
Dog Tips

When Your Pup's Wiggles Turn to
Worries
A sudden stumble, head tilt, or seizure could signal more than you think — find out what this condition means for your pup's health.

STORY AT-A-GLANCE
Encephalitis is brain inflammation that can cause sudden behavior changes, balance issues, or seizures in dogs,
and it often develops quickly, requiring prompt veterinary attention

The condition can stem from infections like viruses, fungi, or tick-borne diseases, or from immune system
malfunctions where the body mistakenly attacks its own brain tissue

Small breeds such as Pugs, Yorkies, and Chihuahuas are more prone to immune-mediated encephalitis, while
infections are more common in dogs exposed to ticks or environmental fungi

Diagnosis involves neurological exams, MRI scans, and spinal fluid tests to pinpoint inflammation and rule out
infections before starting treatment, which often includes immune-suppressing drugs

With early detection and proper care, many dogs recover or live comfortably long-term, showing that
awareness and quick action can make a life-saving difference for affected pets

Your dog’s joyful wiggles, curious head tilts, and playful zoomies are part of what makes them so endearing. But what
happens when those same movements become shaky, unsteady, or confused?

When your normally alert pup seems lost, stumbles when walking, or even has a seizure, it can be frightening, and
sometimes, the cause is something hidden deep inside the brain — encephalitis.

What Is Encephalitis?
Encephalitis simply means inflammation of the brain. The word comes from “encephalo,” meaning brain, and “itis,”
meaning inflammation. In dogs, encephalitis can appear suddenly and cause a range of symptoms depending on
which part of the brain is affected. Sometimes the spinal cord or the thin layers of tissue that cover the brain (called
the meninges) are also involved. When this happens, the condition is called meningoencephalitis or
meningoencephalomyelitis.

In short, encephalitis is a serious brain problem that disrupts normal nerve function. And because the brain controls
everything your dog does — movement, balance, behavior, even breathing — inflammation here can look very
different from one dog to another.
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2 Major Types of Encephalitis
While encephalitis always means inflammation, the reason behind that inflammation can vary. Veterinary neurologists
divide the causes into two main categories:

1. Infectious encephalitis — Sometimes, encephalitis happens because an infection reaches the brain. This
infection could come from a virus, bacteria, fungus, parasite, or tick-borne disease,  and can reach the brain
via:

The bloodstream — An infection somewhere else in the body, such as the lungs or heart, can spread
through the blood and settle in the brain.

Nearby tissues — Deep ear or sinus infections can spread into the skull.

Injuries — Serious trauma, such as a head wound from an accident, can let germs in.

Parasites and ticks — Certain ticks can transmit diseases like Lyme disease or Rocky Mountain
spotted fever, both of which can cause brain inflammation.

Different germs cause encephalitis in different regions. For example:

Viruses like canine distemper, parvovirus, or herpesvirus.

Bacteria are rare but may result from severe ear or sinus infections.

Fungi, such as Cryptococcus or Blastomyces, are more common in certain geographic areas.

Protozoal parasites like Toxoplasma gondii and Neospora caninum.

2. Immune-mediated (or noninfectious) encephalitis — More commonly, dogs develop encephalitis
without any infection at all. In these cases, the immune system — which should protect the body from germs
— mistakenly attacks healthy brain tissue. This is called immune-mediated or autoimmune encephalitis.

Because there is no bacteria or virus to blame, it is often called meningoencephalitis of unknown origin
(MUO). Specialists still do not know exactly why the immune system misfires this way, though some breeds
(like Pugs, Maltese, Yorkshire Terriers, and Chihuahuas) seem more prone due to genetic factors. Veterinary
neurologists have identified three main types of MUO. While the names can sound intimidating, here is what
they mean:

Granulomatous Meningoencephalomyelitis (GME) — This is one of the most common forms of
immune-related brain inflammation. It tends to affect small, young-to-middle-aged dogs like Terriers
and Miniature Poodles. The age range for GME is most commonly four to eight years, but can range
from six months to 12 years. GME can affect one small spot in the brain or appear in multiple areas.
Symptoms vary widely — from weakness to circling or seizures.  Some dogs respond very well to
treatment with immune-suppressing medication.

