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A Guide To Common Blood Tests
By Ann M Gronowski PH.D.

YOU JUST RECEIVED A 
PHONE CALL from your vet-
erinarian. The blood tests she ran 
on your dog, Lefty, are complete. 
She tells you that Lefty’s BUN and 
creatinine are elevat ed. In addi-
tion, Lefty’s hematocrit is low. She 
wants you to bring Lefty back for 
another examination.

Suddenly, you are scared and 
con fused. BUN, creatinine, hema-
tocrit what are these things? What 
do these tests mean? What have 
they measured?

Diagnosing illness in a dog, as 
in humans, can be difficult and of-
ten requires many laboratory tests. 
A vet erinarian’s job is complicated 
by the fact that he or she cannot 
ask: “How have you been feeling?” 
“Does your stomach ache?” Or 
“When did the pain begin?”

Some of the most common tests 
that might be requested are blood 
tests, urine tests, fecal exams, skin 
scrapings and tissue biopsies. A 
veterinarian relies heavily on blood 
tests because blood can be obtained 
quickly and easi ly, and it contains 
a wealth of information about an 
animal’s basic bodily functions. 
This article outlines some common 
canine blood tests.

BLOOD 
COMPONENTS 

AND FUNCTIONS
 Blood consists of red blood 

cells (erythrocytes), white blood 

cells (leukocytes), platelets, and 
fluid called plas ma, or serum. A 
complete blood count (CBC) mea-
sures all the cellular compo nents 
of blood and can indicate the pres-
ence of an infection or disease or 
a defi ciency of red blood cells or 
platelets.

Red blood cells (RBCS) are 
impor tant because they carry oxy-
gen from the lungs to all body 
tissues. The term ane mia is used 
to describe a decrease in red blood 
cells.

Anemia can occur for many 
reasons, including bleeding, red 
blood cell destruction, nutritional 
deficiency, intestinal parasites, 
various diseases, certain medica-
tions, and infection. Red blood 
cells can be measured directly, by 
counting them manually under a 
micro scope, or automatically, with 
a special ized machine.

An indirect measurement of 
red blood cells can be made by 
measuring the volume of red cells 
as a percent of the whole blood. 
This is called a hematocrit, or 
packed cell volume (PCV).

Hematocrit is a particularly 
useful test because it can be done 
quickly and easily in most vet-
erinary offices. A small amount of 
blood is drawn into a thin glass 
tube (called a capillary tube) and 
centrifuged. This separates all the 
components of blood according 
to their size and weight. The red 
blood cells are the heaviest and 

go to the bottom of the tube. The 
white blood cells and platelets 
layer on top of the red blood 
cells, and the plasma stays at the 
top. Because the tube is clear, the 
relative amounts of red blood cells 
and plasma can easily be seen and 
measured.

The red blood cells gener-
ally consti tute 35 to 55 percent of 
blood. A low hematocrit and a low 
RBC count both indicate the pres-
ence of anemia. A high hematocrit 
can indicate dehydration.

White blood cells (WBCS) are 
important for preventing and fight-
ing infection. There are five types of 
white blood cells: neutrophils, lym-
phocytes, monocytes, eosinophils 
and basophils. A complete includes 
a count of total white blood cell 
number as well as what is called 
a dif ferential. A differential is a 
determina tion of the percentage of 
different types of white blood cells 
and can be performed by a trained 
person who looks at the cells under 
the microscope or automatically by 
a machine.

Platelets are thin, disc-shaped 
cells that are important for blood 
clotting. Like white blood cells 
and RBCS, platelets are measured 
either by counting them man ually 
under a microscope or automati-
cally with a specialized machine.

BLOOD CHEMISTRY 
PANEL

Whether a veterinarian is faced 
with an ill patient or simply is 
monitoring an elderly patient, he 
or she wants to know how the body 
is functioning: Are the kidneys 
working? How is the liver? Is the 
pancreas functioning normally?

To evaluate these organs, a 
veteri narian may run a general 
panel of tests called a blood chem-
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