
  

Approach to the Finding of a Low 
Thyrotropin Level 
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Low thyrotropin 
(thyroid-stimulating hormone, 
or TSH)

Measure free thyroxine (T4) 
and free triiodothyronine (T3)

Low free T4  
Low free T3

Low free T4  
High free T3

Central hypothyroidism 
Severe euthyroid sick syndrome  
Disequilibrium state

Normal free T4 
Normal free T3

Normal free T4  
Low free T3 

Normal free T4  
High free T3

High free T4  
Normal free T3 

Exogenous T3 toxicosis (serum thyroglobulin low)  
Endogenous T3 toxicosis (serum thyroglobulin high)

Subclinical hyperthyroidism  
     Exogenous thyroid hormone  
     Endogenous thyroid hormone 
          Mild toxic nodular goiter (single or multiple nodules) 
          Mild Graves’ disease  
Normal variant 
Euthyroid sick syndrome 
Medication effects 
Elevated human chorionic gonadotropin (hCG)

Euthyroid sick syndrome  
Medication effects

Toxic nodular goiter (negative for thyroid receptor antibody, 
or TRAB, no ophthalmopathy) 

Early Graves’ disease (usually positive for TRAB, possible 
ophthalmopathy) 

Natural thyroid preparations

Order iodine 123 uptake scan

High uptake Low uptake

Toxic nodular goiter (negative for TRAB, no 
ophthalmopathy) 

Graves’ disease (usually positive for TRAB, 
possible ophthalmopathy)  

Elevated hCG (rarely)

Thyroiditis 
Ectopic hyperthyroidism 
     Exogenous T4-T3 therapy 
     Struma ovarii (very rare) 
     Large deposits of functioning thyroid cancer metastases (very rare) 
Iodine-induced hyperthyroidism (Jod-Basedow effect)  
Amiodarone 
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