
 

Otitis Externa  

Ear Inflammation 

Our pet’s ears have quite a different structure to ours.  

Otitis externa (OE) literally means inflammation of the 

external (outside) part of the ear.  This is the part of the 

ear that forms the canal, extending from the ear drum to 

the outside world.   The pinna (ear flap) and auditory 

meatus (ear canal opening) are able to visualised without 

any special instruments, but an otoscope is required to 

examine the canal itself.  

OE, particularly if it is recurrent, may involve a 

very complex mix of factors that need to be 

considered and either identified or ruled out if 

long term control is to be achieved.  Some diseases 

cause inflammation of the ears as one of their 

primary symptoms.  Examples of this are allergies 

(VERY common), parasites, keratinization 

disorders, autoimmune diseases.  Some conditions 

predispose (or set the ear up) to developing 

inflammation and examples of these are 

conformation problems (hairy, narrow or 

pendulous ears), moisture (swimming), 

obstructions, treatment error or systemic illness.  

Whilst OE does not mean infection, the most 

common complicating and perpetuating factor 

that prevents the ears from resolving is infections 

with either bacteria or yeast (or both!).  

 

Pathogenesis – What causes it? 

KEY POINTS 

Otitis is a general term and just means 
inflammation of the ears.  It is a very 
complex disease that  involves many 
different primary diseases that must be 
identified 

Infections are perpetuating factors that 
prevent  resolution of the  ear inflammation.  
They are NOT primary diseases themselves. 

The successful treatment of ear infections 
involves treating both the infection AS 
WELL AS identification and treatment of the 
underlying disease process 

If pus is preset it MUST be removed  as it 
prevents penetration of the drops, 
inactivation of the antibiotics and  increases 
the inflammatory response 

Once the acute infection is controlled the 
ears often needs to be managed for an 
extended period whilst they slowly repair 
and recover their normal protective and self 
cleaning mechanisms.  
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The most common reason 

that animals are presented 

for treatment of ear disease 

is because an infection 

(bacteria and/or yeast) has 

developed.  NB once the 

infection is established it 

must be treated and 

eliminated as it prevents 

natural resolution and 

healing.   

The appearance of the ears 

will depend on both the 

underlying disease 

triggering the inflammation 

and any infection that has 

subsequently developed.   

Clinical signs – What does it look like?  

The diagnostic investigation should be considered 

as two separate but important and interconnected 

processes.   

The first is to identify the organisms (bacteria or 

yeast) that have proliferated and are preventing 

resolution of the ear inflammation.  This will 

involve sample collection for cytology examination 

but may also require additional samples to be 

collected for submission for culture and sensitivity 

testing to select the most appropriate therapy.      

The second is to investigate and identify what 

triggered the inflammation in the first place.  Unless 

this is done and addressed long term resolution is 

difficult.  

Diagnosis 

Allergic ear 
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Cytology showing heavy bacterial 
infection 

Parasite causing inflammation 

Purulent infection Proliferative change blocking 

opening of canal 

Tumour identified on video – otoscope 
examination 
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Treatment of recurrent and relapsing otitis may also 

be broken into 2 separate but equally important and 

interconnected processes. 

The first is the treatment of the infection that is 

preventing resolution of the problem.  This will 

often involve flushing the ears(s) under a general 

anaesthetic to remove all of the pus.  This is 

performed using a video-otoscope. This instrument 

is a video camera that can be passed deep into the 

ear allowing excellent visualisation of the deep 

aspects of the canal.  Fine tubes can be passed 

through the camera to allow suction and removal of 

the inflammatory exudate that is present.  It is 

critical that this material is removed, because it can 

prevent penetration of medication, may inactivate 

many of the antibiotics that are used to kill the 

bacteria and can act to increase the amount of 

inflammation and pain present in the canal.   

 

Treatment 

Once the pus has been removed oral and topical 
medication will then be prescribed to eliminate the 

infection. 

The second component is the identification of any 

underlying disease that allowed the infection to 

develop in the first place.  In some cases we may be 

able to visualize foreign bodies (grass seeds), polyps 

or tumours whilst we are flushing the ears.  In other 

cases the history and thorough examination of the 

rest of the body may allow us to confirm the 

presence of an ongoing allergic reaction.  Once the 

underlying cause is identified it is also treated so 

that the infection does not continue to relapse. 

Video – otoscopic removal of polyp causing recurrent bacterial infection 


