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UNDERSTANDING EAR PRESSURE AND WHY YOU
NEED RELIEF

Few sensations are as distracting or uncomfortable as the feeling
of  clogged,  muffled  hearing  caused  by  pressure  imbalance  in
your  ears.  Whether  you  are  flying,  driving  through  mountains,
suffering from a cold, or diving underwater, blocked ears can turn
a normal day into a frustrating experience. The medical term for
this condition is  barotrauma, but most people simply want to
know how to get your ears to pop safely and quickly. This
article will guide you through the causes, prevention, and most
effective  techniques  to  open  the  Eustachian  tubes  and  equalize
ear pressure naturally.
Your ears are designed to maintain equal pressure on both sides
of the eardrum. When external pressure changes rapidly—such
as during airplane descent, elevator rides, or altitude changes
common  in  hiking  or  driving  through  mountain  passes—the
Eustachian tubes, which connect the middle ear to the back of
the nose and throat,  may struggle to adapt.  Congestion from
allergies, sinus infections, or the common cold can further block

these tubes, making it even harder for your ears to pop on their
own.

COMMON CAUSES OF CLOGGED EARS AND PRESSURE
BUILDUP

Before  diving into  techniques,  it  helps  to  understand what  is
happening  inside  your  ear  canal.  The  middle  ear  is  an  air-filled
space that must equalize pressure with the environment.  The
Eustachian  tube  acts  as  a  pressure-release  valve.  When  it
becomes  blocked  or  swollen,  the  pressure  difference  stretches
your eardrum, causing pain, reduced hearing, and that plugged
sensation.

Flying and Air Travel
Airplane cabins are pressurized, but during ascent and especially
descent, pressure changes faster than the tubes can respond.
This is the most common scenario where people search for how
to get your ears to pop.
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Altitude Changes While
Driving
Driving  through  mountains  or  steep  hills  can  create  similar
pressure shifts, particularly if the road descends rapidly. Those
with small Eustachian tubes or pre-existing sinus congestion are
especially prone.

Colds, Allergies, and Sinus
Infections
Mucus and inflammation can physically block the opening of the
Eustachian  tube.  Even  a  mild  cold  can  make  popping  difficult,
sometimes leading to prolonged discomfort or temporary hearing
loss.

Scuba Diving and
Swimming
Underwater pressure increases dramatically with depth. Divers
are trained to equalize early and often. If you dive without proper
technique,  you  may experience  ear  barotrauma that  requires
immediate attention.

Nasal Congestion and
Anatomical Factors
Some people have naturally narrow Eustachian tubes,  making
them  more  vulnerable  to  pressure  problems.  Children  are
especially susceptible because their tubes are shorter and more
horizontal, making drainage harder.

SAFE AND EFFECTIVE TECHNIQUES FOR POPPING
YOUR EARS

There are many ways you can encourage your ears to pop. The
following  methods  are  widely  recommended  by  medical
professionals  and  experienced  travelers  alike.  Start  with  the
simplest and progress to more advanced techniques as needed.
Always stop if you feel sharp pain or discomfort.

1. The Yawning and
Swallowing Method
Yawning and swallowing are natural ways to open the Eustachian
tubes.  The  act  of  yawning  stretches  the  muscles  around the
tubes, while swallowing triggers the tensor veli palatini muscle,
which helps the tubes open. If you're on a plane and feel pressure
building, try a big, exaggerated yawn or take a sip of water and
swallow repeatedly. Chewing gum or sucking on a hard candy can
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stimulate more frequent swallowing.
To  make  this  more  effective,  combine  yawning  with  a  slight
backward  tilt  of  your  head.  This  positioning  can  help  gravity
assist the opening of the Eustachian tubes. Repeat until you feel
a pleasing pop or click.

2. The Toynbee Maneuver
(Swallowing While Pinching
Your Nose)
Named after the ear specialist who popularized it, the Toynbee
maneuver  involves  pinching  your  nostrils  closed  while
swallowing.  This  action  creates  negative  pressure  in  the
nasopharynx, which can pull the Eustachian tubes open and allow
air to flow into the middle ear. To perform:

Seal your mouth and pinch your nostrils shut.
Swallow with force while keeping your nose pinched.
Release your nose immediately after the swallow.
Repeat several times. You may hear a distinct pop.

This  technique  is  often  recommended  for  frequent  fliers  and  is
considered one of  the most reliable ways to get  ears to pop
quickly.

3. The Valsalva Maneuver
(Gently Blowing Against a
Pinched Nose)
Perhaps the most well-known method, the Valsalva maneuver,
can  be  very  effective—but  it  must  be  done  gently  to  avoid
damaging  your  eardrum.  Here  is  the  correct  way:

Take a deep breath and pinch your nostrils shut.1.
Close your mouth gently.2.
Try to exhale through your nose, as if blowing up a balloon,3.
but keep your nostrils blocked.
Apply only light to moderate force. You should feel pressure4.
build behind your ears.
Hold for a few seconds, then release. If you feel a pop, stop.5.

Caution: never blow too hard. Forceful exhaling can rupture your
eardrum  or  worsen  the  blockage.  If  you  have  a  cold  or
congestion,  the  Valsalva  maneuver  may  be  less  effective  and
could  push  infection  into  the  middle  ear.  Use  with  care.

