OTC Hearing Aids — There's the hype and then
there's reality
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By Stephen O. Frazier

The much anticipated roll-out of over-the-counter (OTC) hearing
aids has now rolled and gotten more attention from the media

than any other hearing care or hearing loss topic in years.

Barbara Kelley, the Executive Director of the Hearing Loss

Association of America, an advocacy organization for what's

termed the “invisible disability” and often, itself, invisible to the
media, was interviewed by, among others, CNN, PBS, and even the
New York Times. Reports on what retailers were going to be
carrying which OTC devices were rash and changing right up to
the official kick-off date of October 17.



Some of the stores offering this new class of hearing aids are

nearby so | decided to pay them a visit and here’s what | found...

Walgreens

In the case of Walgreen'’s, Business Wire got the story right,

Walgreens would be carrying_the Lexie Lumen hearing_aids in

stores to retail for $799 a pair. They quoted Luke Rauch, Walgreens
senior vice president and chief merchandising officer, as saying,
“Together with Lexie Hearing, we are making it easy for customers
nationwide to purchase high-quality hearing aids directly from

their neighborhood Walgreens, both online and in-store.”

IN OCTOBER 2022, WALGREENS ANNOUNCED THEY WOULD BE SELLING OTC HEARING AIDS IN
STORE AND ONLINE

The Lexie Lumen, the only OTC hearing aid currently stocked in
their stores, appears to be the only OTC device from a major

maker that includes telecoils — a “must have” feature for

experienced hearing aid wearers. On Lexie’s own website they list,
“Telecoil functionality that sends speech to your hearing aids
through an induction loop system” but you find no mention of

telecoils in Walgreen’s add for the devices.



| gave the retailers some time to get their OTC hearing aid plan up
and running and then in response to Mr. Rauch, | went to my
neighborhood Walgreens to look at the Lexie hearing aids and talk
to a sales person to learn what training he or she had been given
on the devices. Nobody in the store thought they carried hearing
aids—including the pharmacist. Then | got a report that Walgreens
in Santa Fe (an hour away) had and was selling them. | waited
several days and paid another visit to Walgreens. | told the store
manager I'd heard they were selling hearing aids at a Santa Fe
Walgreens and asked if they, too had them. His reply was, “l don't
know” but let me check with my merchandise expert. He came
back and told me, “Yes, we have them and they're in the
pharmacy department.” | went there, asked about them and was
told by a sales clerk, “Oh, we have one box of them, | don't know

why, we don't sell them.”
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hearing aids. His
response was,
“No, why would | be trained? We don't sell hearing aids.” When told
ASHA was offering a special course on hearing aid technology to
pharmacists his only response was, “I don’t need it, we don't sell

hearing aids.”



Best Buy

Next | visited my nearby Best Buy. In their press releases they had
said they would be carrying ten different OTC hearing aid models
and would train the sales staff (referred to as “blue shirts”) in
explaining the difference in those models and helping that

consumer find the right one for him or her.

BEST BUY HAS BEEN PROMOTING THE COMPANY’S PLANS TO SELL OTC HEARING AIDS FOR
SOME TIME, WITH PLANS TO OFFER SEVERAL MODELS IN STORE AND ONLINE

| asked a Geek SQquad member in the computer area where their
new hearing aid department was and was told it was in the cell
phone area. | went there and looked around for some sort of
signage indicating the presence of a hearing aid display but saw
nothing so | approached a “blue shirt”. He was busy showing
another “Blue Shirt” something on a computer so he pointed me to
where | would find hearing aids and said he would be over to help

me as soon as, “I finish this.”

| wandered over to an aisle that had a display of wired and
wireless earphones and, low and behold, there was a small section
displaying OTC hearing aids — the ten different models their
advance publicity had mentioned and, surprisingly, a $799 pair of
Tweak Enhance Personal Sound Amplifiers from Ear Technology

Corporation were displayed. The Tweak PSAPs were right next to a



$299 pair of Go Hearing OTC aids. This should certainly confuse
customers. All of the hearing aids were in their chargers or carrying
cases behind a Plexiglas shield and | found no literature explaining
the features of any of the devices — just a card hung down at knee
level that you could take someplace to turn in for a boxed set

ready for checkout.

Best Buy had made a big deal in their announcement about their
trained “Blue Shirts”; but my “Blue Shirt” was still busy helping his
co-worker . Fortunately, another had just finished with a phone
customer so he came over to ask if he could help me. | told him |
was interested in smart hearing aids and to use with my
smartphone and asked him to tell me which of the various ones on
display were smart enough to do that. His response was, “l can’t
tell you much, they’re something new for us.” | asked, “Weren’'t you
trained on them before this display was set up?” His response was,
“There’s a video training course but it's not required so | haven't

taken it.”

Already knowing what answer | would get, | asked, “Do any of these
hearing aids have telecoils?” His response was, “What's a telecoil?”

I moved on to the nearby Walmart.

Walmart

As with Walgreens, I'd seen a piece in the Santa Fe New Mexican
that Walmart was selling hearing aids there (had even had
someone break into the display and steal two pairs) not in the

pharmacy, but in the vision center, so that was my destination.



