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As Donald Trump and his
transition team search for the
Food and Drug Administration’s
next leader, they will be seeking
someone with a free-market
approach. One way to improve
competition and lower prices—
that is, to help consumers—
would be to make hearing aids as
easy to purchase as glasses.

Some 28 million Americans
between 20 and 69 were hard of
hearing in 2011 and 2012,

according to an analysis of National Institutes of Health data published last month. This is
down from about a decade ago, but 14% of working-age Americans still suffer from hearing loss.
Millions of baby boomers are entering their 70s, the decade when more than half of them will
have lost some of their hearing. Yet 80% of Americans who need hearing aids don’t have them,
according to White House economic adviserCharlie Anderson.

Cellphones with tremendous computing power sell for only a few hundred dollars. Yet
acquiring a not-so-fancy hearing aid can cost $2,300, or $4,600 for a pair. That price is inflated
by a moribund market with few manufacturers and audiologists who offer bundled services
that distort the price of otherwise cheap hardware.

In 2015 President Obama’s Council of Advisers on Science and Technology recommended that
the FDA approve an over-the-counter hearing device. Similar to the reading glasses you can get
at a drugstore, it might at first not be programmable but instead offer various settings. But the
FDA still hasn’t approved a device. The agency’s next chief should ensure this happens
immediately.

Currently, most people get their hearing aids from audiologists, who test a patient’s hearing,
offer the equivalent of a hearing prescription and outfit the person with the right hearing aid.
Audiologists typically promise adjustments free of charge. These services are nearly always
part of the $2,300 average price tag for a hearing aid. In a more open market, someone could
easily steer clear of the bundle. You might pay $100 for a hearing test, or take a free one online,
and then buy the appropriate hearing aid for hundreds of dollars—not thousands.

Hearing aids can already be purchased online or at retailers—without any of the bundles—for a
fraction of the price and customized for your hearing. But few people know this, and
audiologists aren’t rushing to itemize the costs in their bundle.

In addition to instructing his FDA chief to approve an over-the-counter device, Mr. Trump
should take further steps to make the hearing-aid market more transparent and undo the
bundle. Consumers need simple standard terms for features and capabilities, as well as an
open-platform approach that allows anyone to program an aid. These moves would be an easy
way to improve the lives of millions of people.
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Ms. Ehrenfeld is a writer in New York.
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