
Dermatophytosis - Ringworm 

 

Dermatophytosis (or “ringworm”) is a fungal infection 

of the skin. The name “ringworm” refers to the ring-like 

lesions it can cause on human skin – in fact ringworm is 

not caused by a worm at all! It is a contagious disease 

that may be contracted from fungal organisms in the 

soil or on another animal or human. 

Dermatophytosis (ringworm) in dogs and cats is 

caused by three main species of fungus.  The first is 

Microsporum canis.  This is the most common fungal 

species carried by and infecting cats.  It survives for 

very long periods in the environment (up to 18 

months) which makes it VERY difficult to completely 

eliminate once it is present.  The next species is  

Microsporum gypseum.  The natural carriage state for 

this is in the soil and is less easily transferred from 

animal to animal.  The final species is Trichophyton 

mentagrophytes.  The natural reservoir for this fungus 

is on rodents and pets generally are infected by 

contacting either the rodent (rat, mice or guinea pig) 

directly or their nests and burrows. 

 

Pathogenesis – What causes it? 

KEY POINTS 

This is a fungal infection and has nothing to 
do with worms or other parasites. 

The infection may be acquired from contact 
with the environment (soil), rodents (or 
where they have been) or other affected 
animals. 

It has a wide variety of different clinical 
appearances and diagnosis may involve a 
number of different steps and tests to 
identify the fungus. 

Treatment can be prolonged and needs both 
oral and topical medication.  

Some species are transmissible to humans so 
if you have lesions contact your doctor for 
advice. 
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Firstly it is important to note that 

it is actually very rare for fungal 

lesions in dogs and cats to look 

like the classic ringworm 

infections in people. (Regardless 

of what they think our pets are 

not small furry people!) 

The lesions that develop are  

extremely variable and range 

from areas of hair loss with 

minimal inflammation to marked 

thickening, hairloss, crusts and 

scarring.  

Microsporum canis infections often 

cause little in the way of 

inflammation and most just 

present with focal (to widespread) 

areas of hairloss with little surface 

change to the skin.  In fact, some 

cats (particularly the long-haired 

varieties) may be subclinical 

carriers of the disease (they carry 

the organism on their fur without 

showing any symptoms).  

Trichophyton mentagrophytes may 

produce a characteristic hairloss 

with marked hyperpigmentation, 

scaling and scaring of the head in 

affected dogs.  The terrier breeds 

tend to more commonly seen 

affected in this way, because of 

their rodent hunting ways. 

Clinical signs – What does it look like? 

HUMAN ringworm 
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Hair loss, minimal inflammation Thick crust 

Very mild signs in a cat T. mentagrophytes on the face 



 There are several different techniques that may be used to 

confirm that the lesions being seen are in fact due to a fungal 

infection.   Some fungal species will glow a bright green colour 

when exposed to a particular type of light (Woods lamp 

examination).  But a negative result does NOT rule the disease 

out.  Cytology collected from the skins surface can sometimes 

show the presence of fungal elements (hyphae).  These tests are 

quick and can be performed by our dermatologists during the 

consultation.  But if they do not show the presence of fungi, we 

may collect additional samples to grow on special culture 

media to identify the infection.  Some cases require the 

collection of biopsy samples to positively identify the presence 

of the infection.   

Diagnosis 

Fungal elements on cytology 

Some mild cases in dogs and cats may self-cure with 

time but medicated shampoos should be used to 

prevent spread of infection. Other infections may 

require prolonged therapy with oral medication, 

medicated shampoos and clipping of the pet. 

Fungal infections may be slow to heal so monthly 

fungal cultures may be required to assess 

improvement and treatment may need to run up to 

2 months after the first negative culture result, 

especially in long haired cats.  NB some species can 

be spread to humans so if any infection is suspected 

you should contact your doctor. 

Treatment 
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Before After 

Fluorescence on Woods Lamp 

Positive colour change on DTM 

Characteristic culture growth 

Positive Biopsy 

 


