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OTC Hearing Aids—a Primer

Katherine Bouton

How much do over-the-counter hearing aids cost
— 399 or $1,995?
Are they for you? And how well do they work?

Over-the-Counter hearing aids were approved
in 2022, but many buyers are still confused. So
was [. That's why I'm sharing what I found out.

The market for hearing aids is huge, and navi-
gating the hearing-health care system requires in-
genuity and patience, not to mention often-exorbi-
tant amounts of money. Almost 30 million Ameri-
cans of all ages would benefit from hearing aids,
according to the National Institutes of Health, in-
cluding a disproportionate number of those over
70. Among septuagenarians, 55 per cent of those
75 and older would benefit from hearing aids, but
only one in three has even tried them.

Under-use of hearing aids has many causes, in-
cluding cost, difficulty of access to audiologists
and stigma. Over-The-Counter (OTC) hearing aids
—hearing aids you buy and adjust without an au-
diologist’s input—were approved for sale by the
Food and Drug Administration in 2022. Hearing-
health advocates hoped that with cheaper, more
accessible hearing aids, the barriers of cost and ac-
cess would disappear, and as more people wore
hearing aids, stigma would drop away. But the ex-
pected revolution in hearing-health care is arriving
more slowly than some expected.

OTC aids will not replace prescription hearing
aids or the need for audiologists, and they are not
for everyone. Candidates for OTCs are adults with
self-perceived mild to moderate hearing loss. They
are not for:

* people with more than a moderate loss
« children under 18
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« people with any pain or discomfort in the ear,
dizziness, sudden hearing loss, loss in only
one ear, ringing or buzzing in the ear
These latter conditions are considered red flags,
and you should not try an OTC aid without seeing
a doctor.

Upsides and Downsides

One factor delaying the revolution is that three
years after FDA approval, quality OTC’s are some-
times as expensive as a prescription hearing aid.
Those that are inexpensive are not always safe,
with no cap on volume control (even though vol-
ume control is an FDA requirement), and they
don’t work as well as the more expensive products.

The OTC market is big and confusing, and get-
ting bigger. As of last fall, there were at least 40
companies selling OTC devices and 80 more had
filed applications for approval, according to
Thomas Powers, whose eponymous consulting
firm works with the hearing-health industry.

The new OTC hearing aids muddy the waters
rather than clearing them. How do you choose
from what looks like a vast number of offerings?
This is hard with prescription aids as well, but you
usually have a hearing professional as a guide (for
better or sometimes for worse).

An audiologist can help with choosing an OTC
aid, but it’s hard to find an audiologist, let alone
one who will help you with an OTC hearing aid.
Nearly two-thirds of U.S. counties lack audiology

Continued on page 3
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15 Feb Meeting 10:00 AM To Noon—ON ZOoOmM

Lipreading/Speechreading

Please join us to hear Suzanne Johnson share with us more de-
tails on learning lipreading/speechreading. Some of the program
will cover the different stages of learning, so even mild to moder-
ate proficiency can be helpful. Any amount of speech/lipreading
can be a good tool in our toolkit to improve communication. Re-
sources for learning on our own will be shared as well!

Suzanne Johnston, MA, CCC/
SLP is a speech/language patholo-
gist who has worked in the
Rochester, NY community with
deaf/HOH persons for over 30
years. She manages a busy private
speech pathology practice in
Brighton, NY. Suzanne has twice
served as the President for the local
HLAA chapter, and on the Board of
Directors since 2012.

She served as the speech pathol- _ i
ogy liaison for the Cochlear Implant LB
Team at a local hospital, where she
honed her skills in teaching lip/speechreading assessment and
treatment. Suzanne has served on local and national councils and
as an expert witness in legal cases, representing the needs of per-
sons who are deaf or HOH. In her private practice, Suzanne cur-
rently actively works with individuals with hearing loss, using her
skills in Auditory Processing and Lip/Speechreading to assist
them in maximizing their comprehension skills. She has the lived
experience of the everyday challenges of hearing/listening with
her own, single-sided, deafness.

The HLAA ABQ Chapter could use some help to resume
hybrid meetings (for example, with hospitality), as well as
some new blood. You already know our dedication to provid-
ing the best information, advocacy, education and support for
people with hearing loss. You can ease your way into volun-
teering and learn how this works. Just email one of the board
members (listed on the left). You may also use the chapter
email: HLAAbgq@gmail.com.
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services, according to a December 2024 report,
disproportionately affecting rural communities.

