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Addison's Disease (Hypoadrenocorticism) 
 

Addison’s disease involves a decreased production of hormones called corticosteroids and mineralocorticoids by the adrenal glands.
· Corticosteroids are the hormones that enable us to adapt physiologically to stress. The glucocorticoids act on the mechanics of sugar, fat, and protein metabolism. They gear the metabolism towards the preparation of burning, rather than storing, fuels so as to be ready for a fight or flight situation.

· The mineralocorticoids influence the electrolytes sodium and potassium. As a general biological rule, where there's sodium or salt, there's water. 
· Corticosteroid hormones are needed to adapt to stressful situations and without these hormones, even small stresses could lead to physiologic disaster.
Who is affected
· Patients are usually young (age four to five years) but any age dog can be affected.

· This disease can occur in cats but is very rare.

· There is a genetic predisposition for Addison's disease in the standard poodle and bearded collie. 

· Female dogs are affected twice as often as males.

Clinical Signs
· At first signs are vague: listlessness, possibly some vomiting or diarrhea. 

· The dog just does not seem to feel right but not in an obvious way and may seem more or less normal most of the time as symptoms wax and wane with stress. 

· Addisonian crisis: The animal collapses in shock due to his inability to adapt to the caloric and circulatory requirements in stress. Blood sugar may drop dangerously low. Potassium levels soar and disrupt the heart rhythm because there is not enough conserved sodium to exchange for potassium. Heart rate slows, arrhythmias result. The patient may not survive this episode without immediate care.
About 30% of dogs with Addison's disease are diagnosed at the time of an Addisonian crisis. Approximately 90% of the adrenal cortex must be non-functional before clinical signs are observed.
 

Treatment
· Replacement of missing mineralocorticoids and corticosteroids.
· At the start of treatment, electrolytes are monitored weekly. When levels seem stable, these blood tests are repeated two to four times per year. 
What is Atypical Addison's Disease?
Most dogs become Addisonian when they lose the ability to produce both mineralocorticoids and glucocorticoids. They need both types of hormones replaced. 
There is a subset of Addisonian dogs that are able to control their sodium/potassium imbalance through other hormones and only the glucocorticoids need to be supplemented. These patients have what is called atypical Addison's disease. 
They can have all of the symptoms of typical Addison's as described above (chronic relapsing diarrhea/appetite loss, low blood sugar crisis etc.) but not the electrolyte shock crisis. Treatment is supplementing with glucocorticoid hormones, such as prednisone.
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