Necrotizing Meningoencephalitis (NME) — Sometimes called “Pug Dog Encephalitis,” this form
often strikes small breeds like Pugs, Maltese, Chihuahuas, and Shih Tzus. It tends to appear in young
dogs (general age range 6 months to 7 years) and progresses rapidly. Affected dogs may have frequent
seizures, personality changes, or walking problems. A genetic link has been found in some Pugs, and
dogs that carry this gene should not be bred.

Necrotizing Leukoencephalitis (NLE) — This is similar to NME but affects slightly older dogs
(generally age one to ten years) — especially Yorkshire Terriers. NLE involves white matter (the brain’s
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nerve “wiring”) and can cause both balance issues and weakness. It often develops more slowly than
NME but is still serious.

All three types share a common theme — the immune system attacks parts of the central nervous system for reasons
we do not fully understand.

Who Is at Risk for Encephalitis?
Although encephalitis can strike any dog, certain patterns have been seen:  For example, smaller breeds such as
Pugs, Yorkies, Chihuahuas, and Maltese are more prone to immune-mediated forms.

Younger to middle-aged dogs (around 1 to 7 years old) are also most commonly affected. Females appear slightly
more at risk in some studies.

Geography matters for infectious forms. For example, fungal encephalitis is more common in the Southwestern U.S.,
while tick-borne encephalitis is more common in wooded or rural regions of Europe and Asia.

Recognizing the Signs — When Behavior and Movement Change
Because the brain controls nearly everything your dog does, encephalitis can look different depending on which area is
affected. The forebrain, for example, handles behavior and awareness. The cerebellum manages balance and
coordination. The brainstem controls vital functions like breathing and heartbeat. Here are some of the most common
warning signs:

Seizures (sometimes sudden and severe)

Loss of coordination or stumbling

Head tilt or walking in circles

Sudden blindness or trouble seeing

Personality or behavior changes

Disorientation or confusion

Weakness or partial paralysis

Neck or spinal pain

Fever (in some infectious cases)

In advanced cases, even coma or collapse

Because these symptoms can also occur with other conditions, such as epilepsy, poisoning, or brain tumors, you
should never assume. The only way to know for sure is through veterinary diagnosis.

How Veterinarians Diagnose Encephalitis
Diagnosing encephalitis takes a combination of detective work, imaging, and lab testing. Since symptoms can mimic
many other problems, veterinarians use several steps to pinpoint what is going on inside your dog’s brain.
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1. Neurological exam — Your veterinarian will start by checking your dog’s reflexes, balance, and responses to
light and sound. This helps determine which part of the nervous system is affected.

2. Blood tests — Bloodwork helps rule out infections elsewhere in the body and checks for tick-borne diseases
or other abnormalities. While not definitive for encephalitis, blood tests guide what to look for next.

3. Imaging (MRI or CT Scan) — MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) is the gold standard for visualizing brain
inflammation. It helps rule out tumors and identify swelling, lesions, or structural changes. Some forms of
encephalitis, however, can be too subtle for even advanced imaging to detect.

4. Spinal tap (CSF Analysis) — Cerebrospinal fluid, the clear liquid that cushions the brain and spinal cord, can
reveal inflammation. Elevated white blood cells or abnormal proteins are strong clues of encephalitis.
Collecting CSF requires anesthesia and special training, so it is typically done by a veterinary neurologist.

5. Ruling out infection — Since treatment differs dramatically between infectious and immune-mediated
causes, veterinarians often send spinal fluid or blood samples to specialized laboratories. If no infection is
found, the diagnosis leans toward immune-mediated encephalitis.

6. Brain biopsy — This is the only way to confirm certain types like GME or NME, but it is rarely done because it
carries significant risk and requires specialized equipment.

Treatment — Acting Quickly Makes All the Difference
Because encephalitis can progress rapidly, early treatment is essential. Once inflammation damages brain tissue, it may
not fully heal — so the goal is to control it as quickly and safely as possible.

For infectious causes — If a bacterial infection is confirmed or suspected, antibiotics are started right away.
If the infection might be fungal or tick-borne, antifungal or antiparasitic drugs may be used. Treatment can last
weeks or even months.

