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The Regional Department of Neurotology has a specialist hearing and 
balance service. This includes a service for people with sound sensitivity 
or altered sound tolerance. Our multidisciplinary team includes 
consultant ear, nose and throat (ENT) specialists, therapists, nurses, 
scientists and audiologists. You must be referred into the service by your 
GP where you will then be assessed by the team.
 

What is altered sound tolerance?

The human hearing system can process a huge variety of sounds. If the 
system is functioning well we can hear and tolerate a wide range of 
sounds, from very low level sounds such as a whisper, right through 
to loud sounds like those at a music concert. The point of maximum 
comfortable volume of sound varies from person to person, however in 
some people their tolerance to sounds is significantly altered and this 
can impact upon their everyday life.

There are a number of different terms used to describe forms of altered 
sound tolerance; the most common one is 'hyperacusis'. For some 
people a particular form of altered sound tolerance can exist alone, 
whilst for others there may be a combination of issues. Some people 
with sound tolerance problems start to avoid sounds or use ear 
protection, however this can be counterproductive. Ear protection 
should not normally be worn for normal day to day sounds as this could 
temporarily increase sound sensitivity further.
 

Types of altered sound tolerance can include:

Hyperacusis
Hyperacusis is an increased sensitivity or intolerance to normal everyday 
sounds. People who have hyperacusis are often sensitive to many 
sounds above a certain volume. Hyperacusis can come on suddenly or 
over time, and to people of any age. The condition can have a major 
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impact on life for some people, but for others it is just a minor 
nuisance. The symptoms of hyperacusis generally include one or more 
of the following when exposed to the trigger sound(s):

• Feeling uncomfortable
• Feeling angry, tense, distressed or anxious
• Experiencing pain in the ears or head
• Wanting to protect the ears or get away from the sound

Some people with hyperacusis experience a pressure sensation in the 
ears. Hyperacusis can sometimes be associated with tinnitus (noises in 
the ears or head). It can also be associated with other medical conditions 
such as migraine, post head injury syndrome, sudden loud noise 
exposure, mood changes and many more. Most people who develop 
hyperacusis have no detectable hearing loss.
 

Misophonia
This type of sound sensitivity is sometimes called ‘selective sound 
sensitivity’. It describes a person who has a strong dislike or repulsion to 
certain sounds. The bothersome sounds are usually generated by other 
people and are perceived by the person with misophonia as being under 
the trigger person’s voluntary control. Examples are chewing, sniffing, 
swallowing, breathing, tapping and whistling. The symptoms of 
misophonia are usually a strong emotional and/or physical response to 
the presence or anticipation of such a sound. The most common 
responses are:

• Strong irritation
• Anger
• Disgust
• Anxiety
• Physical responses such as fast heart beat and body tension



page 5 of 8

Phonophobia
Phonophobia is a fear of certain sounds where the sensitivity is specific 
and causes a strong aversion, avoidance and anxiety related to the 
sound(s). Phonophobia often leads to lifestyle changes such as 
avoidance of situations where the sounds may occur.
 

Recruitment
This is a specific form of altered sound tolerance associated with 
sensorineural hearing loss. Recruitment means that the difference 
between a just audible sound and an uncomfortably loud sound is 
reduced and happens too quickly; this often causes discomfort or pain.
 

Tensor tympani syndrome (TTS)
Some people with altered sound tolerance can develop a fluttering 
sensation or a sensation of fullness in the ear without any ear pathology 
(infection or disease). This is thought to be due to increased activity of a 
tiny muscle in the middle ear called the tensor tympani muscle. 
Contraction of this muscle is a normal response of the human ear to 
loud sounds. However in some people, particularly those with altered 
sound tolerance, the muscle can contract at lower level sounds, 
following exposure to loud sound or even on anticipation of 
uncomfortable sounds. Experiencing TTS does not harm the ear.
 

Treatment for altered sound tolerance

Most people with altered sound tolerance find that after receiving 
advice and information, they manage well and their symptoms become 
less troublesome. If you are referred into our service for altered sound 
tolerance you will be assessed by a specialist ENT consultant where a 
medical history will be taken. You may also be asked to complete a 
questionnaire and hearing test at this point. It is worth mentioning to 
the audiologist who conducts your hearing test that you have altered 
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sound tolerance, so extra caution can be taken during the procedure. 
Information, advice and reassurance can be provided at this stage and 
is often very valuable to our patients.

Some patients are referred on to our multidisciplinary team for further 
testing, management or therapies. We aim to offer support and 
management tailored to the individual’s symptoms and requirements; if 
you have any additional hearing concerns, such as hearing loss or 
tinnitus, these will be managed alongside the sound tolerance issues. 
Our service offers individual appointments and you are welcome to 
bring along a relative or friend. Therapy appointments usually last 
around one hour.
 

Depending on your needs, treatment strategies offered may include:

Counselling and education
This can help you find out more about your condition, reduce anxiety 
and fear, and provide practical advice and support. It may also involve 
lifestyle evaluation and looking at possible changes you could make. 
Relaxation therapy may sometimes be offered.

Sound therapy (desensitisation)
Sound therapy aims to support you towards re-introducing the 
troubling sound(s) into your life and developing ways of managing any 
associated distress. You may also be offered ear-level sound generators 
or be advised on other sound devices or 'apps' as part of this therapy. 
You will be supported by an experienced audiologist or therapist.

Talking therapies
A small number of patients are referred for therapies such as cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBT). This aims to help you explore and challenge 
the way you think about troublesome noises in order to reduce distress, 
change avoidance behaviours and help you manage your symptoms.



page 7 of 8

Further information

For more information regarding altered sound tolerance, you may find 
the following resources helpful:
 

Book 
'Living with tinnitus and hyperacusis'
Authors: L. McKenna, D. Baguley & D. McFerran
2010, Sheldon Press
 

Websites
The Hyperacusis Network:
     www.hyperacusis.net

British Tinnitus Association:
     www.tinnitus.org.uk

National Institute for Health and Care Excellence:
     https://cks.nice.org.uk/tinnitus

 

Contact details

If you require any further information please contact our team using the 
options below:

• Telephone: 0114 226 1314
• Text: 07917 721 604
• Email: sth.ContactRDN@nhs.net 

http://www.hyperacusis.net
http://www.tinnitus.org.uk
https://cks.nice.org.uk/tinnitus
mailto:sth.ContactRDN@nhs.net
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