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Immunotherapy: The Induction of Tolerance
Environmental Canine Atopic Disease (eCAD) has been diagnosed in your dog by intradermal testing, or serum IgE testing or a combination of both.  There is no cure for this disease, so your dog will need long term management of this environmental hypersensitivity.  This will involve a combination of life style changes, symptomatic treatment and immunotherapy. The only treatment currently available that is able to alter the course of eCAD is allergen specific immunotherapy (ASIT). We now have two forms of ASIT: either by sub-cutaneous injection (SCIT or “allergy shots”) or by sub-lingual immunotherapy (SLIT or “allergy drops”).
Both methods of immunotherapy use the allergy test information in an attempt to make the patient less sensitive to the offending allergens, to induce tolerance.  This immunotherapy involves making up a “vaccine” based on the test results.  This vaccine is used to gradually reintroduce the allergens to your dog’s immune system, either by injection or by sublingual absorption in the oral cavity.  A recent retrospective study of 664 dogs on subcutaneous immunotherapy demonstrated that excellent (ASIT alone controlled clinical signs), good (≥50% reduction of clinical signs) and poor (<50% improvement) responses were seen in 31.5%, 28.5% and 40.1% of the dogs, respectively. This means that in 59.9% of atopic dogs, subcutaneous ASIT can improve clinical signs by ≥50%. The beneficial effect of ASIT is higher (up to 69.3%) if dogs are re-examined regularly (every 3 months) and if systemic long-term corticosteroids are avoided during the first 9 months of ASIT.
Will I still need to use other medication?
Symptomatic therapy, preferably with Oclacitinib (Apoquel) or Lokivetmab (Cytopoint) may be necessary to keep an animal comfortable while waiting for the immunotherapy to take effect.  Even with successful immunotherapy, some symptomatic treatment may be needed.  The recent study showed that it was preferable to avoid oral corticosteroids.
Is Immunotherapy safe?
Subcutaneous injections (similar to the biannual vaccination) of allergen extracts, or “allergy shots” as they are most commonly known, are given in gradually increasing doses to minimize the possibility of allergic reactions.  Adverse reactions to these shots are rare in dogs, but can occur. To be aware of any changes and to prevent serious side effects, the patient should be monitored for 1 hour after each injection.  Sublingual immunotherapy is considered to be virtually without risk.
How long before I see an improvement?
It is not unusual for eight to twelve months of therapy to pass before the benefits of immunotherapy are realized in those animals capable of responding.  You should not expect to see improvement sooner than three months of treatment. 

How often are the “allergy shots” and “allergy drops” successful?
Of course, concurrent disorders such as pyoderma, pyo-traumatic dermatitis, otitis externa and external parasites must also be treated.  As detailed above, in this recent study, virtually 60% of atopic dogs on subcutaneous ASIT improved their clinical signs by ≥50%. The beneficial effect of ASIT was higher, up to 70%, for dogs are re-examined regularly (every 3 months) and if systemic long-term corticosteroids were avoided during the first 9 months of ASIT.  Studies looking at SLIT are pending, but it is felt that they are equally successful, perhaps even more so, as the sublingual area of the oral cavity is an immunologically privileged area.
How “allergy shots” and “allergy drops” different?
Both vaccines are made up in the same way.  The obvious difference is that one is given by subcutaneous injection while other is administered by a pump bottle into the oral cavity. The injections are given every other day initially, reducing to once a fortnight eventually, whereas the allergy drops are given once or twice daily every day.  The injections are prepared with phenol saline whereas the drops are prepared with glycerated saline, and therefore have a slightly sweet taste.  The allergy drops, because of the different administration vial and the glycerated saline, are about 20% more expensive.  Another positive difference is that the allergy drops are considered to have virtually no potential for serious side effects.
How long do I have to give the “allergy shots” or “allergy drops for?

How long the “allergy shots” or ”allergy drops” need to be given differs from animal to animal.  In people, immunotherapy is given from between two to seven years before they are able to be discontinued.  The time frame is similar in animals.


