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Jen Wittman:  Welcome back to Your Best Thyroid Life.  Today we will be speaking with 
Sarah Downing, blog editor and representative of ThyroidChange, an organization dedicated 
to innovative thyroid care.  Welcome, Sarah. 
 
Sarah Downing:  Hi, Jen, pleased to be here today. 
 
Jen:  Thank you.  It’s just such an honor and a privilege to be speaking with you today.  I’ve 
been a longtime follower and a sometime contributor to ThyroidChange.  And for me 
personally, after years of really struggling with the disease, finding ThyroidChange was such 
a blessing.  So, before we get started, tell us about your thyroid story and how you came to 
find ThyroidChange. 
 
Sarah:  Well, first off I want to say it’s also a privilege to be here today and to talk to you 
and finally get to see you face-to-face, Jen. 
 
Jen:  Thank you. 
 
Sarah:  I was diagnosed back in 2009.  I was living in Germany at the time, so I had to deal 
with all the medical care in German; that was an added challenge.  But for me it was a very 
slow progression; I very slowly year by year started putting on more and more weight, got 
more and more tired.  And just before I got diagnosed, I had several deaths in my family and 
quite a bit of stress and I believe that that may have significantly contributed to that.  So, 
when I was first diagnosed, they put me on T4 where, because of the nature of my job – I’m a 
translator and a writer – my first instinct was to research as much as I could.  And that’s when 
I started reading sites like Mary Shomon’s and Janie Bowthorpe’s and all these other 
wonderful advocates.  And I learnt so much and I learnt that T4-only medication doesn’t 
work for everybody.  So, I still wasn’t feeling good and I went back to my doctor and she 
refused to up my dose because she said that I was cured, which I clearly wasn’t because I was 
still feeling like crap.  So, yeah, I actually ended up switching doctors and this doctor put me 
on a combination med – it was a synthetic T3 T4 – and I started feeling better, but I didn’t 
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start feeling really well until I switched to natural desiccated thyroid.  And at the time, I had 
various other issues; the ones that often come along with thyroid disease.  My blood sugar 
was slightly elevated, I was suffering from adrenal fatigue, I was still a little overweight, I 
had elevated triglycerides.  I’ve got to say it was a slow journey that I had to take step by step 
and it wasn’t until we moved to the US that I was able to start tackling the adrenal fatigue and 
saw a nutritionist, started taking supplements, started working out with a personal trainer – 
well, that was actually something that I did before.  And that really, really helped me to gain 
back my strength and to feel good about myself.  And also, it changed my body image, but 
for the better.  I no longer cared so much just about losing weight, I wanted to be strong and I 
wanted to be healthy and that was my priority.  And around the time that I first got diagnosed, 
I discovered a website called Dear Thyroid and they had these wonderful columns written by 
patients for patients and because I love to write, I got in contact with the lady who runs Dear 
Thyroid, Katie Schwartz, and I asked her if she would be interested in me writing for them.  
So, for quite a while I wrote a column called Flying With Broken Wings and I had a lot of 
followers and I realized how much I loved interviewing people, talking to thyroid patients, 
just reaching out to them and reassuring them that they weren’t alone.  So, after a while I set 
up my own blog, Butterflies and Phoenixes, and around that time, it was shortly afterwards 
that I met Michelle Bickford.  She was on one of the forums that I was frequenting at the 
time.  There are a ton of wonderful thyroid forums on Facebook; very useful, patient support, 
information, awareness.  And I met Michelle and we started talking and she wasn’t doing 
well at all.  And it was that that actually spurred her to create ThyroidChange. 
 
Jen:  Wow, so tell us then a little bit about ThyroidChange.  Who is it; what does it do?  
What is this organization about?  How did you get started working with them? 
 
Sarah:  So, we started off in May 2012 when Michelle wrote the petition.  She realized that 
she wasn’t getting the care that she needed; she had been sick her whole life.  And she started 
researching more and more and realizing that there was something more out there, that there 
were treatments, that there were other options that her doctors had not made her aware of.  
So, she wrote this petition on Endocrinologists: Patients with Thyroid Dysfunction Demand 
Change.  And that’s when she met Denise Rodriguez and Denise is also the cofounder of 
ThyroidChange.  So, around that time – I forget how I first heard about them – but I thought 
it would be a great scoop to get a blog interview with them.  So, I gave them their first 
interview and we started talking more and I suggested that I think it would be a really good 
idea for them to have a blog on their website because in my experience, blogs provide 
patients with information, they make them realize that they’re not so alone and they 
encourage them to open up and share their stories.  Well, they were very welcome to that idea 
and so that’s how it started.  And so I’ve been with them since then and we’ve actually 
progressed and become a non-profit.  That was back in June 2014.  It’s gained tremendous 
momentum; I can’t believe how far it’s come.   
 
