
 

 

Acute Otitis Externa 

Definition Localized Otitis Externa — is a folliculitis (infection of a hair follicle) 

that can progress to become a furuncle (boil) in the ear canal.  

Acute Diffuse Otitis Externa - is widespread inflammation of the 

skin and subdermis of the external ear canal that has lasted 3 

weeks or less 

Criteria for Inclusion Adults and children aged 12 years and over with symptoms 

indicative of  acute otitis externa (localised or diffuse) 

Annual Supply Limit 2 supplies 

Criteria for Exclusion/When 

to refer to GP 

 

 Children under 12 years 

 Known hypersensitivity to any of the ingredients 
 There is unremitting pain, otorrhoea, fever or malaise.  

 There is granulation tissue at the bone-cartilage junction of the 
ear canal, or exposed bone in the ear canal. 

 The facial nerve is paralysed (drooping of the face on the side of 
the lesion). 

 Raised temperature — over 39°C. 

 Unilateral hearing loss – if this persists once an obvious cause is 
removed eg wad, it may be a type of brain tumour called and 
acoustic neuroma 

 Mastoiditis 
 Skin lesions on the helix – may be a skin cancer, ie squamous 

cell carcinoma 

 Signs of infection on pinna (perichondritis) 
 Malignant or fungal otitis externa 

 Perforation of ear drum 
 Cholesteatoma 

 Evidence of foreign body in the ear canal 
 

Rapid Referral  Suspected meningitis – vomiting, fever, stiff neck, light 
aversion, drowsiness, joint pain, fitting and rash  

 Any neurological symptoms or headache/earache associated 
with any recent head trauma 

 Mastoiditis 

 Facial nerve paralysis 
 Considerable discharge or extensive swelling of the auditory 

canal 
 Suspected malignant otitis 

 

Recommended Treatments 

and Quantity to supply 

 

Acetic Acid (Glacial) 

Ph. Eur., 2.0% w/w 

Spray (EarCalm 

Spray™) 

1 x 5ml spray Adult and children over 

12 years 



 

 

 

Patients should be given clear instructions on appropriate dosage and 
frequency of administration of the preparation supplied based on the 

manufacturers’ recommendations and/or the BNF/Mims. 

*NB check cautions and contra-indications before supply 

Follow-up Advice 

 

Conditional referral to GP: 

 Pain that does not respond to treatment 
 Patients experiencing pain more severe than that experienced 

previously or pain which is increasing in severity over several 
days with no apparent reason 

Counselling Points 

 

 

 

Advise on how to manage any aggravating or precipitating factors; 
 
Avoid damage to the external ear canal:  

 If earwax is a problem, the person should seek professional 
advice and have it removed safely to avoid damaging the ear 
canal. 

 Cotton buds or other objects should not be used to clean the 
ear canal. 

 
Keep the ears clean and dry by:  

 Using ear plugs and or a tight fighting cap when swimming — 
people with acute otitis externa should abstain from water 
sports for at least 7 to 10 days. 

 Using a hair dryer (at the lowest heat setting) to dry the ear 
canal after hair washing, bathing, or swimming. 

 Keeping shampoo, soap, and water out of the ear when bathing 
and showering. 

 
Ensure skin conditions that are associated with the development of 
otitis externa are well controlled:  

 If the person is allergic or sensitive to ear plugs, hearing aids, or 
earrings, they should avoid them, or use alternatives if (for 
example hypoallergenic hearing aids are available). 

 If the person has a chronic skin condition (for example eczema 
or psoriasis), they should ensure that this is well controlled if 
possible. 
 

 Recommend the use of simple analgesia such as Paracetamol or 
Ibuprofen to help relieve pain if required 

 Offer reassurance that antibiotics are not usually needed 
because they are likely to make little difference to symptoms, 
may have adverse effects (for example diarrhoea, vomiting, and 
rash), and can contribute to antibiotic resistance. 

 Advise on how to use the spray with reference to the Patient 
Information Leaflet 
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