
ntibiotics are strong medicines that can kill 
bacteria. For ear infections, doctors often 
prescribe oral antibiotics that you swallow in 

pill or liquid form. 

However, eardrops can sometimes be safer and 
more effective than oral medicines. Here’s why:  

Oral antibiotics have risks.
• 	 Oral antibiotics are more likely to cause resistant 	
	 bacteria outside the ear. Then, in the future, 
	 the drugs will not work as well. Illnesses will 
	 be harder to cure and more costly to treat. 
• 	 Antibiotic eardrops kill the bacteria faster and 		
	 more completely than oral antibiotics. Drops 
	 don’t go into the bloodstream, so more medicine 	
	 reaches the infection. 

Oral antibiotics have more side effects.
Oral antibiotics can cause more side effects than 
antibiotic eardrops. Side effects include diarrhea, 
nausea and vomiting, stomach pain, rash, headache, 
and dangerous allergic reactions.
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Oral antibiotics for ear infections 
When you need them—and when you don’t

Who should use antibiotic eardrops?
Antibiotic eardrops can be more effective and safer 
for:
• 	 People with Swimmer’s Ear, an infection caused 	
	 by water in the ear.
• 	 Children who have tubes in their ears. The tubes 	
	 prevent most infections behind the eardrum—
	 an area known as the middle ear. If there is an 
	 infection, antibiotic eardrops can be given right 		
	 through the tube. 
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What about over-the-counter eardrops?
Over-the-counter eardrops can often be effective 
for Swimmer’s Ear. 

People who have a hole or tube in the eardrum 
should check with their doctor before using any 
kind of eardrops. The drops may cause pain, 
infection, or even damage hearing. For bacterial 
infections, the only eardrops they should use are 
the antibiotics ofloxacin (Floxin Otic and generic) 
or ciproflaxin-dexamethasone (Ciprodex).

Antibiotics can lead to more costs. 
Most oral antibiotics don’t cost much. But if they 
don’t work well, you may need extra doctor visits, 
a hospital stay, and costly drugs. You may also miss 
work. Treatment of a severe infection that is anti-
biotic-resistant can cost as much as $29,000. 

Who should take oral antibiotics for ear 
infections? 
• 	 Children without ear tubes should take oral 
	 antibiotics for middle-ear infections, especially 		
	 when they have severe ear pain or high fever.
• 	 Children with ear tubes should take oral 
	 antibiotics if:
		   	 They are very ill.
		   	 They have another reason to be on an 
			   antibiotic.
		   	 The infection doesn’t go away with 
			   eardrops. 

Oral antibiotics help treat Swimmer’s Ear when:
• 	 Infection spreads beyond the ear.
• 	 The person has other conditions, such as 
	 diabetes, that increase the risk of complications.

Advice from Consumer Reports 

Steps to help prevent and 
manage ear infections

Lower your child’s 
risk of ear infections. 
•	 Keep children 
	 away from 
	 cigarette smoke. 
•	 Breastfeed your 		
	 baby.
•	 Don’t give a 
	 pacifier to a child 
	 over one year old. 
•	 Wash your hands 
	 often to avoid 
	 spreading germs.
•	 Ask your child’s 
	 doctor about 
	 vaccines against 		
	 flu,  pneumonia, 
	 and meningitis. 
	 Most children should get a flu shot every year. 
Guard against Swimmer’s Ear.
•	 If you often get Swimmer’s Ear, use earplugs 	
	 when you swim or shower. 
•	 If your ears get wet, towel-dry them well. Or 
	 use a hair dryer on the lowest setting, held a 
	 few inches from the ear.
•	 Don’t use cotton-tip swabs or other objects to 	
	 clear your ears. They can damage the ear, 
	 push earwax in deeply, and lead to infection. 
	 If earwax is a problem, talk to your doctor.
•	 Ask your doctor if you could use homemade 	
	 eardrops. Mix equal parts white vinegar and 
	 rubbing alcohol. Do not do this if you have a 
	 tube or hole in the eardrum.
Call the doctor at signs of infection:
•	 In young children: fever, pulling at the ears, 
	 crying, fluid dripping from the ears, trouble 
	 sleeping, and hearing problems. 
•	 For Swimmer’s Ear: itching, pain that is worse 	
	 when you pull on the ear, drainage from the 
	 ear, and hearing loss. 
Avoid ear candles. There is no evidence that 
these help. In fact, they can cause burns and 
burst eardrums.    
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