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Objectives: An association between tinnitus distress with anxiety and depression is described in literature. A similar relationship might exist between tinnitus distress and personality traits, especially since associations between personality traits and other chronic diseases are already revealed. In this systematic review, we aim to investigate whether personality is a risk factor for tinnitus distress.

Design: We searched PubMed and EMBASE databases from inception up to December 31, 2018 for articles on the association between tinnitus distress and personality. Two researchers screened titles, abstracts, and full texts for eligibility. Directness of evidence and risk of bias were assessed. From the included studies, study characteristics and outcome data of tinnitus distress and personality traits were extracted.

Results: A total of 323 unique articles were screened of which 11 cross-sectional studies were eligible for critical appraisal and were used for data extraction. Including study populations were heterogenous, and studies scored high to moderate risk of bias. Nine out of 11 articles showed an association between tinnitus distress and the personality of neuroticism.

Conclusions: By limitations in the methodology of included studies, the evidence on specific personality traits as a risk factor for tinnitus distress is inconclusive. Some evidence on a positive association with neuroticism is identified. To draw conclusions about causal relations, these further studies should be of longitudinal design in a cohort setting. These studies should assess tinnitus distress using validated questionnaires with multiple personality dimensions and validated questionnaires to assess personality traits.
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INTRODUCTION

Tinnitus is the presence of a buzzing or tinkling sound in one or both ears without an acoustic external source to the head and can be associated with a reduction in health-related quality of life (1–3). Growing evidence shows that many cases of tinnitus are associated with de-afferentation of the central auditory structures due to aging, noise exposure, otologic injury, or other causes. The prevalence of tinnitus varies widely, depending on the used methodology, selected population, and definition of tinnitus. For that reason, the prevalence of the adult population experiencing tinnitus is estimated to be 10–25% (4). Where only 1–7% of the adult tinnitus population seems to struggle with bothersome tinnitus, others experience this symptom without any difficulties, which underlines the heterogeneity of the experienced disease (4). This heterogeneity is not only the experienced diversity in the tinnitus itself (e.g., lateralization, temporal course, sound characteristics) but also due to differences in tinnitus-related problems such as sleep and concentration difficulties and accompanying co-morbidities. Tinnitus-related distress is diverse and can be described as a complex phenomenon associated with negative appraisal, selective attention, safety behaviors, beliefs, and a distorted perception of tinnitus (5, 6). Thereby, it is not surprising that the individual needs of patients for tinnitus-related healthcare are various (4, 7).

So far, it is unclear to what extent psychopathological disorders are predisposing to tinnitus complaints, do aggravate symptoms, or refrain patients from tinnitus relief by diverse tinnitus therapies (8–10). The same might be argued for possible influences of personality traits (10) whereby personality can be defined as the characteristic pattern of thinking, feeling, and behaving of an individual (11). Early appearance of personality after birth indicates that personality is partly genetic determined (12, 13). Many studies have investigated the association between personality and diseases, for instance, between personality and the development of cardiovascular disease and cancer (14–17). A similar relationship could exist between personality characteristics and tinnitus. In the cognitive tinnitus model, it is assumed that tinnitus provokes distress in persons who hold overly negatively thoughts about it, thereby motivating maintaining factors. Subsequently, patients gain a distorted perception of their tinnitus. In 2014, Mucci et al. analyzed the relationship between tinnitus and personality by reviewing the literature from 1968 to 2012 (5, 18). They concluded that tinnitus is associated with several personality characteristics, especially on neuroticism, though a clear distinction between tinnitus perception and tinnitus distress was not made and the quality of data was not assessed. Personality characteristics in patients with more distress might differ from others without high distress levels. A scoping review by Durai et al. in 2016 found associations between tinnitus distress and multiple personality traits such as high neuroticism and low extraversion (19). Still, this review has important limitations due to the scoping method: relevant studies may not have been identified, and a quality assessment was not performed.

To measure personality traits, a wide range of questionnaires can be used. Some questionnaires focus on specific personality traits (19) where other questionnaires are based on models dividing personality into dimensions, for instance, three (Eysenck's theory) or five dimensions [the five-factor model (FFM): the “Big Five”] (19, 20). The variance between factors in the FFM is substantial compared to the variance of other personality inventories (21), and thereby, the FFM adopted a prominent position in the field of personality assessment (22). Assessing personality traits by a validated instrument in tinnitus patients might contribute to a better understanding about the relationship between both. As differences in personality traits can influence tinnitus-related distress and the response on different tinnitus treatments, which is especially important for tinnitus patients with severe complaints of tinnitus, this insight might be of benefit to understand the disease and treatment outcome. Therefore, we aim to investigate whether personality is a risk factor for tinnitus distress by a systematic review of the literature.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Search Strategy

We searched PubMed and Embase to access records, which analyzed the relationship between tinnitus distress and personality up to December 2018. PubMed was searched by entering the following search criteria in PubMed: [personal*(Title/Abstract)] AND {[tinnitus (MeSH Terms)] OR tinnitus (Title/Abstract)}. A similar search strategy was used to search Embase. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis (PRISMA) was used as a writing guideline (23).



