
If you think your horse may have 
PPID or would like to find out more 

about the treatment available, 
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An owner’s guide to  
the management of PPID

that could make your horse 
feel years younger





WHAT IS PPID? 

Today, Equine Cushing’s Disease is often described 
more accurately as PPID (Pituitary Pars Intermedia 
Dysfunction), a hormonal dysfunction in horses.

PPID causes the horse’s pituitary gland to produce  
an excess of hormones. Hormones are chemical 
substances produced by one part of the body, which 
controls the function of another part of the body.  
They normally exist in a fine balance to help regulate 
bodily functions.

It is important to understand it is not the pituitary 
gland but these hormones released into the blood 
stream that cause the problems associated with PPID.
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PPID in more detail
PPID is one of the most common diseases of the 
hormonal (endocrine) system that can affect your 
horse or pony. It can affect as many as 21% of horses 
and ponies over 15 years of age.1 However it can also 
be found in younger animals as well.

PPID can affect any breed of horse or pony regardless 
of gender.

Because the disease progresses slowly, early signs  
can be difficult to spot. Often these signs are just 
thought to be normal signs of an ageing horse or pony. 
Or they are just having an off day when in fact they 
may have a hidden condition causing them not to  
be themselves.

What signs should you 
look out for?
Signs of PPID vary widely and may be mild or severe. 
Your horse may show several signs of disease or only 
one, so it’s best to check with your veterinarian if you 
notice unusual changes in your horse.

Three common signs that may indicate 
that your horse has PPID include:

An abnormal hair coat (such as long 
patches of hair or hair that doesn’t shed)

Unexplained lameness (laminitis)

Development of a pot belly and loss of 
topline over the back as well as fat 
pouches around the eyes or tail head
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Laminitis

The most concerning clinical sign associated with  
PPID is laminitis. While not all horses and ponies  
with PPID develop laminitis they are more susceptible 
due to the abnormal levels of circulating hormones 
produced by the pituitary gland. It is important to 
remember laminitis might be the only clinical sign 
seen with PPID. Additionally, horses can have PPID 
and show no signs of laminitis at initial diagnosis  
but could develop it at a later stage since PPID is a 
progressive disease.

Laminitis is an extremely painful condition. In the  
foot of the normal horse or pony, the hoof wall  
and the pedal bone (the lowest bone in the foot) are 
joined together by finely structured tissues called the 
laminae. Laminae are relatively delicate and easily 
damaged. When your horse or pony suffers from 
laminitis, the laminae become inflamed and extremely 
painful, making weight-bearing very difficult.

As a result you’ll often see the affected horse or pony 
adopt a rocked-back stance to take weight away from 
the painful tissues. If the condition is allowed to go 
on, or there are repeated occurrences, the damage can 
become irreversible leading to rotation of the pedal 
bone and permanent foot pain.

While we don’t know exactly how PPID causes 
laminitis, an important trigger factor in many cases  

The pink line 
indicates the pedal 
bone in this hoof 
has pulled away 
from the hoof wall 
and has started to 
rotate and sink.
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of laminitis is high circulating levels of the hormone 
insulin. While insulin dysregulation is often associated 
with another important endocrine disorder seen in 
horses and ponies called Equine Metabolic Syndrome, 
it is commonly seen in PPID cases. Endocrinopathic 
laminitis is not only considered one of the most 
common types of laminitis it also has one of the 
highest rates of reoccurrence. Proper identification 
and management of these cases is essential to keeping 
your horse and pony in working order.

If your horse or pony has PPID, the symptoms can be 
treated and managed. This could help reduce the risk 
of further painful episodes.

Additional signs that 
your horse may have 
PPID include:

➜  Excessive or abnormal sweating

➜  Increased appetite

➜  Increased drinking

➜  Increased urination

➜  Muscle loss

 ➜   Slow-to-heal wounds and  
more frequent infections

➜  Dental problems

➜  Lack of energy or poor performance



Diagnosing PPID
You can help a lot by watching for early clinical signs 
of PPID and asking your veterinarian to take a look at 
your horse if you recognise any of them. Most likely, 
your vet will perform a full clinical check to help 
identify why your horse or pony is not feeling their 
best. Based on the result of the clinical examination 
the veterinarian might suggest additional blood tests 
to help identify what is occurring.

While there are multiple tests your veterinarian 
might recommend some common tests for 
identifying PPID include:

A resting ACTH test
This is a simple blood test to help evaluate the 
amount of ACTH hormone circulating in your 
horse’s blood. ACTH is often uncommonly high  
in PPID horses.

Autumnal ACTH testing
Your veterinarian might suggest testing your horse 
during the autumn. This is due to how ACTH is 
produced in horses during different times of the 
year. While normal horses tend to see a spike in 
ACTH levels during the autumn months, PPID 
horses tend to spike even higher helping to 
diagnose them during this time of year.1

Insulin levels
While testing for insulin dysregulation is not a clear 
diagnostic test for PPID it helps to identify horses 
that are at increased risk for developing laminitis.



How can you treat PPID?
The good news is that PPID needn’t be the end of 
the world. Even if your vet finds that your horse has 
PPID, there are supportive care and treatment 
options available to help keep your horse healthy 
and happy for many years.

For instance, your vet may advise simple steps 
including regular hoof care, dental care, hair 
clipping, changes in diet, regular worming and 
antibiotic treatment for any infections, to help keep 
your horse looking and feeling great.

Your vet may also prescribe a licensed treatment, 
and if so you will need to give it to your horse on a 
daily basis. Usually there is a short lag between the 
beginning of treatment and seeing your horse 
return to normal. The signs that alerted you to the 
problem will generally improve within 6 to 12 
weeks of commencing treatment. Additional testing 
may be recommended by your veterinarian to help 
monitor the success of treatment.

It’s certainly worth raising these 
treatment options with your 

vet, as it offers a way of keeping 
your horse in good spirits 
despite suffering from this 

surprisingly common disease.

What happens if PPID 
remains untreated?
Your horse could develop clinical signs which could 
make it impossible for you and your horse to enjoy 
quality time together.



Appropriate treatment and care  
can make a significant difference
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PPID is a common disease of 
horses that can lead to serious 
complications.

PPID can be identified with a 
simple test and successfully 
treated.

The good news is that if 
affected by this disease your 
horse is likely to make a big 
comeback after treatment.

For more information about PPID and  
its devastating consequences visit:

Australia: 
www.talkaboutlaminitis.com.au

New Zealand: 
www.talkaboutlaminitis.co.nz


