
OTITIS EXTERNA (EAR INFECTIONS) IN CATS
 
Infections of the external ear canal or outer ear caused by bacteria and yeast are 
common in dogs but not as common in cats. The most common cause of feline 
otitis externa is ear mite infestation. 
 

What are the symptoms of an ear infection? 
Ear infections cause pain and discomfort, and the ear canals are sensitive. Many 
cats will shake their head and scratch their ears attempting to remove the debris 
and fluid from the ear canal. The ears often become red and inflamed and develop 
an offensive odor. A black or yellow discharge is commonly observed. 

 

Don't these symptoms usually suggest ear mites? 
Ear mites can cause several of these symptoms including a black discharge, scratching and head 
shaking. However, ear mite infections generally occur in kittens and outdoor cats. Ear mites in 
adult cats occur most frequently after a kitten carrying mites is introduced into the household or if 
they have encountered a cat with ear mites. Sometimes ear mites will create an environment 
within the ear canal which leads to a secondary infection with bacteria or yeast. By the time the 
cat is presented to the veterinarian the mites may be gone but a significant ear infection remains. 
 

Diagnosis 
First, the ear canal is examined with an otoscope, an instrument that provides magnification and 
light. This examination allows your veterinarian to determine whether the eardrum is intact and if 
there is any foreign material in the canal. When a cat is in extreme pain and refuses to allow the 
examination, it may be necessary to sedate or anesthetize the cat for a thorough examination.  
 

The next step is to examine a sample of the material from the ear canal under a microscope to 
determine the type of organism causing the infection (ear cytology). Microscopic examination is 
important in helping the veterinarian choose the right medication to treat the inflamed ear canal. 
Culture and sensitivity tests are often used in severe or chronic ear infections. 

 
 

How are ear infections treated? 
The results of the otoscopic examination and cytology tell the veterinarian how to properly treat 
your cat. If there is a foreign body lodged in the ear canal, the cat can be sedated so that it can 
be removed. Specific medication can be prescribed for bacteria or yeast. 
 

An important part of the evaluation of the cat is the identification of underlying disease. If this 
cannot be done the cat is less likely to have a positive response to treatment; the cat may respond 
temporarily but relapse when the medication is discontinued. This is especially important in cats 
since primary ear infections are less common.  
 

Potential primary causes of ear infections in cats 
If the history, clinical signs and debris type are indicative of ear mites, an ear mite cytology slide 
will be performed to help rule this out. Other potential primary causes could include allergies or 
the growth of a nasopharyngeal polyp into the ear canal. Nasopharyngeal polyps are a benign, 
inflammatory mass that grows in the middle ear and can extend into the eustachian tube. 
Secondary infections can develop from blockage of the canal and increase of secretions. In some 
cases, the polyp can be visualized on deep ear canal evaluation. If able to be reached, these 
masses can be removed via traction, however in some cases the stalk cannot be fully removed 



and regrowth within 3 months to 3 years is typical. If regrowth continues to be an ongoing issue, 
referral to a specialist for a more specialized surgery may be recommended.  
 

What is the prognosis? 
In the cat nearly all ear infections that are properly diagnosed and treated can be cured. However, 
if an underlying cause remains unidentified and untreated the outcome will be less favorable. It is 
important to recheck with your veterinarian as instructed to ensure clearance of infection.  
 

My cat's ear canal is nearly closed. Is this a problem? 
Closing of the ear canal occurs when an infection becomes severe and chronic. There are 
medications that may help shrink the swollen tissues and open the canal in some cats. However, 
some cases may eventually require surgery. 
 

 

Normal ear anatomy of the cat 
It is important to get the medication into the horizontal part of the ear canal. Unlike 
our ear canal, the cat's external ear canal is "L" shaped. The vertical canal 
connects with the outside of the ear and is the upper part of the “L”. The 
horizontal canal lies deeper in the canal and terminates at the eardrum. Our goal 
is to administer the medication into the lower part of the “L” - the horizontal ear 
canal.  
 

 
 

The ear canal may be cleaned by following these steps: 
 

1. Gently pull the earflap straight up and hold it with one hand. 
 

2. Apply a generous amount of cleanser into the vertical part of the ear canal while 
continuing to keep the earflap elevated (enough cleanser that you can see the cleanser 
start to spill over out the top).  

 

3. Put one finger in front of and at the base of the earflap and put your thumb behind and 
at the base. 

 

4. Massage the ear canal between your finger and thumb. A squishing sound tells you that 
the cleanser has gone into the horizontal canal. 

 

5. Use cotton balls, cotton rounds, or gauze pads (can soak these in cleanser as well) to 
wipe the accessible portion of the ear until no debris is remaining. Do not use cotton 
tipped applicators.  

6. Video to reference: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OGjhzON4jaE  
7. Recommended routine ear cleansers include Dechra EpiKlean or Virbac EpiOtic 
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