As of January 2025, Medicare disallowed cov-
erage for telehealth visits with audiologists, mak-
ing access to an audiologist harder. You should
have an audiologist test your hearing, but if you
can’t, take an online or telephone test, and try one
of the new hearing aids. The CEDRA! (Consumer
Ear Disease Risk Assessment) screening test is also
a way to see if OTC aids are right for you.

Choices

One of the most popular OTC hearing aids on
the market is the Jabra Enhance Select?, which re-
mains at the top of most lists of best OTC
hearing aids. Michelle Holcomb, a 50-
something Boston fundraiser for small
nonprofits, was one of the early users of the
Jabra. She bought hers in 2022, online, af-
ter taking Jabra’s online hearing test. (She
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Tracker put the Jabra, at $1,995, in the top spot on
its 2025 best list5, which included nine OTC aids
with costs ranging from $1,995 down to $99.

The Jabra list price is $1,795-$1,995, The high-
er-price premium includes three years of hearing
care, warranty, and loss and damage protection.

Basic Vs. Premium

Hearing Tracker advises: "Whichever Jabra
Enhance product you pick, we highly recommend
opting for the premium package ($1,995 versus the
basic package at $1,795). The custom program-
ming to your unique hearing profile and the three
years of professional hearing care—which includes
unlimited remote adjustments—can
make all the difference. You'll also
receive three years of warranty and
loss & damage protection, instead
of just one year."

Almost all hearing aids, prescrip-

had seen a doctor a few years before, who 7Tp, Jabra Enbance Select tion or OTC, come in a range of

ruled out any serious issues.)

With a few modifications and one or two fol-
low-ups, they have worked well for her. Holcomb
uses hers primarily for work or in noisy group set-
tings. She paid around $1,300 for the pair. The
newer top-of-the-line Jabra Enhance Select retails
for $1,995 and includes three years of hearing care,
warranty, and loss and damage protection.

Hearing Tracker? and its testing partner Hear
Advisor are the source that most people look to
for information about hearing-aid quality. Hearing

1 https://sites.northwestern.edu/cedra/

2 Search for “Jabra Enbance bearing aids”

3 bttps://www.hearingtracker.com/

+ https://www.bearadvisor.com/

5 bttps://www.hearingtracker.com/otc-hearing-aids

6 bearbetterwithhearingloss.wordpress.com

7 Search for “Lexie P2Plus powered by Bose”

8 bttps://www.bearingtracker.com/bearing-aids/sony-cre-e1o
9 Search for “Apple AirPod Pro 2”

prices. The more you pay, in gen-
eral, the more you get.

The Audicus Omni® Series 2, at $1,898, came in
second on Hearing Tracker's list. Third overall was
the Lexie B2Plus Powered by Bose? at $999. The
Sony CRE 108, #4, is $1,299 and others are $999
or below. The recently issued Apple AirPodPro 29
is $249. The least expensive, the JLab Hear OTC!0,
at $99, is understandably pretty basic, but Hearing
Tracker gave it a B for sound quality (with the
caveat that “most devices in this price range are

Smith’s Community Rewards Shop at
Smith’s with their Rewards card, and Smith’s
will make a donation to HLAA Albuquerque
chapter. You get your usual rewards points.

1-800-444-8081, opt. 3 to sign up or re-enroll.
The HLAAAbq NPO number for Smith’s is NC419.

10 https://www.jlab.com/products/bear-otc-hearing-aid-graphite
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https://hearbetterwithhearingloss.wordpress.com/?action=user_content_redirect&uuid=881d19942c6b070a2911d3dc976dceaf82eba9e3f29c55c8d6e32dfe53a81880&blog_id=72894324&post_id=6059&user_id=82273002&subs_id=139807071&signature=d53890156c5e0c7af8f23095379606a8&email_name=new-post&user_email=mary@mandgclark.com&encoded_url=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuYXBwbGUuY29tL3Nob3AvYnV5LWFpcnBvZHMvYWlycG9kcy1wcm8tMj9hZmlkPXAyMzglN0NzY2ZqU1hKZWEtZGNfbXRpZF8xODcwNzY1ZTM4NDgyX3BjcmlkXzcyNDA5OTQ4NDc3MV9wZ3JpZF84NzI3MjI2NjIzNF9wbnR3a19nX3BjaGFuX19wZXhpZF9fcHRpZF9rd2QtODMzNjU0NTg3MTUwXyZjaWQ9YW9zLXVzLWt3Z28tYWlycG9kcy0tc2xpZC0tLXByb2R1Y3Qt
https://hearbetterwithhearingloss.wordpress.com/?action=user_content_redirect&uuid=167a8bd8686e65622aa80bf0c687857f8b4e724f6c8251902fc5660b948e62df&blog_id=72894324&post_id=6059&user_id=82273002&subs_id=139807071&signature=c9154470c348a4eae2aad8bff77e2d4e&email_name=new-post&user_email=mary@mandgclark.com&encoded_url=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuamxhYi5jb20vcHJvZHVjdHMvaGVhci1vdGMtaGVhcmluZy1haWQtZ3JhcGhpdGU
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awful”.) The Elehear Beyond!! hearing aid was
cited as the “Best Budget Under $400” hearing aid
and received an A Sound Grade from the Hear Ad-
visor lab.

