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There are a variety of ear disorders, which have increased
prevalence in the elderly. However, there is difficulty in
distinguishing those as changes due to normal aging or
some pathological illness.! The elderly may present to
the outpatient department with complaints like decreased
hearing, ringing sensation, loss of balance, and itching in
the ear. The changes that are completely physiological with
increasing age in the ear are loss of fat causing the collapse
of the cartilaginous external canal, atrophy of external
auditory canal skin, dry cerumen impaction, thickening
of the tympanic membrane with stiffening, sclerosis in
ossicular chain joints limiting mobility, decreased number
of functioning hair cells in cochlea and degeneration of
neurons in the auditory nerve. There also occurs a reduction
in vestibular hair cells and function. The calcification of
the cartilaginous eustachian tube and atrophy of tensor veli
palitini leads to eustachian tube dysfunction with middle
ear fluid effusion.? The itching occurs due to decreased
apocrine gland function, resulting in dryness in the canal
and irritation.

Only the detailed history, examination and battery
of tests will help the clinician rule out the pathology.
If the hearing loss is due to aging (presbycusis) it is
mostly bilateral, slowly progressive and causes symmetrical
bone conduction loss in high frequencies on pure tone
audiometry. The ringing sensation in the aged will be
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subjective, bilateral and associated with sensorineural
hearing loss. The loss of balance due to aging will be
peripheral and can easily be differentiated from a central
lesion by head impulse test etc. Impaction of cerumen in
the external canal is more common in males due to the
large size of the tragus and the presence of coarse long hair
in the canal, blocking the natural dislodgement?® The self-
manipulation of an external canal to clear wax may lead
to trauma and recurrent otitis externa, the risk of which is
further increased by the presence of atrophic skin lining in
the elderly.

With increasing life expectancy, the pressure on
healthcare is tremendous and insight into these
physiological changes will help in proper counselling
and management of the elderly.
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