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is one of the most common reasons people bring their pet to see the vet.
Ear disease is painful for your pet, and if not treated properly can lead to ongoing 
problems. For that reason it needs to be treated seriously, and treated as early as 
possible.

What is ear disease? ?

Ear disease or ‘otitis externa’ means inflammation of the 
external ear canal. It can occur in cats and dogs of any age 
and has a number of causes.

It is important you regularly check your pet’s ears and watch 
out for the signs of ear disease so they can be treated 
before they get any worse.

Unlike the human ear, your pet’s ear is deep and curved 
- this shape makes some pets prone to developing ear 
disease.

Dirt and wax can easily accumulate and it is 
difficult for moisture to get out.

This is further compl icated in dogs with 
pendulous ears that hang down (e.g. spaniels) 
as it is difficult for air to circulate. This hot and 
humid environment is ideal for the growth of 
bacteria and yeasts which cause infections.

Ear disease  



Unpleasant smell – sometimes described as ‘yeasty’

    

Excessive scratching and pawing of the ear and head 

    – petsmay also rub their head on the floor
    

Sensitivity to touch – your pet may show a painful reaction  

    when you touch the ear or surrounding area
    

Increased shaking of the head 

    

Tilting the head to one side 

    

Accumulation of dark brown wax 

    

Discharge from the ear – this can be yellow-black in colour

Bleeding or discharge resembling coffee grinds 

Redness or swelling of the ear flap or canal  

Changes in behaviour including lethargy 

Loss of balance or hearing and disorientation 

Signs of ear disease 

If you notice any of these signs, please make an 
appointment with your vet as soon as possible.

All cases of ear disease should be treated quickly and 
effectively. Otherwise, the inflammation can lead to 
permanent changes such as thickening and distortion 
of the ear canal. 

This in turn makes it more likely your pet will have 
another bout of ear disease – starting the whole painful 
cycle all over again. 



What causes ear disease?  

Ear disease is usual ly caused by a 
combination of factors, which create 
conditions more favourable for the growth 
of bacteria and yeasts. Anything which 
impedes removal of wax and debris, 
reduces air circulation and keeps the ear 
canal warm and humid will encourage 
growth of these organisms. In most cases 
of ear disease, both bacteria and yeasts 
are found.

Some dogs are more likely to develop ear disease than others. Factors such as having low-hanging 
ears (e.g. spaniel, retriever) and lifestyle factors such as frequent swimming all affect the chances of 
getting ear disease. 

Many pets with ear disease also 
suffer from skin allergies, also known 
as atopy. The most common areas 
affected are the ears and between the 
toes. Atopy is more often seen during 
the summer months but it can occur 
all year round. 



PRIMARY CAUSES  

Atopic dermatitis   (hypersensitivities) 

Ectoparasites - mainly mites;    - 

also ticks, �eas and biting �ies  

Foreign bodies 

Keratinization disorders - seborrhoea   - 

Autoimmune diseases  

 

INFLAMMATION

Redness 

Heat 

Pain 

Swelling (+ Exudation = Moisture)

+  = 

 

( Loss of function = Deafness)

=

SECONDARY FACTORS 

Bacteria*   Yeasts**

PERPETUATING FACTORS  

Altered micro�ora*
,
 **

Proliferative pathologic changes

 Progressive changes e.g. otitis media, 

narrowed ear canal -

 

PREDISPOSING FACTORS 
Physical characteristics of the ear and ear canal (e.g. 
hair, narrow canal, pendulous ears, etc.)  

Behavior of dog or owner (e.g. swimming, excessive 
ear cleaning)

Immunosuppressive disease (primary/secondary)
 

Environmental conditions (e.g. warm, humid)   



Diagnosing Canine Otitis Externa

Diagnostic Tools

1. Initial diagnosis is fairly easy   

2. Correctly identifying the primary cause & contributing factors can 
be very difficult 

3. Failure to identify the primary cause & blindly treating the disease  
- May provide only temporary relief & leads to recurrence of the 
problem 

4. Incidence of the external ear Inflammation 

Otoscopy

10-20% Incidence Less common





Ear disease can be treated in a number of ways and your vet will recommend the best option for 
your pet. 

Usually this includes an ear cleaner (such as Sancerum) as well as a 
topical medication (ear drops) which you will need to apply at home. 

The ear cleaner helps to remove the wax and debris that create 
favourable conditions for infection, while the drops will tackle the 
infection itself. Prescription ear drops usually contain an antibiotic to treat 
bacteria, an antifungal to treat yeasts, plus an anti-inflammatory to make 
your pet feel more comfortable.

Some pets may also be prescribed tablets or given an injection. In some cases, the problem may 
be so advanced that your pet may even need surgery. This is why it is so important to recognise 
and treat ear disease early. 

How is ear disease treated? 

Remember to tell your vet if you often see your pet licking 
or nibbling its feet. 

Foreign bodies in the ear, such as grass seeds, can cause trauma 
and encourage growth of bacteria and yeasts. 

