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What is Cushing’s disease?

Dogs with Cushing’s disease, or Hyperadrenocorticism, 
produce excessive amounts of hormones called 
glucocorticoids. This is caused by a small growth in 
the brain on the pituitary gland (pituitary-dependent 
hyperadrenocorticism) or a growth on the adrenal 
gland in the abdomen (adrenal-dependent 
hyperadrenocorticism). Both result in the body producing
more of the steroid cortisol.

Dogs with this condition are at increased risk of developing
diabetes, infections in the urine, kidney or skin, bladder
stones and blood clots in the lungs.

However, good news! Cushing’s disease
is treatable.

Cushing’s disease is seen more commonly in middle aged to older dogs
and can be mistakenly believed to be part of the normal aging process. It
can occur in any breed of dog, but is more frequent in Poodles, Dachshunds
and small terriers. This condition almost exclusively occurs in dogs.
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How to spot the signs and symptoms

l Most dogs will drink more water than normal and 
urinate more frequently. Some dogs can appear to be
incontinent as a result of this.

l An increased appetite is also common. Your pet may
appear to be ravenous all the time.

l Many cases develop a pot belly, so appear to be 
putting on weight. This is due to the abdominal muscles
becoming thinner and weaker, and the liver becoming
larger. The spine can become more prominent too.

l Panting and lethargy are also signs that can be 
associated with this condition. Your pet may be less 
willing to go for walks and seem more breathless when
they do go out.

l Skin problems may occur. Some dogs develop bald
patches or skin infections, and the skin can appear to
be thin especially over the belly area.

Not every dog shows all the signs of Cushing’s disease.
Some only show one or two signs, especially in the
early stages.

Cortisol acts on many tissues in the body, so there are many possible
symptoms associated with Cushing’s disease.
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How is Cushing’s diagnosed?

Blood tests
The first stage of diagnosis is taking a routine blood test. This blood 
sample can be suggestive of Cushing’s disease and therefore prompt 
us to run a diagnostic test for Cushing’s. It is also essential to run 
this sample to rule out other possible causes of the signs your dog 
is presenting. Various changes, including low levels of white blood 
cells, high blood glucose and increased liver enzymes may be 
suggestive of Cushing’s disease. 

Urine sample 
A sample is taken to assess the concentration of the urine. Very 
diluted urine is consistent with Cushing’s disease. It is also important 
to check for evidence of infections or glucose in the urine.

ACTH stimulation test
If Cushing’s disease is suspected, an ACTH stimulation test is often 
performed. Your dog will need to spend a morning at the practice so
that the vet or nurse can take two blood samples - one before and 

one after administering a hormone injection which stimulates the 
adrenal gland to produce steroid hormones. A very high concentration
of cortisol in the blood sample taken following the injection confirms
Cushing’s disease.

Low dose dexamethasone suppression test
This is an alternative test that may be used instead of, or following, the
ACTH stimulation test. This test takes eight hours to complete and
involves taking three blood tests. As well as confirming the diagnosis 
it can also help to differentiate between the pituitary and adrenal
dependent forms of the disease.

Diagnostic imaging
Abdominal ultrasound may be used to check the liver or adrenal glands
and may help to diagnose Cushing’s disease (adrenal-dependent 
hyperadrenocorticism). In complicated cases imaging of the suspected
region may be required using a CT or MRI.

There are many tests that can be used to help diagnose Cushing’s disease.
Which tests are performed, and in what order, will depend on your pet’s 
clinical signs and will be the result of joint decision making between you 
and your vet.
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How is Cushing’s treated?

A drug called Vetoryl is prescribed, which contains the
enzyme-inhibitor trilostane, which blocks excessive steroid
production. Treatment with this drug will start to reverse
some of the original signs you may have noticed in your
dog, for example, drinking and urinating more.

Monitoring 
When your pet starts this treatment it is very important 
that monitoring of both hormone levels and organ function 
is continued. Whilst excessive steroid hormone can cause 
illness, too little hormone can also causes illness, so 
monitoring is necessary to ensure the levels are correct 
- not too high or too low. Your vets will advise you on the 
frequency of monitoring tests and the improvement in 
clinical signs. Each dog is an individual and may require 
a lower or higher dose than originally prescribed.

Traditionally monitoring is achieved by repeating the 
ACTH stimulation test and biochemistry blood tests (to
check the internal organs and electrolytes). Two samples are
taken an hour apart, 4-6 hours after the tablet. Most dogs

Although in theory the growths causing the condition could be removed, 
the complications from such surgery can be significant, so most cases of
Cushing’s will be treated with medication.
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will be hospitalised for the morning for this test. The ACTH
stimulation test should be performed ten days, one month 
and three months after starting the tablets, and after every
dosage change. Following this the ACTH stimulation test is
checked every three months. As the test needs to be 
performed 4-6 hours after dosing, the medication must be
given in the morning.

A new development, pre-vetoryl cortisol testing, means
your pet’s response to the medication can be monitored
with a single blood test, taken 0-2 hours before the tablets
are dosed. Monitoring with this test means that most people
will need to dose their dog in the evening. Your dog will no
longer need to stay with the vet for a morning, as the blood
sample can be taken in a single appointment. This test is
easier, more cost effective, and has been shown to be an
equally accurate measure. When monitoring using this test,
dogs need to be checked at ten days by a vet, however,
blood tests only need to be taken at one month and three
months after starting the medication, or after a dose
change.

Although uncommon, side effects to the medication can
occur. If your dog develops any signs of illness, such as
weakness, nausea, diarrhoea or weight loss, contact your
vet practice immediately.

If you are concerned your pet may have
Cushing’s disease then speak to your
vet and see if you could give them a new 
lease of life.
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