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Understanding Eustachian Tube Dysfunction

What Are the Eustachian Tubes?

TheEustachian (yoo-stay-shuhn) tubesconnect thebackof thenose

to themiddle ear, which is the air-filled space behind the eardrum.

TheEustachian tubesopenwhenpeople yawnor swallow, and they

help to equalize pressure behind the ear drum and prevent accu-

mulation of fluid.

What Is Eustachian Tube Dysfunction?

Eustachian tubedysfunction (ETD)occurswhentheEustachian tube

is blockedordoesnotopencorrectly. ETD ismore common inyoung

children than in adults, as childrenhaveunderdevelopedEustachian

tubes that caneasilybecomeblocked.ChronicETDcan result in fluid

buildup in the middle ear, causing temporary hearing loss and in-

creased risk of infection. This is called otitis mediawith effusion.

ETD may cause a feeling of ear fullness or blockage, ear pain,

ringing in the ears, or popping sounds. Patients may not hear well

outof theaffectedear. Parentsmaynotice that their childrendonot

hear as well or have ear discomfort.

HowDoes This Happen?

CommoncausesofETDareallergiesor infectionsthataffect thenose,

such as a cold. In these instances, the Eustachian tubes may be-

come blocked due to swelling or due to buildup of mucus. Other

causes of ETD include enlargement of nasal tissue known as ad-

enoids and exposure to pollution or smoke.

What Should You Do If You Think You Have ETD?

IfyouthinkyouhaveETDyoushouldseeyourregulardoctorforavisit.

Your doctor may provide treatment, recommend additional evalua-

tion like a hearing test, or refer you to anear, nose, and throat doctor.

WhoNeeds Treatment?

Not everyone with ETD will require treatment. It is common for

symptoms to improve on their own. You may also try exercises to

helpopen the tubes, like swallowing, yawning,or chewinggum.You

cantryto“pop”yourearsbytakingadeepbreath,pinchingyournose,

closing your mouth, and gently blowing out.

Medical treatment for ETD focuses on decreasing nasal con-

gestion and inflammation. This includes nasal or oral deconges-

tants, antihistamines, or nasal steroids. Antibioticsmay be needed

if the symptoms are caused by an infection. Pain medication, such

as acetaminophen, can help reduce ear pain.

WhoNeeds Surgical Treatment?

ChronicETDorotitismediawitheffusionmay require surgical treat-

ment. This includes either placement of pressure equalization (PE)

tubesorEustachian tubeballoondilation.ToplacePEtubes, thesur-

geon will make a small incision in the ear drum, remove any fluid,

andplacea tubethroughtheeardrumtoallowair toenter themiddle

ear.PEtubesareverycommoninchildren. InballoonEustachiantube

dilation, a small balloon is placed through the nose into the Eusta-

chian tube. The balloon is inflated for a couple ofminutes, then de-

flated and removed.Bothprocedures can improvehearing anddis-

comfort.Theseproceduresare typicallyperformedunderanesthesia

so that the patient will not feel pain.

Can ETD Be Prevented?

It is not possible to completely prevent ETD, but there are ways to

help reduce secondary symptoms likeear infectionsorhearing loss.

These includepracticinggoodhygienebyavoidingtouchingthenose

andmouth, controlling allergies, and avoiding smoke exposure.
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• Nasal or oral decongestants, antihistamines,
   and/or nasal steroids

• Antibiotics (if there is an infection)

ETD may improve on its own or with techniques 
to depressurize your ears such as swallowing, 
yawning, chewing gum, or “popping” your ears.

Symptoms of ETD include

•• Feeling of ear fullness or pain 

••• Ringing or popping sounds

••• Difficulty hearing 

Eustachian tube dysfunction (ETD) occurs when the Eustachian tubes, 

which connect the nasal cavity to the middle ear, become blocked and fluid 

builds up in the middle ear.

• Placement of ear pressure equalization 
   tubes (ear tubes) in the eardrum

• Opening of blocked Eustachian tubes using balloon inflation 

Medical therapy

Surgical intervention

Management of ETD includes
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