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Welcome, Tinnitus Support Group Leader! 
Thank you for your commitment to serving the tinnitus and sound 
hypersensitivity community. Whether you’re launching a new support group or 
strengthening an existing one, you’re providing a safe space where people can 
share experiences, learn coping strategies, and find hope. 

Support groups are lifelines for people navigating tinnitus. Over 50 million people 
in the United States experience tinnitus, and many struggle with isolation and 
lack of understanding from those around them. Your leadership creates 
community where individuals feel heard, validated, and supported. 

About This Guide 

This guide is designed to help you succeed as a support group facilitator, whether 
you’re running online meetings, in-person gatherings, or a hybrid format. You’ll 
find practical advice drawn from years of experience with tinnitus support groups 
across the country. 

ATA also offers a Support Group Grant Program (up to $500) to help cover costs, 
such as video conferencing subscriptions, meeting space rental, educational 
materials, and more. Learn more in Section 5. 

Your Role Makes a Difference 

Leading a support group isn’t about being an expert on tinnitus or having all the 
answers. It’s about creating a welcoming environment, fostering genuine 
connections, and helping people realize they’re not alone in their journey. Even 
when everything doesn’t go exactly as planned, please know that you’re making a 
real difference in how people relate to each other and their tinnitus.  



Section 1: Getting Started 

Equipment & Setup 

For Online Groups 
Online groups offer accessibility and convenience, especially for people with 
mobility challenges or those in rural areas. Here’s what you’ll need: 

•​ Video conferencing platform that supports captions: Zoom, Google 
Meet, Microsoft Teams, or similar. 

•​ Reliable internet connection: Test your connection before meetings 
•​ Good quality microphone and camera: Clear audio is especially important 

for those with hearing challenges 
•​ Screen sharing capability: For presentations and educational materials 
•​ Waiting room feature: Provides security and lets you admit participants 
•​ Backup plan: Have phone-in options for technical difficulties 

For In-Person Groups 
Finding a Location 

Consider using rooms at: 

•​ Public libraries 
•​ Hospitals or medical centers 
•​ Colleges or universities 
•​ Religious centers (churches, synagogues, mosques, temples) 
•​ Recreation or senior centers 
•​ Large businesses (banks often have meeting rooms) 

Many venues offer free rooms to nonprofit groups, but reservations usually must 
be made in advance. If you book a room and plans change, cancel as soon as 
possible. For safety, we strongly discourage in-home meetings. 

Essential Equipment 

•​ Projector and screen: For PowerPoint presentations 
•​ Speakers: For video presentations or virtual guest speakers 
•​ Good acoustics: Choose rooms where people won’t strain to hear 
•​ Comfortable seating: Arrange chairs in a circle or U-shape to facilitate 

discussion 
•​ Sign-in sheet: Collect contact information and meeting topic suggestions 

For Hybrid Groups 
Hybrid groups combine the best of both formats but require extra coordination. 
You’ll need all of the above, plus careful attention to ensuring both in-person and 
virtual participants can see, hear, and engage equally. Designate a tech host to 
monitor the online chat and ensure virtual attendees feel included. Test your 
setup before each meeting. 



Volunteer Roles & Delegation 
Running a support group takes time and effort. Don’t try to do everything 
yourself! Delegating tasks lightens your workload, provides backup leadership, 
helps tasks get completed more quickly, and gives others a sense of ownership. 
Here are suggested roles: 

Group Leader 
•​ Plans agenda and coordinates guest speakers 
•​ Responds to inquiries from new members 
•​ Maintains email list and sends reminders 
•​ Leads discussions and keeps meetings focused 
•​ Fosters atmosphere of trust and mutual support 
•​ Manages conflicts as they arise 
•​ Communicates with ATA and shares its resources 

Tech Host (Online/Hybrid) 
•​ Manages virtual platform (admits participants, handles breakout rooms) 
•​ Monitors chat for questions from online participants 
•​ Troubleshoots technical issues 

Greeter (In Person/Hybrid) 
•​ Welcomes people at the door 
•​ Helps locate facilities (restrooms, coat racks, refreshments) 
•​ Manages sign-in sheet 
•​ Introduces attendees to one another 

