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The Importance of 
Talking About Tinnitus 

and Listening
Considering the Impact of Tinnitus on 

the Person and the Partner
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By Anne-Mette Mohr, Licensed Psychologist

Why Is It Worrisome 
When People Don’t Talk 
About Tinnitus?

The onset of tinnitus can be a 
very stressful experience. A person 
might be afraid and overwhelmed by 
a sense of looming obstacles, such 
as living with the hearing loss that 
often accompanies tinnitus. Fears 
can be compounded by feelings of 
helplessness and being alone because 
others might not understand what it’s 
like to have tinnitus and hearing loss.

As human beings, one of our most 
fundamental needs is to belong, 
to be a part of a relationship. The 
need to belong is embedded in our 
existence. We feel connected when 
those around us understand what 
we’re experiencing and how it affects 

us. Feeling understood means we 
are not alone in our experience. 
Being understood nurtures a sense of 
belonging that allows us to thrive.

However, when a person with 
tinnitus is part of a couple and, yet, 
for whatever reason, is reluctant to 
talk about tinnitus and hearing loss 
with their partner, that sense of being 
understood and connected risks 
being lost. The result is a mutual lack 
of understanding that undermines 
their intimacy, their partnership, and 
threatens the feeling of “being a part 
of” the relationship. In this situation, 
not only the person with tinnitus but 
also the partner risks feeling alone.

When a couple doesn’t talk about 
it, tinnitus and hearing loss result 
in stress for both people, and both 
can end up feeling very much alone. 
Aloneness goes against human 
nature and is worrisome because it 
negatively affects health and well-

being. It can give rise to feelings of 
helplessness, hopelessness, and 
grief (as a result of the feeling of lost 
connection in the relationship).

What begins as a complex 
situation with tinnitus and possible 
hearing loss becomes an even more 
complicated situation imbued with 
feelings of isolation accompanied by 
stress and the possible emergence of 
anxiety or depression.

How to Help People Talk 
About Tinnitus

In clinical practice, I find that 
clients with tinnitus are usually open 
to talking with their partner about 
the condition but assumptions about 
how their partner might react feed a 
reluctance to start the conversation. 
“How can I explain to my wife how 
I am doing without worrying her, 
without being viewed as troublesome, 
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demanding, or a victim, and so on? 
Will she reject me?”*

If a client has tinnitus and hearing 
loss, common concerns are: 
“Will she be able to understand 
my limitations with hearing loss, 
such as remembering to get my 
attention before talking, or will she 
misunderstand, thinking: ‘Well, he 
hears what he wants to hear’?”

Along with these concerns, 
clients often fear a loss of identity: 
“If I ‘reveal’ my ‘weakness,’ will I be 
looked at differently, or will something 
change, and where will that lead? Can 
I maintain a sense of dignity and my 
role within the family, since I might 
appear hopeless and weak?”

Some of my clients talked with 
their partner about the condition 
but felt the partner didn’t really 
grasp the significance. Here, the 
clients’ assumptions proved to be a 
disappointing reality. 

Others with 
tinnitus decide 

not to discuss the condition 
with their partner because they feel 
they’re managing well on their own 
(even though they haven’t asked 
whether their partner agrees with that 
conclusion).

Still other clients come to an 
understanding with their partner on 
how best to deal with tinnitus, such as 
spending time alone, getting more rest, 
or practicing other self-care strategies.

Rather than working off 
assumptions of how the partner might 
cope, or ought to cope, I encourage 
each individual client to examine or 
consider how the condition affects his 
partnership and how he can ask for 
the support he needs from his partner 
so both can cope in a healthy manner. 

I ask all sorts of questions with 
the aim of casting as much light as 
possible on the entire situation. When 
we know what we are dealing with in 
a specific situation, it is much easier 
to decide what to do next.

So, if clients are willing, I 
encourage them to express and 

examine their assumptions about 
how their partner might react if they 
were to include that person in what 
they’re going through. Together, we 
challenge those assumptions to find 
out if they’re based in reality or are just 
assumptions. We try to clarify what 
clients need from their partner and 
whether those needs can realistically 
be met.