Most of these OTC aids include noise cancella-
tion, directional hearing and other features found
on expensive prescription aids. A self-hearing test
is usually included and helps in programming the
aid. If you have an audiogram from an audiologist
you can scan that information in. The prices will
vary according to where you buy them and what
grade package you choose.

Features differ as well. Some have rechargeable
batteries, and some use the one-time-use batteries
that conventional hearing aids usually use. (I use
regular hearing aid batteries, and they last about a
week with full-time use.) Some of the hearing aids
on Hearing Tracker’s list do better in the speech-
in-noise area and others do better for music and
other audio streaming. For details among Hearing
Tracker’s top nine, this link!2 takes you to full de-
scriptions of each.

The announcement of Apple's new hearing sys-
tem.!3 in September, generated a lot of media inter-
est, despite the fact that the software was not yet
available. If you already owned the AirPod2 you’d
just need to download the new free software. If you
bought a new AirPodPro 2 with the hearing aid
software installed, the list price was $249. Apple’s
standard 14-day return policy applied. (This is a
short return window for hearing aids, which take
time to get used to. Most return policies are 30 to
45 days.)

When the software became available a couple of
months later, it arrived without much fanfare. I
couldn’t find anyone who has used them, and I
can’t try them out myself, because my hearing loss
is severe to profound.

1 https://www.hearadvisor.com/products/elehear-beyond
12 htps://www.bearingtracker.com/otc-hearing-aids
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One friend tried to connect via her existing Air-
Pods but she didn’t have a new enough iPhone.
You need IOS 18.1 or higher, and she didn’t want
to buy a new phone. Hearing Tracker published a
detailed review!4 of the Apple in November, updat-
ed in January, with tepid findings in all but the au-
dio streaming category.

Deterrents

Stigma is perhaps the biggest deterrent to buy-
ing and wearing hearing aids. The stigma of hear-
ing aids is entangled with the stigma of age, rein-
forced by the fact that the elderly are more likely to
have hearing aids than younger people. Their hear-
ing loss might have started when they were
younger, but the combination of delay in getting
hearing aids and the fact that most hearing loss is
progressive means that we see more older people
with hearing aids.

If enough people start wearing hearing aids be-
cause of OTC availability, and if enough of them
are young (attracted by the Apple option, for in-
stance), will stigma begin to drop away? Abram
Bailey, AuD., the founder and president of Hearing
Tracker, notes that denial also plays a major role—
“My hearing isn’t bad enough” or “hearing aids
won’t help.”

This is where Airpods could play a crucial role,
despite their less than stellar ratings. They are ac-
cessible and inexpensive, and Apple is a trusted
name. AirPods give people an easy way to see if
amplification helps.

Yearly dues are $15 per household.
They are due in January.

D — e ———

13 Search “Apple AirPod Pro 2” and click on “Hearing Health” link
4 bttps://www.hearingtracker.com/bhearing-aids/airpods-pro-2
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Traditional Hearing Aids and Some Buying
Alternatives

Traditional prescription hearing aids go for
$7,000 and more per pair, often with little to no
insurance coverage. Medicare does not cover hear-
ing aids, though some Medicare Advantage plans
do. But there are good alternatives.

Costco offers brand-name prescription hearing
aids at a big discount, often around the same price
as the better OTCs. It also sells OTCs. Costco has
its own audiologists and hearing-aid specialists, so
the audiologist shortage is not an issue.