Jen:  It’s such a wonderful patient advocacy site and resource.  I loved going there to find the 
list of practitioners, to read the blogs and to be part of a movement of people coming together 
who are suffering or have suffered from thyroid disease to be in a community where we are  
all going through it together and we’re exchanging stories or resources and ideas on how to 
get better so that you don’t feel alone.  Because I think that is the biggest complaint and the 
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most common thing I hear amongst people who work with me and just what I felt personally 
when I was going through my thyroid journey, was that I felt all alone in it.  So, it’s so 
wonderful to have ThyroidChange out there just advocating for us and providing great 
resources and great stories and information on the blog.  So, tell me a little bit about 
ThyroidChange’s approach, because it’s a little different than some of the other support 
forums out there.  Can you talk about that? 
 
Sarah:  Yeah, sure.  Well, it certainly is because I’ve worked with various advocates in the 
past.  One thing that I really like about ThyroidChange is that we have a very international 
approach.  We’re not interested in just helping patients in America, we want to help patients 
worldwide.  And what’s very special about us is we have a very dedicated team of very 
passionate volunteers, all of which are either sick themselves or have been sick.  And so they 
have been in that position and they want to help others.  So, several of them are not just from 
America; we have a girl from The Netherlands.  So, we have various people from various 
countries and they have that special knowledge knowing how different treatment and 
diagnosis is in these countries.  So, we want to create change there.  Another thing that we 
want to do is we feel that there is strength in numbers; there are so many amazing advocates 
out there, but we want to provide a platform to bring all these advocates together so that they 
can work together and create change and raise awareness.  We want to empower patients; 
give them the tools so that they themselves can work towards healing themselves, finding the 
right doctors, doing what needs to be done to get their lives back.   
 
Jen:  Yeah, I think that is the powerful part – when I participated in it, it is just that it feels 
like this giant group of people all coming together from different points of view, from 
different areas of the world, all with the common goal of changing the level of care around 
thyroid conditions.  Because what is so sad is that you see worldwide people are not getting 
the appropriate care for these conditions.  It’s just staggering.  I receive emails – especially 
now since Facebook has really exploded, I see emails from people in the Middle East, from 
people in Africa, from people in Europe, from people in Asia, everybody in North and South 
and Central America.  It is a worldwide epidemic.  I think the statistics are something like 
300 million people suffer worldwide with thyroid conditions.  Tell me if I’m wrong on that 
statistic, but I know that it’s huge.  And when you’re in it and you feel like you’re all alone 
and you feel just so desperate and you don’t know if there is anything that help you reverse 
the disease, it just feels like a losing battle and it can feel just so awful.  So, talk a little bit 
about how ThyroidChange directly helps patients connect with each other, find resources and 
all that good stuff. 
 
Sarah:  Well, one thing that’s really special about us, which I wanted to mention before, is 
we actually have an extensive network of supporters from all different branches.  We have 
doctors, we have celebrities, we have health coaches, we have authors; all kinds of amazing 
people.  And I’ve noticed from my own personal experience that some advocates out there, 
they tend to attack the doctors, but we want to actually work with the doctors because we feel 
that that would be a more constructive approach.  We’re hoping to work more and more with 
these doctors to provide our patients with information, with interviews – just like what we’re 
doing now – to do Facebook chats.  We do a lot of supporter blogs from doctors and health 
coaches and we also have a website which has a database of patient-recommended doctors.  
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So, they have to fulfill specific criteria; they have to be willing certain tests, not just tests for 
the TSH, preferably treat by symptoms rather than just blood levels.  Because as we know, 
there are so many people out there, they have excellent blood levels and they’re still feeling 
like crap.  So, we are all for doctors thinking outside the box.  And we’re very much in favor 
of customized treatment.  We’re not just T4-only or NDT-only, we’re not in favor of any 
particular medication.  What we are in favor of is whatever medication works for the 
individual.  So, we believe in customized access to all medications for all patients. 
 
