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Otitis Externa 

Otitis externa, commonly known as swimmer's ear, is a painful ear condition that affects 
the external ear canal. It can cause discomfort and hearing impairment if left untreated. 
Understanding its physiology, recognizing its symptoms, and knowing how to prevent and 
treat it are essential for maintaining ear health. Here's a comprehensive overview of otitis 
externa: 

Physiology: 

 Otitis externa primarily involves inflammation and infection of the external ear canal. 

 The condition often occurs due to moisture buildup in the ear, providing a suitable 
environment for bacteria and fungi to thrive. 

 Swelling and inflammation of the ear canal can narrow it, leading to blockage and pain. 

 Trauma to the ear canal, such as excessive cleaning or scratching, can also contribute 
to otitis externa. 

Symptoms: 

 Ear pain, ranging from mild discomfort to severe, throbbing pain, is a hallmark 
symptom. 

 Itchiness and redness in the ear canal. 

 Drainage of pus or fluid from the ear. 

 Hearing impairment, as the ear canal may become partially blocked. 

 Tenderness and pain when touching or pulling the external ear. 

 Swelling and a feeling of fullness in the ear. 

Treatment: 

 Antibiotic ear drops are the most common treatment for bacterial otitis externa. These 
medications can clear the infection and reduce inflammation. 

 Antifungal ear drops are prescribed when the infection is fungal in nature. 

 Pain relievers like ibuprofen or acetaminophen can help manage ear pain and 
discomfort. 

 In severe cases or when there's extensive swelling, a healthcare provider may insert a 
wick into the ear canal to allow proper delivery of medications. 

 It's essential to keep the ear dry during treatment, so avoiding swimming or 
submerging the ear in water is crucial. 

 Follow-up visits with a healthcare provider are necessary to monitor progress and 
ensure complete recovery. 

Prevention: 

 Avoid inserting foreign objects, like cotton swabs or bobby pins, into the ear canal, as 
they can damage the delicate skin and push debris further inside. 
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 Dry your ears thoroughly after swimming or bathing, using a gentle towel-drying 
technique. Tilting your head to the side can help excess water drain out. 

 Use earplugs or a swimming cap to protect your ears while swimming in contaminated 
water or known polluted areas. 

 Ear drops with a small amount of alcohol and acetic acid (vinegar) in a 1:1 combination 
mixture can help maintain a dry ear canal environment and prevent infection in some 
cases. 

 If you're prone to otitis externa, consider using custom-fitted earplugs designed to keep 
water out. 

 
In summary, otitis externa is an uncomfortable ear condition resulting from inflammation 
or infection of the external ear canal. It presents with symptoms such as ear pain, itching, 
redness, and hearing impairment. Timely treatment with antibiotic or antifungal ear drops, 
along with pain relievers, is essential to manage the condition. Preventing otitis externa 
involves proper ear hygiene and protection, such as avoiding ear canal trauma, keeping the 
ears dry, and using earplugs when necessary. By understanding the physiology, 
recognizing symptoms, and following prevention and treatment measures, individuals can 
maintain healthy ears and minimize the risk of swimmer's ear. 

 