Secretary 
•​ Takes meeting notes 
•​ Distributes notes to mailing list 
•​ Handles meeting announcements 

Other Helpful Roles 
•​ Refreshment Coordinator: Organizes snacks for in-person meetings 
•​ Local Liaison/ Publicity Coordinator: Builds relationships with healthcare 

providers and community organizations 



Section 2: Running Your First Meeting 

Sample First Meeting Agenda 
Your first meeting sets the tone for your group. Arrive early to check room setup, 
equipment, lighting, and temperature. Whether one person or 50 attends, stick to 
your agenda to ensure important items are discussed. Most importantly, enjoy 
yourself! You’re providing a valuable forum and making a difference. 

1. Welcome and Introductions (10 minutes) 
Introduce yourself and explain why you started the group. Are you someone with 
tinnitus? A healthcare professional? A supporter of the community? Whether 
you’re a peer or healthcare professional leader, clarify that you and attendees 
cannot provide medical advice. 

2. Understanding Tinnitus & Sound Hypersensitivity (15 minutes) 
Many attendees may be newly diagnosed. Cover the basics, including 

•​ Tinnitus: Perception of sound in the absence of an external sound source. 
It’s a condition of both the ear and the brain. 

•​ Sound Hypersensitive Disorder: Reduced tolerance to sounds that others 
typically find comfortable or manageable. Can coexist with tinnitus but not 
everyone with sound hypersensitivity has tinnitus. Sound hypersensitivity is 
an umbrella term that includes loudness hyperacusis (sounds perceived as 
too loud), pain hyperacusis (sound causes physical pain or discomfort), 
noise sensitivity (somewhat heightened sensitivity to environmental 
sounds), misophonia (strong negative emotional reactions to specific 
trigger sounds), and phonophobia (fear of sound).  

•​ Refer members to www.ATA.org. 

3. Establish Group Guidelines (10 minutes) 
Discuss what makes the group safe and welcoming: 

•​ Confidentiality: What’s shared in the group stays in the group 
•​ Respect: Let people finish their thoughts; be mindful of not monopolizing 

the conversation 
•​ Nonjudgmental: All experiences are valid 
•​ Equal participation: Everyone should have an opportunity to share 

4. Determine Meeting Logistics (10 minutes) 
•​ Frequency: Monthly? Bi-monthly? Quarterly? 
•​ Structure: Guest speakers? Open discussion? Round-robin check-ins? 

Book club approach? 
•​ Format: Online? In-person? Hybrid? 

5. Gather Topic Ideas (5 minutes) 



Ask what topics people want to learn about. Pass around a sheet for suggestions 
or create an online poll. See Section 4 for 30+ topic ideas. 

6. Introduce Active Listening (Optional 10 minutes) 
Brief overview of respectful communication. Guidance in Section 3. 

7. Close with “What’s Working for Me” (10 minutes) 
End on a positive note! Ask each person to share one thing that’s helped them, 
which might include a coping strategy, a good moment, or how they maintain 
hope. This sets the tone for solution-focused, supportive meetings. 



Section 3: Facilitation Skills 

Active Listening 
Active listening is the foundation of effective support groups. It promotes positive 
communication, maintains order, and helps members feel truly heard. 

Key Principles 
•​ Recognize different perspectives: Everyone brings their own opinions, 

understanding levels, and comfort with public speaking 
•​ Consider the environment: Minimize distractions. Address noise issues 

(outside sounds, air conditioning) promptly 
•​ Suspend judgment temporarily: Focus on the speaker rather than 

formulating your response. Listen fully before responding 
•​ Ask clarifying questions: If confused, wait for a pause and ask respectfully 

what the person meant 
•​ Show engagement: Nod, maintain eye contact (or camera contact) to 

signal interest 

In Group Discussions 
•​ Give space after someone speaks – don’t jump in immediately 
•​ Express appreciation before asking questions: “Thank you for sharing that...” 
•​ Briefly summarize their point before adding your perspective: “So if I 

understand correctly...” 
•​ This builds trust and encourages open dialogue 

Communication Best Practices 
•​ Don’t feel you need to be the full-time expert. When asked questions, say 

