
ITCHY & UNCOMFORTABLE


A Complete Guide to Skin Allergies in Dogs & Cats

Understanding causes, symptoms, and what you can do to help your pet find relief


If you have ever watched your dog scratch relentlessly at their ears or seen your cat over-
groom a patch of fur until the skin is raw, you know how distressing skin allergies can be 
— for both your pet and for you. Skin allergies are among the most common health 
complaints veterinarians see in dogs and cats, yet they are also among the most 
misunderstood.

This guide breaks down everything you need to know: the different types of allergies, 
how they show up in dogs versus cats, what triggers them, and what modern veterinary 
medicine can do to help your pet live more comfortably.


What Exactly Is a Skin Allergy?


An allergy occurs when the immune system overreacts to a substance that is 
harmless to most animals. In pets, these reactions frequently target the 
skin, triggering a cascade of inflammation, itching, and secondary 
complications.

The medical term for itchy skin in animals is pruritus, and it can range 
from mildly annoying to severely debilitating. The skin is the body's largest 
organ, and when the immune system targets it repeatedly, the results can 
include hair loss, open sores, chronic infections, and a dramatically 
reduced quality of life.


The Four Main Types of Skin Allergies


Key point: Allergies do not go away on their own. Without proper management, they tend to 
worsen over time. Early intervention makes a meaningful difference.



1. Environmental Allergies (Atopy)


Atopy, or atopic dermatitis, is the most prevalent form of skin allergy in 
both dogs and cats. It is caused by airborne or contact allergens that the 
immune system incorrectly identifies as threats.


Common environmental triggers include:

• Pollen from trees, grasses, and weeds


• Dust mites and their waste products


• Mould and mildew spores


• Dander from other animals


• Certain fabrics, cleaning products, or lawn chemicals


Atopy can be seasonal (flaring in spring or autumn) or year-round, depending on the 
allergen. Dogs are especially prone to this condition, with certain breeds — including 
Golden Retrievers, Bulldogs, West Highland White Terriers, and German Shepherds — 
showing a particularly strong genetic predisposition.


2. Flea Allergy Dermatitis (FAD)


Flea allergy dermatitis is the single most common skin disease diagnosed in 
dogs and cats worldwide. Paradoxically, it is not the flea bite itself that 
causes the problem, but the flea's saliva. In sensitised animals, even a single 
flea bite can trigger an intense, body-wide allergic reaction that lasts for 
days or weeks.


This means that a pet with FAD does not need to be heavily infested to 
suffer. One flea, one bite — and the immune system goes into overdrive. 
This is why flea prevention is considered non-negotiable for pets with 
known or suspected flea allergies.


3. Food Allergies


Contrary to popular belief, food allergies in pets are relatively uncommon — 
they account for only around 10–15% of allergic skin disease in dogs and a 

Important: Many owners never see a flea on their pet and assume fleas aren't the culprit. 
Fleas are expert hiders and their life cycle means only 5% of the flea population lives on the 
animal — the other 95% is in the environment.



similar proportion in cats. However, when they do occur, they can be severe 
and are often confused with environmental allergies because the symptoms 
overlap significantly.


The most frequently implicated ingredients are:

• Beef — the number one food allergen in dogs


• Dairy products


• Chicken and chicken eggs


• Wheat and other grains


• Fish (particularly common in cats)


• Lamb and mutton


It is worth noting that pets develop allergies to proteins they have been exposed to 
repeatedly over time, which is why the offending ingredient is often something they 
have eaten for years without obvious issue. A sudden 'new' food is rarely the cause.


4. Contact Allergies


Contact allergies occur when the skin reacts directly to something it 
touches. These are less common than the other types but can be 
surprisingly difficult to identify. Typical culprits include rubber or plastic 
food and water bowls, synthetic carpeting, certain shampoos or grooming 
products, lawn fertilisers, and garden plants.


In contact allergies, the reaction is usually localised to the area of contact — 
the chin if a pet eats from a plastic bowl, the belly and paws if the allergen is 
in the grass, and so on.


How Skin Allergies Show Up in Dogs


Dogs and cats experience allergies quite differently, and understanding 
those differences is key to recognising a problem early.




