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Atopy 

 

Atopy is a fairly common condition in dogs. Animals with atopy are allergic to 

substances in the environment that are inhaled or absorbed through the skin. The 

resulting allergic reaction is seen as extreme itchiness of the dog’s skin. 

 

The main allergens involved are pollens (grasses, weeds, and trees), moulds, and 

house dust mites. These allergens are not at all harmful to non-atopic dogs. 

 

Atopy can arise in any breed, and in crossbreed dogs. Certain breeds are particularly 

susceptible to the condition, particularly West Highland White Terriers, Labradors, 

and Golden Retrievers. 

 

What are the signs of atopy? 

 

The condition is usually first seen in animals between 1 and 3 years of age, however it 

may develop as late as 7 years. Initially atopy may be seasonal (often occurring only 

during the spring/ summer when pollen counts are high), but most affected dogs 

eventually suffer from signs all year round. 

 

The principal sign of atopy is intense itchiness. The areas most affected are the face, 

paws, groin and ears. Some dogs are affected in all of these areas; other animals tend 

to develop signs at just one of these sites. In addition to scratching and chewing the 

itchy parts, dogs often lick the affected areas or rub them along the carpet. 

 

Initially the skin will not look abnormal, or may just appear slightly reddened. 

However, over time skin lesions develop as a result of all of the scratching. For 

example, you may notice: 

• Hair loss (this can be extensive if the condition is left untreated) 

• Bacterial infection of the skin 

• Unpleasant smell to the skin (often indicating yeast infections) 

• Thickening and wrinkling of the skin 

• Darkening of the skin (hyperpigmentation) 

• Ear infections 

 

 

 

How is atopy diagnosed? 

 

There are many skin diseases that cause itching and they can all look rather similar on 

examination of the affected dog. To reach a diagnosis your vet will consider the age 
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and breed of your dog, the pattern of the skin lesions and your description of their 

development. Your vet may decide to take skin scrapings to look for the presence of 

mites, if mange is suspected. A few cases require skin biopsies to be taken under 

anaesthetic to confirm the diagnosis of atopy. Blood tests can be used to determine 

which of the common allergens (pollens, moulds, dust mites, flea saliva) an atopic 

animal is allergic to. Animals should not have taken corticosteroids / Atopica/ 

Apoquel for the 6 weeks prior to the blood tests.  

 

Intradermal skin testing can be used to determine exactly which allergens an atopic 

dog is allergic to. A patch of skin on the flank is shaved and the most common 

allergens (pollens, moulds, dust mites, flea saliva) are injected into the skin. The 

response to each of these is measured and your vet will be able to let you know which 

of these your dog is allergic to. 

 

Intradermal skin testing is a fairly simple procedure, takes only a couple of hours to 

perform and read, and can usually be carried out without sedation. However, we do 

not have the specialist equipment to carry this testing out at the surgery, and referral 

to a veterinary dermatologist is required. Your dog must also receive no steroid 

treatment for at least six weeks prior to the tests being performed. 

 

As discussed above, many atopic animals present with skin infections as a result of 

chronic scratching. These animals will need to be treated with appropriate medication 

(usually fairly long courses of antibiotics, and possibly medicated shampoos and 

washes) to clear the infection before your vet can diagnose atopy. 

 

 

How is atopy treated? 

 

Atopy can be an extremely frustrating problem for vets, owners and animals to deal 

with. It is important that everybody involved understands that although the problem 

can be satisfactorily controlled, it is rarely cured. (Atopy can be considered to be the 

canine equivalent of hay fever – it is possible to control the symptoms by reducing 

pollen exposure and taking medications to reduce the allergic response, but a person 

with hay fever will always have hay fever so will always have to take measures to 

control their condition). 

 

1. Clear up any skin infection and treat any concurrent ear or eye problems 

 

2. Ensure that flea control is up to date and constant. Many atopic animals are 

allergic to flea saliva, in addition to being allergic to pollens, dust mites and so on. 

All animals in contact with your dog will need to be treated with a prescription 

product and environmental management is also essential. Your vet will discuss 

this with you. 

 

 

3. If practical, try a hypoallergenic diet. Some atopic dogs may be allergic to 

certain food components, and switching to a special diet may be all that is 

required to control their symptoms. Other dogs may be allergic to food 

components in addition to environmental allergens – altering the diet will be 

helpful for these animals but will not control the problem on its own. If you chose 
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to try a low allergy diet you should allow at least 4-6 weeks to look for a response, 

and you should stick strictly to the diet during this time – do not be tempted to add 

in titbits from a different food source! The parts of the diet that animals are 

allergic to tend to be the protein (meat/fish) or the carbohydrate (wheat, rice etc). 

To select a suitable diet you need to think about which proteins and carbohydrates 

your dog has eaten in the past and select a diet with a completely new protein and 

carbohydrate source. Some diets contain hydrolyzed proteins which have been 

shattered into tiny fragments too small for the immune system to recognise – if the 

protein has been hydrolyzed it does not matter if the protein has been fed to the 

dog before. New diets are constantly being developed, here is a summary table of 

the contents of some of the available diets.  

