
Those painful ear rings� 
SighS that the brain plays a key role in ringing of the ears resonate 

with research looking for causes and treatments 

•
Tinnitus 
What It Is: Tinnitus (pronounced 
ti-NIGHT-us or TIN-j-tus) is the 
medical term for the perception 
of noise amid quiet. 

What It sounds like: Ringing, 
buzzing, hissing, sizzling, roaring, 
chirping or other sounds, either 
constant or intermittent. 

What causes It: Excessive noise 
exposure, age-related hearing 
loss, ear infections, abnormal 
growths, toxic doses of drugs 
such as certain antibiotics and 
chemotherapy agents, head or 
neck injuries, high blood pressure. 

Who has It: More than 50 million 
Americans, estimates the 
American Tinnitus Association, 
but most cases are mild. About 
12 million suffer enough to seek 
medical attention. 
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When it's quiet, Elliott Berger's ears 
sense a cacophony: ringing, hissing 
and a rougb, cricketlike blaring. 

The virtual noises began plaguing 
the 55-year-old hearing-protection 
researcher after an accidental expo­
sure to a loud blast from a starter pis­
tol heard through a malfunctioning 
electronic device. 

"It was debilitating," Berger said. "I 
had trouble working, concentrating, 
thinking- itwas incrediblydifficult to 
sleep, to work, to relax, to enjoy life." 

An estimated 40 million Americans 
suffer from chronic ringing in the 
ears, or tinnitus. Despite decades of 
research and hundreds of clinical tri­
als of potential treatments, re­
searchers still haven't found an effec­
tive way to stop the noise. 

But recent discoveries challenge 
long-standing assumptions about 
what causes tinnitus. The newfindings 

suggest that for many sufferers, the 
problem resides more in the brain than 
in the ears. That insight has sparked 
promising treatment ideas being test­
ed in clinical trials. Among them: 
• Using drugs to target brain neuro­
transmitters, which might restore a 
balance of signaling in hyperactive 
brain areas linked to tinnitus. 
• Applying powerful electromagnets 
to the scalp to suppress those same 
overactive brain areas. 
• Implanting devices, for the most se­
vere cases, that directly stimulate the 
brain to stop tinnitus. 

"In the past, we've always ap­
proached it as an ear issue," says Bil­
ly Martin, a professor at Oregon 
Health & Science University and di­
rector of the medical school's tinnitus 
clinic. "Now a lot of the research is 
starting to look at what's going on in 
the brain. There's lots of new tracks 
being pursued." 

Please see TINNITUS, Page FS 
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BRAIN BASIS 
OF TINNITUS 
Colored areas 
of these brain 
scans show 
brain activity in 
three patients 
experiencing the 
phantom sounds 
of tinnitus in the 
right ear. The one­
sidedness of the 
activity suggests 
that tinnitus 
originates in the 
brain because real 
sounds coming 
from the ear would 
activate both sides 
of the brain. 
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