
Users Prefer Plain Language: A Mixed-Methods Assessment of Online 
Over-the-Counter Hearing Aid Information

1Katie Leath, MPH, MA, 2Kendall Wilson, 2Lipika Sarangi, PhD, 2Caitlin Price, AuD, PhD
1Center for Health Literacy 2Department of Audiology and Speech Pathology 

Over-the-counter (OTC) hearing aids are a newer option for 
people with hearing loss. While they promote access, users 
must choose and fit devices without help from a licensed 
audiologist. To do so, many rely on online information to 
select, use, and manage the device. 

Aim 1: Assess readability, understandability, actionability of 
online materials
Aim 2: Examine whether users are more likely to recommend 
materials with stronger plain language qualities

MethodsIntroduction

•Search engines: Google, Safari, 
Firefox, Bing

•Search terms:
o"Over-the-counter hearing 

aids"
o"What are over the counter 

hearing aids?”
o“Cheap hearing aids”

•Top websites identified (N=22)

•Experts:
o1 audiology student
o2 plain language experts
•Readability formulas:
oFlesch-Kincaid
oSMOG
oFry Graph 
•Understandability and 

actionability: PEMAT-P1

•Participants: N=11
oAges 21-59
oReported high health and 

digital literacy
•Reviewed 3 most frequently 

appearing websites: Forbes, 
FDA, NCOA
•Measure: Net Promoter Score 

(likelihood to recommend)

Website selection Expert evaluation User evaluation

Conclusions
1. Shoemaker, S. J., Wolf, M. S., & Brach, C. (2014). Development of the Patient Education Materials 

Assessment Tool (PEMAT): a new measure of understandability and actionability for print and 
audiovisual patient information. Patient education and counseling, 96(3), 395–403. 

• These findings highlight the need for clearer, consumer-friendly online information to support informed decision-making.
• Even users with strong health and digital literacy preferred websites that used plain language.

References

Results

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

C
VS

G
oo

d 
Rx

N
Y 

Ti
m

es C
R

H
ar

va
rd

Ya
le

N
C

O
A

U
F 

H
ea

lth
Bo

ro
 A

ud
AS

H
A

AA
RP

H
ea

rin
gL

os
s

M
ay

o 
C

lin
ic

FD
A

AA
A

LV
 H

ea
lth

N
ID

C
D

.N
IH

Jo
hn

s 
H

op
ki

ns
W

ei
l C

or
ne

ll
U

C
LA

C
le

ve
la

nd
 C

lin
ic

Fo
rb

es

Readability Results (Mean) 
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PEMAT-P Results

Understandability Score (%) Actionability Score (%)
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Only 2 websites met understandability and actionability criteria.Most websites required more than 10th grade reading level. The most recommended website 
also had high understandability 

and perfect actionability.
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