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Abstract
Background: Ear related diseases are commonly seen in clinics worldwide especially among children.  They are associated 
with significant morbidity and frequent hospital visits.  Limited data exists regarding the burden of  ear disease among Nigerian 
children.
Objective: To determine the prevalence of  ear-related problems among children presenting at the Paediatric and Otorhinolar-
yngology clinics of  the University of  Nigeria Teaching Hospital, Enugu.
Materials and methods: This was a cross-sectional study conducted at the Paediatric and Otorhinolaryngology Clinics of  the 
University of  Nigeria Teaching Hospital Enugu. All children aged 0 and 17 years presenting between 1st June and 31st August 
2006 with ear-related problems were enrolled consecutively into the study.   Data analysis was by SPSS version 11.
Results: Three thousand and twenty-one children were seen during the study period. Out of  these, 248 children (8.2%) pre-
sented with ear-related problems. Chronic otitis media (30.5%), acute otitis media (29.9%), cerumen auris (11.3%), otitis ex-
terna(10.1%), hearing impairment (7.3%) and foreign body in the ear (5.7%) were the most commonly diagnosed ear-related 
problems.
Conclusion: Ear-related problems among children presenting at the UNTH Enugu were not uncommon.  However, otitis me-
dia was the most commonly diagnosed ailment affecting the ears in children.
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Introduction
Ear-related problems are commonly found in Paediatric 
and Otorhinolaryngology Clinics.1,2 In the United States 
of  America, diseases of  the ear in children cause much 
concern in the medical and non-medical world because 
of  the huge financial implications and loss of  school and 
work days for both children and parents.  The psychologi-
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cal stress posed by this group of  diseases is not quantifi-
able as the complications of  ear-related illnesses could be 
devastating.5   Otitis media is the most widely reported 
ear-related problem by clinicians.2,3  It can manifest as 
acute otitis media, chronic otitis media, otitis media with 
effusion or glue ear.4

In a community-based study in Ife Central Local Gov-
ernment Area of  Osun State, Nigeria, the overall preva-
lence of  otitis media was 14.7%.  This consisted of  acute 
otitis media in 11.8%, chronic suppurative otitis media 
(CSOM)  in 2.5% and otitis media with effusion in less 
than 1%.6  Earlier studies done in Jos7 and in Enugu,2 Ni-
geria also documented that chronic otitis media was the 
most common form ear-related problem at these centers.
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This study sought to up-date the pattern of  ear-related 
problems among children aged one month to 17 years 
seen at the University of  Nigeria Teaching Hospital, Enu-
gu.
 
Patients and methods
This was a cross-sectional study in which consecutive 
children presenting at the University of  Nigeria Teaching 
Hospital (UNTH) Enugu with ear-related problems were 
enrolled.  The study was carried out at the Paediatric and 
Otorhinolaryngology Clinics of  the Teaching Hospital 
between 1st June and 31st August, 2006.  The inclusion 
criteria were age one month to 17 years, presence of  ear-
related complaints, and informed consent from caregiv-
ers of  the children. Older children with discharging otitis 
media who refused to assent to the study were excluded.

Structured questionnaires were used to obtain relevant 
information about subjects.  Symptoms of  the patients 
and duration of  ear discharge/problem were recorded on 
these questionnaires.  Auroscopy was carried out on all 
the children who had ear-related problems and findings 
were appropriately recorded.  The auroscopy was per-

formed by one of  the paediatricians and then confirmed 
by the otolaryngologist.  Among patients diagnosed with 
otitis media, ear symptoms of  less than 6 weeks duration 
was defined as acute otitis media; and chronic otitis media 
if  ≥ 6 weeks.

Ethical approval was obtained from the Health Research 
and Ethics Committee of  the University of  Nigeria 
Teaching Hospital. Consent was obtained from the par-
ents and caregivers of  the children as well as assent from 
the older children. Data analysis was with Statistical Pack-
age for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 11.
 
Results
A total of  2,822 patients were seen at the Paediatric Out-
patients Clinic during the study period.  One hundred and 
twenty-two (4.3%) of  them, aged 0-17 years presented 
with ear-related problems.  Among these 122 children, 
acute otitis media was the most common ear problem 
(48.4%), followed by (CSOM) (37.7%), foreign body in 
the ear (4.9%), cerumen auris (3.3%), hearing impairment 
(1.6%), trauma to the ear (1.6%), aural polyp (0.8%) and 
otitis externa (1.6%) as shown in Table 1.

