
Dog Tips

The Truth Behind Your Dog's
'Signature Scent'
Are you noticing a distinct smell coming from your dog's ears? It might be trying to tell you something important — Learn what this odor
means and how to help.

STORY AT-A-GLANCE
Your dog’s ears should have little to no scent. A musty, cheesy, or sour odor often means there’s a buildup of
wax, yeast, or bacteria that needs attention

Common causes of stinky ears include wax buildup, yeast and bacterial infections, ear mites; caused by
trapped moisture or dirt, especially in floppy or hairy-eared breeds

Mild odor may be handled at home, but signs like redness, discharge, swelling, or constant scratching mean
it’s time to see your veterinarian

Use only vet-approved solutions and gentle wipes with soothing ingredients like aloe, witch hazel, or
chamomile. Avoid harsh chemicals like alcohol or undiluted vinegar

Check your dog’s ears weekly, dry them after swimming or baths, and keep ear hair trimmed. A healthy diet
and allergy care also go a long way in preventing future flare-ups

Have you ever caught a whiff of your dog’s ears and thought, “Whoa — what is that smell?” Maybe it reminded you of
corn chips, musty laundry, or something sour. While it might seem like just another quirky part of pet parenthood,
your dog’s ear odor is actually worth paying attention to. It could be telling you something important about their
health.

Your dog’s ears shouldn’t really have a strong smell at all. A slight natural scent is okay, but if you notice a musty,
cheesy, sour, or downright stinky odor, that’s a red flag, because that popular “Frito chip” smell actually comes from a
build-up of yeast and bacteria.

Why Do Dog Ears Stink? Common Causes of Odor
There isn’t one single reason your dog’s ears smell funky. The real answer depends on a few factors, including ear
anatomy, lifestyle, breed, and overall health. Here are the most common culprits:

1. Earwax buildup — Ear wax isn’t bad; in fact, it’s essential for keeping dirt and dust out. But too much wax
can trap moisture and bacteria, leading to odor.

Normal earwax is yellow or brown and slightly sticky, however, when there’s a buildup of excessive earwax, it
can cause a mild but noticeable smell. It may not bother your dog at first, but left untreated, it can lead to
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infections. Some breeds, such as Cocker Spaniels, naturally produce more earwax than others and may need
more frequent ear cleaning.

2. Yeast infections — This is one of the top causes of smelly ears. If your dog’s ears smell sweet, musty, or like
moldy bread, yeast might be the issue.

Yeast loves warm, moist environments, and it often forms after swimming, baths, and rainy or humid weather.
Telltale signs include redness, brown discharge, ear scratching, and head shaking.

3. Bacterial infections — These are more severe and can be painful. You might notice thick yellow or white
discharge, swelling, or even ulcers in the ear canal. Your dog may cry, scratch constantly, or tilt their head.
Bacterial infections require immediate vet care — don’t try to treat it at home.

Sometimes both yeast and bacteria are involved, creating a mixed infection, which can be harder to treat
without professional help.

4. Ear mites — While less common than yeast or bacteria, mites are still a possible reason behind smelly ears.
These tiny parasites feed on ear wax and oils, and are more common in puppies and shelter dogs. Mites can
spread easily between pets, causing intense itching and dark, crumbly debris that looks like coffee grounds.

5. Trapped dirt and moisture — Dogs love rolling in the grass and diving into lakes, but all that fun can bring
dirt, germs, and water into their ears. Trapped water can lead to yeast or bacterial overgrowth, and debris can
irritate the ear canal. This is why you should always dry your dog’s ears thoroughly after a bath or swim.

Breeds That Need Extra Ear Attention
Some dogs are more likely to have ear problems simply because of their anatomy or genetics. If your pup falls into one
of these categories, be extra proactive:

Floppy-eared breeds — Cocker Spaniels, Cavalier King Charles, Beagles, and Basset Hounds

Hairy-eared breeds — Poodles, Doodles, and Schnauzers

Water-loving breeds — Labrador Retrievers, Golden Retrievers, and Newfoundlands

Allergy-prone breeds — Bulldogs, Frenchies, Pugs, Shi Tzus, Shar Peis, and Pit Bulls

These dogs are more likely to trap moisture, grow extra wax, or develop recurring infections. Weekly checks and
regular cleanings are key to preventing problems.

