This Incessant Scratching!
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My Shar Pei is scratching constantly.  He has always had some skin problems, but the past month has been especially bad.  What can I do?

The first step toward a solution is to find the problem, or problems.  An examination by a veterinarian is essential, as scratching is merely the animal’s way of reacting to an irritation or insult.  Your doctor will likely do a few tests to attempt to get a handle on exactly what is going on.  An examination of the skin may reveal signs of fleas, even if there are no fleas found.  If there is a true flea allergy, just one flea will cause the dog to do extensive damage to himself.  Skin scrapings, impression smears and fungal tests may be the next step.

Skin problems are some of the most difficult cases to properly diagnose, as the cause can range from contact allergies to autoimmune; from inhalant or food allergies to parasites; from infections to fungal, and much more.  Sometimes feeding trials and specific allergy tests are in order, and sometimes it may even require biopsies.

It is common for there to be multiple causes, such as a poor immune system allowing certain parasites to grow unchecked, and those, in turn, cause enough damage for bacteria and yeasts to overgrow.  In these cases, all the issues must be dealt with at once to achieve adequate control.  I use the word “control” because often there is no true “cure” but there can be lasting relief with ongoing therapy.

It was mentioned that the issue has worsened over the past month.  Seasonal allergies may commonly cause a skin condition which has been controlled fairly well to break from that control and flare up during the Spring or the Fall.  These cases may need extra help at those times.

Once the secondary problems are in check, in the case of allergies, it is necessary to control the itching to prevent those from coming back.  This may be accomplished with a variety of tools ranging from antihistamines, to testing and hyposensitization, to immunotherapy such as cyclosporine.  No two cases are identical so it is up to the veterinarian to try to find the optimal control.  In rare instances, a short run of corticosteroids may be necessary for immediate relief.  

One of the mistakes people often make is to go from doctor to doctor hoping one of them hits on an “instant solution”.  In these cases each doctor is often starting from square one and this only prolongs the problem.  If the doctor you are using has not helped after several visits it is perfectly reasonable to request that your pet be referred to a veterinary dermatologist.  In this case the referring doctor will give the specialist all the findings to that point and will be in communication so that there won’t be any unnecessary duplication of testings or trials.

