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INTRODUCTION: THE
UNCOMFORTABLE FEELING OF
CLOGGED EARS

Few sensations are as distracting and
irritating as the feeling of having a
clogged ear. That muffled, pressurized
sensation can make it difficult to hear
clearly, cause discomfort, and even lead
to mild pain or dizziness. Whether you
are descending in an airplane, driving
through a mountain pass, fighting off a

cold, or returning from a deep dive, the
need for relief is immediate. This
condition, often described as having
"airplane ear" or "ear barotrauma,"
occurs when the pressure inside your ear
does not match the pressure outside
your body. The solution, while
sometimes elusive, is straightforward:
you need to know how to make your
ears pop. This article will guide you
through the science behind ear pressure,
explain the most effective techniques to
equalize that pressure, and offer tips for
prevention. By understanding the
mechanisms at play, you can confidently
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handle that blocked-up feeling wherever
you are.

UNDERSTANDING THE
PHYSIOLOGY: WHY YOUR EARS
FEEL BLOCKED

Before diving into the specific
techniques for how to make your ears
pop, it is essential to understand why
the problem occurs in the first place. The
key players in this process are the
Eustachian tubes. These small, narrow
canals connect the middle ear (the space
behind your eardrum) to the back of
your throat and nasal cavity. Their
primary job is to equalize air pressure on
both sides of the eardrum and to drain
any fluid that accumulates in the middle
ear.

The Role of the
Eustachian
Tubes

Under normal circumstances, the
Eustachian tubes open and close
frequently to keep pressure balanced.
When you swallow, yawn, or chew, these
tubes typically open for a brief moment.
However, when you experience rapid
changes in ambient pressure—such as
during takeoff in an airplane—the tubes
may struggle to keep up. This causes a
pressure differential. If the pressure
outside the ear is significantly different
from the pressure inside, the eardrum is
stretched or pulled inward, creating that
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feeling of fullness and muffled hearing.
This is the precise moment when you
need to actively work to open those
tubes, which is the essence of how to
make your ears pop.

Common Causes
of Ear Pressure
Imbalance

Several situations can trigger this
imbalance, including:

 Air travel: The most common
culprit. As the plane descends,
cabin pressure increases rapidly,
and your ears may not equalize
fast enough.

e Scuba diving or freediving:

Descending into water creates
immense pressure on the ears.
Divers must equalize constantly.
Driving through high altitudes:
Rapid elevation changes in
mountain passes can cause the
same effect as a plane descent.
Nasal congestion: Colds,
allergies, sinus infections, or the
flu can inflame the lining of the
Eustachian tubes, making them
less likely to open naturally.
Earwax buildup: While not a
pressure issue per se, a hard plug
of wax can sometimes cause a
feeling of blockage that mimics
pressure.

Understanding these triggers helps you



anticipate the need for ear equalization,
making the process of learning how to
make your ears pop more intuitive.

SIMPLE AND EFFECTIVE
TECHNIQUES FOR POPPING YOUR
EARS

Now that you understand the "why," let's
explore the "how." There are several
safe, effective methods to alleviate ear
pressure. The techniques range from
gentle movements to more direct
maneuvers. Remember, the goal is to
gently force the Eustachian tubes open.
Never force it with aggressive actions, as
this can damage your eardrum.

The Valsalva
Maneuver

This is one of the most well-known
methods for how to make your ears
pop. It involves gently forcing air into
the Eustachian tubes by closing off your
nose and mouth.

1. Take a deep breath.

2. Pinch your nostrils shut with your
fingers.

3. Close your mouth tightly.

4. Gently exhale as if you were trying
to blow your nose, but keep your
nostrils pinched and mouth shut.

5. Stop as soon as you feel or hear a
"pop" in your ears. You should feel
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an immediate sense of relief.

Caution: Exhale gently. Exhaling too
forcefully can cause undue pressure on
your eardrum and inner ear structures. If
it doesn't work on the first gentle try,
wait a few seconds and try again.

The Toynbee
Maneuver

This is a slightly more subtle approach
than the Valsalva. It relies on
swallowing, which naturally helps open
the Eustachian tubes. To perform the
Toynbee maneuver for how to make
your ears pop:

1. Pinch your nose shut with your

fingers.

2. Take a sip of water and hold it in
your mouth.

3. Swallow the water while keeping
your nose pinched.

4. You may also do this with a dry
swallow, but using water forces a
more complete swallowing action.

This method is often preferred by people
with sinus issues or pressure sensitivity,
as it creates less force than the Valsalva
maneuver.

The Yawning
Technique

Yawning is one of the most natural ways
to open the Eustachian tubes. For a



deliberate yawn:

e Open your mouth wide as if you
are about to yawn.

e Move your jaw forward and down.

e Force the yawn by taking a deep
breath in through your mouth.

Often, just the act of faking a deep yawn
is enough to trigger a real one, which
can effectively pop your ears. Combining
this with swallowing while your mouth is
open can be a powerful technique for
how to make your ears pop.

