
Introduction to Cerumen Management
Cerumen is a naturally occurring substance produced
in the cartilaginous portion of the external auditory
meatus.

Excessive or occluding earwax is found in:

● 13% of Canadian adults (Feder et al., 2015)
● 11% of 20-39 year olds and 21% among 70-79

year olds (Feder et al., 2015)
● 17% of Canadian children and adolescents

(Feder et al., 2016)

Symptoms of cerumen impaction include tinnitus, aural
fullness, otalgia, cough, and hearing loss (Schwartz et
al., 2017).

Cerumen management is the act of removing cerumen
or ear wax from the external auditory canal. The
presence of cerumen can impact various tests
including otoscopy, immittance, audiometry,
electrocochleography, auditory brainstem response,
caloric testing, and real-ear measures (Schwartz et al.,
2017). Cerumen can also impact earmold impressions,
earmold fittings, and hearing aid fittings.

There are several techniques that can be used to remove cerumen. These techniques can be
found in subsequent “Quick Guides”.
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Simulated Cerumen
What can be used to simulate cerumen?

Product Qualities Pros/Cons Possible Uses
Playdough -Very soft

-Hardened by exposing
to air

-Homemade and store
bought options
-Inexpensive

-Irrigation

Sticky Tack -Soft and pliable
-More structure than
playdough

-Commonly found in clinics
-Inexpensive

-Curette
-Irrigation

Banana -Firmness depends on
ripeness

-Inexpensive -Suction
-Irrigation

Slime -Semi-liquid -Homemade and store
bought options
-Fairly inexpensive
-May not always turn out in
homemade version

-Suction
-Irrigation

Pre-Made
Cerumen

-Thin paste-like
consistency

-Pre-made
-Costly
-Shipping wait time

-Irrigation
Suction
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Homemade Cerumen

Two-Ingredient Play-Dough

Ingredients
❏ Corn starch
❏ Baby lotion OR hair conditioner OR dish soap
❏ Optional food colouring

Directions

1. In a bowl, mix the first two ingredients.
○ Experiment with portions; more cornstarch will make it

more crumbly.

Optional: Add few drops of food colouring so it shows up better on
the camera

Note: this will dissolve if used for irrigation

Soft Sticky Tack

This is a great option since it is readily available, low cost, and can be
manipulated to make some different textures.

Ingredients
❏ Sticky tack
❏ Lotion OR foaming hand soap

Directions

1. Add a small amount of lotion or hand soap to the sticky tack
and combine
○ Add more lotion to make the sticky tack softer and

stretchy
○ Optional: Add beads or other elements to give texture
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Important Considerations Before You Begin

1. Determine the best treatment option which may include a combination of the following:
observation, cerumenolytics, manual removal, irrigation, or medical referral.

2. Consider the risks. All techniques pose a risk to the patient especially when they are not
used properly.

3. Before you begin, it is important that you and your patient are positioned/seated
comfortably.
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Cerumen Management Methods
Manual Removal: Curette, Forceps, & Hook

Advantages Potential Risks/Drawbacks
● Low-tech
● Inexpensive
● Effective
● Convenient
● Portable
● Low space requirement
● Acceptable for the use in patients that

have certain modifying factors that
preclude the administration of other
techniques
○ May reduce risk of infection by not

exposing the ear to moisture
(McCarter et al., 2007)

● Tympanic membrane perforation
● Hearing loss
● Otalgia
● Injury to ear canal

○ Laceration
○ Bleeding
○ Pain/Discomfort

Proceed to the guide; Cerumen Management: Curette for more information.
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Manual Removal: Aural Suction

Advantages Potential Risks/Drawbacks
● Effective
● Portable option available
● Acceptable for the use in patients that

have certain modifying factors that
preclude the administration of other
techniques
○ May reduce risk of infection by not

exposing the ear to moisture
(McCarter et al., 2007)

● Expensive
● Maintenance
● Bulky
● Injury to ear canal

○ Laceration
○ Bleeding

● Perforated tympanic membrane
● Nystagmus and vertigo (Schwartz et

al., 2017)
● Loud noise
● Sound may startle patient
● Pain/Discomfort

Proceed to the guide; Cerumen Management: Suction for more information.
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Irrigation

Advantages Potential Risks/Drawbacks
● Various options

○ Manual or electric versions
● Various cost options
● Effective
● Convenient
● Portable
● Minimal space requirement

● Limitations in patients that have
certain modifying factors

● Tympanic membrane perforation
● Patient discomfort with water in ears
● Hearing loss
● Otalgia
● Temporal bone osteomyelitis
● Injury to ear canal

○ Laceration
○ Bleeding
○ Pain

● Tinnitus
● Otitis externa
● Otitis media
● Vertigo

Proceed to the guide; Cerumen Management: Irrigation for more information.

7



References

Feder, K., Michaud, D., McNamee, J., Fitzpatrick, E., Ramage-Morin, P., & Beauregard, Y. (2016).
Prevalence of hearing loss among a representative sample of Canadian children and
adolescents 3 to 19 years of age. Ear & Hearing, 38(1), 7-20.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5181131/pdf/aud-38-007.pdf

Feder, K., Michaud, D., Ramage-Morin, P., McNamee, J., & Beauregard, Y. (2015). Prevalence of
hearing loss among Canadians aged 20 to 79: Audiometric results from the 2012/2013
Canadian health measures survey. Health Reports vol. 26, no.7. Statistics Canada
Catalogue no. 82-003. p. 18-25. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/82-003-x/
2015007/article/14206-eng.pdf?st=6rE6qz66

McCarter, D.F., Courtney, A.U., & Pollart, S.M. (2007). Cerumen Impaction. American Family
Physician, 75(10), 1523-1528. https://www.aafp.org/afp/2007/0515/afp20070515p
1523.pdf

Schwartz, S. R., Magit, A. E., Rosenfeld, R. M., Ballachanda, B. B., Hackell, J. M., Krouse, H. J.,
Lawlor, C. M., Lin, K., Parham, K., Stutz, D. R., Walsh, S., Woodson, E. A., Yanagisawa, K., &
Cunningham, E. R. (2017). Clinical practice guideline (update): Earwax (cerumen
impaction). Otolaryngology–Head and Neck Surgery, 156(1_suppl), S1–S29.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0194599816671491

8


