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very itchy dog that walks into a veterinary clinic leaves behind a paper trail — a 

diagnosis, a breed, an age, a season, a treatment that worked or didn't. Individually, each 

record is just one case. But pooled together over years, these records become something far 

more powerful: a map of exactly which skin diseases are hitting dogs hardest, who's most at 

risk, and why. That's the value of a retrospective dermatology study, and what one reveals 

about canine skin disease is more interesting than most pet owners realize. 

Why Look Backward to Move Forward 
A retrospective study doesn't run a new experiment — it goes back through years of existing 

clinical records and asks patterns to reveal themselves. For a disease category as broad and 

messy as canine dermatitis, this approach is invaluable. Skin problems are notoriously 

multifactorial: a single itchy dog might be dealing with fleas, a food sensitivity, a bacterial 

infection, and a hormonal imbalance all at once, and untangling which came first often takes 

a veterinarian months of diagnostic work. By stepping back and reviewing thousands of cases 

at once, researchers can spot the underlying trends that a single clinical visit could never 

show — which conditions are truly common versus rare, which breeds carry hidden risk, and 

which seasons or environments quietly load the dice against a dog's skin. 

The Big Three: What's Actually Causing the Itch 
When large veterinary teaching hospitals have pulled years of dermatology records and sorted 

them by diagnosis, a strikingly consistent pattern shows up again and again: skin disease in 

dogs clusters into three broad buckets. Parasitic conditions — mange mites, ticks, fleas, and 

lice — tend to top the list, sometimes accounting for well over 40% of all dermatology cases 

in a given population. Allergic and hypersensitivity dermatoses come in second, typically 

making up roughly a quarter of cases, while fungal infections such as ringworm 

(dermatophytosis) round out much of the remainder. Bacterial pyoderma, interestingly, is 

rarely the true starting point of a case — it shows up as a secondary complication layered on 

top of one of the other three. 

Parasites: still public enemy number one 
Despite decades of effective flea and mite preventives, sarcoptic mange remains one of the 

single most frequently diagnosed skin conditions in general practice records, often followed 

closely by tick-associated pruritus and various flea infestations. This is partly a numbers 

game — parasites are everywhere, highly contagious between animals, and thrive whenever 

prevention lapses even briefly — and partly a reflection of how many dogs live in shared 

spaces (shelters, kennels, multi-dog households) where mites and fleas move easily from one 

coat to the next. 
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Allergies: the slow burn 
Allergic skin disease behaves very differently from a parasitic outbreak. Rather than a sudden 

infestation, it's a chronic, often lifelong tendency toward inflammation — and canine atopic 

dermatitis, the most studied form, is now estimated to affect somewhere around 10% to 15% 

of dogs globally. Unlike parasites, which any dog can pick up, atopic and allergic dermatitis 

shows real breed-level patterns. Records consistently flag French Bulldogs, Boxers, Bulldogs, 

Labrador Retrievers, Pugs, West Highland White Terriers, Shih Tzus, and Standard 

Schnauzers as breeds with elevated risk, suggesting a real genetic thread running through the 

disease even as environmental triggers vary from one part of the world to another. 

Fungal infections: the contagious wildcard 
Ringworm, caused overwhelmingly by the fungus Microsporum canis, tends to appear in 

retrospective data with its own seasonal and demographic rhythm — more common in young 

animals, in crowded housing, and in warmer, humid conditions that favor fungal growth. 

Because it's readily transmissible between animals (and to people), it's one of the few skin 

conditions where a single case often triggers investigation of an entire household or shelter 

population rather than just the individual dog. 

Who's Most at Risk: Age, Sex, and Season 
Beyond diagnosis type, retrospective studies are particularly good at surfacing risk patterns 

that aren't obvious from a single clinical visit. Several recurring themes show up across 

different populations and countries: 

• Young adult dogs, roughly between one and three years old, tend to carry the heaviest 

overall burden of skin disease — old enough to be highly active and exposed to the 

outdoors, but still building lifelong immune and allergic patterns. 

• Male dogs are frequently over-represented in general dermatology caseloads, though the 

reasons (roaming behavior, hormonal influences, or simply reporting bias) are still 

debated. 

• Seasonality matters a great deal for parasitic and fungal disease: cases climb sharply in 

warm, humid months when mites, fleas, and fungal spores thrive, and dip in cooler, drier 

periods. 