“Let’s ask the group” or “What do others think?” 
•​ Speak in first person – tell your story if you have tinnitus and/or sound 

sensitivity, and encourage others to do the same 
•​ When people are interrupted, step in immediately: “Please let them finish 

their thought” 
•​ Turn what may sound like a complaint into group problem-solving: “That 

sounds difficult. Has anyone found strategies for this?” 
•​ Encourage quiet members without pressure: “We’d love to hear from you if 

you’d like to share” 
•​ Repeat questions or main points for those who are hard of hearing 

Creating a Positive Atmosphere 
•​ Quickly address disturbances (noise, temperature, technical issues) 
•​ Pay special attention to needs of those with hyperacusis – keep volume 

moderate 
•​ Choose locations with good acoustics so people aren’t straining to hear 
•​ Model kindness, compassion, and optimism in your facilitation 



Section 4: Sustaining Your Group 

30+ Meeting Topic Ideas 
Having structured topics helps focus conversations and attract attendees. Here’s a 
list of suggestions: 

•​ Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT) 

•​ Acupuncture 
•​ Advocacy & awareness 
•​ Allergies & tinnitus 
•​ Biofeedback 
•​ Clinical Practice Guidelines 
•​ Cognitive behavioral therapy 

(CBT) 
•​ Combination devices 
•​ Coping strategies 
•​ Depression & anxiety 
•​ Dietary approaches & nutrition 
•​ Environmental sound therapy 
•​ Exercise & tinnitus 
•​ Group therapy approaches 
•​ Hearing aids 
•​ Hearing protection 
•​ Hyperacusis (pain and 

loudness) 
•​ Hypnosis 

•​ Job concerns & workplace 
accommodations 

•​ Masking devices 
•​ Meditation 
•​ Mindfulness 
•​ Mental Health 
•​ Misophonia 
•​ Neuromodulation therapies 
•​ Ototoxic medications 
•​ Personal moods & emotions 
•​ Pharmacological approaches 

for managing comorbidities 
•​ Relaxation techniques 
•​ Relationships with family & 

friends 
•​ Scientific research updates 
•​ Sleep solutions 
•​ Sound therapy 
•​ Stress management 
•​ TMJ & tinnitus 
•​ Tinnitus Retraining Therapy 
•​ Yoga & tinnitus 

 



Finding Guest Speakers 
Guest speakers make meetings informative and help attract attendees. But 
speakers don’t need to be tinnitus experts – professionals from various fields can 
offer relevant insights. 

Who Makes a Good Speaker? 
•​ Audiologists, ENT specialists, physical therapists (somatic tinnitus) 
•​ Psychologists, counselors, cognitive behavioral therapists 
•​ Nutritionists, chiropractors, acupuncturists 
•​ Biofeedback specialists, hypnotists, meditation instructors 
•​ Massage therapists, yoga instructors, sleep specialists 

How to Find Speakers 
•​ Use your group’s connections: Ask members who they know. People are 

most receptive when approached by someone they already know 
•​ Attend tinnitus & hearing healthcare conferences: Online and in-person 

conferences are great places to learn more about tinnitus and hearing as 
well as meet leaders in the field 

•​ Search ATA’s provider directory: We list providers who may be able to be 
guest speakers 

•​ Virtual speakers: Don’t limit yourself geographically – many professionals 
are happy to speak with groups virtually.  

Making the Ask 
When reaching out to a potential speaker: 

1.​ Send an introductory email about your group 
2.​ Explain why their specialty is relevant to your group 
3.​ Clarify this is a donation of time and expertise, not a sales opportunity 
4.​ Ask for their background information to help introduce them and promote 

the meeting 



Marketing Your Support Group 

List with ATA 
ATA maintains a directory of support groups that patients can search. Email 
tinnitus@ata.org with: 

•​ Group name and description 
•​ Meeting format (online/in person/hybrid) 
•​ Meeting schedule and geographic area 
•​ Contact information to schedule a call before listing 

Community Partnerships 
•​ Contact audiologists, ENT offices, hearing aid centers to ask if they can 

share your information with patients 
•​ Post flyers at libraries, community centers, senior centers 
•​ Reach out to VA centers 
•​ Contact university health centers and audiology departments 

Social Media & Community Announcement  
•​ Create a Facebook group or page for your support group 
•​ Submit meeting info to local newspaper calendars 
•​ Send press releases to local media (see sample below) 
•​ Post in online tinnitus forums and message boards 

Sample Community Email Announcement/Press Release 

[Date] 
[Your name, contact info] 
The [Group Name] will hold its [monthly/quarterly] meeting on [Date] from 
[Time] in [Location]. The event is free and open to the public. 

