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WHY THAT TRAPPED WATER
FEELING IS SO UNCOMFORTABLE

Almost  everyone has  experienced that
peculiar,  muffled  sensation  after
swimming,  showering,  or  surfing.  Water
becomes  trapped  in  the  ear  canal,
creating a feeling of fullness, temporary
hearing loss, and sometimes a sloshing
noise when you move your head. While
this  condition,  often  called  swimmer's
ear,  is  usually  harmless,  it  can  be
irritating and, if left untreated, may lead
to  an  infection.  Understanding  how to
remove  water  from  ear  safely  and
effectively  is  essential  for  maintaining
ear health and preventing complications
like  otitis  externa,  an  inflammation  of
the  outer  ear  canal.
The ear canal is a narrow, S-shaped tube
that  can  easily  trap  moisture.  Surface
tension, the shape of your ear, or even
earwax  can  hold  water  in  place  long
a f te r  you  have  l e f t  the  wate r .
Fortunately,  several  simple,  safe
methods exist to encourage the water to
drain naturally. This guide will walk you
through  the  most  effective  techniques,
explain why some popular methods can
be dangerous,  and help you recognize
when it is time to see a doctor.

UNDERSTANDING THE ANATOMY
OF THE EAR CANAL

Before diving into removal techniques, it
helps  to  understand  why  water  gets
stuck.  The  external  ear  canal  is  lined

with  skin  and  tiny  hairs.  It  produces
cerumen,  or  earwax,  which  serves  a
protective  function  by  trapping  debris
and  repelling  water.  However,  an
excessive buildup of wax can sometimes
create a small dam that prevents water
from  flowing  out.  Additionally,  the
narrowest part  of  the canal,  known as
the  isthmus,  can  create  a  natural
bottleneck  where  water  becomes
trapped  due  to  surface  tension.
When water remains in the ear for an
extended period, it can soften the skin,
making it more susceptible to bacterial
or fungal infections. This is why knowing
how to remove water from ear promptly
and safely is more than just a matter of
comfort—it  is  a  preventive  health
measure.

SAFE AND EFFECTIVE METHODS
TO REMOVE WATER

The  following  techniques  are  widely
r e c o m m e n d e d  b y  h e a l t h c a r e
professionals and are generally safe for
most individuals.  Always start with the
gentlest method and avoid inserting any
objects into the ear canal.

Gravity-Assisted
Tilting and
Shaking
The  simplest  and  often  most  effective
method relies on gravity. Tilt your head
toward  the  affected  ear,  allowing  the
water  to  flow  out  naturally.  You  can
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gently shake your head or hop on one
foot to encourage the water to dislodge.
Pulling  the  earlobe  gently  in  different
directions  can  help  straighten  the  ear
canal,  providing a clearer path for the
water  to  escape.  This  method  is
especially  effective  for  children  and  for
minor  cases  of  trapped  water.

The Valsalva
Maneuver
This technique involves gently increasing
pressure in the middle ear to help push
water out through the eustachian tube.
To perform it safely, close your mouth,
pinch  your  nostrils  shut,  and  gently
exhale as if you are blowing your nose.
You should feel a slight pop in your ears.
Be cautious—if you have a cold, allergy
congestion, or a history of ear problems,
avoid  this  method  as  it  can  force
bacteria into the middle ear or damage
the eardrum if performed too forcefully.

Using a Hairdryer
on Low Heat
A warm, gentle stream of air can help
evaporate moisture trapped deep in the
ear  canal.  Set  your  hairdryer  to  the
lowest heat and speed setting. Hold it at
least  12 inches away  from your  ear
and move it back and forth while gently
pulling  your  earlobe  outward.  This
creates  a  circulation  of  warm air  that
helps dry the canal without burning the
sensitive skin. Never use hot air or hold
the dryer too close,  as this can cause
burns or aggravate the ear.

