best time to test for cushing's in horses

best time to test for cushing's in horses is a critical consideration for equine
veterinarians and horse owners alike. Equine Cushing's disease, also known as Pituitary
Pars Intermedia Dysfunction (PPID), is a common endocrine disorder that affects older
horses, leading to a range of clinical sighs and health complications. Understanding the
optimal timing for diagnostic testing can significantly improve the accuracy of results and
ensure timely intervention. This article explores the factors influencing the best time to test
for Cushing's in horses, including seasonal variations, clinical signs, and testing methods.
Additionally, it discusses the interpretation of test results and how to manage horses
suspected of having this condition. The following sections will provide a thorough overview
to assist in making informed decisions regarding testing schedules and diagnosis.

e Understanding Equine Cushing’s Disease
e Seasonal Considerations for Testing

e Clinical Signs and When to Test

e Common Diagnostic Tests for Cushing’s

e Interpreting Test Results

e Recommendations for Testing Frequency

Understanding Equine Cushing’s Disease

Equine Cushing’s disease, or Pituitary Pars Intermedia Dysfunction (PPID), is an endocrine
disorder caused by dysfunction of the pituitary gland. This gland, located at the base of the
brain, regulates hormone production, including adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH), which
influences cortisol levels. In horses with PPID, the pituitary gland becomes enlarged and
overproduces hormones, leading to clinical signs such as long curly hair coats, excessive
sweating, increased thirst and urination, muscle wasting, and laminitis.

Since the disease affects hormone levels, diagnostic testing relies on measuring hormone
concentrations in the horse’s blood. However, hormone levels can fluctuate naturally
throughout the year, making the timing of testing an essential factor in obtaining accurate

results.

Seasonal Considerations for Testing



Impact of Seasonal Hormone Fluctuations

One of the most important factors influencing the best time to test for Cushing’s in horses
is seasonal variation. Research has shown that plasma ACTH concentrations in horses vary
significantly with the seasons, typically increasing during the late summer and fall months.
This seasonal rise in hormone levels can affect test sensitivity and specificity, potentially
leading to false positives or false negatives if testing is not timed correctly.

Understanding these fluctuations helps veterinarians decide when to conduct tests to
achieve the most reliable results. Testing during periods of naturally elevated ACTH levels
may increase the likelihood of identifying affected horses but can also complicate the
interpretation of results.

Optimal Testing Seasons

The late summer to early fall months, often from August through October, are considered
the most sensitive times to test for PPID. During this window, the pituitary gland’s increased
activity in affected horses makes abnormal hormone levels more pronounced compared to
healthy horses. Testing during this period can enhance diagnostic accuracy and improve
early detection of the disease.

Outside of this period, baseline hormone levels tend to be lower, which may reduce test
sensitivity. Therefore, understanding the seasonal context is vital when planning diagnostic
testing.

Clinical Signs and When to Test

Recognizing Symptoms Indicative of Cushing’s

Clinical signs of PPID may develop gradually and can vary between horses. Common
symptoms include:

Long, curly or slow-shedding coat

Excessive sweating

Increased drinking and urination

Muscle loss and weight loss

Lethargy or decreased performance



e Laminitis or hoof problems

When these signs are observed in older horses (typically over 15 years of age), testing for
Cushing’s should be considered regardless of the season. Early testing based on clinical
suspicion can facilitate prompt diagnosis and treatment, potentially reducing complications.

Timing Based on Symptom Onset

While seasonal timing plays a significant role, the presence of clinical signs may necessitate
immediate testing. If a horse presents with clear symptoms of PPID, waiting for seasonal
changes may delay critical treatment. In such cases, veterinarians may proceed with
testing at any time of the year, using additional confirmatory tests to improve diagnostic
confidence.

Common Diagnostic Tests for Cushing’s

Plasma ACTH Concentration Test

Measuring plasma adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) concentration is the most widely
used screening test for PPID. Blood samples are analyzed to determine hormone levels,
with results interpreted according to seasonal reference ranges to account for natural
fluctuations. This test is relatively simple and cost-effective, making it a common choice for
initial screening.

Dexamethasone Suppression Test

The dexamethasone suppression test evaluates the horse’s response to a synthetic
corticosteroid. Normally, dexamethasone suppresses ACTH and cortisol production, but in
horses with PPID, this suppression is impaired. This test is more labor-intensive and
requires multiple blood samples, but it can provide confirmatory evidence of PPID when
ACTH results are ambiguous.

Thyrotropin-Releasing Hormone (TRH) Stimulation Test

The TRH stimulation test measures the pituitary gland’s response to injected TRH by
assessing changes in ACTH levels. This test is highly sensitive and can detect early or mild
cases of PPID. However, it is less commonly used due to the need for specialized testing
protocols and timing considerations.



Interpreting Test Results

Interpreting diagnostic results for PPID requires careful consideration of the timing of
testing, clinical signs, and reference ranges adjusted for seasonal variation. Elevated ACTH
levels during the late summer and fall may be normal in healthy horses, so results must be
evaluated in context. Conversely, normal hormone levels outside the high-activity season
do not completely rule out PPID, especially in horses showing clinical symptoms.