Table 1:  Ear-related problems seen at the Out-patients Paediatric and 
Otorhinolaryngology Clinics and their frequencies 

 
Diagnosis Children’s Clinic 

Frequency (%) 
Otorhinolaryngology 
Clinic 
Frequency (%) 

Total (%) 

  
CSOM* 

  
46 (37.8) 

  
29 (23.0) 

  
75 (30.2) 

  
Acute otitis media 

  
59 (48.4) 

  
15 (11.9) 

  
74 (29.8) 

Cerumen auris 
Otitis externa 
Hearing 
impairment 

4 (3.3) 
2 (1.6) 
  
2 (1.6) 

25 (19.7) 
23 (18.3) 
  
16 (12.7) 

29 (11.7) 
25 (10.1) 
  
18 (7.3) 

Foreign body 6 (4.9) 8 (6.4) 14 (5.7) 
Trauma 2 (1.6) 4 (3.2) 6 (2.4) 
Aural polyp 1 (0.8) 2 (1.6) 3 (1.2) 
Mastoid abscess - 2 (1.6) 2 (0.80) 
Otitis media with 
effusion 

- 2 (1.6) 2 (0.8) 

        
Total 122 (100.0) 126 (100.0) 248 (100.0) 

    *CSOM = Chronic suppurative otitis media 

African Health Sciences Vol 16 Issue 2, June 2016364



At the Otorhinolaryngology Clinic, 199 children were 
seen during the study period and 126 (63.3%) of  them 
had ear-related problems.  Among the 126 with ear-re-
lated problems, CSOM (23.0%) was the most common, 
followed by cerumen auris (19.8%), hearing impairment 
(12.7%), acute otitis media (11.9%), otomycosis (11.1%), 
acute otitis externa (7.1%), foreign body in the ear (6.3%), 
trauma to the ear (3.2%), aural polyp(1.6%), mastoid ab-
scess (1.6%), glue ear or otitis media with effusion (1.6%) 
as shown in see Table 1. The overall prevalence of  ear-
related problems in children seen at the University of  Ni-
geria Teaching Hospital, Enugu was 8.2%.
 
Discussion
The finding in this study showed that chronic otitis media 
was the most common ear-related problem at the UNTH, 
Enugu and this agrees with previous study by Okafor in 
Enugu.2 However, our study showed that the propor-
tion of  children with CSOM was lower. This difference 
could be due to the fact that Okafor included both adults 
and children in his study unlike the current study that in-
volved only children.2 We also reported a high incidence 
of  acute otitis media in this study.  Over all, otitis media 
(acute and chronic) accounted for more than half  of  the 
total number of  ear-related problems documented in this 
study. This agrees with the findings by Bhatia and Var-
ughese in Jos, Nigeria.7 Similarly, Fasunla et al8 in south-
west Nigeria documented otitis media in 45% of  their 
subjects who were aged ≤ 15 years. 

A possible explanation for rate of  otitis media among 
the paediatric age group is the high incidence of  upper 
respiratory tract infections among children. Nasopharyn-
gitis in particular set the stage for acute otitis media by 
allowing spread ofpathogenic organisms from the naso-
pharynx into the middle ear via the Eustachian tube.9  It 
is interesting that acute otitis media was most common 
presentation of  ear-related problems among the children 
seen at the Paediatric Outpatient clinic while CSOM was 
the most common among those seen in the Otorhinolar-
yngology Clinic.  In a prospective study carried out inthe 
Otorhinolaryngology Clinic of  the University of  Ilorin 
Teaching Hospital in North-central Nigeria, children less 
than 10 years accounted for more than half  of  the CSOM 
seen over a seven month period.10  When poorly treated, 
acute otitis media often leads to chronic otitis media.  The 

interplay between poverty and ignorance is also a major 
factor in the development of  the chronic variety of  otitis 
media especially in developing countries.11  Most cases of  
acute otitis media usually present and get treated at the 
Paediatric Outpatient Clinics.    In the event of  an ear dis-
charge however,  mothers are more likely to be referred 
to the Otorhinolaryngologists.

The incidence of  Cerumen auris - the third most com-
mon ear-related problem seen in subjects agrees with the 
study by Okafor.2 In a cross sectional study of  620 stu-
dents aged between 5 and 38 years with profound hearing 
loss in North-western Nigeria, impacted Cerumen auris 
was the most commonly reported otologic problem.12 

The high incidence and the type of  Cerumen auris in our 
environment may be related to race.13 Otitis externa were 
less common in this study and their incidences were lower 
than previously reported.2 The incidence of  foreign body 
in this study was (5.7%) which was also lower than previ-
ously reported.7 In the study by Fasunla in South West 
Nigeria, foreign body in the ear was the second most fre-
quent ear disorders among children aged ≤ 15 years.8 

The lower rate of  foreign body in the current study  can 
partly be explained by the inclusion of  older children 
(up to 17 years)  in the study,  who are more likely to 
be knowledgeable about dangers of  inserting foreign 
bodies in their ears. In addition, the study in the South 
West Nigeria was in the Otorhinolaryngology unit only, 
unlike the current study that recruited participants from 
both the Otorhinolaryngology and Paediatric units. The 
main stay in the management of  foreign bodies is surgery 
and such patients are therefore, more likely to be seen by 
the Otorhinolaryngologists. Mastoid abscess is a known 
ear-related problem and it is usually a complication of  
chronic suppurative otitis media.  The incidence in this 
study was low (0.8%) which is similar to the incidence 
documented by Ibekwe in Enugu.14 Our low incidence of  
otitis media with effusion could be, because impedance 
audio was not a routine tool used for patient assessment 
among the study population.

Conclusion
Ear-related problems in children are not uncommon in 
Enugu, the most common ones being acute and chronic 
otitis media. More studies are therefore needed to deter-
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mine the epidemiology and aetiology of  ear-related prob-
lems in paediatric age group.
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