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IF we were talking about dogs..

Obstruction

Undiagnosed infection/resistant infection

Undiagnosed underlying skin disease

Otitis media 
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Practical 
Anatomy
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Auditory tube
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Opening of 
auditory tube

s

Soft palate
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Google images
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Bulla
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Data mining the 
clues
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13/46 cats with sino-nasal disease had bulla effusion
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2006

3442 cats underwent necropsy 
59 (1.7%) had non-neoplastic middle ear disease
• Fluid, purulent, or caseous material was present in all 

affected bullae
• ONLY 3/59 had reported clinical signs of middle ear 

disease
• 6 cats had reported vestibular disease
• Post mortem finding 11 of 59 had signs of respiratory 

disease
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2009

310 cats had CT images of the head

101 cats had evidence of middle ear disease on CT
• 41 cats did not have presenting complaint-found during neurological 

workup
• 34 did not have primary ear complaint of ear related disease 

• 27/34 had concurrent nasal disease
• Lesions were chronic in nature

• 26 had primary complaint of middle ear disease

Leon Congress 2019

2012
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Conclusion: histological evidence of middle ear 
disease in cats is far greater than gross lesions
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2014

50 cats=100 ears

48/50 had evidence of on going 
disease

Triggers of Otitis 
Media
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Upper Respiratory Infections
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How?

Upper respiratory infection and sneezing…..

Inflammatory reaction, lymphoid infiltration, swelling of 
mucous membranes….

Sneeze-increases pressure in nasopharynx and opens ET

REFLUX of organisms into ET and tympanic bullae

Change in cell lining from stratified epithelium to respiratory 
epithelium with goblet cells 

Chronic recurring process leads to metaplasia, granulation 
tissue and polyp (can occur in days to weeks)
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Chronic Otitis Media with Effusion 
(COME)
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Polyps, the result not the cause
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Lethargy, weight loss, pyrexia and upper respiratory infections 

Back to the polyp…..
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Streptococcus equi subspecies 
zooepidemicus is an emerging 
pathogen-high density situations
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Soft Palate Abnormalities

Varying ages
Short duration of clinical signs
Abnormalities found on oral examination
Otitis media
Treated with myringotomy, VBO, or medical management
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Clinical Signs*

*When to be suspicious………
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Presumed Otitis Media (OM)

Unilateral or bilateral

May or may not have concurrent otitis externa (OE)

Purulent OE

Headshaking, pawing at ear, pain, pain when mouth 
opened, changes in eating habits, depression, 
hearing loss (how do you know in cat?) 

Reports of clumsy behavior

Neurological signs
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Acute Head Tilt/Vestibular Signs
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Intracranial infection secondary to otitis media

Cats 1 to 11 years of age 
9 of 11 cats treated
Acute onset of neurological dysfunction-severe brainstem disease
Unilateral or bilateral otitis media
Evidence of extension of disease into the cranial vault
VBO in all cats
Cats did very well-surgery and antibiotic therapy 
Good to excellent prognosis
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2006
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2018

22/23 via CT or MRI, one via US
10 had surgical and medical management (median 730, 1-3802 days)
10 medical only (median 183, 1-1216 days)
3 euthanized

Surgery: craniectomy to access forebrain-history of bite wound
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2019

12 of 19 good outcome
No brain surgery
VBO 12/19
Medical 6/19
1 euthanized at 
diagnosis

Diagnostics
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Tympanic Membrane
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Ear Swab Cytology
Core diagnostic test

Malassezia is common-significance depends 
upon presence or absence of disease

Indication for culture and susceptibility

• Septic inflammation-highly supportive of 
OM

• Rods
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Ear Culture*

Indicated if there is septic inflammation

Don’t waste money on c/s from vertical canal if a c/s 
from tympanic bulla is planned

Spurious results will occur if ear has been cleaned 
or medicated-don’t forget to ask…

Use reference laboratory that will do c/s on  multiple 
strains/isolates

*Disclosure: is controversial among specialists
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Diagnostic Imaging 

Images courtesy of Lisa Forrest
Consultations in Feline Internal Medicine Volume 6

Dorsal recumbancy with head extended 10 degrees from perpendicular to 
table to produce a 10 degree ventral caudo-dorsal oblique radiograph
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CT Normal Cat

Images courtesy of Lisa Forrest
Consultations in Feline Internal Medicine Volume 6
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CT Imaging Otitis Media

Images courtesy of Lisa Forrest
Consultations in Feline Internal Medicine Volume 6
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CT Findings
Otitis Media‐Fluid

Images courtesy of Lisa Forrest
Consultations in Feline Internal Medicine Volume 6

Cat with 
chronic rhinitis 
and bilateral 
otitis media
Gas in bulla is 
consistent with 
fluid rather than 
soft tissue 
mass
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Treatment 
Options
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CT shows a mass‐ Now what? 
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Recurrence was 14%
Surgical time 33 minutes
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11 cats (12 ears)
TECA-LBOs 4/12 ears had no postoperative facial nerve deficits
3 had facial nerve paresis
5 had facial nerve paralysis
Cats had a higher incidence of post operative facial nerve deficits
Median duration was 4 weeks
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Post operative regeneration took 
16 weeks
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Medical Management 
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Medical Management 

• Conservative treatment

• Plan to treat with oral antibiotics for 4-6 weeks

• Topical therapy

• Middle ear irrigation

• Obtain culture prior to flush

• C/S isolates from TB will differ from those in external ear canal

• Flush sinus

• Yes to steroids if there is concurrent sinusitits
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Medical Management 
CULTURE EVERYTHING‐Then Make A 

Plan

IDEXX PCR 
Tests
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Myringotomy and Middle Ear Flush
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Instrumentation
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Hand held otoscope or video-otoscope?

Middle ear irrigation and myringotmy
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Culture Contents of Bulla

1-2 mls
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Post Ear Flushing

• Common complications

• Pain medications post ear flush

• Post flush Synotic instillation and for days post

• 4-8 weeks of oral antibiotics and topical if possible

• Cytology will determine concurrent treatment of 
Malassezia

• Itraconazole 5 mg/kg orally once daily
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Major Take Home Points

• URI and/or sinusitis in cats predisposes them to OM

• Increasingly polyps are recognized as the result of prior URI 
and/or OM

• OE may not be present in many cats with OM

• Untreated OM can lead to brain infection

• Medical management needs to address sinusitis and OM

• Medical and surgical treatment may be needed in some cats
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Thanks for your attention!
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