In dogs, the primary symptom is almost always intense itching. This 
manifests as:


• Constant scratching, particularly around the face, ears, armpits, groin, and paws


• Repeated licking and chewing of the paws — often leaving the fur stained a 
reddish-brown from saliva


• Head shaking and ear scratching (chronic ear infections are a hallmark sign)


• Rubbing the face against furniture, carpet, or the ground


• Hot spots — raw, moist, inflamed patches of skin that appear suddenly


• Hair loss and skin thickening in chronically affected areas


Secondary bacterial and yeast infections are extremely common in allergic dogs. The 
broken, inflamed skin provides an easy entry point for microorganisms, and the warm, 
moist environment of skin folds and ear canals encourages their growth. These 
infections worsen the itch, which leads to more scratching, which leads to more 
infection — a cycle that can be very hard to break without veterinary help.


How Skin Allergies Show Up in Cats


Cats are notoriously private about discomfort, and allergic skin disease in 
cats often presents differently than in dogs. Rather than obvious scratching, 
cats tend to over-groom — a behaviour that is easily missed by owners who 
might simply think their cat is being particularly fastidious.

Common signs of allergic skin disease in cats include:


• Excessive grooming, especially of the belly, inner thighs, and flanks


• Symmetrical hair loss (both sides of the body equally affected) — often caused by 
obsessive licking rather than scratching


• Miliary dermatitis — tiny, crusty scabs scattered across the body, especially along 
the spine, which owners sometimes mistake for flea dirt


• Eosinophilic granuloma complex — a group of inflammatory skin lesions that can 
look like raised, ulcerated plaques or swellings on the lip, tongue, or thighs


• Facial itching, head shaking, and ear problems


Signs your dog may have a secondary infection: strong odour from skin or ears, discharge, 
greasy or crusty skin, increased redness, or sudden dramatic worsening of symptoms.



• Respiratory symptoms such as coughing or wheezing (more common in cats than 
dogs)


Because cats groom themselves so effectively, it can be difficult to find hair loss or skin 
damage during a casual glance. Running your fingers against the direction of hair 
growth, examining the belly and inner legs, and looking closely at the base of the tail can 
reveal signs of allergic disease that are otherwise invisible.


Getting a Diagnosis: What to Expect


There is no single test that definitively diagnoses allergic skin disease — it is 
a process of elimination and investigation. Your veterinarian will likely 
begin with a thorough history and physical examination, followed by one or 
more of the following:

Ruling Out Parasites


The first step is always to ensure that fleas, mites, and other parasites are 
not responsible. This typically involves microscopic examination of skin 
scrapings, a trial of appropriate parasite prevention, and sometimes a 
combing of the coat for evidence of flea dirt.


Skin Cytology


A sample is taken from affected skin using a sticky tape impression or swab. 
Examined under a microscope, it can reveal whether bacteria or yeast are 
contributing to the problem and guide antibiotic or antifungal treatment.


Dietary Elimination Trial


If a food allergy is suspected, your vet will recommend a strict elimination 
diet — typically lasting 8 to 12 weeks — in which the pet eats only a single 
novel protein and carbohydrate source (one they have never eaten before), 
or a hydrolysed protein diet in which all proteins are broken down to a size 
too small to trigger an immune reaction. This trial only works if absolutely 
nothing else is fed during the period, including treats, flavoured 
medications, and table scraps.


Allergy Testing


Intradermal skin testing (similar to human allergy patch testing) and blood 
tests (serum allergy tests) can identify specific environmental allergens. 



These are typically performed by a veterinary dermatologist and are most 
useful when allergen-specific immunotherapy (desensitisation) is being 
considered.


Treatment Options


Managing skin allergies in pets is rarely a one-size-fits-all affair. Most 
animals require a combination of approaches, and some will need lifelong 
management. The good news is that treatment options have expanded 
significantly in recent years.

Allergen Avoidance


Where possible, removing or reducing exposure to the trigger allergen is 
the most logical first step. For contact allergies, this might mean switching 
to stainless steel food bowls. For environmental allergies, it could involve 
more frequent vacuuming, air purifiers, wiping paws after walks, and 
bathing with a hypoallergenic shampoo.


