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YOUR HEALTH

By Melanie Herzfeld, AuD

The majority of my patients with dis-
tressing tinnitus have trouble sleeping 
because of it.  As reported by Cronlein 
and colleagues,1 difficulty sleeping is a 
top complaint – along with emotional 
stress and hearing loss – for patients 
with bothersome tinnitus. Published 
reports of how frequently sleep dis-
turbance occurs range from 25 to 77 
percent of patients, which is consis-
tent with my patients. In fact, sleep is-
sues were reported by more than half 
of tinnitus patients, according to the 
American Academy of Otolaryngology 
– Head & Neck Surgery Foundation’s 
Clinical Practice Guideline: Tinnitus 
(CPG: Tinnitus), which was issued in 
2014.  Sleep disturbance and insomnia 
have been linked to increased risk of 
arterial hypertension, coronary heart 
disease, psychiatric disorders, as well 
as impaired productivity.2 Thus, it’s 
doubly important for tinnitus patients 
with disturbed sleep to get a good 
night’s rest.

Can Drugs Help?
This is a controversial area. CPG: 

Tinnitus suggested that drugs to treat 
tinnitus are not helpful, although treat-
ing a comorbid condition might require 
medication. But, in general, the panel 
recommended against most drugs, di-
etary supplements, and intratympanic 
injections to treat tinnitus. In addition, 
while some people might benefit in 
the short term from taking antianx-

iety or antidepressant medications 
at bedtime, there are risks, because 
these drugs can be habit forming and 
function less well over time. 

In addition, CPG: Tinnitus cautioned 
that tinnitus can be a side effect of 
the very drugs prescribed. Some find 
melatonin beneficial, although studies 
have not confirmed that melatonin is 
better than a placebo, according to El-
goyhen and Langguth.3 CPG: Tinnitus, 
however, suggested that some studies 
on melatonin appeared to help modu-
late sleep disturbance. The caveat was 
the studies were small and lacked a 
placebo for comparison. Again, with-
out the research, it is hard to recom-

mend. Dietary supplements also lack 
evidence of having a positive impact. 
A 2001 study by Drew and Davies4 
of more than 1,000 tinnitus patients 
taking gingko biloba, for example, 
showed no benefit over the placebo. 
The bottom line is more research on 
ways to help tinnitus patients improve 
sleep and sleep hygiene is needed.

What is Sleep Hygiene?
If one thinks about bedtime and 

the environment conducive to sleep, 
one of the first things that comes to 
mind is quiet. And, for a tinnitus pa-
tient, reflecting on the quiet increases 
tinnitus awareness. As anxiety increas-
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es, attention to tinnitus increases. 
Thus, a vicious cycle of tinnitus 
awareness and sleep issues ensues. 
The term “sleep hygiene” refers to 
things that might “clean up” sleep 
issues at bedtime or preparation for 
it. For instance, doing things that 
increase sleepiness and refraining 
from things that decrease it, such as 
watching the news or a horror movie 
prior to bed or drinking caffeinated 
products after 2:00 p.m. For some, 
exercise can increase wakefulness, 
so it should be avoided too close to 
bedtime. Things that can enhance 
falling asleep include meditation or 
drinking a warm nonalcoholic bev-
erage. Remember that while alcohol 
tends to make one fall asleep, it is 
for shorter bursts of time, resulting 
in less restful sleep. To cope with the 
quiet, listening to soothing sounds 
through a sound pillow, ear paja-
mas, or a bedside sound generator 
often is helpful. Just as one washes 
one’s face and brushes one’s teeth 
before going to bed, soothing sleep-
time habits can be quite helpful. 

What Are Ear Pajamas 
and Sound Pillows?

Audiologists call the fleece head-
bands with speakers “ear pajamas,” 
because they look like pajamas for 
the ears! They are available wireless 
or wired and allow a tinnitus pa-
tient to play soothing sounds from 
apps or MP3 players throughout 
the night. Similarly, sound pillows 
have one or two speakers built into 
the pillow and allow the same kind 
of connections. The sounds help 
disguise the tinnitus, enabling many 
tinnitus patients to sleep better. 
My favorite app is Relax Melodies 

premium edition for Android/Relax 
Melodies P for iPhone, because it 
allows overlapping of sounds. For 
many, mixing a steady brown noise 
(less irritating than white noise) with 
intermittent high- and low-frequen-
cy sounds – peepers and frogs, for 
example – results in diminished tin-
nitus awareness and a better night’s 
sleep. By having the sound at ear 
level, as opposed to at bedside, the 
volume is reduced dramatically. By 
making the combination of sounds 
barely audible, which tends to mix 
well with the tinnitus, it feels like 
one is sleeping with a window open 
somewhere in the countryside. 

What Else Can I Do?
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for 

insomnia (CBTi) has been found to 
be helpful, according to Dr. Magda-
lena Sereda in her 2016 study.5 This 
method helps to shift focus from 
negative thoughts, like how the 
tinnitus will disrupt sleep, to more 
productive thoughts. For instance, 
a CBT therapist working with some 
of my patients has had them reflect 
on a box. The first activity might be 
to visualize tucking the tinnitus into 

the box, then focusing on shrinking 
the box until it is tiny. The smaller 
the box gets, the less impact the 
tinnitus has on the patient.

If you’re a clinician, it’s very help-
ful to demonstrate to patients how 
sound pillows, ear pajamas, and 
apps can be used. 

With these thoughts in mind, I 
hope everyone will get a better night’s 
rest, because a good night’s sleep is a 
tinnitus patient’s best friend! 
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“A 2001 study by Drew and Davies4 of more than 
1,000 tinnitus patients taking gingko biloba, for 
example, showed no benefit over the placebo.”
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