Over-the-Counter
Ear Drying Drops
Commercial  drying  drops,  often
formulated  with  isopropyl  alcohol  or  a
dilute  solution  of  acetic  acid,  are
designed to evaporate water and restore
the  ear's  natural  pH  balance.  These
drops  can  be  very  effective  after
swimming  or  bathing.  Tilt  your  head,
place a few drops into the ear, wait for
about 30 seconds, then tilt your head in
the opposite direction to let  the liquid
drain. Avoid these drops if you suspect
you have a ruptured eardrum, a middle
ear infection, or ear tubes in place.

Creating a
Vacuum with
Your Palm
A simple manual suction technique can
sometimes dislodge stubborn water. Tilt
your head to the side so the affected ear
faces downward. Press the palm of your
hand firmly against your ear to create a
seal, then quickly push and release your
hand. The rapid change in pressure can
help break the surface tension holding
the water in place. Repeat this several
times. It is safe, quick, and requires no
tools.

METHODS TO AVOID AT ALL
COSTS

Some well-known "tricks"  for  removing
water  are  actually  dangerous  and  can
cause  serious  injury  or  infection.
Knowing  what  not  to  do  is  just  as
important  as  knowing  effective
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techniques.

Never Use
Cotton Swabs or
Sharp Objects
Inserting a cotton swab, bobby pin, car
key, or any other object into your ear
canal  is  extremely  risky.  Instead  of
removing  the  water,  you  may  push  it
deeper,  compact  earwax  against  the
eardrum, or scratch the delicate lining of
the  canal.  Even  a  minor  scratch  can
become infected, leading to swimmer's
ear.  The  medical  community  strongly
advises  following  the  rule:  "Never  put
anything smaller than your elbow in your
ear."

Avoid Excessive
Yawning or Jaw
Movements
While  yawning  can  sometimes  help
equalize  pressure,  forcing  repetitive,
exaggerated jaw movements can strain
the temporomandibular  joint  (TMJ)  and
may not be effective for removing water
from  the  outer  ear  canal  where  the
problem usually lies.

Do Not Use
Candling
Ear  candling  is  a  pseudoscientific
practice that involves placing a hollow,
cone-shaped  candle  in  the  ear  and
lighting the other end. It has no proven
benefit  and  carries  significant  risks,

including burns, wax drips inside the ear
canal,  and  even  perforation  of  the
eardrum. This method should be avoided
entirely.

PREVENTION: KEEPING YOUR
EARS DRY

An ounce of prevention is worth a pound
of  cure.  If  you are  prone to  recurrent
trapped  water,  incorporating  a  few
preventive habits can make a significant
difference.

Use a Swim Cap
or Earplugs
Custom-molded  swim  plugs  or  well-
fitting  silicone  earplugs  create  a
watertight seal that prevents water from
entering your ear canal in the first place.
Swim  caps  that  cover  the  ears  offer  an
additional layer of protection, especially
for children or frequent swimmers.

Dry Your Ears
Promptly After
Water Exposure
After swimming or showering, gently dry
the outer part of your ears with a soft
towel. Tilt your head from side to side to
let excess water run out. A few drops of
a  commercial  drying  solution  applied
immediately  after  can  help  evaporate
any remaining moisture.

Maintain a
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Healthy Earwax
Balance
Earwax serves a purpose, but excessive
buildup can trap water. If you know you
have a tendency toward impacted wax,
have  it  professionally  removed  by  a
healthcare  provider.  Avoid  using  ear
candles  or  home  irrigation  kits,  which
can cause more harm than good.

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

In most cases, trapped water resolves on
its own within a few hours or with one of
the  gentle  methods  described  above.
However ,  you  shou ld  consu l t  a
healthcare professional if you experience
any of the following symptoms, as they
may  indicate  an  infection  or  other
underlying  issue:

Persistent fullness or hearing
loss lasting more than two to
three days despite home
treatment.
Pain in the ear, especially when
pulling on the earlobe or chewing,
which is a classic sign of
swimmer's ear.
Redness, swelling, or
discharge from the ear canal,
including pus or bloody fluid.
Fever or general feeling of illness.
Itching deep inside the ear that
does not go away.
Dizziness or vertigo, which
could indicate a middle ear
problem.

