Mastitis in Dogs & Cats – A Painful
Part of Motherhood
Motherhood is a beautiful thing. Watching queens and bitches care for and raise
their kittens and puppies, respectively, is heart-warming to say the least.
Occasionally, being a mom can become physically painful, especially when
mammary (breast) tissue becomes inflamed and/or infected – this is a condition
called mastitis. This past week I helped care for two new animal moms with
mastitis, and they inspired me to share information about this condition. Happy
reading!

Mastitis – What is it?
By definition, mastitis is simply inflammation of the mammary gland. The tissue
may be infected with bacteria and/or fungal organisms, too. Dogs and cats have
multiple mammary glands, and one or more glands may be affected.
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The major causes of mastitis in dogs and cats include:
Ascending infection via the teat canal
Unsanitary environment
Mammary gland trauma
Galactostasis (abnormal collection of milk in the gland; also called “caked
breasts”)
Infection spread via bloodstream

Mastitis – What does it look like?
The appearance of queens and bitches with mastitis is quite variable. Sometimes
the only sign of a problem is failure of kittens and puppies to gain weight
normally. More commonly, affected pets develop one or more swollen, reddened,
warm, and painful mammary glands. The glands of some patients become
ulcerated and leak discolored and fetid discharge. Pets with mastitis may also be
systemically unwell, showing lethargy, reduced appetite, depression, nausea,
vomiting, and fever.
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Mastitis – How is it diagnosed?
A tentative diagnosis is relatively straightforward, based on compatible history
and physical examination findings. Definitive diagnosis is based identification of
inflammatory cells and/or infectious organisms in the milk based on milk cytology
and culture. Bacteria, including Escherichia coli, Staphylococcus spp.
Streptococcus spp., and Enterococcus spp., are most commonly implicated, but
rarely fungal organisms (e.g.: blastomycosis, mycobacteriosis) have been found.
Veterinarians should evaluate blood and urine to ensure other major organ
systems aren’t affected.

Mastitis – How is it treated?
The mainstays of treatment for mastitis are:
Antibiotics – Broad-spectrum antibiotic therapy is appropriate for affected
patients. Veterinarians will often evaluate the pH of milk to help them
select the most appropriate antibiotic until results of milk culture are
available. Certain classes of antibiotics – including tetracyclines,
chloramphenicol, and fluoroquinolones, should generally be avoided in
queens and bitches who are still nursing.
Pain control – Inflamed mammary tissue is painful, and affected moms
deserve pain medications.
Local treatments – The affected mammary gland(s) need special care.
Puppies may still nurse of affected glands, and they should be encouraged
to do so. Hand milking inflamed glands is helpful to remove infected milk.
Warm compresses help improve local circulation. Cold laser therapy may
also help reduce inflammation. Application of leaves of cold cabbage
directly over affected mammary glands for 2-4 hours can also help reduce
inflammation (although the mechanism by which this can help is currently
unknown). Surgery is indicated is the mammary tissue has become
necrotic (died).

Occasionally when puppies and kittens have been weaned, veterinarians will
recommend a medication to help reduce the production of milk. Medications like
cabergoline, can be helpful in meeting this goal.

The take-away message about mastitis in dogs &
cats…
Inflammation and/or infection of the mammary glands – commonly called mastitis
– occurs occasionally after queening and whelping. With prompt identification and
treatment, the vast majority of affected moms make a complete recovery.
To find a board certified veterinary theriogenologist, please visit the American
College of Theriogenologists.
Wishing you wet-nosed kisses,
CriticalCareDVM

