
 

Allergies 

Explanation of Disease 

An allergy occurs when the body’s immune system mounts an exaggerated response to a normally 

benign environmental or dietary substance, this substance is then referred to as the allergen. Dogs 

and cats typically develop allergies, which means that they are not born with the allergy rather they 

develop the allergy with time and with repeated exposure to the allergen, the allergies often become 

worse. The main types of allergies seen in our pets are:  

 Airborne allergies (atopy) – many different types of grass/weed/tree pollens, moulds etc.   

 Food allergies – either one or multiple proteins or carbohydrates in the diet.  

 Parasitic allergies – fleas, mosquitos, bee’s, storage and dust mites.  

 Contact allergies are also possible but less common.  
Unfortunately, allergies are a life-long problem, we rely on a variety of treatments to manage the 

allergies rather than there being one specific cure. In all cases it is important to find out what the 

allergen is and if multiple allergies exist (which is commonly the case). There are many other 

conditions which can also cause symptoms similar to allergies in our pets, so before we make a 

presumptive diagnosis of allergies, we may recommend testing and treatment trials to rule out these 

other causes.  

Clinical Symptoms  

The most common signs of allergies in dogs and cats is itching. This may be seen as overt scratching 

with paws, licking or chewing at the skin, rubbing or rolling around on the ground. Allergies often 

result in redness and itchiness of the skin resulting in changes on the skins surface affecting the health 

and appearance of the skin/coat. These animals may also develop dry skin, greasy skin, hair loss, 

dander, scabs, sores and excessive shedding can all be signs of allergies. Allergies can affect multiple 

areas of the body or can be localised. Areas such as the paws, flanks, groin, ears, and perineum (around 

bottom) are commonly affected. Allergies increase the risk of skin and ear infections as well as anal 

gland problems and scooting or repetitive ear infections can be a sign of allergies even if there are no 

changes elsewhere on the body. Dogs with dietary allergies will often have signs all year around and 

can sometimes also be prone to gastro-intestinal upset such as intermittent vomiting or diarrhoea.  

Diagnostic Procedure  

The following tests may be recommended by a veterinarian to further investigate what may be causing 

the allergies in your pet, as well as ruling out other causes of skin disease.  

 Skin Scrapes – This is a simple test to examine the surface of the skin more closely, it looks for 
microscopic parasites like mites as well as the presence of infection upon the skin. 
 

 Blood tests – This can help determine if there are any underlying hormonal or metabolic 
diseases that could be causing the skin disease. This also helps establish if there is any 
underlying organ dysfunction which may alter the types of medications that can used to 
manage allergies.  
 

 Ascaracidal trials – This refers to the use of anti-parasitic medications used to rule in or out 
parasites as a cause of the skin disease.  

 
 



 

 Elimination diets – This process aims to establish whether or not a dietary allergy exists. Most 
dietary allergies exist to common proteins such as beef, chicken and fish or carbohydrates 
such as corn and soy. There are strict guidelines in doing a diet trial which need to be followed 
in order to determine if diet is a contributing factor or the cause of the allergies. If there is an 
uncomplicated dietary allergy the skin should improve by the end of 6-8 weeks.   

 
ELIMINATION DIET GUIDELINES 
 

 The diet should ONLY contain 1 novel protein and 1 novel carbohydrate. A novel 
protein/carbohydrate is an ingredient that the pet has NOT EVER been exposed to before.  

 A home cooked diet or specific veterinary recommended diets can be used, your veterinarian 
should be consulted prior to the start of the trial and can discuss the diet that may best suit 
your pet.   

 All ingredients in previous diets should tried to be eliminated.  

 This diet must be fed for a minimum of 6-8 weeks STRICTLY with no other foods, treats, 
scavenging, flavoured medicines or supplements during this time.  

