
CORTISOL (AKA. STRESS) & “DIET” SUGGESTIONS FOR HYPOTHYROIDISM 

We all know living with hypothyroidism is tough.  With your thyroid “out of whack” to any significant 
degree, living a normal, healthy life is going to be tough.  Most often, your body is simply just 
running at the wrong speed. 

But we can either sit and dwell on the cards we have been dealt, or we can be proactive in 
managing it! 

Most often, we need to first heal from within.  This means eliminating the stress inside our bodies 
(usually food) and second is to focus on reducing/managing outside stressors as much as 
possible (along with a ton of other things that need to be managed; however, this article is 
specifically about stress and food!). 

This does require us to be honest/realistic with ourselves, what we are doing to better our 
positions, and what we are not doing (but should be) and what that in-action is causing our bodies 
to do.    We know that for the “average” person, elevated cortisol levels are bad, but for someone 
with hypothyroidism, that increases tenfold. 

Essentially cortisol = an individual with hypothyroidism’s worst nightmare. 

CORTISOL: 

Cortisol is often called the "stress hormone" because of its connection to the stress response, 
however, cortisol is much more than just a hormone released during stress.  Cortisol is one of the 
steroid hormones and is made in the adrenal glands.  Most cells within the body have cortisol 
receptors.  Secretion of the hormone is controlled by the hypothalamus, the pituitary gland, and 
the adrenal gland, a combination glands often referred to as the HPA axis. 

What does cortisol do? 

Because most bodily cells have cortisol receptors, it affects many functions in the body.  Cortisol 
can help control blood sugar levels, regulate metabolism, help reduce inflammation, and assist 
with memory formulation.   

It has a controlling effect on salt and water balance and helps control blood pressure.  In women, 
cortisol also supports the developing fetus during pregnancy. 

All of these functions make cortisol a crucial hormone to protect overall health and well-being, but 
constant elevated cortisol levels can be bad for the average person, and even more so for 
someone with hypothyroidism. 

Problems associated with high cortisol levels: 

While producing cortisol is a necessity for life and helps keep us motivated, awake and responsive 
to our environment, maintaining abnormally high circulating cortisol levels can become dangerous 
and contribute to long-term problems. 

Levels of cortisol rise when the pituitary gland releases another hormone called 
adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH).  ACTH signals the adrenals to pump out more cortisol. Why 
does this happen? Many different things trigger this release, including various forms of physical 
(exercise) or emotional stress, a poor lifestyle, too little sleep, or illnesses and infections. 
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High cortisol levels can also contribute to changes in a woman's libido and menstrual cycle, as 
well anxiety and depression may also be linked to high cortisol levels. 

Alternatively, you can have constant too low cortisol levels as well.  Which is also just as bad. 

If you experience any of these symptoms, your doctor may suggest you have a blood test to 
measure your cortisol levels – HIGHLY RECOMMENDED. 

But ideally, we can start reducing and consistently keep on top of stress management. 

And I truly believe healing our GI Track and causing the least amount of internal 
stress/inflammation and discomfort is a great first step so that our bodies can handle outside 
stress easier/more efficiently. 

So, here are some diet recommendations to help heal your GI track and reduce inflammation: 

1. WILD-CAUGHT FISH — These provide the omega-3 fatty acids EPA and DHA, essential 
for hormone balance and thyroid function.  Balancing the level of omega-3 to omega-6 
fatty acids in your hypothyroidism diet can reduce inflammation and support healthy 
neurological function.  Fish such as wild-caught Alaskan salmon, Atlantic mackerel and 
Pacific sardines are some of the best sources of omega-3’s to increase neurotransmitter 
activity and support a healthy mood and immune system.  Just be aware of the fish you 
should never eat and choose the best varieties available; 

 
2. COCONUT OIL — This provides medium-chain fatty acids in the form of caprylic acid, 

lauric acid and capric acid, which support a healthy metabolism, increase energy and fight 
fatigue.  Coconut oil is easy to digest, nourishes the digestive system and has 
antimicrobial, antioxidant and antibacterial properties that suppress inflammation. 
Coconut oil helps improve immunity and can increase brain function, endurance and mood 
while stabilizing blood sugar levels; 

 
3. SEAWEED — Good seaweeds are some of the best natural sources of iodine and help 

prevent deficiencies that disturb thyroid function.  Try kelp, nori, kombu and wakame. You 
can look for dried varieties of these at health food stores and use them in soups, with tuna 
fish or in fish cakes. 

 
4. PROBIOTIC-RICH FOODS — These include kefir (a fermented dairy product), organic 

goat’s milk yogurt, kimchi, kombucha, natto, sauerkraut and other fermented veggies.  
Probiotics help create a healthy gut environment by balancing microflora bacteria.  This 
reduces leaky gut syndrome, nutrient deficiencies, inflammation and autoimmune 
reactions. 
 

5. SPROUTED SEEDS — Flax, hemp and chia seeds provide ALA, a type of omega-3 fat 
that’s critical for proper hormonal balance and thyroid function.  Adequate levels of fats in 
your diet support a healthy mood and brain function while helping to lower inflammation. 
Eating plenty of healthy fats also stabilizes blood sugar levels and can help you stay at a 
healthy weight. 

 
6. MORE WATER — Water helps with hydration and digestive function while preventing 

fatigue and moodiness. For prevention of constipation, low energy and sugar cravings, 
drink at least eight ounces every two hours. 
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7. HIGH FIBER FOODS — People with hypothyroidism may have digestive difficulties, so 

aim for 25-35 grams of fiber daily.  Not only does a high-fiber diet help with digestive 
health, it also improves heart health, balances blood sugar levels and supports a healthy 
weight by making you feel fuller. Some easy ways to increase fiber intake include eating 
more fresh vegetables, berries, beans, lentils and seeds. 