4. The Frenzel Maneuver
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(Advanced Technique Used
by Divers)
Scuba divers commonly use the Frenzel  maneuver because it
offers more control. It involves pinching your nose and making a
“k” sound with the back of your throat while keeping your mouth
closed. This action lifts the soft palate and forces air gently into
the Eustachian tubes. Many people find this method easier on the
ears than the Valsalva because it requires less overall pressure.

5. Warm Compress and
Steam Inhalation
If your ears are stuck due to congestion from a cold or allergies,
physical techniques alone may not work. Moist heat can help thin
mucus  and  reduce  inflammation  around  the  Eustachian  tube
opening. Apply a warm, damp washcloth to your ear and the
surrounding area for 10–15 minutes. Alternatively, breathe steam
from a bowl of hot water (with a towel over your head) for a few
minutes.  The  warmth  encourages  the  tubes  to  open,  making
popping easier with any of the above maneuvers.

6. Nasal Decongestants
and Saline Spray
(Temporary Use Only)
A  decongestant  nasal  spray  or  oral  medication  can  reduce
swelling in the nasal passages and Eustachian tubes. This may be
worth considering before a flight if  you are congested. However,
use these products sparingly and only as directed.  Overusing
decongestant sprays can cause rebound congestion and worsen
the problem. Saline nasal spray or rinses (like a Neti pot) are
safer alternatives that help clear mucus without medication.

7. The “Ear Popping”
Exercise for Children
For  young  children,  it's  hard  to  explain  these  techniques.
Encourage them to drink liquid from a straw or blow bubbles into
a drink.  These actions simulate the Toynbee maneuver.  Also,
allowing  them  to  suck  on  a  lollipop  or  chew  gum  (if  age
appropriate) can promote swallowing and yawning.

WHAT TO AVOID WHEN TRYING TO POP YOUR EARS

Not every home remedy is safe. Some methods can cause injury
or lead to infection. Here are actions you should avoid:
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Inserting objects into the ear canal, such as cotton
swabs, keys, or fingers. This can push earwax deeper,
scratch the skin, or damage your eardrum.
Blowing too forcefully during the Valsalva maneuver,
especially if you are congested. A gentle push is enough.
Using ear candles. These are not proven effective and
can cause burns or wax impaction.
Ignoring severe pain. If you cannot get your ears to pop
and you experience intense pain, dizziness, or hearing loss,
seek medical help.

PREVENTING EAR BLOCKAGE DURING TRAVEL AND
DAILY LIFE

The  best  approach  to  ear  pressure  problems  is  prevention.
Implement these strategies before and during pressure-changing
events to avoid the discomfort altogether.

Stay Hydrated
Drinking water helps thin mucus in your sinuses and Eustachian
tubes.  During  a  flight  or  before  a  mountain  drive,  sip  water
regularly rather than caffeinated beverages or alcohol, which can
dehydrate you and thicken mucus.

Use Earplugs Designed for

Flying
Specialty earplugs, such as those made by EarPlanes, contain a
ceramic  filter  that  slows  the  rate  of  pressure  change  reaching
your eardrum. They can reduce the severity of blockage during
descent.  They  are  not  a  cure-all  but  can  make  equalization
easier.

Time Your Meals and
Snacks
Eating and drinking encourage swallowing. Many airlines serve
meals or snacks during descent partly for this reason. If you are
driving,  keep  a  bottle  of  water  or  gum handy  for  when you
descend through altitudes.

Take Decongestants Before
Travel
If you have a cold or sinus infection, consult your doctor about
taking a decongestant about 30–60 minutes before descent. For
flights,  take  it  just  before  the  initial  descent  announcement.  For
driving, take it before the downhill portion of your route.
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Stay Awake During Descent
When you sleep, you swallow less frequently, and your muscles
relax. This makes it harder for your ears to pop naturally. If you
are on a plane, try to remain awake for the last 30 minutes of the
flight. Alert passengers can perform maneuvers to keep their ears
balanced.

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

Most ear pressure issues resolve on their  own or with simple
techniques  within  a  few  hours  to  a  day.  However,  medical
attention is warranted if you experience any of the following:

Persistent muffled hearing lasting more than 24–48 hours
Sharp ear pain that does not improve
Fluid draining from the ear (clear, bloody, or pus-like)
Dizziness or vertigo
Tinnitus (ringing in the ear) that worsens
Unexplained fever

A healthcare provider, such as an ear, nose, and throat specialist,
can  examine  your  eardrum,  check  for  infection  or  fluid,  and
recommend treatments  like  myringotomy (a  small  incision  to
relieve  pressure)  or  prescribed  medication  if  an  infection  is
present.

CONCLUSION

Knowing how to get your ears to pop is a practical skill that
can save you from unnecessary pain and anxiety during travel or
illness. By understanding the mechanics of your Eustachian tubes
and  practicing  simple  maneuvers  like  yawning,  the  Toynbee
maneuver, or gentle Valsalva, you can quickly restore comfort.
Remember to stay hydrated, avoid risky behaviors like forceful
blowing, and use preventive measures like specialized earplugs
or decongestants when appropriate. If pressure does not resolve
or is accompanied by concerning symptoms, do not hesitate to
seek  professional  medical  care.  Your  ears  are  delicate—treat
them with care, and they will thank you with clear, comfortable
hearing.


