
 

Early detection is key: Screening test could
improve lives of cats with heart disease
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This new, two-minute screening technique could help save cats from dying
prematurely of heart disease. Developed by Morris Animal Foundation-funded
researchers at the Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine at Tufts University,
the protocol can be used by veterinarians in general practice to increase detection
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of cardiac issues in cats that aren't outwardly showing signs of disease. Credit:
Dr. Elizabeth Rozanski, Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine at Tufts
University

A new, two-minute screening technique could help save cats from dying
prematurely of heart disease. Morris Animal Foundation-funded
researchers at the Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine at Tufts
University recently developed a focused cardiac ultrasound (FCU)
protocol for use by veterinarians in general practice to increase detection
of cardiac issues in cats that aren't outwardly showing signs of disease.
The team published their study in the Journal of Veterinary Internal
Medicine.

"Heart disease is one of the biggest killers of our cats. It's very common
but often undiagnosed, as many cats don't reveal symptoms," said Dr.
Elizabeth Rozanski, veterinary researcher, clinician and associate
professor at Cummings School. "This method is something small animal
practitioners can add to their yearly physical exams as cats gets older to
catch heart disease earlier."

Some studies indicate that up to 20% of cats die from heart disease
every year. Many cats don't show any noticeable signs of distress until
they are already in heart failure. Cats hide disease well and have been
evolved to hide illnesses and vulnerabilities to survive predation. They
also usually live sedentary lifestyles that help hide signs of disease.

Full echocardiograms can successfully detect heart problems, but can be
costly, require special training and are usually reserved for when a cat is
already showing distress—often too late to make a difference. Dr.
Rozanski proposed that a focused cardiac ultrasound (FCU), an
abbreviated echocardiogram using equipment already available in a
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practice, could screen and determine if a cat should receive a more in-
depth evaluation.

FCUs already help detect hidden heart disease in human patients and
require less instruction. Veterinarians could be trained to specifically
look for some easily measurable criteria of feline heart disease. Based on
their findings, they could recommend further evaluation if cats met the
criteria for heart disease as determined by the FCU.

To test this, Dr. Rozanski's team taught 22 general practice veterinarians
in the New England and Philadelphia area to perform FCUs on about
300 cats. None of the practitioners had any prior, formal cardiac
ultrasound training. The cats were all at least 1 year old and none had
shown any clinical signs of heart disease.

The veterinarians first performed standard physical examinations and
electrocardiograms on each of their cats. Then they performed FCUs
and were asked to indicate yes, no or equivocal as to whether they
believed clinically-significant heart disease was present. A board-
certified cardiologist then evaluated each of the cats to confirm their
status.

Even with limited training, the veterinarians were 93% successful at
diagnosing cats with moderate heart disease and 100% successful at
diagnosing severe heart disease.

Dr. Rozanski has already helped produce a video to teach veterinarians
in general practice how to perform this technique. She also said the
practitioners she trained are now using it on a regular basis.

"This appears to be a very feasible and useful tool for general
practitioners to accurately identify cats that would benefit from going to
see a cardiologist," said Dr. Janet Patterson-Kane, Morris Animal

4/5

https://phys.org/tags/disease/
https://phys.org/tags/heart+disease/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I4U8AoxYmok
https://phys.org/tags/general+practice/


 

Foundation Chief Scientific Officer. "Early detection is so important,
not only for cats, but for the owners who love them."

  More information: Kerry A. Loughran et al, The use of focused
cardiac ultrasound to screen for occult heart disease in asymptomatic
cats, Journal of Veterinary Internal Medicine (2019). DOI:
10.1111/jvim.15549
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