 
Referral to Veterinary Dermatologist  
 
 In cases where parasite and food allergies have been ruled out, referral to a veterinary dermatologist 
can be useful.  Dermatologists are able to perform intra-dermal skin testing (where they inject minute 
amounts of different common allergens under the skin then observe which ones your pet reacts to). 
From this they can then formulate a vaccine and institute a desensitisation programme for your dog, 
essentially attempting to re-train and dampen the immune systems response to those specific 
allergens.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

 
Treatment and Management of Allergies 

 Regular parasite control - Any cat or dog that has allergies should be treated regularly for 
parasites, in particular fleas, to prevent these from causing irritation in the skin and 
exacerbating pet’s itchiness. Pets with flea allergies can suffer with severe itching even after 
a single flea bite. For dogs, we recommend Bravecto or Nextgaurd chews. For cats, Comfortis 
tablets or Revolution top-spot can be used monthly. In dogs and cats that have flea allergies 
this is the most effective way to prevent your pet from becoming itchy. 99% of fleas live in the 
environment so it is equally important to regularly clean bedding and vacuum areas where 
your pet lives.  
 

 Diets - FOR PETS WITHOUT A FOOD ALLERGY - There are several premium pet foods that are 
designed to promote healthy skin, we recommend Hills D/d or Hills DermDefence. However, 
it is important to ensure a dietary allergy does not exist first or be aware of what dietary 
allergens contribute to your pet’s skin disease before changing your pet’s diet (see elimination 
diets above).   

 

 Neutraceuticals -These natural supplements play a role in reducing inflammation and 
strengthening the skin’s natural defence, the dermal barrier. Using essential fatty acids and 
Omega 3/Omega 6’s in the correct balance can have a definite benefit in dogs and cats with 
allergies. We recommend PAWs Fish oil 100 in the diet and Essential 6 topically.  

 

 
 



 

 

 Anti-histamines - These have a variable response in our pets but may provide some relief. 
They also have minimal side effects and can be used in conjunction with other medications. 
The human anti-histamine ‘Zyrtec’ (cetrizine) can be used in dogs. The recommended dose is 
one Zyrtec 10mg tablet per 10kg bodyweight once daily, consult your veterinarian before long 
term use.  

 

 Medicated washes - Itchy dogs are prone to dry skin and skin infections due to overgrowth of 
normal skin bacteria and yeast. In these cases, a medicated shampoo can be useful in reducing 
overgrowth of bacteria and yeast as well as removing allergens from sitting close to the skins 
surface and reducing itchiness by soothing the skin. Medicated shampoo’s such as Mediderm 
can be safely used even weekly in severe cases and can provide great relief. Gentle nourishing 
shampoos and conditioners such as Nutriderm are also recommended.  

 

 Topical anti-inflammatories - Prescription steroid-based sprays or creams such as Cortavance, 
Neocort or Elocon can be used to reduce the itching sensation and inflammation in the skin of 
dogs and cats with allergies. These products are best used to target specific problem areas 
such as the paws. Topical medications often have fewer side effects and can be used on an 
intermittent basis when flare ups occur to reduce episodes of intense itching. Discuss with 
your vet how to apply these products and the frequency and duration over which they can be 
used.  

 

 Prednisolone - This is a steroid. anti-inflammatory drug that is commonly prescribed for the 
management of itching in dogs and cats with allergies. This drug is very effective at managing 
the itchiness and reducing the inflammation but is NOT a cure for allergies. This drug has side 
effects which include increased thirst and appetite as well as increased urination. If used long 
term the drug can have adverse effects on the liver, kidneys and immune system. As well as 
interfering with the body’s natural production of steroids they have effects on muscle and 
weight distribution. In most cases we use this drug intermittently when the itching becomes 
intense. The use of this drug can and should be used in conjunction with the other 
recommendations above, so that the lowest dose and frequency possible is required, and 
therefore limiting the side effects seen.  
 

 Apoquel - Is an immune-modulating drug that targets the itching and inflammation in dogs 
with airborne allergies. It has limited side effects compared to Prednisolone making it 
preferable as a long-term medication for the treatment of itching. It can only be used in dogs 
older than a year of age.  
 

 Cytopoint - Is a new monthly treatment for airborne allergies, it is an injection administered 
by a veterinarian and has been found to have make a significant improvement in the quality 
of life of lots of dogs suffering from allergies. It can be used at any age and with the use of 
other medications if needed. The drug targets signals from the immune system to the brain, 
therefore blocking the ‘itching’ signal. The drug has a very high safety profile and can be used 
long term to manage allergic skin disease.  

 