Flea Prevention


For any pet with skin disease, rigorous year-round flea prevention is non-
negotiable. Modern spot-on treatments, oral flea tablets, and long-acting 
flea collars are highly effective. The entire household must be treated — 
carpets, soft furnishings, and bedding — since fleas spend the majority of 
their life cycle off the animal.


Medicated Shampoos and Topical Treatments


Regular bathing with veterinary-prescribed shampoos can soothe inflamed 
skin, remove allergens from the coat, and treat secondary infections. Some 
shampoos contain oatmeal and ceramides to support the skin barrier, while 
others contain antifungal or antibacterial agents.


Medications




A range of medications can help control allergic itch:

• Corticosteroids (e.g., prednisolone) are effective and fast-acting but carry risks 

with long-term use, including increased thirst, weight gain, and immune 
suppression.


• Oclacitinib (Apoquel) is a targeted JAK inhibitor that controls itch in dogs with 
minimal side effects and is suitable for longer-term use.


• Lokivetmab (Cytopoint) is a monthly injectable biological therapy for dogs that 
neutralises a key itch-signalling molecule — it is highly effective and very well 
tolerated.


• Ciclosporin (Atopica) modulates the immune response and is used for both dogs 
and cats, though it takes 4–6 weeks to reach full effect.


• Antihistamines are generally less effective in pets than in humans but may be 
useful as part of a multi-modal approach.


Allergen-Specific Immunotherapy


For pets with confirmed environmental allergies, immunotherapy — 
sometimes called desensitisation or allergy shots — involves administering 
gradually increasing doses of the specific allergens the pet reacts to. Over 
time, this retrains the immune system to tolerate those substances. It is the 
only treatment that addresses the underlying cause rather than just 
controlling symptoms. Response rates are good, with around 60–80% of 
treated animals showing meaningful improvement, though it can take 6–12 
months before the full benefit is apparent.


Dietary Support


Omega-3 fatty acids (particularly EPA and DHA from marine sources) have 
good evidence for supporting skin health and reducing inflammation. Many 
veterinarians recommend these as an adjunct to other treatments. In pets 
with confirmed food allergies, strict dietary management is essential and 
lifelong.


Living With an Allergic Pet




A diagnosis of allergic skin disease is not a disaster — it is the beginning of a 
management journey. Millions of pets with allergies live happy, 
comfortable lives with the right support. Here are some practical tips for 
day-to-day life with an allergic dog or cat:


• Keep a symptom diary noting flare-ups, weather, diet changes, and activities to 
help identify patterns.


• Stick to a consistent diet — avoid impulse switches to new foods or treats.

• Maintain regular follow-up appointments; allergic disease changes over time and 

treatment may need adjustment.

• Never skip flea prevention, even in winter or for strictly indoor cats.

• Wash your pet's bedding weekly in hot water to reduce dust mites and other 

allergens.

• Learn to recognise the early signs of secondary infection so you can act quickly 

before it escalates.

• Be patient — finding the right combination of treatments can take time, and 

setbacks are normal.


When to See Your Vet


If your pet is scratching more than occasionally, licking their paws 
persistently, developing recurring ear infections, losing patches of fur, or 
showing inflamed or broken skin, a veterinary assessment is warranted. 
These symptoms are unlikely to resolve without intervention and can 
progress to serious secondary infections if left untreated.


If your pet is in acute distress — scratching frantically, unable to settle, or has developed hot 
spots or open sores — seek veterinary attention promptly rather than waiting for a routine 
appointment.



The Bottom Line


Skin allergies in dogs and cats are common, complex, and often chronic — 
but they are also very manageable. The key is early recognition, a 
methodical diagnostic approach, and a commitment to long-term 
management. With the growing range of effective treatments now available, 
there has never been a better time to seek help for an itchy pet.

Your veterinarian, or a specialist veterinary dermatologist for more 
complex cases, is your best ally in giving your pet the comfort and quality of 
life they deserve. No pet should have to spend their days in misery, 
scratching at skin that will not stop itching — and with the right support, 
most don't have to.


— Always consult a qualified veterinarian for advice tailored to your individual pet —
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