Tinnitus is the perception of sound in the ears or head when no external 
source is present. The [Group Name] offers the latest information on 
management strategies, coping techniques, and encouragement to help 
manage this condition. While there is no cure for tinnitus, there are many 
effective management approaches. Our group provides hope, compassion, 
and support to help individuals learn to live well with tinnitus. [Add 
information about guest speaker if applicable] 

For more information, contact [Name] at [Phone/Email]. 

 



Section 5: ATA Resources & Partnership 

Tinnitus Advisors Program (TinnAP) 

🌟 FREE Resource for Your Members 🌟 

ATA Tinnitus Advisors Program 
TinnAP provides free 15-minute personalized guidance from healthcare 
professionals experienced in tinnitus management. This service offers 
non-medical guidance on understanding tinnitus and its management, 
including ways to address the psychological challenges of tinnitus. Guidance 
may cover consideration of next-best steps, including seeing appropriate 
healthcare professionals to resolve issues or unanswered questions. 

📞 1–800–634–8978, ext. 3 

When to refer members to ATA’s TinnAP: 

•​ New to tinnitus and needs guidance on management options 
•​ Experiencing significant distress or anxiety 
•​ Looking for healthcare provider referrals 
•​ Has questions beyond the scope of peer support 

ATA Website: www.ATA.org 
•​ Understanding Tinnitus: Causes, symptoms, related conditions 
•​ Management Strategies: Evidence-based approaches including sound 

therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, and more 
•​ Find a Provider: Directory of healthcare professionals specializing in 

tinnitus 

Fundraising for ATA: Email tinnitus@ata.org to get started 
Since 1971, ATA has been dedicated exclusively to advancing understanding of 
tinnitus to improve patient outcomes and, ultimately, to find a cure. In addition to 
support activities, ATA has funded over $7 million in tinnitus research seed grants. 
Your support group can help advance research by fundraising together: 

•​ Giving Tuesday: First Tuesday after Thanksgiving – create a peer-to-peer 
fundraising page  

•​ Tinnitus Awareness Week: First full week of February – fundraiser and/or 
awareness activity 

•​ Birthday fundraisers, virtual 5Ks, workplace giving 

Support Group Grant Program 
ATA offers grants up to $500 to help support groups with costs such as: 

•​ Video conferencing subscriptions for online groups 

mailto:tinnitus@ata.org


•​ Meeting space rental 
•​ Educational materials and resources 
•​ Facilitator training 
•​ Marketing materials 

For more information or to apply, contact grants@ata.org 



Section 6: Safety & Crisis Management 

⚠️ CRITICAL: Crisis Protocol ⚠️ 

If a member expresses suicidal thoughts or severe distress: 

1.​ Take it seriously – don’t minimize or dismiss feelings 
2.​ Provide immediate resources: 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline (call or text 

988) 
3.​ If imminent danger, call 911 or emergency services 
4.​ Report to ATA so we can provide additional support 

Additional Crisis Resources: 

•​ 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: Call or text 988, available 24/7 
•​ Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 
•​ Veterans Crisis Line: Call 988 and press 1, or text 838255 
•​ SAMHSA National Helpline: 1-800-662-4357 

Best Practices: 

•​ Have crisis resources readily available at every meeting 
•​ Make contact with a local psychologist or counseling service 
•​ Include crisis resources in meeting reminders and on your website/social 

media 

 

Thank You for Leading with Compassion 

Your dedication to the tinnitus community is making a real difference. Together, 
we’re building a future where no one faces tinnitus alone. 

Questions? Contact ATA 

Email: tinnitus@ata.org 
Phone: 1-800-634-8978 
Website: www.ATA.org 

 
American Tinnitus Association 

Investing in a Quiet Future 
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