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Canine pyoderma is a common skin condition in dogs characterized by bacterial infection of the skin. 

The term "pyoderma" literally means "pus in the skin," and it manifests in various forms, ranging 

from superficial to deep infections. It can cause discomfort, itching, and secondary complications if 

left untreated. Understanding its causes, clinical signs, diagnosis, treatment options, and preventive 

strategies is essential for effective management. 

Types of Pyoderma 

Pyoderma in dogs is generally classified based on the depth of the infection: 

1. Surface Pyoderma 

• Involves only the outermost layer of the skin (stratum corneum). 

• Common examples: hot spots (acute moist dermatitis), skin fold dermatitis (intertrigo). 

2. Superficial Pyoderma 

• Affects the epidermis and the hair follicles. 

• Common examples: bacterial folliculitis, impetigo (puppy pyoderma). 

3. Deep Pyoderma 

• Involves deeper layers including the dermis and subcutaneous tissues. 

• Common examples: furunculosis, cellulitis. 

Causes and Risk Factors 

The primary cause of pyoderma is the overgrowth of bacteria, most commonly 

Staphylococcus pseudintermedius, a normal inhabitant of canine skin. It becomes pathogenic under 

certain conditions: 

Predisposing Factors: 

• Allergies: Atopic dermatitis, flea allergy dermatitis, and food allergies compromise skin 

integrity. 

• Parasites: Mites (e.g., Demodex) and fleas can cause irritation and secondary infection. 

• Endocrine Disorders: Hypothyroidism and Cushing’s disease are often associated with 

chronic or recurrent pyoderma. 
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• Poor grooming or hygiene: Especially in long-haired or skin-folded breeds like Bulldogs or 

Shar-Peis. 

• Skin trauma: Scratching, licking, or bite wounds provide entry points for bacteria. 

• Immunosuppression: Diseases or medications that impair immune function can increase 

susceptibility. 

Clinical Signs 

• Red, inflamed skin 

• Pustules (small pus-filled bumps) 

• Papules (red raised bumps) 

• Crusting and scaling 

• Hair loss (alopecia) 

• Itching and scratching 

• Foul odor 

• Hyperpigmentation or thickened skin in chronic cases 

Location-Specific Signs: 

• Skin folds: Moist, red, smelly skin in facial, lip, tail, or vulvar folds. 

• Paws: Interdigital cysts or draining tracts. 

• Trunk and groin: Folliculitis with circular patches of hair loss and pustules. 

Diagnosis 

Clinical Examination: 

• Visual inspection and history taking are crucial. A veterinarian may ask about onset, 

duration, and any previous skin issues or systemic symptoms. 

Diagnostic Tests: 

• Cytology: Microscopic examination of skin scrapings or swabs can identify bacteria and 

inflammatory cells. 

• Culture and Sensitivity: Particularly important in recurrent or non-responsive cases to 

identify the exact bacteria and the most effective antibiotics. 

• Skin scrapings: To rule out mites or fungal infections. 

• Blood work: To assess for underlying systemic diseases (e.g., thyroid tests, cortisol levels). 

Treatment 

1. Antimicrobial Therapy: 

Topical Antibiotics: 

• Used in mild or localized cases. 

• Common products contain chlorhexidine, benzoyl peroxide, or mupirocin. 

• Medicated shampoos help reduce bacterial load and soothe the skin. 
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Systemic Antibiotics: 

• Required for moderate to severe, deep, or widespread infections. 

• Common choices: cephalexin, clindamycin, amoxicillin-clavulanate, or enrofloxacin 

(based on sensitivity results). 

• Typically prescribed for 3–6 weeks, and treatment should continue 1–2 weeks beyond 

resolution of clinical signs to prevent recurrence. 

2. Treatment of Underlying Causes: 

• Allergies: Managed with diet trials, antihistamines, corticosteroids, or newer treatments 

like oclacitinib (Apoquel) or lokivetmab (Cytopoint). 

• Endocrine issues: Managed with hormone replacement or suppression therapy. 

• Parasites: Treated with appropriate antiparasitics. 

3. Adjunctive Therapies: 

• Omega-3 fatty acids: Help support skin health. 

• Regular bathing: Using medicated or moisturizing shampoos. 

• Probiotics and dietary support: For immune function and skin barrier improvement. 

Prevention and Management 

Prevention focuses on maintaining healthy skin and addressing predisposing factors: 

Hygiene and Grooming: 

• Regular bathing and brushing to remove debris and distribute natural oils. 

• Cleaning skin folds to prevent moisture buildup. 

• Prompt treatment of wounds or insect bites. 

Allergy Management: 

• Identify and avoid allergens when possible. 

• Use of hypoallergenic diets or medications as directed by a veterinarian. 

Parasite Control: 

• Consistent flea and tick prevention. 

• Regular checkups for signs of parasitic skin diseases. 

Routine Veterinary Care: 

• Monitoring for signs of recurrence. 

• Annual bloodwork to detect metabolic or hormonal imbalances early. 

Breed Considerations 

Certain breeds are more prone to pyoderma due to their skin structure or predisposition to allergies: 

• Bulldogs, Pugs, and Shar-Peis: Prone to skin fold dermatitis. 

• Golden Retrievers and Labrador Retrievers: Commonly affected by allergies and 

superficial pyoderma. 
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• West Highland White Terriers: Susceptible to chronic dermatitis and secondary 

infections. 

Conclusion 

Canine pyoderma is a treatable yet often recurrent skin condition caused primarily by 

bacterial overgrowth due to underlying health issues or external factors. Successful management 

involves a comprehensive approach that includes appropriate antimicrobial therapy, identifying and 

treating predisposing conditions, and maintaining overall skin health. With early intervention and 

diligent care, most dogs can recover fully and maintain a good quality of life. 
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