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HAPPY
DOG EARS

VET TIPS TO RECOGNIZE AND TREAT
DOG EAR PROBLEMS by: DR. PATRICK MAHANEY
Are frequent trips to the veterinary hospital for ear cleaning or applications of medications required to
keep your dog’s ears free from uncomfortable inflammation and infection? If so, you are not alone, as
ailments affecting the ears are some of the most common reasons owners present their pets to their
veterinarian for evaluation and treatment.

UNIQUE ANATOMY OF THE CANINE EAR:

Dog ears have multiple parts that can be
affected by injury of illness, including:

PINNA - Also known as the earflap, it’s the

fleshy piece of skin that either sticks up or
folds over. Since the earflap is a structure
that’s external to the body, it’s susceptible
to injury from an animal bite, penetration
by a plant awn (foxtail, cactus, etc.), or
even self-trauma from a foot’s repeat
scratching. The earflap is especially
prone to a condition called hematoma,
where blood accumulates between the
pieces of cartilage providing structure to
the flap. Hematoma makes the pinna
uncomfortably swollen and often requires
surgical repair.

EAR CANAL - Our canine companions have

a different ear canal structure than people.
Humans have a tunnel-like horizontal
canal connecting the outside world to the
tympanic membrane (eardrum). Dogs
have a vertical canal which opens at the base of the pinna and connects to a horizontal canal at an
approximately 90° angle. This “L” shape permits fluid, environmental irritants, infectious organisms, and
other materials to collect in the horizontal canal. The vertical to horizontal arrangement also makes it
challenging for veterinarians to visualize the eardrum with an otoscope and difficult to remove discharge
or other material taking up space in the horizontal canal.
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CAUSES OF DOG EAR PROBLEMS:

INFECTION - A variety of microscopic organisms can take up residence in your dog’s ear, including

bacteria, yeast, mites. Increased ear discharge is associated with all such causes, so cytology
(microscopic examination) of the discharge is crucial in establishing a diagnosis so the most
appropriate treatment can be prescribed.

INFLAMMATION - As the ear canal is simply an extension of the skin into the skull, any irritants that

affect the skin elsewhere on the body can also impact the ears. Hairs growing inside, broken hairs that
fall into the ear canal, or environmental materials (plant awns, dirt, dust, etc.), can also create
inflammation. When the ear canal becomes inflamed an associated reduction in the canal’s diameter
occurs, which makes it more difficult to perform an otoscopic examination and thoroughly cleanse or
medicate the canal.

ENDOCRINE DISORDERS - Hypothyroidism (under-functioning thyroid), Hyperthyroidism (over- functioning

thyroid), Cushing’s disease (overproduction of steroids from the adrenal glands), and other endocrine
(glandular) disorders negatively impact the immune system and therefore the health of the skin and
ears.

MASS-LIKE SKIN LESIONS AND CANCER - Polyps, viral papillomas, and benign and malignant tumors
all take up space in the pinna or ear canal.

CLINICAL SIGNS OF DOG EAR PROBLEMS:

Nearly all ear problems cause discomfort, which leads to the clinical signs your canine companion can show:
• Head shaking
• Scratching on or around the ear
• Discharge or bad smell coming from the ear
• Head tilt to the affected side
• Behavior changes - Lethargy, withdrawal from socialization, aggression, vocalizing, decreased appetite

TIPS TO PROMOTE YOUR DOG’S BEST EAR HEALTH:

PROVIDE REGULAR EAR CLEANING - Flushing your dog’s ears with a pet-appropriate ear

cleaning solution is a great way to promote optimal ear health. Ask your veterinarian for a product
recommendation and the frequency that best suits your dog’s needs. After swimming, bathing, or on
any occasion when your dog’s head gets wet are good times to check and/or clean ears.

KEEP EAR HAIR PLUCKED OR TRIMMED - Since hair overgrowth in the ear canal permits

environmental irritants to collect, I recommend frequently plucking or carefully trimming hair from my
patients’ ears. If a thorough enough job cannot be done at home, then seek the guidance of a
veterinarian or professional groomer.

FEED A WHOLE FOOD DIET - My canine patients that eat diets containing minimally processed,

whole-food ingredients commonly have healthier skin and ears than patients eating commercially
available kibble and canned diets that contain grains.

SUPPLEMENT YOUR DOG’S EAR HEALTH - Providing omega fatty acid supplements in addition to the

fatty acids found in commercially-available or home-prepared diets can greatly benefit skin and ear
health. Consult with your veterinarian about the best product (fish, flax, coconut, etc.) to provide an
appropriate balance of omega 3, 6, and 9 fatty acids for your dog’s needs.
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PERFORM ANNUAL LABORATORY TESTS - Baseline blood, fecal, urine, and other diagnostic tests are
crucial components of an annual wellness examination. Such tests allow your veterinarian to detect
endocrine abnormalities that cause or contribute to skin problems.

WRAP UP:

Some dogs must be sedated or anesthetized to address ear problems due to the level of discomfort
they experience. Therefore, taking regular steps to promote ear health is one of the best means of
reducing the likelihood your canine companion will have to go under for treatment. Regular cleaning,
whole-food feeding, and supplement-providing strategies help maintain healthy ears so fewer courses
of medication are needed and a pet has a better quality of life. Additionally, recognition of the
clinical signs of ear ailments and immediately addressing problems is crucial to ensure timely
diagnosis and treatment.

* THE FOLLOWING PHOTOS HAVE BEEN PROVIDED BY BEST OF BREED DOG GROOMING *

They provide a visual of some of the more common signs I encounter, of infected
ears that are in need of cleaning and VETERINARY CARE. As a groomer, I can
only pluck, clean, and alert an owner of the problem. I’M NOT IN THE POSITION OF
DIAGNOSING THE CAUSE OR PRESCRIBING THE APPROPRIATE MEDICATION.

ABOUT DR. PATRICK MAHANEY VMD, CVA, CVJ
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feline cancer patients at the Veterinary Cancer Group (Culver City, CA).
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