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Ear infections, or otitis, represent a clinically significant yet frequently underappreciated health 
concern in elderly populations. While commonly associated with childhood illness, otitis media and 
otitis externa carry substantial morbidity in adults over the age of 65. Immune senescence, age-related 
anatomical changes, comorbidities such as diabetes mellitus, and hearing aid use collectively elevate 
the geriatric population's susceptibility to both bacterial and fungal infections of the ear.  The 
consequences of untreated or recurrent ear infections in older adults extend beyond local discomfort. 
They include conductive or sensorineural hearing loss, vestibular dysfunction leading to falls, 
mastoiditis, meningitis (in severe cases), and a profound decline in quality of life. Social isolation 
resulting from hearing impairment further compounds cognitive decline risks in this demographic.

Risk Factors

Otitis media with effusion (OME) and chronic suppurative otitis media (CSOM) affect a non-trivial 
proportion of elderly adults, particularly in long-term care facilities. Studies estimate that chronic ear 
disease affects between 5–10% of adults aged 60 and above in developed nations, with higher rates 
observed in populations with limited access to primary care.

 Risk Factor  Mechanism 

 Immunosenescence  Reduced T-cell and B-cell efficacy diminishes pathogen clearance 

 Diabetes Mellitus  Hyperglycemia promotes bacterial and fungal proliferation 

 Hearing Aid Use  Occlusion of ear canal traps moisture and disrupts cerumen 

 Eustachian Tube Dysfunction  Age-related structural changes impair middle-ear ventilation 

 Nutritional Deficiencies  Inadequate micronutrients impair mucosal immunity 

 Frequent Water Exposure  Creates moist environment favorable to Pseudomonas and Candida 

 Chronic Rhinosinusitis  Ascending infection from nasopharynx to middle ear 

 Antibiotic Overuse History  Disrupts mucosal microbiome, promotes resistant organisms 

 Cognitive Impairment  Delays recognition and reporting of symptoms 

Anatomy and Age-Related Changes

The External Ear Canal
With age, sebaceous and ceruminous gland activity diminishes, producing drier and more friable 
cerumen. The ear canal skin becomes thinner and less resilient, making it more susceptible to 
microabrasions—entry points for pathogens. Additionally, cerumen impaction is significantly more 
common in the elderly due to slowed epithelial migration and inadequate cleaning practices.

The Eustachian Tube
The Eustachian tube, which connects the middle ear to the nasopharynx, is responsible for pressure 
equalization and drainage. In older adults, reduced mucociliary clearance and altered tube geometry—
particularly following repeated upper respiratory infections—compromise this drainage pathway. Fluid 
accumulation in the middle ear secondary to Eustachian tube dysfunction provides a substrate for 
bacterial colonization.
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The Middle Ear Mucosa
The mucosa of the middle ear exhibits reduced regenerative capacity with age. Inflammatory 
responses become dysregulated, and the resolution of infections may be incomplete, predisposing to 
chronicity.

Immune Competence
Mucosal-associated lymphoid tissue (MALT) in the nasopharynx, including the tubal tonsils adjacent to 
the Eustachian tube openings, diminishes in functional capacity with age, reducing local antibody-
mediated defense.

Types of Ear Infections Prevalent in the Elderly

Otitis Externa (Swimmer's Ear)
An infection of the external auditory canal, commonly caused by Pseudomonas aeruginosa or 
Staphylococcus aureus. In elderly individuals, hearing aid use is a major predisposing factor. Fungal 
otitis externa (Aspergillus or Candida) is more common in immunocompromised or diabetic patients.

Otitis Media with Effusion (OME)
A non-infectious but infection-predisposing accumulation of fluid in the middle ear. While more 
common in children, it occurs in elderly adults with Eustachian tube dysfunction.

Chronic Suppurative Otitis Media (CSOM)
Persistent discharge through a perforated tympanic membrane with ongoing mucosal infection. This 
condition disproportionately affects elderly adults with a history of recurrent acute otitis media.

