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Expanding Options for
Effective Tinnitus Management

Relaxation is a key goal of Widex SoundRelax for users both with and
without bothersome tinnitus.

By Laura Winther Balling, PhD, Sueli Caporali, PhD, Daniel Parker, MA, Anne Mette Jeppesen, MA and Dana Helmink, AuD

Widex SoundRelax is a new
range of fractal sounds that
provide sound stimulation

for patients with bothersome
tinnitus. This article reports on
a study showing the positive
long-term effects on tinnitus
severity of listening to these
new sounds. Together with
previous evidence, this article
shows Widex SoundRelax to
be a strong option for tinnitus
treatment, as well as support
for relaxation, concentration,
and well-being for all users.

mong many suggested tinnitus
‘ N treatments, Widex Zen Therapy
(WZT) stands out as a well-doc-
umented option with a long list of studies
in support of it (see ''? and a summary
in"”). WZT is not a one-track approach
but combines several elements that comple-
ment each other (see Figure 1). It provides
counseling to help patients understand and
accept the condition, amplification for the
majority of people with bothersome tinnitus
who also have hearing loss, sound stimula-
tion in the form of the Zen fractal tones, and
relaxation techniques that can help break a
vicious circle of tinnitus exacerbating stress
and vice versa. These components can be
used in isolation or in any combination to
provide maximum flexibility in effectively
meeting the needs of individual patients.
Within WZT, the preferred sound stimu-
lation has been found to be Zen tones,
which are chimes or melodies that use prin-
ciples of fractal mathematics to ensure that
the sounds are familiar but not predict-
able. Instead, the sounds evolve continually
due to a randomizing algorithm that never
repeats exactly. This means that users do
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Figure 1. The four elements of Widex Zen Therapy.

not get tired of listening to the same sound
for many hours a day. Widex SoundRelax
was launched as an evolution of the Zen
tones, based on the same fractal principles
but with a broader range of different sounds,
including wave sounds, a softer feel due to
modified harmonics, and improved binaural
synchronization.

A recent study' has established that these
new sounds are experienced as relaxing and
pleasant by listeners with and without tin-
nitus, and that they are preferred over the
previous generation of fractal tones. The
present article reports on an ongoing study
that investigates the long-term effects of the
new sounds on tinnitus and shows signifi-
cant improvements in standard measures of
tinnitus severity.

Method

The results reported here are the prelimi-
nary results of an ongoing 12-month study
that investigates the Widex SoundRelax
sounds as part of tinnitus treatment. Like
the original Widex Zen tones, Widex Sound
Relax can be used within the larger frame-
work of WZT. The current study aims to
establish whether Widex SoundRelax, as a
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Figure 2. Participants’ scores on the THI (left) and the TFI (right). The diamonds show mean values at the given measurement time, and the whiskers show the 95% confidence intervals of the mean. The improve-
ments from baseline are significant at all measurement points, indicating that the Widex SoundRelax sounds help alleviate tinnitus.

new generation of fractal sounds, is as efficient a part of WZT as the
previous generation.

Twenty participants took part in the trial, of whom eight were
experienced hearing aid users and 12 were not. All had some hear-
ing loss. Their tinnitus severity varied between 14 and 74 on the 0 to
100 scale of the Tinnitus Handicap Inventory (THI)." This means
that the severity varied from mild to severe, with an average THI of
37. The study sample included seven females and 13 males, with an
average age of 57 years (range 39 to 81). All 20 participants answered
the questionnaires at baseline and at one and two months, while 15
participants attended the four-month follow-up, with one participant
being ill and four dropping out for various reasons. This type of attri-
tion is a typical challenge in longitudinal studies, and it is important
to attempt to understand the reasons. In this case, it seems that two
participants dropped out because they did not experience enough
benefit from the treatment, while two dropped out for reasons unre-
lated to the treatment effect.

The study included three visits at the outset, where hearing
thresholds and uncomfortable loudness levels were measured; hear-
ing aids were fitted; and three Widex SoundRelax sounds (either
tones, wave sounds, or combination soundscapes) were chosen by
the individual. The initial visits also included baseline answers to
a range of questionnaires, and a counseling session based on WZT
material. Within two weeks, a follow-up was conducted via tele-
phone. Questionnaires were then answered after one, two, and four
months, with six- and 12-month follow-ups still to come. The two-
and four-month checkpoints also included read-outs of the hearing
aid log to allow investigation of usage patterns.

