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One of the most common treatments
for tinnitus is sound therapy. The purpose
of sound therapy is to lessen the
perception of tinnitus and help give the
individual relief from the tinnitus sound.
When sound therapy is successful,
clinicians can then focus on other
aspects of treatment that may not be
possible when tinnitus is still a prominent
sound in a person’s daily life.
Sound therapy may be accomplished
with a number of devices. Many free
apps, downloadable sound files, and
websites offer masking sounds for
tinnitus. A number of paid subscription or
single-fee products are also available.
One of the devices that has been
used for many years is a hearing aid.
Some of the first masking devices, called
tinnitus maskers, were constructed
within a hearing aid case, but only
played noise. After hearing aids became
digital, labs began to offer sounds for
masking tinnitus in addition to standard
amplification for hearing loss, with
noises ranging from white noise to
pseudo-random repeating notes in
musical fashion.
One of the reasons to use hearing
aids as tinnitus maskers is to provide
amplification for hearing loss, as well as
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provide tinnitus masking noise. However,
many people with mild hearing loss
may not realize that they have abnormal
hearing and may not choose to use such
a device, even though it would likely
improve communication along with
improving the perception of tinnitus.
Researchers from the University of
Oklahoma performed a retrospective
study in which they reviewed patient
files over a 2.5-year period.1 They
looked for patients with mild hearing
loss and tinnitus in order to study the
adoption rate of hearing aids within
that population. They also wanted to
determine whether any characteristics
of the patient group are associated with
hearing aid adoption.
Over the 2.5-year period, 89 of their
133 patients were identified as having
mild hearing loss (called sensorineural
hearing loss, which is caused by damage
to the sensory organ and is permanent).
They reported the majority as having
tinnitus of moderate or greater severity,
which is consistent with people in
general who seek help for tinnitus. The
researchers looked at age, hearing loss,
score on the Tinnitus Functional Index,
and score on the Tinnitus Handicap
Inventory as predictive factors.
Data indicated that adoption of
hearing aids versus use of smartphone

apps was split evenly among the overall
patient population. However, the authors
found that greater age was more closely
associated with choice of hearing aids for
tinnitus masking. The authors proposed
that this may be due to greater severity
of hearing loss with aging. They noted
that none of the patients under the
age of 40 chose to use hearing aids for
tinnitus masking.
More remarkable was that increased
severity of tinnitus was negatively
associated with hearing aid use. In other
words, more severe tinnitus generally
resulted in people being less likely
to choose a hearing aid for a tinnitus
masker. No reason for this trend was
proposed.
The key points from this study are
that mild hearing loss is present in
a significant portion of patients with
tinnitus and should be assessed for all
patients seeking treatment for tinnitus.
In addition, audiologists discussing
options for sound therapy may find
that smartphone apps are preferred by
younger patients. This may be particularly
true if the person does not perceive
hearing loss.
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