LIKE OTHER RETAILERS, WALMART OFFERS OTC HEARING AIDS ONLINE AND IN-STORE

| was greeted by a young man who, when asked, told me they do
not sell hearing aids. | told him about the Walmart vision center in
Santa Fe so he then asked the optometrist who had just stepped
out of her office about them. Her response was, “We don't sell
hearing aids here but they have them over in the pharmacy.” The
young man then looked into a store directory via his smartphone

and said, “I'll show you where they are.”

Where they were was in a shelving section along with glucose
meters and other devices and “they” were a single model of a
PSAP — not hearing aids. Apparently this Walmart has not gotten
either the word or the stock for their hearing aid department -

wherever it's going to be.

Verizon

Certain Verizon stores (those actually owned by Verizon Authorized

Retailer Victra Wireless) are “selling” all three of the Eargo in the

canal hearing aids, including the latest Eargo 7 model. | have
several Verizon stores within a mile or so but none are owned by
Victra. Their nearest Victra owned store is some distance away so |
stopped there on the way home from a visit my partner and | were
making to an elderly friend in a nearby nursing home.



VICTRA WIRELESS VERIZON STORES HAVE PARTNERED WITH EARGO TO OFFER THE COMPANY’S
OTC DEVICES TO THEIR CUSTOMERS

As we walked in the door | saw a display directly ahead with “Eargo
— Introducing Micro Hearing Tech” in large, legible letters and
thought, “This looks more promising.” There was only one sales
person on the floor and he was helping a couple with
smartphones. When he saw me looking at the display he stepped
over, told me he would be a few minutes, and suggested | take a
hearing test. The Eargo display contained brochures on their
various models, a set of what appeared to be substantial, noise
canceling earphones, and the ability to administer a “hearing

screening.”

| suggested to my partner (who | suspect has a high frequency
hearing loss) to take the test and he did so and got a report on the
device that he might be” a good candidate for Eargo,” and it
requested his name and contact information. He was advised that
he would receive an email from them reporting the results of his
screening. At this point he told me that while taking the test he
could still hear the music coming from a room off the sales floor
and also parts of the conversation going on between the
salesman and the couple about fifteen feet aware. This, | realized,
could negatively impact the ability to hear the softest tones in a
hearing test and thus distort the results toward a hearing loss
conclusion. It made the validity of the hearing test more than a

little questionabile.



When he finished
with the couple
(who walked out
with a shopping
bag full of smart
phones and various
accoutrements),
the sales rep came
over, apologized for
my long wait, and

we proceeded to

discuss hearing

aids. | asked what training he had been given in hearing loss and
hearing aids and he told me he had watched three separate
videos on the topic. When asked how many hours that took his was
response was, “Less than and hour — they were each around
fifteen minutes long.” That had been only enough time for a quick
over view of the three Eargo devices and their differences, their
operation, and the mechanics of recording the administration of
the screening to qualify for a small commission should the

customer opt to buy some online.

| asked how many hearing aids they had in stock and was told
there was only a single pair and they were not for sale, that the test
taker would be contacted by Eargo to follow up and, if called for,
actually sell the hearing aids. It was at this point that it dawned on
me that Victra/Verizon was not actually selling hearing aids over
the counter, they were simply functioning as more of a shill to

collect information on potential clients for Eargo.

Educating Consumers

It was obvious from these visits that consumers are going to have
to do their homework on OTC hearing aids as help from “over the

counter” (regardless of shirt color) would probably be minimal.



It was discount clothier Sy Syms who coined the
phrase “An educated consumer is our best
customer” in television ads forty years ago and it
certainly applies to customers for OTC hearing aids
today — those who are educated are the most apt
to buy, to keep, and to use the devices most fitting
for their lifestyle and needs

For such customers it's “buyer beware” time. They can go online
and review the specs for the ten models at Best Buy, the several
identified as hearing aids and others not so identified on the
Walmart site or the Lexie Lumen at Walgreens. With the latter,
though, they’ll find no mention of the telecoils that the Lexie

website says are in the devices.

If they didn’t see and save it, OTC hearing aid shoppers should
probably go online to read and then print the article on OTC
hearing aids in a recent AARP Bulletin while it’s still available — the
topic is likely to go back into the closet with other matters the
major media are not inclined to follow up on. Other resources such
as Healthy Hearing or the National Council on Aging will help

educate them.

The Hearing Loss Association of America has a wealth of
information on hearing loss, hearing aids and OTC hearing aids

including a buyer checklist on their website.



Conclusion

At this point, the question comes to mind, why go out to look at
OTC hearing aids only to go home and research the various

models online?

Why not just Google ‘OTC hearing aids’, look over the huge variety
being offered and pick a pair. With all you'll have a return for
refund period of 45 days. With many of them you can talk to an
actual live person who has had considerably more than a few
short training videos as a knowledge base. You can take a hearing
test online from several of these vendors and there won't be
background music or people talking to skewer the results. The test
will indicate (with at least some degree of accuracy) whether or
not you have a hearing loss and, if you do, if you qualify for OTC
devices or need to move up to prescription hearing aids and the
services of a trained, licensed professional to either — in person or

virtually — help you address your hearing loss.

As it turns out, buying OTC hearing aids can actually be more time
consuming and possibly more expensive than a visit to the local
Costco or Sam’s club where you'll get an actual hearing test, get
all of your questions answered by a trained professional and, if
called for, a pair of hearing aids that could actually cost less than
some of the higher end OTC models available online and,

occasionally, in-store...
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