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Skin and ear diseases are the most common 
problems that veterinarians deal with in 
practice on a daily basis. Because many of 

these cases are secondary to genetic causes, cure 
is often not possible, and management becomes 
the mainstay of therapy. Fortunately, many 
advances in diagnostics and therapeutics have 
been made in the field of veterinary dermatology, 
and pet owners are demanding a higher level 

of care and are often willing to allow advanced 
diagnostic testing and therapy. To be able to offer 
your clients this higher quality of medicine, it is 
imperative to stay current on the latest options 
available to manage these chronic and sometimes 
frustrating cases.
 To help you in this effort, the new Compendium 
dermatology series, Applied Dermatology, will pro
vide practical, easytouse techniques for the diag
nosis and treatment of many common canine and 
feline ear and skin diseases. The articles in this new 
series, which debuts on page 220 of this issue, will 

be written or coauthored by diplomates or residents 
of the American College of Veterinary Dermatology, 
who will present evidencebased approaches to  
common dermatologic conditions. This new col
umn will appear quarterly. Occasionally, recog
nized dermatology experts will contribute their  
individual approaches to specific problems as 
online supplements to this series; the first of these 
articles, “A Practical Approach to Diagnosing and 
Managing Ear Disease in Dogs,” by Paul Bloom, 
DVM, DACVD, DABVP (Canine and Feline), will be 
published on CompendiumVet.com this month.
 We hope that this new column will provide 
valuable information on how specialists approach 
and manage common skin and ear diseases and 
will help keep you updated on new diagnostic 
and therapeutic options so you can better han
dle these often frustrating cases in your clinical 
practice. 
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The new dermatology series will provide 

practical, easy-to-use techniques for the 

diagnosis and treatment of many common 

canine and feline ear and skin diseases.
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Dr. Yu (shown here with his dogs 
[from left to right] Timmy, Joey, 
and Bitsy) is associate professor 
of dermatology at The University 
of Guelph Ontario Veterinary 
College in Canada.

 Although there are more than 2000 docu-
mented species and subspecies of fl eas, the 
cat fl ea (Ctenocephalides felis felis) is the spe-
cies most frequently found infesting dogs, cats, 
and all caged pets in North America.

Flea Facts
The life cycle of the fl ea ranges from as few 
as 12 to as many as 190 days, with an average 
of 21 days. The time needed for development 
depends heavily on environmental conditions, 
particularly temperature and humidity. The opti-
mal environment is a low-altitude geographic 
location, a temperature of 75°F (23.8°C), and a 
relative humidity of 78%. 
 An adult fl ea takes its fi rst blood meal from 
a host within minutes of contact. Female fl eas 
lay their fi rst egg 24 to 36 hours after this 
blood meal. Flea eggs are smooth and slick. 
Only 30% of eggs remain on the haircoat; the 
remainder fall off the host into the environ-
ment. Hatching takes place within 1 to 10 days, 
again depending on humidity and tempera-
ture. A single female fl ea can lay 1000 eggs 
within 30 days, and most average 2000 eggs 
during their life. 
 Although eggs can hatch anywhere in the 
environment, development of the larvae that 
emerge from the eggs must take place off the 
host because mammalian body temperatures 
are too high for survival. Larvae are highly sen-
sitive to heat and desiccation and therefore tend 
to move downward and away from direct light 

sources. The larvae feed on adult fl ea feces 
(partially digested blood) in the environment. 
Within 5 to 11 days, a larva undergoes two sep-
arate molting stages before forming a pupa. 
 The pupal stage is the most resilient of all 
stages because the cocoon is highly resistant 
to desiccation. It also has a sticky surface that 
helps to prevent premature removal from the 
environment and that accumulates dust and 
other household particulates to provide pro-
tection. On average, the pupal stage lasts 8 to 
9 days; however, fl eas can pupate for up to 6 
months if the environmental conditions are not 
ideal for emergence. Only with proper environ-
mental stimuli, such as an increase in carbon 
dioxide, warmth, physical pressure, and vibra-
tion, will an adult fl ea emerge from its cocoon. 
 After emerging from the cocoon, adult fl eas 
search for an appropriate host. Adult fl eas are 
attracted to light and tend to migrate upward 
toward surfaces where contact with an appropri-
ate host is more likely. Once a host is found, feed-
ing and mating take place within 8 to 24 hours. 
Female fl eas can consume 15 times their body 
weight in blood per day. Adult fl eas act as obligate, 
permanent ectoparasites, preferring to remain on 
a host rather than in the environment. 

Pathogenesis
Flea saliva contains histamine-like compounds, 
proteolytic enzymes, and anticoagulants. These 
proteins are released into the host during 
feeding and can act as inflammatory or anti-
genic stimuli in sensitive animals. Various 
immunologic responses are provoked, includ-
ing immediate and delayed hypersensitivity 
reactions,4 late-phase IgE-mediated responses, 
and cutaneous basophil hypersensitivity reac-
tions.5 Dogs with atopic dermatitis appear to 
be predisposed to the development of fl ea 
allergy dermatitis.6,7
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At a Glance

Flea allergy dermatitis, or fl ea-bite hypersensitivity, is the 
most common small animal dermatologic condition.1–3 

In some regions of the world, it is the most commonly seen 
canine disease. This disease does not exist in locations that 
are inhospitable to fl eas, such as those at elevations above 
1500 ft or with low humidity (e.g., the desert).

WEB 
EXCLUSIVE

An extended version of 
this article is available on 

CompendiumVet.com.

  COLUMN EDITOR Craig E. Griffi n, DVM, DACVD
Animal Dermatology Clinic, San Diego, California

  COLUMN EDITOR Wayne S. Rosenkrantz, DVM, DACVD 
Animal Dermatology Clinic, Tustin, California

aDr. Yu discloses that he 
has received fi nancial sup-
port from Greer Laborato-
ries, Iams, Novartis Animal 
Health, and Pfi zer Animal 
Health.

Applied Dermatology

 SHARE YOUR COMMENTS

Have something to say about this 
editorial or topic? Let us know:

E-MAIL editor@CompendiumVet.com

FAX 800-556-3288

New dermatology series begins on page 220.


