TECH REVIEWS

Hearing test apps: how reliable are they?

BY EMMA LEBLANC

here are seemingly hundreds of hearing test apps
available, designed to be a screening tool for those
interested in learning more about their hearing while doing
so in the comfort of their home and without needing to
wait for an appointment to see an audiologist. Do these apps work?
Do they accurately determine hearing loss? Can they be used to
bring potential patients into my office? Can/should they be used by
other healthcare professionals to determine the need for a referral
to audiology? These are all questions that | sought out to answer in
this article.
To determine the validity of some of these hearing test apps,
| started by having my hearing tested in a sound booth, which
revealed the results shown in Figure 1.
| then tested my hearing with my in-ear noise cancelling
headphones, using the first six apps that were free on the
Android platform via the Google Play Store app. Most of the
apps assessed hearing by playing some type of noise/pure tone/
warble tone that would get louder and louder until | pressed a
button to indicate that | could hear it.
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Figure 1.

Below is a summary table of my findings:

There was an automatic masker
when the tone went over

false positives

App Name Advantages Disadvantages Overall Impression

Hearing Test App This was the only app to calibrate Calibration took a very long Overall, revealed a nice

- Information my headphones time looking audiogram
Technology in You have the option to hide the There was delayed response Most accurate of all apps
Medicine results to prevent bias to testing, which could lead to tested

Hearing Test,
Audiogram (Petralex
Hearing Test)

Fast

Uses microphones on phone to
assess background noise and told
you to move if it was too loud

No calibration

The quietest volume is louder
than what the app is saying.
This led to better hearing
thresholds than reality

Not accurate

Sennheiser Hearing
Test

Uses microphones on phone to
assess background noise and told
you to move if it was too loud
Very fast

Only four warbled tones were
played to estimate hearing
from 500-8000Hz

Fairly accurate

Mimi
- Mimi Hearing
Technologies

Tested all frequencies

0dd way of testing — not sure
if it would be accurate

App froze multiple times and |
never received my results

Unable to assess due to
technical problems with
the app

Organization

(likely, check your hearing,
good)

Audiogram Lots of educational information Did not test below 10 dB Not accurate

- Hearing Test - . 6 and 8 kHz sounds were . Revealed a mild to

Pidgey distorted moderate hearing loss at
6 and 8kHz

hearWHO Fun and easy to do No hearing test, just a score Difficult to assess, though

- World Health . Only three ranges of score | came in the ‘good’

hearing range.
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Figure 2. Audiogram generated by Hearing Test App by Information Technology in Medicine.
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Figure 3. Audiogram generated by Sennheiser Hearing Test app.

| have to admit that | am surprised by how well some of these
apps performed. However, I'm not confident that they would
produce accurate results for those with hearing loss or whether
they would alert a person to any red flags (i.e. asymmetry).
Further, | was disappointed that none of the apps seemed to
noticeably encourage users to reach out to an audiologist if
hearing loss was detected (some apps had a very small printed
disclaimer). In summary, | do believe that the best of these
hearing test apps can be used as tools for healthcare providers
to quickly assess patients’ hearing and triage as needed.
However, | am not yet convinced that these apps should be used
for the general public, mostly due to lack of information and
encouragement from the apps to seek medical care if needed.
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Figure 4. Audiogram generated by Audiogram — Hearing Test app by Pidgey.
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