Ear Infections
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My dog gets recurrent ear infections.  Treatment usually helps to clear them up but why do they keep coming back?

In addition to the ear flap, or "pinna", the ear is composed of three basic regions, the outer, the middle, and the inner ear.  Unlike people, most ear infections in the dog are "otitis externa", or outer ear infection.  The outer ear is composed of a canal which is shaped like an "L" with a vertical portion and a horizontal portion, with the ear drum, or tympanic membrane, at the end.  The canal is lined with epithelial tissue composed of glands called ceruminous glands.  These are the wax producers of the ear.  When they are inflamed they swell up and increase the production of wax.  The wax, along with the narrowing of the canals, restricts air circulation and sets up an environment which is ideal for a number of organisms, both yeast and bacteria, to thrive.  In some extreme cases the canals may even swell shut.

What starts this inflammation in the first place?  The vast majority of ear infections are secondary to an allergy.  Since the lining of the ear canal is an extension of the skin, it is a common place for skin allergies to be manifested, and is often the only sign of the allergy.  Left untreated, the ear drum may rupture leading to middle, or even inner, ear infections.  The signs of this may vary from extreme pain sometimes with nausea and vomiting, to head tilt, stumbling, or even seizures.

Obviously, when ear infections have a recurrent nature, it is very important to address the underlying allergies in addition to treating the ear infection itself.  Testing is commonly done to identify the specific organisms involved so the proper medication may be chosen, but the allergy, too, must be addressed.  This may range from symptomatic control, especially when it has a seasonal occurrence, to allergy testing and hyposensitization.  Even then you may find that a combination approach is necessary, and in severe cases recurrence is possible even with the best of care.  These occasional flare-ups will need to be specifically addressed.  Remember, in the case of allergy-induced ear infections, we are trying to achieve control rather than expecting a total cure.  Your veterinarian will be able to guide you through a plan tailored to your individual pet.