We also explore what clients 
believe about their partner’s needs. 
Some clients are so consumed by 
their tinnitus that they forget about the 
needs of their partner. Some clients 
want to know what their partner thinks 
about the situation but, for some 
reason, can’t broach the topic.

During sessions, we explore the 
best way for clients to express needs 
and what kind of support they want. 
Support can take many different forms.

For some, support means their 
partner’s tacit acceptance of certain 
things, such as “needing a moment.” 
For others, support means being 
asked about how they’re doing. To 
others, support means the partner 
understands how the partner is doing 
managing tinnitus. 

Then there are those to whom 
support means being given the 
chance to talk without being offered 
advice. However, “just listening” can 
be hard on the partner. The act of 
“only” listening can make a partner 
feel helpless and overwhelmed 
because she or he must contain their 
own emotional pain and carry the 
emotional pain of the person with 
tinnitus. To be able to provide this type 
of support, partners may need their 
own support to cope with tinnitus in 
the relationship.

“If therapy doesn’t 
address issues that might co-

exist with tinnitus, there’s the risk 
that bothersome tinnitus will continue to 
undermine the couple’s relationship, as 

well as the client’s ability to come to 
terms with tinnitus.”
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Before a client can ask for support 
from a partner, it is important to 
consider what the partnership was 
like before the client developed 
tinnitus. Were they living parallel 
lives? If so, is it realistic to expect a 
partner’s support and engagement in 
the new situation involving tinnitus, or 
should the client seek support from a 
friend or a relative instead?

Sometimes tinnitus is the last 
straw that pushes the person or the 
relationship to the brink of collapse. 
Up until the onset of tinnitus, the client 
might have led a very stressful life or 
experienced traumas, bereavement, 
or had an unhappy relationship with 
their partner. The client might also be 
struggling with comorbid conditions 
such as depression and anxiety.

If it emerges that there are 
preexisting marital problems, then 
we talk about how to proceed. 
Sometimes the best solution is to 
refer the partner or the couple to a 
marriage therapist to work on their 
relationship, while I continue with the 
client to work through the tinnitus 
experience and other issues. If therapy 
doesn’t address issues that might 
co-exist with tinnitus, there’s the risk 
that bothersome tinnitus will continue 
to undermine the couple’s relationship, 
as well as the client’s ability to come 
to terms with tinnitus. 

If partners have been very 
supportive of one another during 
good times and bad, it’s beneficial to 
explore what helped them get through 
the bad times. Such knowledge 
can be useful in figuring out how to 
help them cope with tinnitus in the 
relationship. Sometimes tinnitus even 
can bring couples closer together. You 
never know.

Through therapy, clients typically 
figure out if and how they want to 
involve their partner in their tinnitus 
experience. Some decide it’s more 
helpful to meet others with tinnitus, 
and sometimes they include their 
partner in those meetings. Some invite 
their partner to join a session with me. 
Others begin the process of opening 
up to their partners.

By talking about tinnitus with their 
partner and others with tinnitus, 
clients can restore that nurturing 
feeling of “being a part of” their 
relationships –– thus reducing the 
stressful feeling of being all alone. 
Through this process, the partner 
without tinnitus will also regain that 
sense of connectedness. 

In finding a healthy way for couples 
to cope with tinnitus, it is essential 
to consider the specific couple, how 
willing they are to support each other’s 
experience, and how accompanying 
factors interplay with their partnership. 
Everything depends on the individual 
situation and on the needs of the 
person with tinnitus. Professionals 

need to be respectful of this. However, 
generally speaking, if tinnitus is talked 
about, brought out into the light, 
then this helps to illuminate a healthy 
pathway forward.  

*For practical purposes, I’m designating the partner 
with tinnitus as male and the partner without 
tinnitus as female. Also, note the use of client 
or person, not patient, as is customary among 
psychologists in Denmark.
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