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*s* Understanding Canine Ear Infections (Otitis Externa)

Ear infections in dogs, formally known as Otitis Externa, are one of the most common reasons
pets visit the veterinarian. They cause significant pain and discomfort, but with proper
understanding and routine care, they can often be managed or prevented.

Why Do They Happen So Often?

The structure of a dog's ear canal is the primary reason for frequent infections. Unlike a human's
straight ear canal, a dog's is shaped like a vertical "L" that then makes a sharp 90-degree turn
horizontally to the eardrum.

e Poor Air Circulation: This deep, narrow shape makes it difficult for air to circulate and
for moisture or debris to escape naturally.

e Moisture & Warmth: The inner ear is a warm, dark, and humid environment—the
perfect breeding ground for organisms like yeast (a fungus) and bacteria to overgrow.

e Primary Causes: Infections typically occur when the normal, protective balance is
disrupted by a primary factor, which causes initial inflammation.

o Allergies: The single most common cause! Environmental (pollen, dust, mold)
and food allergies create inflammation and an overproduction of wax, changing
the ear's environment and allowing yeast/bacteria to multiply.

Moisture: Water trapped after swimming or bathing is a major culprit.
Foreign Bodies: Grass awns (foxtails) or other plant material can get lodged
deep in the canal.

o Ear Mites (especially in puppies and kittens).

Why Can They Reoccur?

Recurrent ear infections are frustrating and almost always point to an unresolved underlying
issue or a change in the ear canal itself.

e Uncontrolled Allergies: If the underlying environmental or food allergy is not diagnosed
and managed, the ear canal remains inflamed, creating a chronic cycle of infection, even
after antibiotic treatment.

e Narrowed Ear Canal: Chronic inflammation causes the tissue lining the ear canal to
swell and thicken, permanently narrowing the passage. This makes it even harder for
debris to clear and for medication to reach the infection site.
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e Oftitis Media (Middle Ear Infection): If an outer ear infection progresses, the infection
can spread past the eardrum into the middle ear. Treating the outer ear alone will not
resolve the deeper infection.

e Inadequate Treatment: Stopping medication too soon or not using the correct
medication (determined by your vet after a cytology test) can allow the infection to
persist and quickly return.

What Dogs Are More Prone to Ear Infections?

Susceptibility is generally based on ear anatomy, lifestyle, and a genetic predisposition to
allergies.

Group Breed Examples Reason for Increased Risk

Pendulous (Floppy) | Cocker Spaniels, Basset Hounds, | The ear flap covers the opening,

Ears Beagles, Labradors, Golden significantly reducing airflow and trapping
Retrievers moisture and warmth.

Hairy/Narrow Canals | Poodles, Schnauzers, Chinese Excessive hair in the canal traps debris.
Shar-Pei, English Bulldogs Narrow canals (like the Shar-Pei's) make

natural drainage very difficult.

Allergy-Prone West Highland White Terriers, These breeds are genetically prone to skin
Breeds Retrievers, Pit Bulls allergies (atopy), which often manifest as
ear inflammation.

Frequent Swimmers | Labradors, Portuguese Water Water trapped in the ear canal provides the
Dogs, Retrievers perfect moist environment for yeast and
bacteria to flourish.
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9 Step-by-Step Guide to Cleaning Your Dog’s Ears at
Home

Routine cleaning helps remove debris, excess wax, and moisture, which can prevent future
infections. Do not attempt to clean an ear that is painful, red, or has a foul odor. Always
consult your veterinarian for the proper diagnosis and treatment of an active infection.

You Will Need:

A Vet-Approved Ear Cleaning Solution (do not use harsh chemicals like alcohol or
hydrogen peroxide).

Cotton balls or gauze squares.

Plenty of treats!

The Cleaning Process

1.

7.

Get Ready: Find a calm area and have your supplies ready. Position your dog in a
comfortable spot (sitting, standing, or lying down). Reward them with a treat to associate
ear cleaning with a positive experience.

Straighten the Canal: Gently grasp the tip of the ear flap (pinna) and pull it up and
slightly back to straighten the L-shaped ear canal.

Apply Solution: Holding the ear flap up, squeeze the cleaning solution directly into the
ear canal until the canal opening is full of fluid. Do not insert the tip of the bottle into
the ear.

Massage: Keep the ear flap pulled up, and gently massage the base of the ear with
your thumb and forefinger for about 30 seconds. You should hear a soft "squishing"
sound as the fluid moves deep into the canal and breaks up the debris.

Allow the Shake: Step back and let your dog shake their head—this is crucial! The
shaking action helps force the cleaning solution and loosened debris out of the deep
canal.

Wipe the Outer Ear: Use a cotton ball or piece of gauze (wrapped around one finger) to
gently wipe the inside of the ear flap and the uppermost part of the ear canal.
Never use cotton swabs (Q-tips) deep inside the canal, as this can push debris down
toward the eardrum or cause injury.

Reward: Provide a final reward and praise your dog.

How often should you clean? Follow your veterinarian’s recommendation. For healthy ears,
cleaning once a week or every two weeks is common. If your dog swims, clean and dry their
ears immediately after.
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