Jen:  Yeah, and the doctors really have the ear of the patients and so what I love is that you 
are working directly with the doctors.  And we should all be reaching out to the doctors and 
endocrinologists and I would say – you’ve lived in other countries too, so you know kind of 
the challenges that we have here with our insurance and insurance companies – that there is 
also something to hopefully being able to walk hand-in-hand with these insurance companies 
and talk to them about the best ways that insurance can provide care for people with thyroid 
conditions.  And so I think reaching out to them, dealing with doctors and helping them get 
more educated on the disease from a functional or holistic point of view.  I think a lot of it – 
and I talked to another presenter earlier about this – they were saying doctors are great people 
and they have great intentions, but a lot of them either don’t have the full education in thyroid 
health – what they had learned was that you just medicate it and that is that.  A lot of doctors 
aren’t even really aware of the antibody test and don’t even think to give that.  I know I went 
through 12 doctors and two ER visits and not one person tested me for Hashimoto’s; not at 
all.  And once you learn about Hashimoto’s, I have the classic symptoms for it.  It’s just 
amazing to me that it was missed; at great hospitals in Los Angeles and with all the doctors 
and specialists I had seen.  So, I think it’s great that ThyroidChange is really reaching out to 
the doctors to educate and work together because that’s where everybody is going initially.  
Usually people get to the health coach and the other practitioners when they’ve tried so many 
doctors, they’ve spent so much money, they’re on medications or supplements that didn’t 
work, that they want somebody who is knowledgeable to guide them through the process.  
But most people would prefer being able to use their insurance – because health coaches right 
now as it stands we can’t accept insurance.  So, hopefully that will change.  But in the 
meantime, most people want to be able to use their healthcare insurance and go and see a 
regular doctor and get this problem taken care of.  So, I just think it’s wonderful that 
ThyroidChange is reaching out to the doctors and trying to work hand-in-hand with them 
instead of just saying, “Doctors are awful, they don’t help.”  I know I make jokes about that 
sometimes and I had a little ninja video about what I wanted to say to some of my doctors, 
but that’s more about the doctors who aren’t really willing to listen or disregard symptoms.  
But I think there are a lot of great-hearted, well-intentioned doctors who are trying to help 
people with thyroid conditions, but maybe they just don’t understand the full picture of how 
the disease can be treated.  I don’t know. 
 
Sarah:  Yeah.  I was going to say that I’m sure that’s the case and that’s why we find is so 
important not just to educate patients, but to educate doctors.  I guess the challenge that you 
come up against is that not every doctor is open-minded to listening to every patient.  In my  
experience, the best doctors do, however, and those are the doctors that tend to be our 
supporters and we’re very grateful to them and we love working with them. 
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Jen:  Yeah.  And those doctors are wonderful.  We just need more of them.  That’s what we 
need.  So, after all these years that you’ve been at this and with all the resources from experts 
and questions and from patients you receive, what are some of the most important tips people 
can follow to more effectively manage thyroid conditions in the real world? 
 
Sarah:  Well, I would say use your intuition.  What I have noticed for myself is most times 
when I suspected something was wrong, then there was something wrong.  A lot of times 
doctors didn’t listen to me and I persisted and when I persisted, I realized that I was right.  
You know your own body best, so don’t give up on fighting; you deserve to be healthy and 
happy.  Inform yourself; be empowered; don’t expect somebody to heal you because you’re 
not just going to go to a doctor and get that magic cure, you have to be able to be in the right 
place and to be proactive in order to heal yourself.  What I have found is that it is about so 
much more than taking a pill.  It’s about taking a whole holistic approach; the right diet, 
nourishing your body, giving it what it needs individually.  Because not every diet works for 
everybody.  Cutting out food allergens, that kind of thing.  In addition, I would say you have 
to be in the right place mentally.  It really, really helps to be in the right environment, to be 
happy, to be filled, to be empowered, to not be afraid to take the risk, to make a change in 
order to get what you need.  God, there’s so much advice that you could possibly give to new 
thyroid patients.  I would also say that there are some amazing networks out there, so don’t 
be afraid to connect with other people because many of them are in your position and they are 
more than willing to help.  I would say do as much research as you possibly can; don’t just 
listen to your doctor and expect them to be right because often times they’re not.  They’re 
only human too, even though it seems that some of them believe that they are gods 
unfortunately.  Those are the kind of doctors that I don’t tend to get on with that well. 
 
Jen:  Yeah. 
 
Sarah:  I’m sure you can relate to that. 
 
Jen:  Definitely. 
 
Sarah:  I will say you will have ups and downs.  You will have times when you think, “I 
cannot carry on with this any longer,” but don’t give up because you are worth it and there is 
a light at the end of the tunnel.  But I do think that a lot of it is hugely about attitude, 
cultivating a positive mental attitude, making sure that you remain hopeful.  Because 
whatever is going on in your head affects your body, more than you might believe. 
 
Jen:  Yeah.  Those are such great tips.  And tell us again, tell the viewers how they can find 
ThyroidChange and how they can be a part of that community?  
 
