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What’s That Lump Behind Your Ear? Signs, Reasons,
and Next Steps

A lump can occur in the skin, a lymph node, or on the mastoid bone. Many people notice a pea
sized lump behind ear lobe no pain, while others experience a tender bump in the same
area. The firm ridge just behind the ear is known as the mastoid. The precise layer and texture
of the lump give important hints. Pay attention to when it started, how it feels, and whether it is
increasing in size—these facts assist your physician. 
 
1) Reasons for a Lump at the Back of the Ear and How It Will Appear 
The majority of lumps here are due to infections, inflamed lymph nodes, small skin conditions,
or benign (noncancerous) growths. A painless lump behind ear or a small lump under ear can
still have a simple cause, but it should be checked if it persists. Some common causes are: 

Reactive nodes with a cold or sore throat 

Middle ear or mastoid infections 

Skin abscesses 

Acne lesions 

Epidermoid ("sebaceous") cysts 

Keloids after piercings 

Lipomas (fatty lumps) 

Less commonly, a skin or salivary gland tumor causes it. A medical assessment can verify the
cause. 
Normal appearance and texture 

Reactive lymph node: Rubbery, movable beneath the skin. 

Acne nodule or infected cyst: Painful and usually red. 

Lipoma: Soft and wobbly with pressure. 

Keloid (often after piercing): Thickened, elevated scar. 
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Skin abscess: Warm, extremely tender, possibly with a central "point." 

Mastoid infection: Swelling over bone that is painful, with or without ear symptoms. 

Tumor: Hard and irregular, fixed more in position. 

A cyst behind ear (often an epidermoid cyst) may feel like a smooth, dome-shaped bump that
may or may not be painful, and sometimes has a small central opening. 
Symptoms to observe (local) 
You may feel pain when pressing the spot. The skin can look red and feel warm. A sense of
fullness behind the ear is common. Ear signs may include earache, muffled hearing, drainage,
or a foul odor during infection. With mastoiditis, the ear can push outward. Fever and
discharge may occur. 
Symptoms to watch and warning signs 
Fever, sore throat, toothache, fatigue, or tender nodes elsewhere may occur. Red flags are a
hard, fixed mass that enlarges, bleeding from the ear, chronic ear drainage, hearing loss, or
weakness of the face. If you experience any of these, schedule an urgent visit. 
 
2) When Might a Lump Be a Tumor? 
Few lumps in the back of the ear are tumors. They consist of skin cancers on the outer ear,
ear canal or temporal bone tumors, and salivary gland tumors close to the ear (e.g., parotid
tumors). Cancer of the ear and temporal bone is uncommon. They can begin as skin cancer
on the ear or less commonly within the ear canal or bone. 
Red flags include a firm, irregular, fixed mass over the bone; an ear sore that bleeds
or won't heal; persistent ear pain; unexplained bleeding or drainage from the ear; worsening
hearing loss; or weakness of the face. Nearby lymph nodes behind the ear or in the neck may
also become swollen. In such cases, only a biopsy can diagnose cancer. 
See a patch of scales on the ear that cracks or bleeds? Is an old cyst behind ear enlarging
rather than resolving? These symptoms deserve a consult with an ENT or head and neck
surgeon. 
 
3) Why the Right Diagnosis Matters 
A proper diagnosis avoids delay and results in appropriate planning. Most conditions appear
and feel alike. A sore lymph node caused by a throat infection may mimic an inflamed cyst.
Nodular acne, cysts, and small abscesses frequently overlap in appearance. Cancers of the
ear canal can be mistaken as chronic ear infections, which may cause delay. 
Misdiagnosis can happen when a persistent swelling continues to be treated with antibiotics
for a presumed infection without resolution. It can also result when a "sebaceous
cyst" remains stuck, enlarges, or recurs after drainage. Parotid tumors near the ear can be
confused with swollen lymph nodes. These dangers illustrate why tests are useful: ultrasound



of the bump, needle aspiration, dermatologist skin examination, otoscope ear examination, or
imaging (CT or MRI) as appropriate. 
 
4) Treatment of Ear Lumps 
1) Reactive lymph node due to ear, throat, scalp, or dental infection 
Viral illnesses usually clear with rest, fluids, and pain medication. Bacterial illnesses might
require antibiotics. The node typically decreases as the infection goes away. See a doctor if it
gets hard, enlarges, or does not go away. 
2) Epidermoid ("sebaceous") cyst, keloid 
A small, asymptomatic cyst behind ear might get better with warm compresses and time. If
painful, infected, or annoying, a clinician might drain an abscessed cyst or excise a stable cyst
in a minimal procedure. Piercing-related keloids can recur and might require injections,
pressure therapy, or limited surgery. 
3) Acne nodule or folliculitis behind the ear 
Avoid hair products on the skin here. Wash gently and do not pick. Refer a dermatologist if
lesions are persistent. 
4) Skin abscess or cellulitis behind the ear 
A tender and warm knot could be an abscess. Primary treatment is drainage and incision in a
clinic. Antibiotics can be added depending on the exam. Do not drain at home. Early
treatment decreases recovery time and decreases spread. 
 
Practical Self-Check and Next Steps 

Location: Where is the lump? Is it in the skin, below the skin, directly behind the ear, or
slightly lower as a lump under ear near the jawline? A "lump behind ear on bone"
can represent an infection adjacent to bone, deep cyst, or fixed mass. 

Mobility: Mobile, soft lumps are indicative of benign diseases such as a reactive node or
lipoma. Hard, fixed lumps are more concerning. 

Skin changes: Warmth, redness, and an easily seen "point" indicate an abscess. A small
central opening (punctum) indicates an epidermoid cyst. 

Ear findings: Change in hearing, bleeding from the ears, or drainage needs an ENT
evaluation. 

If you notice a painless lump behind ear or a pea sized lump behind ear lobe no pain that does
not change or starts to grow, it is still important to have it checked, even if it is not tender. 
 
When to Seek Urgent Care 



Go for same-day attention for high fever, severe earache, a rapidly enlarging mass, spreading
redness, or a painful hot swelling. Go for immediate specialist referral for ear bleeding,
drainage over two weeks, new weakness in the face, or worsening hearing loss. These
symptoms require targeted assessment. 
 
Conclusion 
The majority of lumps behind the ear are due to infection, reactive nodes, or benign skin
conditions. These are typically easily treated. Only a few lumps, including a painless lump
behind ear or a lump under ear, represent tumors or cancer. If home measures do not work—
or warning signs occur—consult a doctor for an accurate diagnosis and treatment plan. For
specialist assistance with suspected tumors or complicated head and neck disorders, call the
American Oncology Institute (AOI) at 1800 208 2000 to book an appointment with a specialist. 
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