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can successfully be sensitized to 
give them relief or to reduce the 
amount of steroids needed to 
keep them comfortable. Long-
term treatment with steroids is 
usually avoided because they 
can produce serious side ef-
fects.

Contact Allergies
Contact allergies are caused 

by a pet’s physical contact with 
an offending substance. Thin-
coated or hairless areas are usu-
ally affected. Among the most 
common allergens are soaps, 
insecticides, wool nylon car-
pets, paint, wood preservatives, 
poison ivy or oak and pollens or 
grass. Some pets may be allergic 
to plastic feeding dishes. 

In the case of certain plants 
and/or geographic locations, 
inhalant or contact allergies 
may be seasonal.

Identifying the offending 
substance is critical. If this is 
accomplished, try to eliminate 
it from the pet’s environment. 
Your veterinarian can recom-
mend appropriate treatment for 
skin lesions and to help relieve 
the itching.

Food Allergies
Some pets develop aller-

gies to food, although this is 
relatively rare. A food allergy 
results from an abnormal reac-
tion to an ingredient found in a 
pet food. Food allergies usually 
appear as skin problems or as 
gastrointestinal upsets. How-
ever, a variety of diseases have 
similar signs. Consequently 
other causes should be exclud-
ed before the diet is blamed.

Most affected pets have 
been fed the food over a pe-
riod of months or years. The 
allergy develops over time 
with repeated exposure to the 
same ingredient. Changing 
from one pet food to another is 
not the answer because many 
of these diets contain similar 
ingredients.

No food source is non-al-
lergic. The only foods that can 
be considered hypoallergic are 
those which the pet has never 
eaten before, since allergies 
usually occur in pets exposed 
to an offending ingredient in 
previous diets.

Your veterinarian will prob-
ably recommend special diets 
in order to be certain that diet 
is the cause of the allergy and to 
identify the ingredient to which 
the pet is allergic.

Because dietary restriction 
is the only way to isolate the 
offending ingredient, it is es-
sential to keep the pet on the 
special diet. Providing rawhide 
chews or feeding snacks, treats, 
table scraps or letting the pet eat 
another animal’s food should 
not be allowed. Once the ingre-
dient to which the pet is allergic 
is identified, an appropriate 
diet can be recommended.

The Not-So-Common 
Allergies

In addition to the common 
allergies, there are rare allergies 
requiring veterinary diagnosis 
and treatment. They include:

Hormonal hypersensitivity 
- the pet becomes allergic to its 
own hormones.

Parasitic hypersensitivity - 
In addition to fleas, dogs maybe 
come allergic to other parasites.
They can become allergic to tick 
bites in much the same way 
they become allergic to flea 
saliva. They can even become 
allergic to their own intestinal 
parasites. The skin becomes 
itchy just as with food and in-
halant allergies.

Autoimmune diseases - the 
body becomes allergic to certain 
of its own body components. 
These diseases usually require 
long term treatment.

In Summary
Determining the cause of an 

allergy begins with a detailed 
medical history of the pet in-
cluding age, breed and sex, 
diet and environment, previ-
ous medical problems, history 
associated with the itching and 
a complete physical examina-
tion.

Once a tentative diagnosis is 
made, treatment can be attempt-
ed. The goal of the treatment is 
to control the symptoms. This 
can be done by avoiding the 
cause of the allergy, once it has 
been identified. If avoidance is 
not possible, medications or a 
series of injections to force the 
body not to react to the allergen 
may be beneficial.