Study Selection

After removal of duplicates, two researchers (JM and WV) independently screened titles and abstracts of searched articles. Eligible full text articles were retrieved through the databases and by emailing the authors. Full text eligibility was determined by the in- and exclusion criteria listed in Table 1. We included studies if they included adults with tinnitus that correlated tinnitus distress with personality characteristics. With tinnitus distress, terms such as tinnitus loudness, annoyance, and handicap were also included. When there was a different opinion on eligibility, the two reviewers tried to reach consensus. Studies investigating a therapy for tinnitus were excluded since interventions can change personality traits (24). The third and fifth author (IS and AS) were consulted if no unanimity was achieved.


Table 1. Eligibility criteria.

[image: Table 1]



Data Collection

Two researchers (JM and WV) extracted data regarding study design, study population, group size, setting, questionnaires regarding tinnitus distress and personality, and outcomes of the evaluation concerning tinnitus distress and personality. Primary outcome was the relationship between tinnitus distress and personality traits, as described by the FFM. The FFM is a taxonomy of five traits: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and conscientiousness (25). The Big Five Personality Dimensions Scale, the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (NEO-FFI), and the Big Five Inventory (BFI) are based on the FFM. When included trials used personality trait questionnaires not based on the FFM categorization, these personality traits were matched to the FFM categories. For this, the literature was searched to find a correlation between the non-FFM personality trait category and the traits as defined and scored by the FFM (26–34). Those associations and stratifications between FFM personality traits and non-FFM traits are described in Table 2. Mean scores of the questionnaires including standard deviations and P-values were distracted from the articles when available. When a t-test was used, the F-ratio and P-value were documented.


Table 2. Correlation between non-FFM personality questionnaires and the FFM personality traits based on the literature.
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Risk of Bias

Critical appraisal of selected studies regarding risk of bias (RoB) was performed by two researchers (WV and JM), using the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment Scale, using different assessment scales for cohort studies and for case-control studies (38). This instrument is divided into three subdomains concerning the bias in selection, comparability, and exposure. Each subdomain consists of one to four categories of potential bias. A study can be awarded one or two stars depending on each item within the categories. Selection can be awarded with a maximum of four stars, comparability with a maximum of two stars, and outcome with a maximum of three stars. The more stars were earned, the lower the risk of bias of the study was rated.




RESULTS


Study Selection

Our flow chart of the study selection, including reasons for exclusion of articles, is shown in Figure 1. After removal of duplicates, 323 unique records were identified. Of these, 255 articles were excluded based on title and abstract screening. After reading the full text of 68 articles, 11 articles were eligible for critical appraisal.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) Flow Diagram of Study Selection (39).




Risk of Bias and Quality Assessment

Critical appraisal of the 11 articles is outlined in Table 3. None of the studies were awarded with the maximal amount of nine stars; the range is between three and six stars. The majority used a selected group of tinnitus patients by including them from outpatient clinics (40, 41, 43, 44, 46–49). Furthermore, none of the case-control studies did provide information about non-respondents, and all cohort studies were of cross-sectional study design hindering the assessment of adequate follow-up. In addition, the majority of studies did not correctly control for confounding factors (40, 41, 43–49). Together, this limits the number of stars awarded for all subdomains. Only two studies used a representative cohort of patients with tinnitus out of the general population; however, these studies used a single question of tinnitus distress in contrast to validated multi-item questionnaires (45, 50).


Table 3. Risk of bias assessment using the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment Scale.

[image: Table 3]


Characteristics of Studies

There was a large heterogeneity in tinnitus questionnaires and personality questionnaires to measure tinnitus distress and personality traits, respectively, in the included studies. Because of this heterogeneity, no meta-analysis could be performed. Therefore, a descriptive analysis of the included articles is provided. All but three (42, 45, 50) studies included patients who visited the tinnitus department or Ear-, Nose-, Throat (ENT), which leads to a specific patient selection. The two cohort studies included patients from large-population studies in Dunedin (New Zealand) and the United Kingdom (UK) (45, 50) and assessed personality traits in a cross-sectional manner.




Synthesis of the Results

Extensive descriptions of the articles and outcomes are presented in Table 4.


Table 4. Summary of studies on personality characteristics in tinnitus patients according to tinnitus distress.
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Tinnitus Distress and Personality Traits

A majority (9 out of 11 studies) of the included studies showed one or more associations (both positive and negative) between tinnitus distress and personality (41, 44–47, 49, 50). Two out of 11 articles studied the association between tinnitus distress and the FFM personality traits by usage of the NEO five-factor inventory (44) or a short version of the Big Five Personality dimensions scale (48). Of those, Langguth et al. did find a negative association between scores on the Tinnitus Handicap Inventory (THI) and consciousness (correlation coefficient = −0.367, p = 0.003), and a positive association between tinnitus distress on the Tinnitus Questionnaire (TQ) and neuroticism (correlation coefficient = 0.276, p = 0.028) (44). Furthermore Strumila et al. (48) stated that high THI scores did not predict high scores on any of the personality traits, but neuroticism did influence distress of tinnitus perception (p <0.001, standardized coefficient 0.38).

