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What Is Swimmer’s Ear?

Swimmer’s Ear

Swimmer’s ear is an infection of the ear canal. The ear canal con-

nects theeardrumto theouter ear. Swimmer’s ear is usually caused

bybacteria butmay also be froma fungus. Nearly 1 in 10peoplewill

get swimmer’s ear in their lifetime.1

HowDoes This Happen?

Swimmer’sear iscommoninchildrenbutmayoccuratanyage.Swim-

mers are at highest risk, but anyone can be affected. For example,

peoplewhowearhearingaidsorearbudsmaytrapmoisture intheear

canal from sweating or showering. When the ear does not dry com-

pletely,bacteriaand fungigrowmoreeasily.This causes infectionand

irritationof theear canal. Cleaning, scratching, or putting items in the

ear (like Q-tips) can also cause infection. Unlike other ear infections,

the space behind the eardrum is usually not involved.

What Are the Symptoms?

Earpain isverycommon.Afeelingoffullness intheearormuffledhear-

ing are also common. Theremaybe smelly drainage from the ear, es-

peciallyonthepillowaftersleeping.Manypeoplemayexperienceitchi-

ness, redness,orswelling.Fever,chills,orsymptomsnot involvingthe

ear are rare.

WhoNeeds Treatment?

If the symptoms of swimmer’s ear are present, a clinician should be

seen.Themaintreatment isantibioticeardrops foraboutaweek.An-

tibioticsbymouthareusuallynotneeded.Thiswill help fight thebac-

teria and control the infection. Theear dropsmay includea steroid to

decreaseswellingandpain.Sometimesrepeatinfectionshappen.Com-

pleting the entire treatment is important. If the infection causes a lot

ofswelling, sometimesanear,nose,andthroat (ENT)specialistneeds

toput something in theear canal to keep it openandallow theantibi-

oticdropstoreachthe infection.This iscalledanearwick.AnENTspe-

cialistmay alsoneed to clean theear byusing instruments or suction.

Keeping the ears dry, avoiding putting items in the ear, and cleaning

eardevices regularly candecrease infections.Whilebathing, a cotton

ballwithVaselinecanbeused topreventwater fromentering theear.

After swimmingor bathing, a hair dryer on cool canbeused to gently

dry theear.Over-the-counter ear cleaningdevices, candling, or other

home remedies should be avoided.

What If It Does Not Improve?

Symptoms should improvewithin a fewdays after treatment starts.

Most patientswill be fully healedwithin 7 to 10 days. If not, thismay

beasign that it ismoreserious, andanENTspecialist shouldbeseen.

Whenleftuntreated,there isariskofthe infectionspreadingtonearby

bonesor skin.This is especially important inolderpeoplewithdiabe-

tes or weak immune systems. Long-term infections can result in de-

creased hearing and scarring.
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Keeping the ears dry can help prevent swimmer’s ear. 

Treatment options for swimmer’s ear

An approximately 
1-week course 
of antibiotic 
ear drops

An ear wick 
to help drops 
travel further 
into the ear canal

If left untreated, infection may spread to nearby bones, skin, 
or the brain. Persons with diabetes or weak immune systems 
are at greater risk of severe infection.

Use waterproof 
earplugs while
swimming

Dry with cool air 
from a hair dryer 
after swimming 
or bathing

Bacterial or 
fungal growth

External 
ear

Swimmer’s ear (otitis externa) occurs when 
excess moisture in the ear canal allows bacteria 
or fungi to grow more easily. 

Risk factors include swimming and use of ear buds 
or hearing aids after sweating or showering. 

Symptoms of swimmer’s ear include: 

• Pain in the external ear and ear canal

• Feeling of fullness in the ear or muffled hearing

• Itchiness, redness, and swelling

• Smelly discharge from the ear

FORMORE INFORMATION

UpToDate

https://www.uptodate.com/contents/external-otitis-including-

swimmers-ear-beyond-the-basics

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

https://www.cdc.gov/healthywater/swimming/swimmers/rwi/ear-

infections.html
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