 
8. BONE BROTH — Beef and chicken stock contain the amino acids L-proline and L-glycine, 

which can help repair the digestive lining and improve hypothyroidism.  Bone broth also 
contains numerous important minerals that nourish the digestive tract and prevent 
deficiencies like calcium, magnesium, phosphorus and silicon.  Bone broth has been 
shown to help overcome food sensitivities, improve energy and fight fatigue, increase 
immunity and lower pain of the muscles and joints. 

 
9. FRUITS AND VEGETABLES — These are high in vitamins, minerals and antioxidants 

that are necessary for combating free-radical damage and lowering inflammation. They 
are nutrient-dense and should make up a large portion of a healthy diet since they support 
digestive health, brain function, heart health, hormone balance and a healthy weight. *SEE 
NOTE BELOW ON CRUCIFEROUS VEGETABLES* 

I think we see a common theme here – WHOLE, NATURAL FOODS are your BEST FRIENDS. 

Alternatively, and these are just suggestions, these are foods/items you should reconsider having, 
and or do your “testing” to see how they affect you and your body: 

1. LIMIT OR ELIMINATE GLUTEN - Gluten is a protein found in grain and wheat that is not 
well-digested by around 6% of people.  While it’s fair to say the “gluten-free movement” 
has gotten out of hand, those with genuine gluten issues are at an increased risk for many 
health conditions (such as fibromyalgia) if they continue to consume it.  And numerous 
studies have shown a strong link between so-called gluten sensitivity (as well as celiac 
disease) and hypothyroidism.  For those hypersensitive to gluten, it is thought their 
immune system can confuse components of gluten with thyroid tissue. The immune 
system then mistakenly attacks and damages the thyroid gland, characteristic of 
Hashimoto’s thyroiditis. In fact, around 16% of those with celiac disease have antibodies 
that attack the thyroid.  Going by this theory, an individual with Hashimoto’s will not 
improve unless gluten is removed from the diet. 

 
2. FOODS WITH SOY.  This one is iffy, there’s long been concern over the potential negative 

effects that certain compounds in soy, called isoflavones, may have on the thyroid. Some 
researchers believe that too much soy may increase a person's risk for hypothyroidism. 
But others theorize that only those with both hypothyroidism and an iodine deficiency 
should watch their intake.  So, there are no specific dietary guidelines, but some research 
does suggest that consumption of soy may interfere with your ability to absorb thyroid 
medication.  For that reason, you may want to wait four hours after eating soy-based foods 
before taking your regular dose. Check with your doctor to see what’s best for you.  

 
3. CRUCIFEROUS VEGETABLES. Like Broccoli and Cauliflower.   Cruciferous vegetables, 

such as broccoli and cabbage, are full of fiber and other nutrients, but they may interfere 
with the production of thyroid hormone if you have an iodine deficiency. If you do, it’s a 
good idea to limit your intake of Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, kale, turnips, and 
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bok choy, because research suggests digesting these vegetables may block the thyroid's 
ability to utilize iodine, which is essential for normal thyroid function.  

 
If you have been diagnosed with both hypothyroidism and iodine deficiency, there are 
some things you can do to make these vegetables less harmful.  Cooking them can reduce 
the effect that cruciferous vegetables have on the thyroid gland, and limiting your intake 
of these (cooked) vegetables to 5 ounces a day may help as well, since that amount 
appears to have no adverse effect on thyroid function. 

 
4. FATTY FOODS. Such as Butter, Meat, and All Things Fried.  While you should indulge 

sometimes, but if you do be realistic with the outcome of what your body may do/react to 
this.  Fats have been found to disrupt the body's ability to absorb thyroid hormone 
replacement medicines, says Stephanie Lee, MD, PhD.  Fats may also interfere with the 
thyroid's ability to produce hormone as well.  Some healthcare professionals recommend 
that you cut out all fried foods and reduce your intake of fats from sources such as butter, 
mayonnaise, margarine, and fatty cuts of meat. 
 

5. PROCESSED FOODS aka. in Packages and the Frozen Aisle.  Processed foods tend to 
have a lot of sodium, and people with hypothyroidism should avoid high level intakes of 
sodium. Having an underactive thyroid increases a person's risk for high blood pressure, 
and too much sodium further increases this risk.  Read the "Nutrition Facts" label on the 
packaging of processed foods to find options lowest in sodium. People with an increased 
risk for high blood pressure should restrict their sodium intake to 1,500 milligrams a day, 
according to the American Heart Association. 
 

6. COFFEE.  Time Your First Cup Carefully in the Morning.  Caffeine has been found to block 
absorption of thyroid hormone replacement. A except from a study I read:  "People who 
were taking their thyroid medication with their morning coffee had uncontrollable thyroid 
levels, and we couldn't figure it out," she says. "I now have to be very careful to tell people, 
'Only take your medication with water.'" You should wait at least 30 minutes after taking 
your medication before having a cup of joe. 

Another suggestion I have while you are figuring out what your body does and doesn’t like, what 
it reacts to etc. is keeping a food journal and logging your body’s feelings, what you ate, moods, 
etc. every day.  This can provide great insight and help us really identify patterns and what our 
body may be reacting too.   

Let me know if you have any questions, comments or concerns! 


