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ACTH STIMULATION TEST (FELINE) 
	

Indications		

ACTH	 Stimulation	 Testing	 is	 used	 as	 a	 diagnostic	 test	 for	 hyperadrenocorticism	
(Cushing’s	disease)	and	hypoadrenocorticism	(Addison’s	disease)	in	cats. 

a) It	is	used	as	a	screening	test	for	diagnosis	of	hyperadrenocorticism	(Cushing’s	
disease)	in	cats.	

b) It	is	the	only	test	available	for	diagnosis	of	hypoadrenocorticism	(Addison’s	
disease).		This	is	an	extremely	rare	disease	in	cats.	

c) Occasionally	it	may	be	used	to	monitor	adrenal	reserve	in	cats	receiving	treatment	
for	hyperadrenocorticism	with	trilostane	(Vetoryl).			

	

Note	
a) ACTH is not licensed for use in the cat. 

b)  ACTH produces a lower peak cortisol value and the elevation is more 
transient in the cat than in the dog, therefore different sampling intervals 
are recommended.  Post ACTH cortisol concentrations on either sample in 
excess of 324 nmol/l are suggestive of hyperadrenocorticism and 
concentrations in excess of 441 nmol/l are strongly suggestivec). 

c) The ACTH stimulation test has a lower sensitivity but higher specificity 
than the dexamethasone suppression test for the diagnosis of feline 
hyperadrenocorticism.  Around 15 – 30% of cats with 
hyperadrenocorticism have normal ACTH responses (false negatives).  
Non-adrenal illness and stress have been associated with false positives. 
Interpretation must therefore be made in the light of the history and 
physical findings. 

d) In most cases the dexamethasone suppression test (dexamethasone 
administered at 0.1mg/kg) is more sensitive than the ACTH 
stimulation test, and should be the preferred diagnostic test for feline 
hyperadrenocorticism. However, since hyperadrenocorticism often occurs 
concurrently with diabetes mellitus in cats, a false positive test result may 
occur with dexamethasone suppression testing and combination of both 
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tests in addition to an ultrasonographic examination of the adrenal glands 
may be necessary for a complete diagnostic evaluation. 

e) Results of ACTH stimulation testing can be affected by prior glucocorticoid 
administration (including topical medications), stress, and chronic disease.  
Final interpretation of the results must be made in the context of the 
history and clinical findings.  ACTH stimulation tests in common with other 
endocrine tests, can be associated with occasional false positive and 
negative results. 

f) If exogenous glucocorticoids have been administrated, ACTH testing 
should be delayed for at least 2-4 weeks after the withdrawal of therapy 
to allow normalisation of the pituitary-adrenal axis (longer for long acting 
glucocorticoid preparations). 

Protocol	

	
1) Collect	1-2	mL	blood	in	plain/gel	tube.	Serum	should	be	spun	and	separated	and	

labelled	with	the	name	of	the	patient	and	the	time	of	the	sample.		For	feline	
patients	receiving	trilostane	(Vetoryl)	to	control	hyperadrenocorticism	the	pre-
ACTH	sample	should	be	drawn	2-6	hours	post	administration	of	trilostane	to	allow	
adequate	assessment.		For	all	other	situations	time	of	day	does	not	impact	the	
test.			

2) Administer	ACTH	(either	as	compounded	tetracosactide,	Synacthen	aqueous,	or	
Synacthen	depot	according	to	the	appropriate	protocol.	

3) Collect	1-2	mL	blood	in	plain/gel	tube	both	60	and	90	minutes	post	ACTH	
injection.		Serum	should	be	spun	and	separated	and	labelled	with	the	name	of	the	
patient	and	the	time	of	each	sample.			

4) Submit	separated	serum	samples	and	request	form	to	the	laboratory.		Be	sure	to	
include	a	history	and	select	the	appropriate	test	code	(FACT	for	ACTH	stimulation	
testing	for	diagnosis	vs	ACTV	(***should	we	have	a	different	TC	for	feline	ACTH	
monitoring	with	trilostane?)	for	ACTH	stimulation	testing	for	monitoring)	to	allow	
interpretation	of	the	result.	

	

Available	forms	of	ACTH	for	stimulation	testing	

	
ACTH form Concentration Dose Route of 

administration 
Notes 

Tetracosactide 
(veterinary 
special) 

0.1 mg/mL in 2 
ml vials 

a) 5 
micrograms/kg 
or 

IV Compounded based on 
individual prescriptions 
(contact Dechra) 
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b) ½ vial for 
patients < 5 kg; 
1 vial for 
patients > 5kg.   

Any remaining product in 
the vial should be 
discarded as there is no 
in-use stability data for 
this product because it is 
a special.   Also there is 
no information on 
whether the product can 
be frozen or thawed 

Synacthen 
aqueous 
(tetracosactide) 

0.25 mg/mL in 
1 mL ampoule  

a) 5 
micrograms/kg 
IV 
or 
b) ½ vial for 
patients < 5 kg; 
1 vial for 
patients > 5kg.  
Can be IV or IM 

IM or IV Limited availability in the 
UK since 2014 

Synacthen 
depot 
(tetracosactide 
adsorbed to 
zinc 
phosphate) 

1 mg/mL 1/2 vial 
intramuscularly 

MUST go IM  Less consistent results 
for ACTH stimulation 
testing than other forms 
of tetracosactide  

 
 
 
 
 


