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CASE 40. Jimmy Ling, aged 68 
 

HISTORY 
Jimmy (of Chinese ancestry) woke with a sensation of blocked right ear. He was partially deaf on that side 
and noted a popping type tinnitus. There was no pain or discharge, but he was slightly unsteady at the onset. 
He had suffered a mild lower respiratory tract infection a week before the onset of deafness. He tolerated the 
problem for a week, then presented at his wife’s instigation. There was no past history of ear problems other 
than slight losses that he attributed to age and a past history of noisy work. He had a past history of nasal 
infections. 

 

FINDINGS 

                                           

The right ear, when compared to the left, had a darkened honey-coloured hue, with a fine radial vasculature 
present. Fluid was evident behind the drum, and tuning fork assessments confirmed a conductive loss. A 
purulent postnasal discharge was noted. 
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INVESTIGATION 

           

Audiology revealed a mild conductive loss in the right side, superimposed on a bilateral symmetrical high 
frequency sensorineural deafness. Tympanometry showed a flat Type B pattern on the right and a normal 
Type A on the left. 

 

                                 

Because of his ancestry, a CT was performed, showing a postnasal space tumour. 

 

DIAGNOSIS 
Serous middle ear effusion, secondary to the carcinoma of the post-nasal space. 
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MANAGEMENT  
Serous effusions in adults frequently resolve without intervention, although the problem may persist for 
weeks or longer. Jimmy’s symptomatology was ominous, because of his Chinese ethnicity, hence the CT. 
He underwent a temporary mini grommet insertion, as an office procedure, after topical drum anaesthesia 
with phenol solution, preparatory to definitive management of his malignancy. 

 

SALIENT FEATURES AND COMMENT 
The yellow drum, radial vessels and tympanometric changes were diagnostic of a middle ear effusion. The 
problem is frequently spontaneous in the aged, may be repetitive, and may require specialised longer term 
ventilation tubes. In the aged, the cause is uncertain, possibly either weakening of the palatal muscles that 
normally open the tube, or minor calcification and stiffening of the tubal cartilage that impedes the normal 
flexibility that permits tubal opening. 

Note: As above, unilateral serous effusions in adult patients of Chinese ancestry may be related to 
carcinoma of the post-nasal space, which is a major concern in the southern China region. OME cases in 
this group should undergo radiology to exclude this possibility. 

 

More Information 
• Failure of the Eustachian Tube 

• Otitis Media with Effusion   

• Otitis Media with Effusion   

 

 

 

 

 

http://queenslandotology.jchmedia.com/documents/family-pratice/2.3An-introduction-to-ear-disease/2.%203.%208%20FAILURE%20OF%20THE%20EUSTACHIAN%20TUBE.pdf
http://queenslandotology.jchmedia.com/documents/educational-portal/1.4.Middle-ear/1.4.1.Eustachian-insufficiency/1.%204.%201.%202%20OTITIS%20MEDIA%20WITH%20EFFUSION%20OME.pdf
http://queenslandotology.jchmedia.com/documents/family-pratice/2.1Clinical-capsules/2.1.4.Middle-ear/2.%201.%204.%201.%20OTITIS%20MEDIA%20WITH%20EFFUSION%20OME.pdf
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