The other nine studies used non-FFM-based questionnaires to assess personality traits in similar domains to the FFM division (40–43, 45–47, 49, 50). To be able to make a comparison, we converted these outcomes of personality traits to the FFM personality traits when a comparison between both was described in literature, as stated previously (Tables 2, 5). One study found a positive association between bothersome tinnitus and neuroticism [odds ratio (95% CI) = 4.11 (3.69–4.58), p < 0.001] using the EPI-neuroticism questionnaire (45). Eight of nine non-FFM-based studies indicated a positive correlation between neuroticism and increased tinnitus distress, including the New Zealand study, which represents a sample of the general population (Table 5) (40–42, 45–47, 49, 50). For the other categories of personality traits (extraversion, openness, agreeableness, and consciousness), we found no conclusive results about an association with tinnitus distress.


Table 5. Association of personality trait outcomes to tinnitus distress.
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DISCUSSION

In the present review, we studied personality traits as a risk factor for tinnitus distress, in which 11 cross-sectional studies with a high degree of heterogeneity in methods and outcomes were included. Owing to heterogeneity in the reported personality traits, it was not possible to perform a meta-analysis. Of the FFM, neuroticism was the only trait with a positive relationship with tinnitus distress in multiple studies. The association between neuroticism and tinnitus distress is in line with previous findings about emotional health and tinnitus: tinnitus distress shows close relationships with factors related to emotional health, and emotional health may be prognostic for the development of tinnitus distress (51, 52). One could argue that patients with more severe complaints of tinnitus are indeed more likely to have a neurotic personality, since neuroticism is described as the tendency to experience negative emotions. However, neuroticism is also associated with psychopathological symptoms of depression and anxiety (53), which complicates the causality of this association, since anxiety and depression are more prevalent among tinnitus patients (8, 19, 54). Moreover, both tinnitus and personality are potentially influenced by genetic factors (55, 56). Interestingly, of the FFM traits, the strongest associations were revealed between genetic variants and neuroticism (56–58). One of these studies used the same prospective cohort in the United Kingdom as the study of McCormack et al. (45) of which results were included in this systematic review. Indeed, this study found a positive association between neuroticism and tinnitus.

Several major limitations of this systematic review must be mentioned. Most of the studies included a selected population of tinnitus patients visiting an ENT department, audiological clinic, or tinnitus clinics and, thus, are not necessarily representative of the general population. For instance, headache-prone individuals have found to differ in personality profiles when comparing institutionalized patients to non-institutionalized controls from outside the clinic (59). Potentially, help-seeking tinnitus patients might differ in personality from non-help-seeking tinnitus patients. Owing to the selected sample of tinnitus patients used in the included studies in our review, generalization of outcomes is hindered. Moreover, most studies are prone to bias as scored by the Newcastle–Ottawa Quality Assessment Scale. For instance, confounders in the relation between personality traits and tinnitus distress exist, but not all studies described or analyzed these potential confounding factors such as gender (41, 48, 50). Additionally, as many different questionnaires were used to assess the personality traits, we used previously described correlations to convert the personality domains out of these questionnaires into the FFM categorization, to be able to compare outcomes of different studies. To our knowledge, however, this method is not validated nor described previously.

For all these reasons, the evidence we present in this systematic review about the relationship between personality and tinnitus is inconclusive. The aim of our review was to assess personality as a risk factor for tinnitus distress. Longitudinal cohort studies are needed to assess the causality of personality in tinnitus, address the limitations, and reveal additional potential confounders in this relationship.

The potential relationship of tinnitus distress with neuroticism may affect the success of specific tinnitus treatments, making the execution of high-quality studies on this topic of eminent importance. For example, cognitive behavioral treatment (CBT) targets the emotional reactivity and (dysfunctional) behavioral mechanisms. Studies assessing tinnitus outcome after CBT treatment show a reduction in disease-related distress and increased daily life functioning in individuals with subjective tinnitus (60–62). Interestingly, FFM personality can affect the tinnitus outcome after CBT treatment as demonstrated by Kleinstauber et al. in a clinical trial (63). Therefore, one should not only consider tinnitus distress (64) but also individual characteristics as personality traits to tailor tinnitus treatment for this heterogenous group of patients.



CONCLUSION

We endeavored to present the evidence on the relationship between tinnitus distress and personality traits in this systematic review. Owing to limitations in the methodology of included studies, the evidence on specific personality traits as a risk factor for tinnitus distress is inconclusive. Some evidence on a positive association with neuroticism is identified. To draw conclusions about causal relations, future studies should be of longitudinal design in a cohort setting. These studies should assess tinnitus distress using validated questionnaires with multiple personality dimensions and validated questionnaires to assess personality traits.
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