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Hyperthyroidism in Cats – A Guide from Acorn House Veterinary Hospital, 

Bedford 

 Understanding Hyperthyroidism 

At Acorn House Veterinary Hospital, we frequently see hyperthyroidism in our 

feline patients — it’s the most common hormonal disorder in middle-aged to 

older cats. The average age at diagnosis is around 13 years. 

Hyperthyroidism occurs when one or both thyroid glands in the neck become 

overactive, producing excessive amounts of thyroid hormones — mainly 

thyroxine (T4), which is converted into the active form triiodothyronine (T3) in 

the body. These hormones regulate metabolism, so an excess speeds up nearly 

every process in the body. 

In most cases (97–99%), the cause is a benign growth (adenoma) of the thyroid 

gland. In a small number of cats (1–3%), it’s due to a malignant tumour (thyroid 

carcinoma). 

 Signs and Symptoms 

Because thyroid hormones affect almost every organ system, symptoms can be 

wide-ranging and may develop gradually. Common signs we see in our patients 

include: 

• Weight loss despite a normal or increased appetite 

• Increased appetite and food-seeking behaviour 

• Restlessness, hyperactivity, or irritability 

• Increased thirst and urination 

• Vomiting and/or diarrhoea 
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• Poor coat quality – unkempt, greasy, or matted fur 

• Rapid heart rate, which can lead to heart disease 

• High blood pressure, which may occur before or after treatment 

• Panting or heat intolerance in some cases 

Some cats may also show hair loss, lethargy in later stages, or a palpable lump in 

the neck. 

Diagnosis at Acorn House 

If your cat is showing any of these signs, our vets will carry out a thorough 

examination. In many cases, we can feel an enlarged thyroid gland in the neck. 

However, a blood test to measure thyroid hormone levels (especially T4) is 

essential to confirm the diagnosis. 

Because other conditions — such as diabetes, chronic kidney disease, and liver 

disease — can mimic hyperthyroidism, we often recommend a full blood panel to 

check for concurrent illnesses.  

 

Treatment Options 

There are both permanent and non-permanent treatments for hyperthyroidism. 

The right choice depends on your cat’s age, overall health, lifestyle, and your own 

circumstances. 

Permanent Treatments – aim to cure the condition 

1. Radioactive Iodine (I-131) Therapy  

This is the preferred treatment for many otherwise healthy cats. A single oral 

tablet containing radioactive iodine is given. The thyroid gland naturally absorbs 
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iodine, so the radioactive form is taken up by overactive thyroid cells, which are 

then destroyed. Healthy tissue is spared. 

• Effectiveness: Around 95% cure rate after one treatment. 

• Advantages: No surgery or anaesthetic, usually a one-off procedure, treats 

both glands if affected. 

• Considerations: 

• High upfront cost (average £3,200). 

• Only available at specially licensed facilities such as The Royal Veterinary 

College at Potters Bar or The Hyperthyroid Cat Centre in Wetherby 

https://www.hyperthyroidcatcentre.co.uk/ 

• Requires a 4–14 day stay in isolation at the treatment centre due to 

radiation safety rules. 

• Minimal human contact during hospitalisation — not suitable for cats 

needing regular medication or intensive nursing. 

• Post-discharge restrictions on close handling and waste disposal for several 

weeks. 

• Pre-treatment work-up (blood/urine tests, blood pressure, ultrasound, 

X-rays) often required — can cost up to £1,652 extra. 

• May cause hypothyroidism (underactive thyroid) afterwards, requiring daily 

supplementation — sometimes temporary, sometimes lifelong. 

 

2. Surgical Thyroidectomy – Traditional Approach 
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This involves removing one or both thyroid glands under general anaesthetic.  

• Effectiveness: 

o Both glands removed – around 90% cure rate. 

o One gland removed – 30–60% cure rate (the other gland may 

become overactive later). 

• Advantages: Immediate removal of abnormal tissue, can be cost-effective 

compared to long-term medication 

• Considerations: 

o Requires general anaesthetic (higher risk in elderly or unwell cats).  

o If both glands removed, permanent or temporary calcium imbalance 

may occur due to disruption of the parathyroid glands. This can be 

life threatening — and may require initial hospitalisation and 

supplementation. 

o Rarely, damage to laryngeal nerves can cause voice changes or 

severe breathing problems (usually only in advanced cancer cases).  

o Hypothyroidism can occur but is less common than with radioactive 

iodine and often temporary. 

• Costs: 

• One gland: ~£1,185, usually same-day discharge. 

• Both glands: £2,000–£4000 with a 3-day hospital stay for calcium 

monitoring. 

• Not currently performed at Acorn House but referral for surgery possible. 

Please contact us if you would like further information  
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 Non-Permanent Treatments 

1. Medication – Daily  

We commonly prescribe methimazole or carbimazole, available as tablets, 

flavoured liquids, or transdermal gels applied to the ear. These drugs block the 

production of thyroid hormones, controlling symptoms without removing the 

abnormal gland. 

• Advantages: No anaesthetic or hospital stay, treatment can start 

immediately, lower upfront cost, flexible dosing. 

• Considerations: 

• Not a cure — treatment is lifelong. 

• Dose requirements often change, especially early on. 

• Requires regular monitoring: monthly check-ups until stable, then every 3 

months with blood tests. 

• Ongoing costs: typically £450–£550 every 3 months once stable with full 

monitoring     

• Possible side effects include vomiting, diarrhoea, loss of appetite, skin 

itching, or blood cell changes — most cats tolerate treatment well. 

• Over time, the thyroid gland may become more abnormal, making later 

permanent treatment riskier. 

2. Dietary Management – Iodine Restriction 

Feeding a diet extremely low in iodine — such as Hill’s Prescription Diet y/d — 

limits thyroid hormone production. 
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• Requirements: 

o The cat must eat only the iodine-restricted food for life. 

o No treats, table scraps, or access to other pets’ food. 

o Low-iodine water may be needed in some areas. 

• Advantages: No surgery, anaesthetic, or medication required. 

• Considerations: 

• Works best for indoor cats who will reliably eat only the prescribed diet.  

• Effectiveness: around 83% if fully compliant. 

• Hyperthyroidism will return if the diet is stopped. 

• As with medication, the abnormal thyroid tissue remains and may worsen 

over time. 

 

Complications of Untreated Hyperthyroidism 

If left untreated, hyperthyroidism can cause: 

• High blood pressure leading to retinal detachment and blindness 

• Heart disease and heart failure 

• Chronic kidney damage 

• Severe weight loss and muscle wasting 

• Premature death 

Prompt diagnosis and treatment — whether permanent or non-permanent — 

greatly reduces these risks. 
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 Insurance Considerations 

If your cat is covered by a lifetime cover policy, ongoing treatment should be 

covered for life, provided the policy is renewed without a break. 

If your cat is on a time-limited policy, cover usually ends 12 months after 

diagnosis. In this case, it may be worth considering a permanent treatment while 

insurance is still active. 

 

Hyperthyroidism in cats offers a wide range of treatment possibilities, each with 

its own benefits, limitations, and practical considerations. Every cat is different. At 

Acorn House, we’ll help you choose the treatment that’s right for your cat’s 

health, your lifestyle, and your budget. With the right care, most cats with 

hyperthyroidism go on to live happy, healthy lives. 
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