Veterinarians often use a combination of diagnostic tests and clinical evaluation to confirm
a diagnosis. Repeat testing may be necessary if initial results are inconclusive, particularly
when testing occurs outside the optimal seasonal window.

Recommendations for Testing Frequency

Determining the best time to test for Cushing’s in horses also involves establishing an
appropriate testing schedule based on the horse’s age, health status, and clinical signs.
Recommendations include:

1. Annual screening for horses over 15 years old, preferably during late summer or early
fall

2. More frequent testing if clinical signs develop between annual screenings
3. Immediate testing when symptoms strongly suggest PPID, regardless of season

4. Follow-up testing to monitor disease progression and response to treatment

Regular monitoring allows for timely diagnosis and management, helping to improve the
quality of life for affected horses.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the best time of year to test a horse for
Cushing's disease?

The best time to test a horse for Cushing's disease, or Pituitary Pars Intermedia Dysfunction
(PPID), is typically in the late fall or early winter when symptoms are most pronounced and
hormone levels are more reliably elevated.



Why is fall considered the ideal season for Cushing's
testing in horses?

Fall is considered ideal because horses naturally increase production of certain hormones
like ACTH during this time, which can help reveal abnormal levels indicative of Cushing's
disease.

Can Cushing's be accurately diagnosed in horses during
spring or summer?

Diagnosis during spring or summer can be less reliable because hormone levels fluctuate
seasonally; however, if clinical signs are strong, testing can still be performed but may
require interpretation with seasonal reference ranges.

Should horses showing early signs of Cushing's be
tested immediately or wait for a specific time?

If a horse shows clinical signs suggestive of Cushing's, it is advisable to test promptly, but if
possible, testing in the fall may provide more definitive results due to seasonal hormone
variations.

Are there specific tests recommended for diagnosing
Cushing's in horses during the best testing time?

Yes, tests such as the resting plasma ACTH concentration and the dexamethasone
suppression test are commonly used, with resting ACTH levels being particularly useful
during the late fall when hormone levels peak naturally.

Additional Resources

1. Diagnosing Equine Cushing’s Disease: Optimal Testing Times and Techniques

This book provides a comprehensive overview of Cushing’s disease in horses, focusing on
the best times and methods for testing. It discusses the circadian rhythm’s influence on
hormone levels and explains how timing can impact diagnostic accuracy. Practical advice
for veterinarians and horse owners is included to improve early detection and
management.

2. The Equine Endocrinology Handbook: Timing and Testing for Pituitary Disorders

A detailed guide to hormonal disorders in horses, this book emphasizes the importance of
timing when conducting tests for Cushing’s disease. It covers the physiological background
of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and offers protocols for blood sampling at
various times of day. Case studies illustrate how timing affects test sensitivity and
specificity.

3. Understanding Pituitary Pars Intermedia Dysfunction in Horses: When to Test and Why
Focusing on Pituitary Pars Intermedia Dysfunction (PPID), commonly known as equine
Cushing’s, this book explains the best periods for diagnostic testing. It highlights seasonal



variations and stress factors that can alter test results. The author provides guidelines to
interpret test outcomes accurately, supporting effective treatment plans.

4. Seasonal Influences on Equine Cushing’s Disease: Diagnostic Strategies

This text explores how seasonal changes impact the presentation and diagnosis of
Cushing’s disease in horses. It explains why certain times of the year are more reliable for
testing and how to adjust protocols accordingly. The book also discusses environmental and
physiological factors that affect test results.

5. Equine Cushing’s Disease: A Practical Guide to Testing and Diagnosis

Designed for veterinarians and equine professionals, this guide covers the best practices for
diagnosing Cushing’s disease, including the ideal timing for conducting tests. It reviews
different diagnostic tools, such as ACTH measurement and dexamethasone suppression
tests, and explains their timing relevance. The book aims to improve diagnostic accuracy
and horse welfare.

6. Hormonal Testing in Horses: Timing and Interpretation for Cushing’s Syndrome

This book delves into hormonal assays used to detect Cushing’s syndrome, emphasizing
the significance of test timing. It discusses diurnal and seasonal hormone fluctuations and
how these affect test results. The author provides practical tips for sample collection and
interpretation to ensure reliable diagnosis.

7. Equine Endocrine Disorders: Best Practices for Diagnosis and Management of Cushing’s
Comprehensive in scope, this book covers multiple endocrine disorders in horses, with a
dedicated section on Cushing’s disease. It highlights the best times to test based on clinical
experience and research findings. The book also offers management strategies tailored to
the stage of disease and test outcomes.

8. Timing is Everything: Optimizing Diagnostic Tests for Equine Cushing’s Disease

This focused text discusses why the timing of diagnostic tests is crucial for detecting
Cushing’s disease in horses. It presents evidence-based recommendations for morning
versus afternoon testing and addresses how stress and medication can interfere with
results. The book is a valuable resource for improving diagnostic protocols.

9. Practical Veterinary Endocrinology: Equine Cushing’s Disease Testing and Timing

A practical manual for veterinary practitioners, this book outlines the procedures for testing
horses suspected of having Cushing’s disease. It emphasizes the importance of choosing
the right time for sample collection to enhance test accuracy. The manual includes
flowcharts and checklists to assist in clinical decision-making.
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