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FROM PAGE TO PATIENT

d  FIGURE Synovial fluid from a dog with systemic lupus erythematosus. The neutrophils 
contain many cytoplasmic inclusions. The cell is described as a ragocyte and can be 
identified in patients with systemic lupus erythematosus. Wright-Giemsa stain; 100× total 
magnification 
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FROM THE PAGE …

Diagnosing immune-mediated diseases 
can be difficult in all species but can be 
particularly challenging in cats. Patients 
with systemic lupus erythematosus produce 
antibodies directed against molecular 
structures from the nucleus, cytoplasm, 
and cell membranes. These autoantibodies 
form immune complexes that can damage 
cells and interfere with cellular physiology. 
Clinical findings can include a broad range 
of signs (eg, fever, nonerosive arthritis, renal 
disease [primarily glomerular], skin lesions, 
CNS disorders). Fever and skin lesions are 
the most commonly identified clinical 
abnormalities in cats. 

Antinuclear antibody (ANA) testing has shown 
that 16% to 20% of healthy dogs or dogs with 
other inflammatory diseases will have a posi-
tive test result.1 The prevalence of positive 
results in healthy cats, however, has not been 
clearly established. This study sought to 
determine the prevalence of positive ANA test 
and direct antiglobulin test (DAT) results in 
healthy cats. Sixty-one client-owned and 28 
facility-owned cats were included. Of the 61 
client-owned cats, 20% had strong ANA titers 
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and 10% had weak ANA titers. Of the 28 facility-
owned cats, only 4% had weak titers; no cats in this 
group had a strong titer.

The DAT, or Coombs test, is commonly used in the 
diagnosis of immune-mediated hemolytic anemia 
(IMHA). This species-specific test detects immuno-
globulins and complement bound to patient RBCs. 
In cats, a negative DAT result has infrequently been 
identified in patients with IMHA, but a positive DAT 
result has been identified in cats with other inflam-
matory diseases such as pyothorax, pancreatitis, 
and FeLV.2,3 The present study showed that a low 
percentage of all the healthy cats were DAT-positive 
at a low dilution (1:2). These findings illustrate that 
healthy cats may have positive ANA or DAT results, 
but the prevalence of strong reactions is low.

… TO YOUR PATIENTS 
Key pearls to put into practice:

1   Although ANA testing is a good diagnostic procedure, it is not a 
stand-alone test. It must be incorporated with the clinical presenta-
tion of the patient, as well as with other laboratory abnormalities 
(eg, suppurative arthritis, thrombocytopenia, hemolytic anemia, 
skin lesions).1

2   Similar to ANA testing, the DAT is not a stand-alone test and should 
be interpreted as part of a panel of tests, which should include CBC, 
and clinical suspicion of hemolytic anemia.

3   A positive DAT result may be seen in cats with inflammatory diseases 
other than IMHA (eg, pyothorax, pancreatitis, FeLV). 
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