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NOTES

ADDISON‘S DISEASE AND     
SYSTEMIC EFFECTS

Addison‘s disease is a chronic form of adrenal insufficiency  
resulting from autoimmune processes that damage the adrenal 
glands. Inadequate production of cortisol, aldosterone and other 
adrenal  hormones leads to a broad range of non-specific   
symptoms:

Addison‘s disease develops insidiously and its non-specific  
symptoms make diagnosis difficult. However, without accurate  
diagnosis and treatment, these physiologic alterations can lead  
to a crisis state, characterized by metabolic acidosis and   
circulatory collapse.

The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis regulates 
the body’s stress response. Under normal circumstances, 
activation of the hypothalamus and anterior pituitary  
triggers the adrenal glands to release an array   
of hormones that act on multiple body systems.

Darkening 
of the skin

Hypothalamus

Anterior  
pituitary

Kidneys Liver Heart Muscles Female       
sex organs

Male       
sex organs

Adrenal 
gland

Medulla
Zona
fasciculata

Zona
reticularis

Zona
glomerulosa

Weight loss

Abdominal
pain

Vitiligo

Muscle
weakness

Dehydration
Tachycardia
Hypotension

Nausea
Vomiting
Diarrhea

Hypothalamic-Pituitary-        
Adrenal Axis 

Diagnostic lab values:

 • Plasma cortisol < 3 mcg/dL
 • ACTH > 200 pg/mL
 • Low or no cortisol   
response to ACTH  
stimulation test 

Lifelong replacement of   
glucocorticoids and   
mineralocorticoids, with careful 
monitoring to avoid complications 
of over- or under-treatment

Treatment:
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↓ Aldosterone
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