Users I spoke to are happy with the experience,
buying name brand aids like Oticon and Phonak at
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a big discount. If you are a veteran, hearing aids
are free through the Veterans Administration,
which is the country’s largest supplier of hearing
aids. Costco is second.

It's still early days for over-the-counter hearing
aids. The revolution may not be coming as quickly
as hoped, but most think we are off to a good start.

This article was first published in ClearHealth-
Costs.com.

See Katherines Blog (@ https.//katherinebou-
ton.me/.

See her books Shouting Won't Help and Smart
Hearing on Amazon.

Northern New Mexico: NM HH Southern New Mexico:
505 Marquette Ave NW, Ste o CD ) 2407 West Picacho, Ste
1550 (Commission for the Deaf & Hard of Hearing) A-103

Albuguerque, NM 87102

Website: www.cdbb.nm.gov

Las Cruces, NM 88007

Voice: (505)383-6530

TEDP: www.cdbbh.nm.gov/tedp

Voice: (575)525-1036

ematl- nmcdbb.info@cdbb.nm.gov

VP: (505)435-9319

Help When You Need It

Stephen O. Frazier

The availability of hearing loops is expanding at
an ever-increasing speed both in the US and
abroad, but there are times and places where they
are impractical. That doesn't mean hearing help is
not available, but it means people with hearing loss
need to speak up and let their needs be known.
WiFi technology is often available to provide the
communication access those people need.

The use of WiFi as a means of communication
access 1is increasing exponentially—usually with
good results. Though plagued with sometimes ob-
jectionable latency, it allows hearing people in the
back of the group, and hard of hearing people
anywhere in the group, to hear and understand the
person speaking at conventions and other gather-
ings where even those with good hearing some-
times have difficulty hearing. Following are ex-
amples of some of the uses of this technology:
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1. Sports Bars and Gyms: These venues use it so
patrons can watch and hear the TV with the
game or event that interests them. The ADA
mandates do not apply to settings like these, so
patrons download the appropriate app and they
use their cellular phone as a receiver for the
WiFi signal. They review the available channels
on that app and then set it for the sound channel
offering the play-by-play they wish to hear.
Their smartphones stream the sound to Blue-
tooth-capable earbuds or hearing aids.

2. Museums and Art Galleries: An example is
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York
City which has integrated audio WiFi systems to
provide detailed descriptions of artworks and
exhibits to visitors with hearing loss. The British
Museum in London utilizes audio WiFi technol-
ogy to offer narrated guides for its diverse col-
lections, ensuring an inclusive experience for all
patrons. In these instances, each “station” on the
tour has a pre-recorded description of the items


https://hearbetterwithhearingloss.wordpress.com/?action=user_content_redirect&uuid=d7fcf65d133267c5cd0c988168765aa86d9c82126397c8bdd9d367c7806debc3&blog_id=72894324&post_id=6059&user_id=82273002&subs_id=139807071&signature=1e1000d2b59343656e8d20fab655ea91&email_name=new-post&user_email=mary@mandgclark.com&encoded_url=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuY29zdGNvLmNvbS9oZWFyaW5nLWFpZC1jZW50ZXIuaHRtbA=
https://hearbetterwithhearingloss.wordpress.com/?action=user_content_redirect&uuid=f0dddb97ac95d8a844d3aa23c80d1b5885b0abcd9dde1090872d683aabfaaf6f&blog_id=72894324&post_id=6059&user_id=82273002&subs_id=139807071&signature=6e223e32e20287082042f75f568baa72&email_name=new-post&user_email=mary@mandgclark.com&encoded_url=aHR0cDovL2NsZWFyaGVhbHRoY29zdHMuY29tLw=
https://hearbetterwithhearingloss.wordpress.com/?action=user_content_redirect&uuid=f0dddb97ac95d8a844d3aa23c80d1b5885b0abcd9dde1090872d683aabfaaf6f&blog_id=72894324&post_id=6059&user_id=82273002&subs_id=139807071&signature=6e223e32e20287082042f75f568baa72&email_name=new-post&user_email=mary@mandgclark.com&encoded_url=aHR0cDovL2NsZWFyaGVhbHRoY29zdHMuY29tLw=
https://katherinebouton.me/
https://katherinebouton.me/
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Katherine-Bouton/author/B00BTQ97O4?ref=ap_rdr&store_ref=ap_rdr&isDramIntegrated=true&shoppingPortalEnabled=true
https://www.amazon.com/stores/Katherine-Bouton/author/B00BTQ97O4?ref=ap_rdr&store_ref=ap_rdr&isDramIntegrated=true&shoppingPortalEnabled=true
http://www.cdhh.nm.gov
http://www.cdhh.nm.gov/tedp
mailto:nmcdhh.info@cdhh.nm.gov
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on display and that description can, because of
the multi-channel capability of WiFi systems, be
offered in a variety of languages.