Sarah:  Well, our website is www.thyroidchange.org.  In addition, we have a Facebook page; 
you just have to look for ThyroidChange.  We’re on Twitter; we’re on Pinterest.  I think 
we’re even on LinkedIn, but our main ones are Facebook and Twitter.  And when you go to 
the website, you should be able to find all those links there as well.  We’re quite a broad 
network; we have a very dedicated team of amazing volunteers, each of whom specializes in 
various things.  We have some people for Twitter, some people for Facebook.  We just want 
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to make sure that we’re available to everybody on all platforms or at least as many as 
possible. 
 
Jen:  Wow.  So, I want to go back for just one second and talk about your personal journey.  
You and I have talked for a couple of years now and I’ve seen you ride the wave of what’s 
been going on with you and how you’ve transformed your life personally.  Tell us what 
you’re doing now and how that was prompted by your healing journey? 
 
Sarah:  So, I never dreamed that I would be where I am now.  When I got sick, I realized that 
I had natural healing abilities.  I had been very empathic and very in tune with people, but it 
really kicked in when I became sick.  Through my writing, just talking to people, I realized 
that I automatically knew what to say a lot of the time to help people.  And for the longest 
time I said to myself, “I want to get into the healing profession,” because I’m a very good 
writer, but it’s not always fulfilling.  And that’s exactly what I was saying before; don’t be 
afraid to take risks and to do something different.  So, I’m still doing my translation work.  
But basically, I had been thinking of becoming a health coach or becoming a naturopath or 
something similar and what happened is last December I had a really, really difficult 
translation client and she just pushed me over the edge.  I thought – excuse my French – but, 
“Screw this!  I need to do something different.”  And that’s when I decided to go into 
massage therapy and since then – since January – I’ve been doing a course in massage 
therapy and I hope to be finished by the end of the year to become a licensed massage 
therapist.  And it’s something that I very much enjoy.  It’s been a challenge, it’s been a 
journey, but I’ve learned a tremendous amount.  I’ve met some absolutely amazing people 
and it really does transform you.  It seems to me like a lot of healers, they go through their 
own healing journey, but almost to finish their own healing they need to learn to heal others.  
And there is the archetype of the wounded healer and I think that’s something that you can 
very much relate to too.  I’ve sometimes felt like we make a life contract with ourselves; 
maybe before we’re born we say to ourselves, “Well, I’m going to experience suffering in my 
life; I’m going to experience some kind of disease in order to become a better healer.”  And 
so sometimes I wonder if that was the case.  But it takes time to reach that point, but it’s very 
rewarding when you do.  And if you’re feel already now instinctively that there is something 
that you should be doing, you need to hush up the negative voices in your head and start 
believing in yourself because it really is possible.  
 
Jen:  Yeah, and I think one thing that people really need to understand is it sometimes can 
seem silly to say that your condition is a gift, but look for the gifts in having a thyroid 
condition and see what it’s trying to teach you and how you can grow from the experience.  
And as you reach out to organizations like ThyroidChange, you’re going to get the resources 
that really help you get better and feel better, but really honor what is happening in your body 
now.  Because I know that being diagnosed with Hashimoto’s was a huge wakeup call for 
me; it was telling me to kind of stop my Type A nonsense and stop abusing my body and stop  
rushing around and stop to smell the roses; all that kind of stuff.  So, I think sometimes we 
need to look at thyroid conditions – and I feel like you’ve done this and I’ve done this and a 
lot of other people have – to find what the gift is in it, use that as a lesson and then get better 
and move on with our lives.  That’s how I feel about it. 
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Sarah:  Well, I totally agree.  It’s been my experience in life that I’ve gone through a lot of 
difficult things, but when I look back, I realize that there was a lesson in all of that and often 
times there was an opportunity.  It’s just a case of whether you personally chose to recognize 
that opportunity and act on it.  And that’s what I meant by positive mental attitude.  I guess 
what makes it difficult with thyroid disease is that there is a very high rate of depression, so 
sometimes it’s very difficult to be positive, but when you were treated and you were not 
suffering from clinical depression, take that opportunity to smell the roses, to look back, 
realize just how very far you have come.  Because often times it’s really amazing to take a 
look back at that journey that you never thought that you were going to make.  And all these 
friends and amazing people that you’ve met along the way. 
 
Jen:  Yeah.  That’s the thing; you end up joining 300 million other people who are managing 
this disease and through all these great resources and ThyroidChange and all these wonderful 
Facebook places to be, you have people; you are not alone.  There is a large community out 
here and you’ve just made new friends.  Well, Sarah, this is really inspiring and I want to just 
thank you for joining us today.   
 
Sarah:  Well, I want to thank you for having me, Jen.  It’s been lovely talking to you. 
 
Jen:  Thank you. 
 

END OF PRESENTATION 


