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Background

Covid-19 pandemic introduced lifestyle 

changes

1. CDC recommendation: 

a. Distance of at least 6 ft between individuals

b. Use of face coverings to prevent the spread 

2. Lifestyle changes:

a. Less in-person and more tele and video technology 

for communication

(e.g., Lansing & McConkie, 1999; Thomas & Jordan, 

2003; Fecher & Watt, 2013;  Westermann & Buchholz, 

2015; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021)



Background

1. Face masks

a. Limits the ability to use facial expressions and lipreading 

cues

b. Distorts speech signals

1. Decrease of intensity of the speech signal due to distancing and 

use of face masks

(e.g., Lansing & McConkie, 1999; Thomas & Jordan, 

2003; Fecher & Watt, 2013;  Westermann & 

Buchholz, 2015; Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, 2021)



Survey Information

● Online survey-

Qualtrics
● Administered to 

adults residing in the 
U.S.

● Advertising strategy:
○ Hearing Tracker

○ Facebook Ads

( Helfer et al., 2021)



Demographics

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Demographics

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Methods

● Series of probes about 3 scenarios:

○ Running errands/appointments outside the home

○ Working outside the home

○ Socializing face-to-face

● Questions about hearing, speech understanding, and concentration

during various conditions

○ Responded on a 5-point Likert scale

● Prompted 2 open-ended responses for qualitative research

● 57% (979) surveys included responses to the open-ended question

(Helfer et al., 2021)



“Are there any strategies that you find especially helpful when talking 

to someone who is wearing a face mask? If so, please list them 

below.”

(Helfer et al., 2021)

(Helfer et al., 2021)

MAXQDA - A software used to sort open-ended responses by 

codes and demographics



Five Major Categories

72.6% of all open-ended responses were coded into five major 

categories

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Trends- Major Categories

● All age groups equally likely to 

use active repair strategies

● Younger adults more likely to 

use non-verbal strategies vs. 

middle-aged and older adults

● Middle-aged and older adults 

more likely to use 

written/captions and advocate 

vs. younger adults

(Helfer et al., 2021)

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Trends - Minor Categories

● Of the 33 respondents who mentioned a specific app for 

transcribing, 97% were hearing aid users

● Of the 57 respondents who requested mask removal, 94.7% 

were from middle-age and older adults

● Respondents, across the ages, moved in closer to the talker 

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Expected Findings

● Older participants reported the most self-rated speech 

understanding difficulty and need for concentration

● Larger differences noted between age-groups when 

the talker wore a face mask or was in a noisy 

environment

● Device users more inclined to disclose their hearing 

loss

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Unexpected Findings

● For the better hearing group, younger adults 

○ Reported significantly poorer speech understanding 

○ Greater need for concentration 

● For the poorer hearing group, middle-aged adults 

○ Reported more self-rated speech understanding 

difficulty compared to older adults
(Helfer et al., 2021) 

(Helfer et al., 2021)



Conclusions

● Some individuals are willing to break CDC guidelines in order to 

help improve communication 

● Healthcare professionals should counsel on effective 
communication strategies

○ Discourage using strategies that can put individuals at risk

● While younger adults may self-perceive they have good hearing, 
they are not immune to communication challenges that are 

brought about by face masks and when listening in noise

(Helfer et al., 2021)
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