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Hearing aids: a recession proof segment, but is it different this 
time (?)

From October 12th to 14th we attended the 
66th EUHA (European Association of 
Hearing Acousticians) congress in 
Hannover, Germany. With thousands of 
participants, almost 120 exhibitors and 
dozens of expert lectures the EUHA 
congress is among the largest in the world 
in this field. Many hearing aid companies 
use this platform for their own investor 
meetings. We also attended the Sonova 
Investor Day that preceded the fair. 
 

With platform cycles of 2 years, it was highly expected that 
2022 would be a year of new platform launches. And so it was. 
At EUHA, two of the major hearing aid manufacturers 
(Sonova and GN) had the chance to present their new 
platforms, which were initially launched in August, to a 
broader audience. For the other manufacturers, some form 
factor or category additions to existing platforms stood in 
focus. 
 
The main uncertainty for the sector is, if the target audience, 
in the light of a deteriorating macroeconomic environment 
driven by inflation, will continue to buy new hearing devices.  
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Consumer spending 

Since a couple of quarters, the macroeconomic environment has deteriorated 
remarkably. The one-million-dollar question investors currently try to answer is, 
weather hearing aids represent a medical need and thus are non-discretionary in 
nature or if it is deferrable, discretionary consumer spending. While in the past the 
target customers of hearing aid manufacturers (mainly retirees) were somehow more 
resilient to recessionary settings as their income was not dependent to the 
macroeconomic environment, this time it seems different. Although many pensions 
are linked to inflation, there might be a lag between adjustment of rents and an ever-
faster inflation. Additionally, with the war ongoing in Ukraine, consumer sentiment in 
Europe took a hit. Moreover, for US customers specifically, pensions are often tied to 
the development of stock markets, which are performing very poorly this year. 
However, reasons that speak for a certain resilience of the hearing aid market are 1) 
that existing patients tend to stick to their 4-5 years replacement cycles. While 
consumer sentiment and spending might be depressed at the moment, patients, due 
to wear and tear of devices, will not delay replacements forever. This leads to a natural 
flow of existing patients that replace their hearing devices on a regular basis. 2) New 
patients live 7 years on average with a hearing impairment, before they decide to seek 
treatment. And once they have decided to do so, they will not delay the purchase. 3) 
In most of the countries, there are reimbursements in place for the treatment of 
hearing loss, which provide some financial relief to patients. Overall, it is more a unit 
volume problem than consumers trading down to lower price points. History has 
shown that during times of distress, sales are not lost, but deferred.  

 

OTC 

The introduction of the over-the-counter (OTC) hearing aid category, that will be 
available from October 17, 2022, continued to be a topic of interest for investors. While 
consumer electronic brands are entering the category (Sony), GN also sees OTC as a 
new opportunity and will be launching its Jabra Enhance Plus with various retailers 
soon. Sonova in turn is more reluctant to be a first mover and sees challenges for OTC 
such as 1) high lead generation costs, 2) uncertainty over the level of customer support 
required, 3) return rates of 60% and 4) low Net Promoter Score because of unhappy 
customers. However, if the category proves to be attractive, they could enter it 
quickly. Demant remains sceptical about OTC and if price is the only reason for buying 
an OTC, then they could offer hearing aid devices at low price points in the store. 

 

Audiological performance 

For patients, when buying a hearing aid, the audiological performance is the most 
important criterion. Thanks to the intensive competition, no producer can afford to 
cut back on audiological performance which is evidenced by the minimal dispersion 
among them. A focus point of the current platforms is better hearing in noisy 
environments. Additional nice-to-have-features, which were heavily advertised by 
the companies at prior congresses, such as hands-free phone calls, fall detection, 
remote control and healthy apps, were no longer so important. 
 

Bottom-line 

The inflationary situation is new to hearing aid manufacturers and it is not clear how 
this will play out in the near-term. However, past crises have shown, that demand 
does not disappear but rather comes back in form of pent-up demand. For OTC, the 
two largest producers follow a wait-and-see approach and could enter the category 
quickly. Further, the industry remains highly competitive with companies spending 
more and more on R&D, predominantly on audiological improvements, which will 
ultimately benefit patients. 
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This document has been issued through Kieger AG and is for distribution 
only under such circumstances as may be permitted by applicable law. This 
document is for information purposes only and does not constitute an 
offer. Past performance is not a reliable indicator of future results. The 
details and opinions contained in this document are provided by Kieger 
without any guarantee or warranty and are for the recipient’s personal use 
only. All information and opinions contained in this document are subject 
to change without notice. This document may contain statements that 
constitute “forward looking statements”. A number of risks, uncertainties 
and other important factors could cause actual developments and results 
to differ materially from our expectations. Data source: Northen Trust / 
Factset 
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