For immune-mediated causes — If infection has been ruled out, your veterinarian will likely prescribe
immunosuppressive drugs, which calm the immune system and reduce or suppress inflammation. These may
include:

Corticosteroids (like prednisone) are often the first-line treatment.

Cytarabine (Cytosar), Cyclosporine, Mycophenolate, Azathioprine, or Procarbazine are used
when steroids alone are not enough or to reduce long-term side effects.

Treatment often continues for many months and may involve slowly reducing medication doses over time to prevent
relapse. Some dogs respond beautifully and go on to live full, happy lives. Others may have flare-ups that require
lifelong management. Alongside medical treatment, veterinarians may prescribe:

Seizure control medication (like phenobarbital)

Pain relief and anti-inflammatories

Fluids and nutrition support if your dog is too weak to eat

Physical therapy to rebuild strength and balance
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What Is the Prognosis?
The outlook for dogs with encephalitis varies widely — from full recovery to lifelong management, and in some severe
cases, death despite treatment. But one thing is clear — early recognition and treatment greatly improve the chances
of recovery.  Here is what can influence prognosis:

Type of encephalitis — Some forms (like GME) respond well to aggressive therapy; others (like necrotizing
encephalitis) can be harder to control.

How quickly treatment begins — The earlier inflammation is controlled, the better the brain can heal.

Severity and location — Extensive brain damage or brainstem involvement is more dangerous.

Response to medication — Some dogs stabilize quickly, while others require long-term adjustments.

Even though the condition can be life-threatening, many dogs live comfortably for months or years after diagnosis
with ongoing care.

Can It Happen to Cats Too?
Yes, but much less often. Encephalitis in cats is usually caused by infection rather than immune dysfunction. Common
causes include feline infectious peritonitis (FIP), toxoplasmosis, and certain viruses.

While the symptoms are similar — seizures, circling, blindness, or disorientation — the treatment approach is adjusted
for feline physiology.

Prevention — What You Can Do
While not all forms of encephalitis are preventable, you can reduce your pet’s risk through basic, proactive care:

1. Use natural tick and parasite preventives — Ticks, fleas, and mosquitoes can transmit infections that lead
to encephalitis.

2. Treat ear and sinus infections promptly — Left untreated, they can spread deeper into the skull.

3. Avoid dog parks or boarding facilities — This is vital if there is a disease outbreak.

4. Screen breeding dogs — For breeds like Pugs with known genetic risks, DNA testing can prevent passing
the defect to puppies.

5. Watch for neurological changes — Even small shifts, such as confusion, clumsiness, or eye flicking, can be
early warning signs.

6. Get prompt veterinary care — Never “wait and see” if your dog starts showing odd movements, seizures,
or behavior changes.

Living with a Dog Diagnosed with Encephalitis
Hearing that your dog has a brain disease can be overwhelming, but many dogs live happy lives with treatment and
monitoring. Your veterinarian or veterinary neurologist will likely create a long-term care plan, which might include
regular check-ups, medication adjustments, and occasional MRI or CSF rechecks. At home, you can help by:
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Keeping routines consistent to reduce stress

Avoiding rough play if your dog is unsteady

Using ramps or non-slip mats to prevent falls

Monitoring appetite, activity, and alertness

Keeping a seizure log (if applicable)

Many owners find that once medication begins working, their dog’s spark returns — tails wag again, eyes brighten,
and those wobbly steps become confident strides.

When to Worry — and When to Act
If your dog suddenly starts behaving strangely — stumbling, staring blankly, walking in circles, or having seizures — do
not wait. Even if it turns out to be something mild, it is better to rule out serious problems early.

The sooner encephalitis is discovered and controlled, the less damage it can cause. And with modern veterinary
medicine, many of these dogs go on to live comfortable, loving lives.

Final Thoughts
Your dog’s brain is as amazing as it is delicate. It controls every tail wag, bark, and loving glance. While encephalitis is a
serious and sometimes frightening diagnosis, understanding it and knowing what signs to look for can make all the
difference.

So, if one day your pup’s happy wiggles turn into worrisome wobbles, remember: early action, strong veterinary
partnership, and a little hope can go a long way toward healing.
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