Malignant (Necrotizing) Otitis Externa
A rare but life-threatening infection characterized by osteomyelitis of the skull base, almost exclusively 
occurring in elderly diabetic or immunocompromised patients. Pseudomonas aeruginosa is the 
predominant pathogen. Prevention is paramount given its high morbidity.

Habit Modifications for Prevention

Avoid Cotton Swab Use
The insertion of cotton swabs (Q-tips) into the ear canal is one of the most common self-inflicted 
causes of ear injury and infection among the elderly. Swabs compact cerumen deeper into the canal, 
abrade the delicate skin lining, and disrupt the self-cleaning epithelial migration pathway. Individuals 
should be educated that the outer portion of the ear is the only area requiring cleaning, using a soft 
cloth.

Safe Cerumen Management
Cerumen impaction, prevalent in the elderly, must be addressed by qualified healthcare personnel via 
irrigation, manual removal, or ceruminolytic agents. Over-the-counter softening drops (carbamide 
peroxide) may be used under guidance but should be avoided in those with perforated tympanic 
membranes.

Water Exposure Management
• Swimming: Use well-fitted, moldable swimmer's earplugs to prevent water ingress. Silicone 

earplugs are preferred over foam, as they conform more effectively to the ear canal anatomy.
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• Post-swimming: Tilt the head to each side and gently pull the earlobe to facilitate water 
drainage. Use a hair dryer on a low-heat setting at a safe distance (approximately 30 cm) to 
dry the canal.

• Bathing: Insert cotton balls lightly coated with petroleum jelly during bathing if prone to 
recurrent otitis externa.

Daily Cleaning Protocol
• Remove and clean hearing aids nightly using a dry, lint-free cloth or the manufacturer-supplied 

brush.
• Use hearing aid sanitizing sprays or UV drying systems, particularly in humid climates.
• Remove hearing aids during bathing, showering, and swimming without exception.

Scheduled Professional Maintenance
Hearing aids should receive professional cleaning and inspection every 3–6 months. Cracked tubing, 
damaged receivers, and degraded dome seals alter the fit and promote moisture accumulation.

Nighttime Ear Rest
Hearing aids should be stored in a dry, ventilated case overnight to allow the ear canal to air out and 
reduce sustained moisture exposure.

Respiratory Infection Prevention
Given the anatomical connection between the nasopharynx and middle ear via the Eustachian tube, 
prevention of upper respiratory infections (URIs) is directly linked to otitis media prevention.

• Hand Hygiene: Frequent handwashing with soap and water for at least 20 seconds, particularly 
before eating and after contact with potentially infected individuals.

• Face Mask Use: In high-density or healthcare environments during respiratory virus season.
• Vaccination: Annual influenza vaccination and updated pneumococcal vaccines (PCV15 or 

PCV20 for adults ≥65) reduce the incidence of respiratory pathogens implicated in secondary 
otitis media.

• Avoidance of Nasal Blowing Forcefully: High-pressure nasal blowing propels nasopharyngeal 
bacteria toward the Eustachian tube orifice, a recognized mechanism of ascending infection. 
Blowing one nostril at a time with moderate force is recommended.

Smoking and Alcohol Reduction
Tobacco smoke impairs mucociliary function throughout the upper respiratory tract, including the 
Eustachian tube. Even passive smoke exposure elevates otitis media risk. Similarly, chronic alcohol 
consumption suppresses immune function and impairs mucosal barrier integrity. Reducing or 
eliminating tobacco and alcohol use constitutes a meaningful prevention strategy.

Sleep Positioning
Elderly individuals with Eustachian tube dysfunction or chronic otitis media should avoid sleeping on 
the affected ear for extended periods. An elevated head position (30° inclination) may reduce 
nasopharyngeal secretion reflux toward the middle ear orifice.
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