Ask A Vet: Allergy Shots May be the Best Alternative for Your Dog
Sunday, July 21, 2013
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,  
My Dog Sadie has severe allergy issues every spring and summer. I have 

heard of people getting their dog “allergy shots”. Does this really 

work?

Dear Reader,

     As a practitioner I can tell you that airborne skin allergies or 

atopic dermatitis occurs at near epidemic rates, and there is certainly 

no magical fix to this often frustrating problem. We are often forced 

to use medications that have negative side effects just to keep our 

pets comfortable. However, “allergy shots” or allergen specific 

immunotherapy is a great treatment option in many cases. The idea is to 

inject your pet with a very small amount of the specific protein for 

which they have an allergy. Usually this dose is increased over several 

weeks or months until the pets immune system has been desensitized to 

the specific protein. Hopefully the pet’s immune system will no longer 

over react when exposed to the same protein or allergen.

     So just how effective is it? Most studies agree that about 50% of dogs 

treated with immunotherapy get much better, another 25% show some but 

not complete improvement, and another 25% have no response.

     How is immunotherapy performed? The first step is to have your pet 

tested for what allergens he or she might be allergic to. This can be 

as simple as a blood draw, or full intra-dermal skin testing may be 

performed. Both are widely accepted and accurate methods, and may even 

be performed together for the best results. Intra-dermal testing is 

typically more expensive, time consuming, and may need to be done at a 

referral center. A special serum is then made specifically for your pet 

that contains the proper allergen proteins to be injected. In most 

cases, these shots can be done at home once demonstrated by your 

veterinarian. Typical schedules for shots are every few days for 

several weeks or months, but there are other options depending on your 

situation. The best results are often obtained when this therapy is 

used in conjunction with itch relieving medications since immunotherapy 

may take several months to work.

     What are the risks? The biggest risk is the possibility of your pet 

having a reaction to the allergy shot itself. This can usually be 

controlled with over the counter antihistamines, but occasionally (less 

than 1%) can be severe enough to need veterinary attention.

     The best thing about immunotherapy is that it gives you the potential 

to cure allergies rather than just cover up their symptoms with 

medication. It is far from a sure thing, but when it works it can make 

a huge difference in your allergic pet’s life.
-Dr. Justin Sellon