The resulting inflammation and infection needs treatment as soon 
as the foreign body has been removed. 



Cleaning is an important part of treatment for ear disease  

Cleaning can help during a bout of ear 
disease, as removing wax, debris and 
discharge helps the medicated drops reach 
the surface of the ear canal. It also reduces 
yeast and bacterial numbers and makes the 
environment of the ear less encouraging for 
growth of these organisms. 

Regular ear cleaning is often advised once a pet has 
had ear disease, as by removing wax and debris 
and drying the ear (cleaners such as Sancerum also 
contain drying agents), the conditions become less 
favourable to the growth of unwanted organisms. 
Some cleaners, e.g. Sancerum, have proven 
antimicrobial properties and can reduce the number 
of bacteria and yeasts in the ear, and help maintain 
a normal environment. 

Sancerum

Sancerum

Cleaning is essential maintenance for many pets with ear 
disease. 



1. Gently restrain your pet.   

2. Lift up the ear flap so you can see the entrance to the ear canal.   

3. Apply a liberal amount of ear cleaner into the ear canal (such as Sancerum).   

4. Massage the ear canal gently for 10 to 20 seconds to ensure good cleaning (you can usually feel 
the canal as a solid tube lying just under the skin below the entrance hole). You should hear a 
squelching sound when you do this.   

10~20

the entrance to the ear canal using clean 
cotton wool, and clean the inside of the 
ear flap. Do not use cotton buds or push 
anything down the ear canal as this may 
cause damage.   

6. Repeat the procedure until the excess 
fluid no longer looks dirty.   

 

How to clean your pet’s ears 



How to apply medicated drops to your pet’s ears 

3. Massage the ear canal thoroughly 
and gently for 10 to 20 seconds to 
make sure that the treatment gets 
al l  around the ear canal (you can 
usually feel the canal as a solid tube 
lying just under the skin below the 
entrance hole). You should hear a 
squelching sound when you do this.  

10~20

2. Apply the required 
number of drops of 
the treatment into 
the ear canal.  

1. Gently restrain your pet. Lift up 
the ear flap so you can see the 
entrance to the ear canal.

4. Remove any excess fluid and discharge from  
the entrance to the ear canal using clean 
cotton wool, and clean the inside of the 
ear flap. Do not use cotton buds or push 
anything down the ear canal as it may cause 
damage. Repeat the procedure with the 
other ear.  



Topical vs. Systemic Therapy for Otitis Externa

Topical therapy Appropriate for the majority of cases, Deliver medications directly to the 
affected area, Relatively easy for owners to administer, Relatively inexpensive

Systemic therapy Reserved for severe cases or where owners unable to administer topical 
medication appropriately, Treat entire animal therefore greater risk of adverse 
effects, Oral treatment relatively easy for most owners to administer, Often 
more expensive than topical therapy

Antibiotics In Otitis Externa

Antibiotic(s) Spectrum of activity Action

polymyxin B  B  Bactericidal 

aminoglycosides(framycetin, 
gentamicin, neomycin)  

B

Broad (Gram+ and Gram-aerobes)  Bactericidal 

cyclic oligopeptides  (thiostrepton)  Broad (Gram + and Gram -) Bactericidal 

fusidic acid   Bactericidal 

sulfonamides (silver sulfadiazine)  Broad (Gram + and Gram -) Bactericidal 

fluoroquinolones(enrofloxacin, 
marbofloxacin, orbifloxacin) 

Broad (Gram + and Gram - aerobes) Bactericidal 

Antifungals In Otitis Externa

Antifungal agent(s) Spectrum 
Imidazoles (clotrimazole, miconazole, posaconazole, 
thiabendazole) 

Broad

Polyenes (nystatin) Broad
Sulfonamides (silver sulfadiazine) 
Undecylenic Acid 



Vehicles

Vehicle Advantages Drawbacks
Solutions (and gels) easy to use - can be applied as 

drops with minimal friction, non-
occlusive

frequent administration needed,  
sting on application - contain 
alcohol

Ointments moisturizing , prolonged contact 
time

do not distribute well within ear 
canal, occlusive - greasy, sticky

Creams (depending on 
water content)

spread more easily than 
ointments,  less greasy than 
ointments,Relatively prolonged 
contact time

do not distribute well within ear 
canal, not suitable for exudative 
lesions, can cause contact allergy 
(preservatives)

Suspensions (depending on 
water content) 

easy to use - can be applied 
as drops with minimal friction, 
spread more easily than 
ointments - distribute well within 
ear cana, relatively prolonged 
contact time - less frequent 
administration than solutions

still slightly occlusive but less 
so than ointments - suitable for 
purulent otitis 

Topical Potency Of Corticosteroids

Systemic 
side effects

Topical potency
Potent Moderate Low

Low Mometasone furoate  

Betamethasone valerate 
aceponate 

Fluocinolone acetonide
Prednisone (prednisolone) 

Moderate Triamcinolone 
acetonide
Dexamethasone 
acetate

Dexamethasone