The participants answered several questionnaires at each time
point. We focus here on two standardized questionnaires: the THI
(see above) and the Tinnitus Functional Index (TFI).'®

Results

The main result of the study at this stage is an improvement in
THI and TFI scores, as shown in Figure 2. The improvement was
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already significant after one month and sustained at two and four
months. All comparisons with baseline are significant for both THI
(left panel, p’s < 0.004) and TFI (right panel, p’s < 0.02), and while
there is no significant difference between one and two months and
between two and four months, there is a trend towards continual
improvement over time. The use of the Widex SoundRelax sounds,
in combination with the use of hearing aids, generally results in a
reduction of tinnitus severity, with 80% of participants experiencing
an improvement.

The results also show differences between participants, as we
would expect given the variability of tinnitus. First, there is a trend
towards a greater improvement for participants with higher base-
line tinnitus severity. Second, the improvement in tinnitus severity
appears to be greater for participants who have not previously worn
hearing aids. This makes sense within the multi-faceted approach
of WZT, in that, on top of the fractal sounds which are new to
everyone, amplification is a new element of tinnitus treatment for
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Figure 3. The vertical axis shows improvement of THI between baseline and four menths, with a more
negative score indicating a bigger improvement in tinnitus severity. The improvement participants expe-
rience is somewhat related to more use of the Widex SoundRelax fractal sounds (on the horizontal axis).
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Figure 4. Participants’ ratings of relaxation (left), concentration (middle), and mood (right) over the week prior to answering the questionnaire. The ratings show a trend towards better relaxation, concentration,
and mood over time, corresponding to the reduction in tinnitus severity.

the new users but a more familiar element
for experienced users. Widex hearing aids,
with their low compression knee points
and increased access to soft sounds, may be
particularly well suited to alleviate tinnitus.
Thirdly, there is a tendency toward greater
improvements in THI for participants who
use the Widex SoundRelax sounds more (r=
0.45, p = 0.087), as shown in Figure 3.

In addition to the standard measures of
tinnitus severity, we also consider psycho-
logical well-being, using ratings of relaxation,
concentration, and mood on 0-10 visual-
analogue scales. A previous study showed
high ratings of the new sounds on these
dimensions in the short term for a mixed
group of users,' and it is interesting to assess
the longer-term effects for the participants
with tinnitus in this study. Ratings of relax-
ation, concentration, and mood are shown in
Figure 4, with good ratings low on the verti-
cal axis scale and poor ratings high. Although
all three of these constructs are influenced by
tinnitus, they are of course also affected by a
range of other factors. This makes it all the
more interesting and impressive to see the
trends toward better ratings of relaxation,
concentration, and mood, which correspond
to the decrease in tinnitus severity over the
same time period of wearing the hearing
aids and listening to the Widex SoundRelax
sounds.

Conclusions

As this study demonstrates, the new
Widex SoundRelax fractal sounds show
the same type of positive effects on tinni-
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tus as have been repeatedly demonstrated
for the Zen fractal tones (e.g.''"'?). This
supports the use of the Widex SoundRelax
sounds as part of the multi-faceted Widex
Zen Therapy approach to tinnitus treatment,
giving patients a wider range of different
sounds to choose from. This may make it
easier for hearing care professionals to help
more patients who experience bothersome
tinnitus. Widex SoundRelax provides sound
stimulation and may also be used in con-
junction with other techniques to support
relaxation (see Figure 1).

Relaxation is a key goal of Widex
SoundRelax for users both with and without
bothersome tinnitus. This is supported by
strong ratings of relaxation, as well as con-
centration, mood, and well-being, in this and
a previous study.'* Given the high prevalence
of stress, being able to provide patients with
a tool that supports relaxation, concentra-
tion, and well-being makes the hearing care
professional’s services all the more relevant.
Widex SoundRelax provides such a tool
for all hearing aid users who are looking to
enhance their well-being.
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