
DERMATOLOGY FOR NURSES-HOW TO FIND THOSE IRRITATING MITES 
 

The first part of this webinar considers timing. If a vet has the luxury of a 15 
minutes consultation, by the time the history has been taken, the animal 
examined and some kind of potential diagnosis formulated that doesn’t leave a 
lot of time to do a skin scraping let alone examine it.  
This is where the veterinary nurse is invaluable. Far better to admit the patient 
for a short time, perhaps ½ an hour, and then do more than one sampling 
technique as described below. Hasty skin scrapes or any other technique has a 
much lower chance of success.  
The techniques to be described are those that can be done easily with minimal 
equipment (except for a good microscope).  These are: - 

 Coat brushings. Often forgotten about but potentially giving lots of 
information and not just about parasites. Departing from the main theme 
briefly typical flea faeces are shown and the concept of allergy introduced, 
and how this makes it much more difficult to find the ectoparasite. 

 Hair plucks. Easy to do and will often find what you are looking for 
 Tape strips. Another easy to do technique with minimal fuss and 

aggravation for the pet. Potential to yield much information  
 Impression smears. A version of the above which in some cases yield the 

required information in literally seconds 
 Skin scrapes. Traditional and required in virtually all the cases, although 

one or more of the above will sometimes get you the diagnosis first and 
you won’t need the scrape 

The second part of the webinar deals with the common ectoparasites, with 
essential information about how they behave and accordingly where to find 
them and which techniques work best.  
 
The parasites mentioned are Demodex canis, Sarcoptes scabiei, Cheyletiella spp, 
Otodectes cyanotis, and Neotrombicula autumnalis.  
 
For each one some basic information is given with some clinical slides and 
pictures of the mites. Each mite has a couple of specific easily identifiable 
features, which make identification straightforward. Two examples of this are 
the fact that Sarcoptes mites are round and you can only see the anterior pair of 
legs, the posterior ones are not visible. Cheyletiella is quickly identified by the 
hook-like mouthparts. If these are not seen a new microscope is required. Some 
information on suitable microscopes is also to be found in this webinar.  
 
Finally it is no use doing a random skin scrape because it seems like a good idea. 
It is important to look in the right place and to do this you need to know how the 
mite behaves. In the early stages of sarcoptic mange, for example, the edge of the 
pinna is a good site. Cheyletiella likes to feed in Henry’s pocket in the pinna. 
Completely safe and can’t be dislodged. Other examples are discussed 
 
Failure to spend time doing these simple tests is a frequent cause of much 
distress to the owner and pet. Failure to pick up parasites as a cause of skin 
disease leads to many a chronic skin disease ending up in referral centres where, 



embarrassingly, it might be diagnosed within seconds by a simple tape strip or 
impression smear.  
 
Positive identification of an ectoparasite is much more likely to succeed if more 
time is spent. You miss more by not looking than not knowing!  