Chewing Gum or

Sucking on
Candy

This is a classic, low-effort solution,
especially popular during flights. The
constant chewing and swallowing action
encourages the Eustachian tubes to
open regularly. Chewing gum for how to
make your ears pop is particularly
useful as a preventative measure. Start
chewing during the descent of the plane,
not just when the pain begins. Hard
candy works similarly, as it promotes
saliva production and triggers the
swallowing reflex.
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The Frenzel
Maneuver

This technique is more advanced and is
frequently used by scuba divers. It
requires a bit of practice but is very
effective for how to make your ears
pop without creating excessive pressure
on the chest or neck.

1. Pinch your nostrils closed.

2. Close your mouth.

3. Make a sound like you are trying to
say the letter "K" or "Kuh" while
keeping your throat closed.

4. This action uses the back of your
tongue to push a column of air up
into the Eustachian tubes.

Because the Frenzel maneuver does not
require you to tense your diaphragm, it
is very precise and reduces the risk of
forcing too much air at once.

Warm Compress
and Steam

If your ear pressure is caused by
congestion from a cold or allergies, the
solution for how to make your ears
pop may involve clearing the
surrounding mucus. A warm compress
can help:

e Soak a clean cloth in warm (not
hot) water and wring it out.

e Hold the cloth over the affected
ear for 10-15 minutes.



e The heat can help loosen
congestion in the Eustachian tubes
and soothe pain.

Similarly, steam inhalation is highly
effective. Sit in a steamy bathroom with
the shower running or lean over a bowl
of hot water (with a towel over your
head) for several minutes. The moisture
helps thin mucus and reduce
inflammation, making it easier for the
tubes to open.

Nasal Spray and
Decongestants

For persistent congestion, over-the-
counter saline nasal sprays or medicated
decongestant sprays (like

oxymetazoline) can be very helpful.
These sprays reduce swelling in the
nasal passages and around the
Eustachian tubes. Use them about 30
minutes before a flight or before
attempting other maneuvers. However,
do not use medicated sprays for more
than a few days in a row, as they can
cause rebound congestion. This is a
reliable medical method for how to
make your ears pop when colds are
involved.

WHEN SIMPLE METHODS FAIL:
ADVANCED TECHNIQUES AND
PROFESSIONAL HELP

Sometimes, despite your best efforts,
the pressure persists. If the gentle
methods above do not work, it is time to
consider a few other options or consult a
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healthcare provider. Understanding how
to make your ears pop also involves
knowing when to stop trying at home.

Ear Irrigation
(For Wax
Blockage)

If the feeling of fullness is due to a wax
blockage rather than pressure, popping
your ears won't solve the problem. Over-
the-counter ear drops designed to soften
wax, followed by gentle irrigation with a
bulb syringe, can remove the blockage.
However, be extremely careful. Do not
insert anything into your ear canal, and
if you have a history of ear infections or

a perforated eardrum, do not attempt
this.

The Importance
of Professional
Medical Care

You should see a doctor or an ear, nose,
and throat (ENT) specialist if:

e The feeling of pressure lasts for
more than several hours or days.

* You experience severe pain,
hearing loss, or a sensation of
liquid in your ear.

e You have fluid draining from your
ear.

* You feel dizzy or have vertigo.



A doctor can perform a myringotomy (a
small incision in the eardrum) or place
ear tubes to relieve chronic pressure. In
cases of severe barotrauma, professional
treatment is essential. This highlights
that while knowing how to make your
ears pop is a valuable skill, recognizing
your limits is equally important.

PREVENTION: HOW TO AVOID
THE PROBLEM ALTOGETHER

While knowing how to make your ears
pop is essential for relief, prevention is
always better than cure. Here are some
tips to avoid the discomfort of ear
barotrauma in the first place.

10

Tips for Air
Travel

e Stay awake during descent: Do
not sleep during the last 30
minutes of a flight. You swallow
less frequently when sleeping,
which reduces natural ear
popping.
Use filtered earplugs: Special
earplugs designed for flying (like
EarPlanes) have a filter that slows
down the rate of pressure change
in your ears, giving your
Eustachian tubes more time to
adapt.
e Avoid flying with a cold: If
possible, delay your flight if you
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have a heavy cold or sinus
infection. The swelling makes
equalization very difficult.

e Chew or swallow frequently:
Start these actions early in the
descent.

Tips for Diving

* Descend slowly: Never dive
faster than your ears can equalize.
If you feel pain, stop your descent
and ascend slightly until the pain
subsides, then try to equalize
again.

e Equalize early and often: Begin
equalizing your ears on the surface
and do it every few feet during the
descent.

e Practice equalization
techniques: The Frenzel
maneuver is often the preferred
method for divers because it is
effective and controlled.

CONCLUSION: MASTER THE SKILL
FOR COMFORT AND SAFETY
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Learning how to make your ears pop
is a simple yet immensely practical life
skill. Whether you are a frequent flyer, a
scuba enthusiast, or someone dealing
with seasonal allergies, the ability to
equalize ear pressure can turn a painful,
stressful experience into a brief,
manageable inconvenience. From the
basic Valsalva and Toynbee maneuvers
to the use of steam and decongestants,
you now have a complete toolkit to
address that blocked