3. Tour buses and excursion trains: The North
Shore Scenic Railroad in Duluth, MN, the Skag-
way Street Car in Alaska, and the tour buses at
the New York Botanical Gardens are examples
where the WiFi technology is successfully used.
The venue can make special WiFi receivers and
earphones or earbuds available to the travelers,
or, to save them the trouble of returning the de-
vices at the tour's conclusion, tourists can down-
load the appropriate app and use their smart-
phones as their receivers.

4. Public transportation hubs: Grand Central
Terminal in New York City utilizes audio WiFi
systems to broadcast announcements regarding
train schedules and platform changes, ensuring
individuals with hearing loss and other passen-
gers receive essential travel information.
Heathrow Airport in London employs audio
WiFi technology to provide important an-
nouncements and flight information to all pas-
sengers, including those with hearing impair-
ments.

5. Commuter trains: In the UK, a new onboard
digital service has been tried providing hard of

hearing and other passengers with personalized
journey information in both audible and readable
formats. Called the Hearing Enhanced Audio
Relay (HEAR), it enables passengers connected
to the onboard Wi-Fi to receive journey an-
nouncements on their smart devices in real time,
specifically tailored to each passengers’ prefer-
ences—for example only informing them of an-
nouncements relating to their destination or in-
cluding other information.

6. Convention centers: Santa Fe, NM, and Phil-
adelphia are just two examples where such
venues' public address systems have been sup-
plemented with WiFi Audio. This simple “fix”
meets both ADA requirements and the needs of
people with impaired hearing. Latency (delay)
makes listening and understanding what's being
said somewhat difficult, but for those able to turn
off the mics in their hearing aids, the slight delay
is better than not being able to hear and under-
stand the speaker.

In settings like these, receivers with earphones
or neckloops are often available, or users can uti-
lize their smartphone as a receiver. Connecting the
smartphone to Bluetooth, telecoils or earbuds can
also ensure reduced background noise interference.

Loop People, Loop Places

Ginevra Ralph

Rhodes Scholars, but Few Telecoils

Forty-five Road (not Rhodes) Scholars!5 from
all over the country have come to The Shedd in
Eugene, OR, for a full week of concerts, films,
classes, lectures and presentations. Twelve of them
let us know in advance that they use hearing aids,
and we immediately sent them information about
the hearing loops in all of their classrooms and

55 https://www.roadscholar.org/
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concert halls. We included the important HLAA
document that Juliette Sterkens created, saying
“Just give this to your hearing specialist” to be sure
that you have a telecoil and know how to use it.
Maybe four of these guests are hearing all the
wonderful sounds—the others still don’t under-
stand their hearing aids or assistive listening sys-
tems. It’s disheartening today, but they will go
home tomorrow with ammunition. For this month,
maybe I should change the title of this column to
Loop Places, Loop People!

Please note our mailing address is
P.O. Box 36792, Albuquerque, NM

I ———
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NM HLAA chapters are 501(c)3 nonprofits and all donations are tax deductible.

Support the Hearing Loss Association of America (HLAA). Become a member TODAY!

The Hearing Loss Association of America is a volunteer association of Hard of Hearing people, their
relatives and friends. It is a non-profit, non-sectarian educational organization devoted to the welfare
and interest of those who cannot hear well. Membership in the national organization is automatic with
any donation (separate from any Chapter dues). A $45 or more donation to National HLAA provides a
subscription to the bimonthly publication Hearing Life.

................................................................................................................................. f’eac
Albuquerque Chapter Membership [0 New
O Renew
(N2 U 11 Date: ....ooovveiiiin .
20 Lo | (=T OPlease mail Newsletter rather than email.
Gy e State: ............ Zip: i
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Mail to: HLAAADbq Treasurer, P. O. Box36792, Albuquerque, NM 87176

Payment: Membership amount:  $.................. Donation: $.................. Total: $...............
Dues: $15 per household per calendar year (Includes newsletter subscription)

Online: https://www.hearinglossabq.org/electronic-pay
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