Ear Mites vs. Ear Infections
What are ear mites?
Ear mites are tiny mites that live in the ear canals of animals. While they can affect a
variety of species, we typically see them appear more often in cats in a shelter
environment. Ear mite debris appears dry and dirty, similar to a coffee ground
consistency. Ear mites are confirmed via microscopic examination.

What are symptoms of ear mites?
The most common signs of ear mites are dirty ears and itching. These are usually
accompanied by shaking of their head/ears, redness on their ear pinna/flap, and
intense scratching of the ears.

How are ear mites treated?
All cats receive Revolution upon intake, which is a flea and tick prevention that is also
effective against ear mites. Occasionally, some cats may need additional care or
treatment.

What’s the difference between mites and an ear infection?
An ear infection is the result of the overgrowth of yeast or bacteria in the ear. Similar
to ear mites, symptoms of an ear infection include itching, redness, and shaking of
the head. They may also have an odor or be painful depending on the type and
severity of the infection. The main difference is what is in their ear. Ear infections
present with a varying consistency of colored ear debris (light yellow to dark brown)
but it usually is a softer, more waxy consistency.
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How are they diagnosed?
You will be asked to bring your foster in for an exam, or bring in a swab sample of the
ear debris. We will look at the sample under a microscope looking for mites, bacteria,
or yeast. If any are present, they will be prescribed an ear medication for one or both
of the ears.

How do I get a sample?
The easiest way to get a sample is to use a Q-tip. It is best to get a sample right
before you plan to drop it off to prevent it from drying out. Be gentle while acquiring
the sample and don’t be too forceful with the Q-tip in the ear.
1.

Gently hold their ear flap in your fingers and bend it towards the center of
their head to open their ear up for easier access. Locate the ear canal.
2. Take one Q-tip and insert into the ear canal. Move the Q-tip around against
the walls of the ear canal to pick up any debris inside the ear. Repeat for the
other ear, using a new Q-tip.
3. Take the Q-tip used to acquire the LEFT ear sample and bend it into an L, or
mark it another way to signify the sample is the left ear. This will help
determine which ear needs medication, if necessary.
4. Put Q-tips in a sealed bag and bring in as directed by the Foster Veterinary
Technician.

How are ears treated?
If your foster is diagnosed with an ear infection, they will be prescribed the
appropriate ear ointment or dropper. Most commonly these are given for 7-10 days,
depending on the severity of the infection. Approximately two weeks after the
medication is started, another ear sample will need to be brought in to check if the
infection is still present.
If you are comfortable doing so, you will be provided ear cleaning supplies to clean
out your foster’s ears if deemed necessary by the veterinarian. This process is similar
to obtaining a sample (see above) with the addition of a medicated solution.

How do I give ear medications?
Please see your “How to Administer Medications” hand-out for help. You can also
email our Foster Veterinary Technician directly at sanderson@hswestmi.org, if you
have additional questions or concerns regarding administering the medication.

