Dear Dr. Stillman,

My dog has bald patches on either side of his back.  What’s causing this?

Michael S.

Dear Michael,

There are a few different potential causes for the symptoms that you describe.  Sometimes knowing a dog’s age, breed, or the answers to a few simple behavioral questions can narrow the choices down a little but since you didn’t mention any particulars we’ll just discuss them all.

The fact that you pointed out that your dog is losing hair on both sides of his back is very helpful.   Dogs lose hair in one spot or another all the time due to localized skin infections, bites from other dogs, skin mites, etc. but these conditions usually occur as an isolated lesion or two and are seldom symmetrical.  When I see a dog with similar spots on both sides of his body the list of potential causes gets a lot shorter.

One of the most common causes for symmetrical hair loss on the back occurs very frequently on Bulldogs and Boxers.  These breeds exhibit a condition called Seasonal Alopecic Disorder.  During the cold months blood levels of an important hormone called Serotonin drop in response to decreased daylight and shorter days.  Low levels of this hormone cause the dog’s shedding cycle to go awry and lead to patches of exposed skin on either side of the dog’s lumbar back.  The skin frequently becomes darkly pigmented, accentuating the changes.  This condition is considered harmless, and frequently reverses itself as the days become longer and brighter.  It is not uncomfortable, itchy, infectious to other dogs, or a sign of other underlying disease.  In extreme cases or for cosmetic reasons we may decide to treat the condition with safe, inexpensive medication.

Another very common cause of symmetrical hair loss on a dog’s back is fleas.  No one knows why, but fleas love to hang out on a dog’s rump and over their back.  Fleas are very itchy for dogs and since they usually can’t reach that spot with their foot they have no choice but to chew the area with their teeth.  Over a relatively short amount of time a dog will actually chew their own hair out, leaving a moist, inflamed and oozing mess on their back and over their rump.  If you look carefully you may see the fleas themselves, or their tiny “pepper flake” poops.  In this case simply killing the fleas on your dog, on every other pet in the house, and in our house itself will quickly rectify the problem and give your dog some well-deserved relief.

There are two medical conditions known to cause symmetrical hair loss over a dog’s back and rump.  The first is an underactive thyroid gland.  This very common condition can occur in a dog of any age, breed or sex.  Hypothyroid dogs tend to be obese, sluggish and cold intolerant. They typically have a thin, dry coat through which you can see their skin.   This change is most obvious over their flanks and rump.  Sometimes they also develop a hairless “rat tail”.  Their coat grows very slowly and a spot where you shaved to remove some pine sap or a mat may still be noticeable up to six months later.  This condition is one of my favorite to diagnose since the treatment is so very safe, effective and inexpensive and the results are so rapid and remarkable.  The test for it is very reliable and not very expensive.

The other condition which leads to symmetrical hair loss over the back and rump is called Cushing’s disease.  It is most often a disease of older dogs and comes in two varieties (called Pituitary Dependent and Adrenal Dependent).  Dogs with this condition frequently urinate and drink much more frequently than normal.  They usually pant a lot and are very hungry.  They may show signs of muscle loss, a pot belly, and very thin skin on their underside through which you can easily see their veins.  Cushing’s disease is everything that Hypothyroidism is not.  Its diagnosis is difficult and expensive.  The diagnostic tests currently available are frequently unreliable, and the medications used to treat it are expensive for all but the smallest of dogs.  For a dog with Cushing’s disease hair loss is the least of their problems.

Michael, my advice would be to check your dog carefully for signs of fleas and if you find none then seek the advice of your veterinarian on how to proceed.
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