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The Skin (and Hair Coat) Never Lie

Barrier Function

Immune function

Temperature regulation

Sensory organ (all of cat skin is a sensory organ!!)

Greedy with respect to nutrients (>25% of protein)

Indirectly reflects hormone status of cat

Emotional state of cat

Can reflect dysfunction in every major organ system
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Microbiome of Cat Skin
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Overview of the 
“Unkempt Coat”
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Unkempt Coat Look
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Otherwise healthy cat Obviously unhealthy cat

Unraveling the Unkempt Coat
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JAVMA 2002; 220:628-632

14% of cats had skin disease
Poor coat hygiene was most common complaint
>90% had radiographic evidence of DJD
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Disease vs. Just Being a Cat
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Changes in grooming behaviors was one of the first 
sickness behaviors: changes in routine, caretakers, 
lack of interaction with care takers

50
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11-15 age (28%)
>15 age (50%)
>16-18 (88%)

Attention seeking, aggression, vocalizing, forgetting to groom, can’t 
remember where the litter box is….

Treatment Associated Poor Grooming
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Is it the way the cat was made?
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Key Clinical Signs
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Is this cat ITCHY?
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Extremely severe itching/almost continuous  
 Itching does not stop whatever is happening, even in the consulting room (needs to be physically restrained 

from itching) 

 
Severe itching/prolonged episodes 

 Itching might occur at night (if observed) and also when eating, playing, or being distracted 

 
Moderate itching/regular episodes 

 Itching might occur at night (if observed) but not when eating, playing, or being distracted 

 
Mild itching/a bit more frequent 

 Would not itch when sleeping, eating, playing, exercising or being distracted 
 
Very mild itching/a bit more frequent 

 Would not itch when sleeping, eating, playing, exercising or being distracted 

 
Very mild itching/only occasional episodes 
 
The cat is slightly itchier than it was before the skin problem started 
 
Normal cat – I don’t think itching is a problem 
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20% of cats, but this is an underestimate due to 
strict inclusion criteria

This is feline pyoderma
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So is this…….
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This is less obvious
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Underneath the Unkempt Coat
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Be wary of Scaling 

• Explainable etiology?

• Underlying metabolic disease

• Intestinal lymphoma

• Cutaneous lymphoma

• Pemphigus foliaceus

• Other?
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Scales of Urgency
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Core Diagnostics
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Point of Care Diagnostics

“Derm TPR”-include in exam fee
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Hair Trichogram vs. Skin Scraping
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Skin Scraping Spatula of Nail Folds
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Ear Swab AND Spatula Scrape 
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Sticky Tape Site
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Skin Cytology of Cats: Sticky Tape
“Flag” Vs. Rolling…..
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How Not to HATE Sticky Tape Samples
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Glass Slide Impression Smear
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Getting Better Glass Slides Samples
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Trouble Shooting Artifacts
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4x, 10x, then oil immersion
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“Earth and Moon”
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Finding Bacterial and Yeast

NEVER FLAME GLASS SLIDES!! ALWAYS EXTRA DIPS in BLUE
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Bacterial Cultures of Unkempt Coats
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DO NOT USE MINI TIP CULTURE SWABS

Skin Biopsy

NOTHING LESS than 
an 6 mm punch

Samples shrink 50%!

Use veterinary 
dermatopathologist
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Treatment
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Treatment Plan 

• “Unkempt coat” is usually associated with skin disease or 
illness that requires life long management

• Always coat hygiene

• Always topical therapy-frequency varies for flare and 
maintenance 

• Selective use of systemic antibiotics and antifungals
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Causes of Itchy Cats and Why Parasite 
Control
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Image courtesy of Elizabeth Layne

Vet Dermatol Hobi et al 2011

Bravecto-(Fluralaner)

Medical Grooming
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Coat Hygiene and Topical Therapy
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Whole Body Bathing
Shampoo Options

• Chlorhexidine/Miconazole

• Chlorhexidine/Ketoconazole

• Chlorhexidine/Climbazole

• Tips

• Pre-dilute 1:4

• Lather and massage, rinse

• Do not “leave on” for 10 min

• Once a week
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Topical Therapy
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• Bacterial pyoderma

• 2% spray chlorhexidine-stock product 

• Spray soft bristled brush and comb coat

• Bacterial/Yeast 

• Topical mousse (chlorhexidine/climbazole or 
chlorhexidine/miconazole)

• Chlorhexidine/miconazole solution 

Difficult to Treat or Spot Therapy
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Consider soft bristle 
toothbrushes for local 
application of topical 
antimicrobial

Systemic Antimicrobial Therapy

Antifungal therapy

Itraconazole 5 mg/kg orally daily or pulse therapy-

Antibiotics

Ideally based upon culture and susceptibility

Pros and cons of cefovecin

Avoid use of fluorquinolones

ALWAYS USE CONCURRENT TOPICAL THERAPY
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Maintenance 

Parasite control

Treatment of underlying trigger disease

Topical therapy plan cat and owners will tolerate

Anticipate once a week

Have plan for “flares”

What is the target clinical sign being monitored?

Increase topical therapy to 3x a week (Sat-Sun-Wed)
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Thank you for your attention!
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