A  doctor  can  safely  remove  stubborn
water using a specialized suction device
or  gently  flush  the  ear  with  a  sterile
solution. If an infection is present, they
may  prescribe  antibiotic  ear  drops  to

c lear  i t  up  qu ick ly  and  prevent
complications.

HOME REMEDIES: WHAT SCIENCE
SAYS

Some  popular  home  remedies  have
limited  scientific  backing  but  are
generally safe if performed correctly. For
example, a mixture of equal parts white
vinegar and rubbing alcohol is a common
DIY  drying  solution.  The  vinegar  helps
restore the ear's acidic pH, discouraging
bacterial  growth,  while  the  alcohol
evaporates water.  Again, do not use
this  if  you  suspect  a  perforated
eardrum, as the solution can enter the
middle  ear  and  cause  intense  pain  or
damage.
Another trick involves lying on your side
with  the  affected  ear  down  for  several
minutes. Adding a warm compress to the
outside  of  the  ear  can  help  increase
blood flow and encourage the eustachian
tube to open slightly, potentially allowing
fluid to drain. These methods are gentle
and carry low risk.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR
CHILDREN AND INFANTS

Children are especially prone to trapped
water  because  their  ear  canals  are
narrower and they often spend extended
time in the water. When helping a child,
use  only  the  gentlest  methods.  Tilting
their head, using a soft towel to dry the
outer ear, and having them hop on one
foot are safe starting points. Do not use
any  drying  drops  or  the  Valsalva
maneuver  on  a  child  without  first
consulting  a  pediatrician.  If  a  child
complains  of  ear  pain,  refuses  to  lie
down, or is tugging at their ear, it may
indicate  an  infection  that  requires
medical  attention.
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THE CONNECTION BETWEEN
SWIMMER'S EAR AND TRAPPED
WATER

Swimmer's ear,  or otitis externa, is an
infection of the outer ear canal caused
by  bacteria  or  fungi  that  thrive  in
moisture. It is different from a middle ear
infection  (otitis  media),  which  is  more
common  in  ch i l d ren  and  o f ten
accompanies  a  cold.  While  not  every
case  o f  t rapped  water  leads  to
swimmer's ear, leaving moisture in the
ear  for  days  increases  the  r i sk
significantly.  Early  symptoms  include
itching,  redness,  and  a  feeling  of
fullness, which can progress to intense
pain, discharge, and temporary hearing
loss.  Promptly  and  safely  removing
water is the single best way to prevent
this painful condition.

LONG-TERM EAR HEALTH AND
WATER EXPOSURE

For people who swim regularly, surf, or
participate in water sports, maintaining
optimal  ear  health  requires  ongoing
attention.  Using  earplugs  consistently,
drying  the  ears  after  every  water
session, and avoiding the use of foreign
objects  are  habits  that  pay  off  over  a

lifetime.  Some  swimmers  also  benefit
f rom  a  week ly  app l i ca t ion  o f  a
preventive vinegar-alcohol rinse to keep
the canal's pH balanced and discourage
microbial growth. If you have a history of
recurrent  ear  infections,  consider
consulting  an  ear,  nose,  and  throat
specialist for personalized guidance.

CONCLUSION

Trapped water in the ear is a common,
bothersome experience that rarely leads
to serious problems if handled correctly.
By understanding how to remove water
from ear using safe, gentle techniques
like  gravity,  warm  air,  or  commercial
drying drops, you can resolve the issue
quickly and avoid complications. Equally
important is knowing which methods to
avoid, such as using cotton swabs or ear
candles,  which  can  cause  injury  or
infection.  Prevention  through  swim
plugs, prompt drying, and maintaining a
balanced earwax level is your best long-
term  strategy.  If  pain,  discharge,  or
persistent  fullness  develops,  consult  a
healthcare  provider  to  rule  out  an
infection. With the right knowledge and
a few simple tools, you can keep your
ears  comfortable,  dry,  and healthy  for
years to come.


