Ringworm around the mouth of a kitten.

Ringworm
What is ringworm?
Ringworm is a fungal infection (not a worm) of the outer layers of the skin, hair and nails. It is
called ringworm because of how the lesions look - red, round and with a raised ring. The fungi
that cause ringworm are called dermatophytes. The most commonly encountered dermatophytes
of cats and dogs would be Microsporum spp. and Trichophyton spp.
How do cats, dogs and humans get ringworm?
Ringworm is transmitted by spores that can be acquired from the soil, infected animals or people.
Your pet can also pick up an infection from another animal that carries the infection but is
asymptomatic and has no visible signs of the disease. This transfer may also be possible at the
end of treatment. Individuals may also have spores on their hairs but not be infected.
Intact skin is relatively resistant to infection and thus the fungal spores will gain entry via a skin
abrasion or damaged skin (for example a scratch, cut, or freshly groomed / shaved skin) in order
to establish an infection. Skin-to-skin contact or contact with infected items including a brush,
bedding, towels or furniture are common routes of transmission. An infected pet can be
contagious for a number of weeks until the infection has been fully treated and no spores remain.
Ringworm is highly contagious to humans and for the most part is relatively harmless. However
you should consult your doctor if you think you have acquired an infection. Pets aren’t always to
blame as people can acquire a ringworm infection from many other sources such as public
showers and pools. Young animals and children, elderly people, pregnant women or anyone with
a weakened immune system (eg chemotherapy) are more susceptible to infection and may have
greater diﬃculty fighting oﬀ the infection.
What does ringworm look like?
Some animals may present with thickened round patches of skin with scaling (dandruﬀ-like) and
alopecia (hair loss). Alopecia occurs when hair shafts are infected with spores, often causing them
to break or become weak. In dogs and cats, lesions may be found on the head, legs, chest or
along the back. Skin lesions will usually appear within one to three weeks after exposure. When
the claws become infected, this is referred to as onychomycosis and causes the claw(s) to
become pitted, rough and scaly. Some individuals may develop a generalised ringworm infection
which is often recognised as multiple areas of alopecia across a larger area of the body. Humans
tend to get the classic red ring and the lesion is usually itchy.
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How is ringworm diagnosed?
Your vet will look for signs of ringworm on your pet and decide if further testing is required.
Wood’s lamp: A useful diagnostic tool is an ultraviolet light source known as a Wood’s lamp. For
the majority of cases caused by Microsporum canis, there will be a green fluorescence when a
Wood’s lamp is scanned over suspect lesions. However, not all strains of ringworm fluoresce, and
additional diagnostics may be required.
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Culture and Microscopy: For this test, hair samples and skin scrapings are placed on a special
culture medium. A positive culture may be confirmed after a few days, or in some instances fungal
spores may be slow growers and a positive culture may take up to one month for a diagnosis. If
spores are seen on damaged hair this can often confirm ringworm, but for darker hair the spores
may be diﬃcult to see.
Skin Biopsy: A biopsy may be necessary if the skin lesions are uncharacteristic of ringworm or
lesions are generalised and the vet would like to rule out other causes of the lesions.
What treatment is necessary for ringworm?
Fungal skin infections are usually self-limiting and will resolve within 1-3 months without
treatment. However, treatment is recommended in order to minimise the spread of infection to
both humans and other animals. Once a diagnosis of ringworm has been made, both the animal
and the environment need to be treated. Always discuss the best treatment plan with
your veterinarian first.
Shampoo: Twice weekly application of a medicated shampoo containing
Miconazole (e.g., Malaseb) for a minimum of 6 weeks. This might be all that is
required for animals that have come in contact with an infected animal. Rinse your
pet in water and then lather the entire body with the medicated shampoo and leave
on the coat for ten minutes (this is much easier with dogs than cats!). Twice weekly
shampoos are required while the infection is active and then once every 1-2 weeks
when the infection is under control. Try not to get in your pet’s eyes and wear
gloves. If your pet has multiple lesions amongst long hair, clipping is recommended
to increase the eﬀectiveness of the shampoo down to skin level.
Topical medication: If there are localised lesions a Miconazole (e.g., Fungafite)
antifungal cream can be applied to the lesion once daily. If there is no response to
topical treatment after 2-4 weeks, then your veterinarian may recommend oral
antifungal medication in combination with a topical cream.

Oral medication: An oral antifungal medication (Terbinafine, Itraconazole or Griseofulvin) may be
prescribed if there are multiple lesions or a deep fungal infection is identified. Some improvement
should be evident by 2-3 weeks, although treatment may be required for six weeks or more.
Treatment should not be discontinued until your veterinarian has advised you to.
Environmental disinfection and decontamination: Infected hairs contain many fungal spores that
can be shed into the environment. These fungal spores are hardy and can survive in the
environment for many years, thus careful disinfection and decontamination is required. Always
wear gloves when handling animals and be mindful of any clothing that may have come in contact
with the infected animal and treat this clothing as “infectious”. Infected animals should be
confined to one area of the house that is easy to clean (tiles or floorboards), but only for the
shortest time possible - especially in young or newly adopted pets where socialisation issues may
arise. Clipping hair (with careful disposal) around localised lesions or completely shaving longhaired animals can improve eﬃcacy of treatment, as long as the skin isn’t further irritated by
clipping as this could further spread infection. It is very important to thoroughly disinfect any
grooming instruments after each use. Daily vacuuming of hair from floors or furniture and
thorough disinfection of vacuum brushes or tubing can help reduce the number of spores in the
environment
Fungal spores can be killed with dilute household bleach (1:30) or F10 (1:125 or 1:250 or 1:500)
left on the surface for a minimum of 15 minutes. All bedding, kennels, brushes and any other in
contact items should be thoroughly cleaned and on a regular basis.
If you suspect that your pet has ringworm, speak to your veterinarian so that treatment
can commence.
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