• Certain breeds and body types cluster into specific risk profiles — short-coated, skin-fold-

heavy, or densely-coated breeds often show up disproportionately across mange, 

pyoderma, and allergy records alike. 

A recent multi-year retrospective analysis of canine atopic dermatitis cases added an 

interesting twist to this picture: purebred, adult male dogs were disproportionately 

represented compared with mixed breeds, and — perhaps counterintuitively — urban dogs 

living in colder climates were diagnosed more often than their rural or warm-climate 

counterparts. The most frequently reported first sign was pruritus (itching), typically starting 

on the abdomen and limbs before spreading, a pattern that matches what dermatologists see 

clinically but is far more convincing when confirmed across hundreds of records rather than a 

handful of cases. 

Pyoderma: The Disease That Rides Along 

Perhaps the most clinically useful insight to come out of retrospective pyoderma studies is 

how rarely bacterial skin infection is a standalone problem. Staphylococcus 

pseudintermedius, a bacterium that normally lives harmlessly on canine skin, is responsible 

for the overwhelming majority of pyoderma cases — but it typically only becomes a problem 

once something else disrupts the skin's natural defenses. Case-record reviews of dogs with 

recurrent pyoderma have found an underlying disease in the large majority of animals, with 

environmental (atopic) allergy as the single most common trigger, followed by hormonal 

disorders such as hypothyroidism and Cushing's disease, and parasitic infestations like 

demodectic mange. In other words, a dog with recurring skin infections is rarely just 'prone to 
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infections' — there is nearly always a hidden driver worth chasing down, and retrospective 

data is exactly what has made that connection so clear to veterinary dermatologists. 

What This Means for Owners and Clinicians 
For veterinarians, these accumulated patterns shape how a dermatology workup is 

approached from the very first appointment. A young dog with sudden facial hair loss gets 

checked for mites before anything else; a middle-aged, itchy dog of a predisposed breed gets 

allergy testing on the differential list early; a dog with repeated skin infections gets screened 

for an underlying hormonal or allergic cause rather than being treated with antibiotics 

indefinitely. None of this diagnostic instinct comes from any single dramatic case — it comes 

from thousands of quietly unremarkable ones, filed away in clinic records and eventually 

pulled together into exactly the kind of retrospective study discussed here. For owners, the 

practical takeaway is almost reassuringly simple: persistent itching, recurring 'hot spots,' or 

repeat skin infections are rarely random bad luck. They usually point to one of a fairly short 

list of underlying causes — parasites, allergies, hormones, or infection — and the pattern of 

when, where, and in which dogs these problems tend to show up is now better understood 

than ever, thanks largely to the unglamorous but powerful work of digging back through the 

record books. 

How Retrospective Data Shapes Everyday Diagnosis 
It's worth appreciating just how much of modern veterinary dermatology practice is quietly 

built on this kind of backward-looking evidence. Treatment guidelines for how long to run an 

antibiotic course for pyoderma, which allergy tests to prioritize in a given breed, or how 

aggressively to search for an underlying endocrine disease in a recurrent case — all of these 

decisions were refined over time by clinicians and researchers comparing outcomes across 

large groups of past patients, not by any single dramatic case. A retrospective review that 

flags, for example, that hypothyroidism appears in a meaningful share of recurrent pyoderma 

cases doesn't just describe the past — it becomes a checklist item that shows up in the next 

dog's workup, long before symptoms make the connection obvious. This is also why record-

keeping quality matters so much in veterinary medicine, even outside of research settings. A 

clinic's routine notes on a dog's breed, age, seasonal onset, and response to treatment are, 

collectively, the raw material for every future study of this kind. The dog scratching at the 

vet's office today isn't just a patient — its case, once anonymized and pooled with thousands 

of others, becomes one more data point sharpening the picture for the next generation of 

itchy, uncomfortable dogs and the veterinarians trying to help them. 

The Bigger Picture 
Retrospective dermatology studies will never replace hands-on clinical exams, biopsies, or 

allergy panels — but they do something those tools can't: they reveal the shape of a disease 

across a whole population rather than one dog at a time. As more veterinary hospitals digitize 

their records and researchers continue mining years of archived cases, the picture of canine 

dermatitis keeps sharpening — not just what's common, but who's vulnerable, when problems 

peak, and which combinations of disease tend to travel together. In a field as layered and 

frustrating as skin disease, that kind of big-picture clarity is worth its weight in diagnostic 

gold. 


