Ear infections 

(Otitis media) in children

Middle ear infections in children can cause severe earache, temporary hearing loss and a lot of misery. Sometimes they cause a fever.

The pain is often worse lying down, when the pressure in the ear is greater.

They are caused by a build up of catarrh and pressure behind the eardrum due to blockage of the Eustachian tube (which runs from the back of the nose to behind the ear drum). They usually follow on from a cold, which is a viral infection.
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Treatment

The most important management of ear infections is adequate pain relief. The best treatment to use is a combination of Paracetamol (e.g. Calpol) and Ibuprofen (e.g. Nurofen), sticking to the recommended doses for each. A few children with asthma do not tolerate Ibuprofen.

Sleeping propped up at night may help, and running warm olive oil into the ear gives some relief.

Antibiotics do not help in most cases, as the infection is usually viral. They can also cause side effects and do not help a child’s immunity to develop. 

If your child is ill (for instance with persistent fever, lethargy or vomiting) or if the pain persists, or if you are concerned in any way, then we would like to see and examine the child.

Follow-up

Most ear infections resolve slowly over a few days, although the hearing may take some weeks to return fully to normal.

Occasionally the ear may discharge. This means that the eardrum has “popped” to let the fluid out and it is really just nature’s way of resolving it. If the fluid running out is clear, waxy or straw-coloured, then simply have the eardrum checked by the doctor in 10 days time.

If the discharge does not clear in 2-3 days or is obviously pussy or smells offensive, then see the doctor.
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Summary

· Earache is common in children, and can be very painful.

· It usually resolves itself within a few days.

· The best treatment is pain relief.

· Antibiotics are usually not appropriate for treating earache.

· Giving antibiotics unnecessarily can be harmful to the child.

Our Policy at BGP

· If the earache persists or you are concerned, we would like to see and examine the child.

· We will reserve antibiotics for children who are very “ill” in the medical sense, or whose infection is not getting better.

This leaflet is produced by

Brookside Group Practice as one means of providing whole person care.