4.  

Name of diet Protein source Carbohydrate 

source 

Canned/dry 

Hill’s d/d Duck or 

Salmon or 

Lamb 

Rice Canned or dry 

Waffcol Salmon Potato Dry 

Eukanuba 

Dermatosis FP 

Fish Potato Dry 

 

Burns sensitive Pork potato dry 

Arden Grange Pork Rice dry 

Hydrolyzed diets    

Hills Z/d ultra Chicken  Corn starch, 

cellulose 

Can/dry 

Purina HA Soy Corn Starch, 

cellulose 

dry 

Royal Canin 

Hydrolyzed 

Soy 

Poultry 

 

Rice 

Beet pulp 

Can/dry 

 

 

5. Corticosteroids will stop the itchiness, whatever the cause. Steroids will block 

the allergic response occurring in the skin, so that your dog will no longer feel 

itchy. However, dogs on steroid treatment tend to eat more, drink more and 

urinate more, which can be a problem for many owners. Steroids can also 

potentially cause health problems for your pet in the long term. For this reason we 

tend to give steroids at a reasonably high dose in the first instance to control the 

itchiness, but always with a view to reducing the dose once the problem is under 

control. We usually try to reduce the steroid dose every few weeks until we reach 

the lowest possible dose required to control your dog’s condition. The ultimate 

aim is to reach a steroid dose that is high enough to stop the itchiness but low 

enough to keep side effects to a minimum. In some situations this low dose may 

need to be given permanently to keep your dog comfortable, in other cases a dog 

may suffer only from occasional skin “flare-ups” and only require steroid 

treatment at these times. 

 

6. Immune modulating drugs. A new drug Apoquel has been launched which is 

very successful at controlling the itching, it starts working after only 4 hours and 

effectively controls the itch within 24 hours.  It is more targeted resulting in fewer 
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side effects. Gastrointestinal signs and lethargy have been reported as side effects 

in some cases. Often the gastrointestinal effects resolve with continued treatment. 

Apoquel can be used with vaccines, unlike other immune modulating drugs. 

 

Atopica is another alternative to steroid treatment. It is based on the 

immunosuppressive drug cyclosporine. It does not cause excessive drinking, or the 

other side effects that are possible with long term steroid treatment. However, 

Atopica sometimes causes diarrhoea or excessive growth of the gums. Steroids and 

Atopica are probably equally effective at controlling atopy but some animals 

respond better to one medication than the other. With both drugs an initial high 

dose is used, and then tapered to the lowest effective dose or stopped altogether. 

Vaccination may not be as effective in dogs taking Atopica and your vet may 

suggest temporarily discontinuing therapy around the time of vaccination. It is also 

recommended that they are wormed regularly and hunting is discouraged.  

Both atopica and apoquel as significantly more expensive than steroids.  
 

 

7. Shampoos will soothe the skin. Medicated shampoos will often be prescribed to 

reduce itchiness and to control secondary skin infections (such as those caused by 

yeast infections). Using these shampoos will improve your dog’s comfort and 

reduce the steroid dose required to keep you dog itch-free. In some cases, once the 

initial symptoms are under control dogs with mild atopy can be maintained on flea 

treatment, special diets and weekly shampooing without the need for permanent 

steroid therapy at all.  

 

8. Antihistamines and essential fatty acids will also help. Antihistamines and 

essential fatty acids (similar to Evening Primrose Oil) may be prescribed for your 

dog. These treatments do reduce skin irritation but are rarely potent enough to 

control the problems of atopy on their own – they are usually used alongside 

steroid treatment. 

9. Immunotherapy 

If your animal undergoes allergy skin testing, this will provide further options for 

treatment of his/her atopy. Once you know which allergens your animal is 

sensitive to, you may be able to avoid them altogether or reduce exposure to them 

(e.g. keep your pet away from carpeted areas if house dust mites are the problem). 

Unfortunately, many allergens are difficult to avoid (e.g. grass pollens in the air 

outside are impossible to avoid). The results of the blood tests can be used to 

make up a vaccine to carry out a hyposensitisation course. This can be used to  

desensitise them to the allergens so that eventually he or she will no longer 

become itchy when exposed naturally to these allergens in the environment. 

Disadvantages of hyposensitisation therapy include: cost (which can be 

significant), and time (to visit the surgery for regular desensitisation injections as 

often as once a week in the initial stages of therapy). It usually takes between 3 

months and one year to find out if this hyposensitisation treatment is going to be 

successful. In dogs, rough figures indicate that in one third of atopic dogs this 

treatment will be sufficient to reduce itchiness to almost zero; in another third of 

dogs the treatment will reduce itchiness but medical treatment will also be 

required to control the problem; and in one third of dogs the treatment will make 

no difference at all.  
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Summary 

 

Atopy is a fairly common condition in dogs. It can compromise your pet’s comfort 

and welfare if it is left untreated. Treatment is usually based on controlling the 

problem rather than obtaining a permanent cure, and is best achieved by using a 

combination of medications and management measures to keep your dog’s itchiness 

at a reasonable level.  