Watch Out for These Red Flags
Sometimes, a smell is the first warning sign. But other times, it’s one of many clues your dog is dealing with an ear
problem. Look out for:

Head shaking

Constant ear scratching or pawing

Red, swollen ears

Discharge or fluid

Ear sensitivity or pain when touched
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Tilting the head or seeming off-balance

Acting tired or grumpy

If you spot any of these, it’s time to take a closer look — or better yet, let your vet do it.

When to See the Vet
Mild odor and wax buildup can be handled at home, but if your dog’s ears are showing any of these symptoms, it’s
time to call your vet:

Painful

Red or inflamed

Leaking fluid

Smelling stronger than usual

Making your dog scratch or shake their head nonstop

Remember, do not try to clean infected ears at home, especially if you suspect a ruptured eardrum. Some ear cleaners
can make things worse if used incorrectly.

How to Clean Your Dog’s Ears Safely
Cleaning your dog’s ears doesn’t have to be scary. When done right, it can be a calming bonding routine. Here’s how
to do it safely:

Do:

Use vet-approved ear cleaner or safe natural cleaners such as witch hazel or coconut oil

Choose wipes with gentle ingredients like aloe vera, chamomile, eucalyptus oil, or vitamin E

Gently wipe the outer ear flap and opening

Let your dog shake their head afterward (this helps remove loosened debris)

Clean after baths or swimming, and whenever ears are visibly dirty

Don’t:

Use hydrogen peroxide, undiluted vinegar, or alcohol (they can burn and dry out the skin)

Use cotton swabs deep in the ear canal (they can push gunk further in or hurt the ear)

Over-clean — once a week is plenty unless your vet says otherwise

If your dog has a history of ear infections, your vet may give you a cleaning schedule to follow.
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How to Prevent Ear Odor in the First Place
Adding a few simple habits to your dog’s routine will help keep their ears smelling fresh and feeling great. 

Take a peek inside your dog’s ears once a week — Look for signs like redness, discharge, swelling, and
odor. Catching problems early can prevent full-blown infections.

Always dry your dog’s ears after baths or swims — Use a towel or cotton ball to soak up moisture
gently. This keeps yeast and bacteria from getting cozy in damp ears.

Trim excess ear hair — Some dogs grow hair inside their ears that traps wax and dirt. Ask your groomer or
vet if your pup needs trimming or ear hair removal, especially if they have floppy ears or get frequent
infections.

Support their immune system — Did you know allergies can make ears more prone to infections? Dogs
with food or environmental allergies often have chronic ear issues. Helping their immune system helps their
ears too. Feed a balanced diet or try a limited ingredient diet to determine if your pet has a food allergy. Add
omega-3 fatty acids and probiotics to your pet’s diet to help support a healthy skin and coat and the gut
microbiome. Work with your holistic vet to manage symptoms and determine what may be the underlying
cause of your pet’s ear infections. Keeping your dog healthy on the inside can reduce flare-ups on the outside.

If your dog’s ears have a history of problems, follow your vet’s treatment plan exactly — Skipping
cleanings or stopping medication too soon can cause infections to return — sometimes worse than before.
Also consider allergy testing to determine the underlying cause of recurrent ear infections.

Ask your vet about safe ear cleaners, when to use them, and how often. Every dog is different.

Your Nose Knows — Trust Your Senses
You know your dog better than anyone. If something smells off, don’t ignore it. A strange scent might be your first
warning sign that your dog’s ears need a little extra love.

Whether it’s a subtle shift or a smell that stops you in your tracks, your dog’s “signature scent” could be telling you
that it’s time for a cleanup — or a vet visit.
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