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Relief: treating your pet
Let’s move on to treatment options for this com-
mon condition. In my experience, most dogs do not 
respond to antihistamines, which are commonly 
prescribed for atopy. I believe that mild cases can 

have some response, and thus this therapy is always 
suggested in cases that are not too severe. If staying 
within the family of antihistamines for treatment, 
it has been my experience that Benadryl (diphen-
hydramine) and Atarax (hydroxyzine) are the best 
choices.

Beyond antihistamines, steroids (prednisone) 
have become the mainstay in the treatment of 

Does your dog constantly lick, chew, bite, or 
scratch at his feet, face, ears, armpits, or 
other areas? Is he losing hair there? Is the 

skin in question red or thickened? Are you at your 
wits’ end and searching for relief for your pet? If 
you answered yes to any of these questions, read on: 
skin allergies could be to blame.

One of the most common skin conditions I see in 
my dermatology referral practice is canine atopic 
dermatitis, or “atopy” for short. Unfortunately, this 
condition also proves to be one of the most frus-
trating. And all of the above-mentioned problems 
indicate that your dog may suffer from atopy. 

Atopy is an inherited allergic reaction to an al-
lergen – which just means something that causes an 
allergy. Common allergens for humans and pets are 
dust mites, mold, and pollen. Because atopy is ge-
netic, some breeds have higher occurrences of the 
allergy than others. The most common breeds af-
fected include retrievers, most terriers, Dalmatians, 
Shiba Inus, miniature poodles, cocker spaniels, 
boxers, and English bulldogs. 

Diagnosing the problem
So, what do we look for in veterinary dermatology 
to diagnose atopy? Here are a few signs:

1. The problem occurs before the dog is three 
or four years old.
2. The dog’s face and/or feet are involved.
3. The problem doesn’t respond to steroids. 
4. There are recurring bacterial skin infections.
5. There are recurring yeast skin and ear infec-
tions.
6. The dog has inflamed, dry, cracked lips.

We use skin or blood tests to pinpoint exactly 
what your dog is allergic to. In fact, the skin test 
performed in my practice is similar to what is 
performed in human medicine. Small amounts 
of extracts of different pollens and dust mites are 
injected into the pet’s skin (while the pet is under 
light sedation). Reactions look like big welts and 
occur within 10-20 minutes.   

Most often, we find dogs and some cats allergic 
to house dust mites (just like humans), and also 
to pollens such as ragweed and tree pollens. Since 
Northern California has wet winters and warm, dry 
summers, our pollen counts can unfortunately be 
one of the highest in the country.
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atopic dermatitis. Since this disease is genetically 
based and thus not curable, it is critical to choose 
the least offensive or harmful medication. There 
are many myths in dermatology, and one of these 
includes the idea that steroids will shorten a pet’s 
lifespan. Certainly, these groups of drugs do have 
side effects and contraindications. However, when 
used properly and infrequently and at low dosages, 
steroids can be vital to the quality of life for atopic 
dogs. 

More recently, vets have advocated Atopica 
(cyclosporine) as a replacement for steroids in the 
treatment of atopy. I have prescribed this drug 
many times and feel that it is generally safe and 
fairly economical when administered on alternate-
day therapy. Cyclosporine seems to be superior 
in most instances to steroids; some dogs are on 
cyclosporine for life. Unfortunately, cyclosporine 
can be expensive.

Allergen immunotherapy, meaning allergen 
injections, is also popular in the treatment of atopic 
dermatitis. This involves giving your pet allergen 
injections that contain the same extracts your pet 
is allergic to. The allergens chosen for immuno-
therapy are injected under the pet’s skin to “alter” 
the immune system in a beneficial manner. In my 
opinion, this therapy should be guided by a der-
matologist, as numerous problems can arise during 
the initial stages of treatment. This type of therapy 
is more of an art than a science, and should be 
reserved for board-certified dermatologists. The 

good news? This therapy has approximately a 60 
to 70 percent success rate. However, it can take up 
to 10 months to take full effect. Allergen immuno-
therapy should be administered for life if found to 
be effective.

Finally, identifying secondary bacterial and yeast 
infections is also crucial, and treatment with anti-
bacterial and anti-yeast pills can help immensely 
with the scratching, not to mention the odor!

While skin allergies are frustrating, multiple 
treatment methods are available to ease your pet’s 
(and your!) suffering. With the guidance of a veteri-
nary dermatologist, you and your dog can be on the 
road to an itch-free, scratch-free life. 


