
Feline skin diseases and their many causes

Page 1 of 4

Issue 10/2022

LABOKLIN LABORATORY FOR CLINICAL DIAGNOSTICS GMBH & CO. KG
Steubenstr. 4  97688 Bad Kissingen (Germany)  Tel.: +49 971 720 20  Fax: +49 971 6 85 46  E-mail: info@laboklin.com 

As with all skin problems, a thorough history is the 
most critical tool to arrive at a diagnosis in the cat. 
The preliminary report at the initial consultation 
takes a good 20 minutes and often already 
represents up to 70 – 90% of the diagnosis. It is 
often easier to reach a tentative diagnosis with an 
owner without a cat than with a cat without  
an owner.

The anamnesis for the work-up of a skin problem 
in the cat contains the same questions as in any 
other animal species and begins with signalment. 
Questions such as "Do other in contact animals or 
humans have skin lesions?" must never be forgotten, 
as they can provide important clues to a contagious 
disease such as dermatophytosis or ectoparasitic 
diseases. It is also essential to ask whether the cat 
is free-roaming because with a free-roaming cat, 
for example, a strict elimination diet is more or less 
impossible. Changes in the family environment 
(new baby, moving house, changes in the family 
members, renovation of the flat) can lead to marking 
in sensitive cats and psychogenic excessive 
grooming behaviour, which may result in alopecia 
and other skin lesions.

Information on pruritus is often misleading, 
especially in cats. Many cats do not show their 
pruritus in front of the owner; they hide to lick 
themselves, and the owner is convinced that the 
cat has spontaneously lost its hair. Inquiring about 
the occurrence of hair vomiting or problems with 
hairballs may help to identify excessive grooming 
behaviour. In addition, some cats may be found to 
have hair between their teeth when the mouth  
is inspected.

It is also important to differentiate whether the hair 
has fallen out  (the whole hair, including the root, 
is missing) or whether the hair has broken off (the 
hair root is still present). In the first case, there is 
a disease with hair loss, either of hormonal origin 
(relatively rare in cats) or follicular infections such 
as dermatophytosis. In these cases, the hair is easily 
depilated. If the hair is broken off (self-induced 
alopecia), pruritus is usually present, the cat licks 
itself, and the hairs break off in the process. 
The problem is that owners hardly ever observe 
their cat licking itself, and in the anamnesis, they 
swear that the hair has fallen out. There are several 
ways to convince oneself and the owners that the 
alopecia is self-induced: use a magnifying glass to 
see the broken hair shafts or take a skin fold and see 
the hair stubble at the edge. A trichography can also 
be performed. Place hair samples from the lesion on 
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Fig. 1: Tapered hairs and broken hairs are evidence of licking 
Source: Dr Regina Wagner

Fig. 2: Miliary Dermatitis 	 Source: Dr Regina Wagner
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