels, we consulted about 
each individual new symptom, 

and there were different 
theories ranging from a flea 
allergy to a reaction to a new 
washing powder. 

Monty was also continuing 
to put on weight, even though 
I was carefully monitoring his 
food intake. There came a 
point, though, in August 2012, 
when he point-blank refused to 
jump in the back of the car to 
go for his walk. 

At 26kg he’s no lightweight 
to lift, but my real concern was 
that he was developing arthritis 
or a problem with his hips. I 
thought this might also be why 
he seemed to feel cold all the 
time, huddling against our Aga 
cooker day and night. 

It was off to see the vet  
once more.

rOOt Of the prOblem
Our vet, Edward Davies of 
Cheshire Pet Medical Centre  
in Holmes Chapel, spent a  
long time reading Monty’s 
records and discussing his 
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The hair on Monty’s tail fell 
out and he developed raw 
patches on his flanks.

Six months after treatment, 
Monty is back to normal with a 

glossy coat and bright eyes.

Vet Edward Davies 
keeps a close  
eye on Monty.



Some breeds, such as 
Irish Setters, are prone 
to hypothyroidism.

A low thyroid hormone level 

alone does not necessarily 

confirm the disease.‘

‘
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Vet Graham Finch provides the lowdown on thyroid disease.

Monty’s story 
illustrates some 
key points about 

hypothyroidism – one being 
that dogs with the condition 
generally respond extremely 
well to treatment.  

The function of thyroid 
hormone is to control the 
metabolic rate of the many 
chemical reactions that take 
place in our bodies. I could 
not agree more with Monty’s 
vet, Edward; an underactive 
thyroid can sometimes be 
very difficult to diagnose. 

In my experience, the 
textbook description of classic 
signs of hypothyroidism – hair 
loss, lethargy and weight gain 
– do not always occur. 

There have certainly been 
descriptions of dogs with 
hypothyroidism presenting 
with just ongoing ear or skin 
infections and none of the 
other aforementioned classic 
signs. For some dogs, the coat 
condition deteriorates and 
excessive scurf is present but 
otherwise they appear well. 

So what suggests we might 
be dealing with a thyroid 
problem?

signs
A key giveaway is the dog’s 
response to treatment. If your 
dog has a skin or ear infection 
that doesn’t clear up following 
treatment with ear ointments, 
antibiotics or shampoos for  
more generalised infection, 
this could be due to 
hypothyroidism.

If the infection does clear 
up, but then comes back 
quickly, this could also 
indicate a thyroid problem, 
particularly if it keeps 
happening and the signs get 
worse as time goes on.

However, the same 
symptoms could also be 
due to another long-term 
condition, such as an allergy.  

I think Monty’s case 
illustrates this relapsing and 
progressive nature well. 
However, Monty had itchy 
skin and, typically, hormonal 
conditions are non-itchy. 

Age and breed can also 
be a good indicator as to the 

type of condition that may be 
affecting our dogs, although 
this can apply to any number 
of conditions. 

Typically, hypothyroidism 
occurs in middle-aged to 
older animals and I think it’s 
reasonable to say Monty is at 
that age. 

Certain breeds may also 
be predisposed – spaniels, 
Irish Setters and Boxers 
spring to mind, although 
hypothyroidism can occur in 
any breed. 

DiagnOsis
Blood tests can be useful in 
diagnosing hypothyroidism; 
approximately 70 per cent of 
dogs with the condition have 
elevated cholesterol, so Monty 
ticks that box. 

Some, but not all, dogs can 
have mild anaemia, which 
is thought to be due to 
the reduced oxygen 
requirement as a result 
of lowered activity 
levels. 

Other dogs 
may have raised 
liver enzymes, 
but this is 
definitely 
not a consistent 
finding and may be due 
to other conditions, for 
example Cushing’s disease 
(a hormonal disease affecting 
the adrenal gland, rather than 
the thyroid gland). 

Routine health-check 
blood tests may offer clues 
as to whether or not a dog 
has hypothyroidism, but 
additional testing is needed 
to confirm the disease. Some 
dogs may have completely 
normal routine blood results, 
so these need to be matched 
with the clinical presentation. 
Complicated, isn’t it?

The picture is further 
muddled because a low 
thyroid hormone level 
alone does not necessarily 
confirm the disease. Low 
thyroid hormones can occur 
as a result of other diseases, 
increasing demand for thyroid 
hormone in the body and 
resulting in a reduction of 
thyroid levels in the blood.

the future
To confirm the disease, we 
also look at the levels of 
thyroid stimulating hormone 
(TSH). Biochemistry tells 
us that if these levels are 
elevated and the thyroid levels 
are low, we are dealing with 
hypothyroidism.  

In the earlier stages of 
hypothyroidism, some dogs’ 
results will be inconclusive – 
for example, the results may 
show a low thyroid level and 
a normal TSH level, which 
indicates we may have to 
retest at some point in the 
future. If this is the case, I 
usually wait four to six weeks 
to see if the results change 
and confirm hypothyroidism.

As you can see from Monty’s 
case, this can be a tricky 

disease to diagnose and so 
you may have to bear with 
your vet as it can take time to 
reach a definitive diagnosis. 

However, I’m delighted to 
hear that both Monty and Sara 
are now doing well on thyroid 
replacement, which, in my 
experience, is very effective 
and rarely, if ever, has side 
effects. l
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“Cases usually respond well to treatment”
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