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It’s a common question these days – once the COVID-19 pandemic
has waned, what’s the first thing you plan to do?
For many of us, the answer is getting back together with friends
and family. After a year of isolation from those we love, only
connecting haphazardly over Zoom chats or by phone, we’re all
more than ready to rejoin our communities and talk to everyone
we’ve missed.
But imagine what your life would be like if the lockdown never
really went away. What if it actually got worse – what if you could
no longer communicate to your loved ones or to the medical
professionals who help you to manage your care, and there was
no end in sight to your isolation? That’s a possible reality faced
by millions of Americans who suffer from hearing loss and speech
impairments affecting their ability to communicate with others.
Being aware of developing communication issues is particularly
important in the skilled nursing facility population. As we age, we’re
more likely to suffer from these types of impairments – hearing
loss is one of the most common communication problems among
seniors. More than nine million Americans over the age of 65
currently suffer from diminished hearing.1 And research has shown
that diminished ability to hear and communicate is related to a
decline in our overall health and quality of life.
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May is Better Hearing and Speech Month
The month of May is recognized as Better Hearing and Speech Month
by several public health associations. It’s a great time for friends and
family of skilled nursing facility residents to learn about what causes
speech and hearing loss, how communications issues can harm your
loved one’s quality of life, and what you can do to help.

https://www.audiology.org/publications/guidelines-and-standards/untreated-hearing-loss-linked-depression-social-isolation

8500 W 110th St. Suite 450 Overland Park, KS 66210 | 1-877-674-1211

ariacarepartners.com

Aria Care Partners | eBook - Family | Better Hearing and Speech Month

What Are Common Causes
of Hearing and Speech
Impairments?
Many contributing factors can result in hearing loss, including genetics,
sustained exposure to loud noise, head trauma, or a number of
chronic medical conditions such as diabetes, heart disease, and
chronic kidney disease.2 However, the most common cause of
hearing loss is aging.3
Known as presbycusis,4 hearing loss due to aging is typically gradual
and is caused by damage that occurs over time to the tiny hair cells
in the nerves of the ear. Sufferers are likely to notice it first at higher
frequencies, but lower frequencies will be affected with time. It is
often more noticeable when the sufferer is in a noisy environment.5

Common symptoms may include:6
· Muffled hearing

As we age, we are also more susceptible to issues that affect our
ability to speak clearly and be understood by others. Adults may
develop speech issues later in life due to illnesses such as cancer or
stroke,7 dysarthria (a weakening of or inability to control the muscles
used to speak) caused by medical conditions or medications,8 or
cognitive problems.

· Difficulty understanding speech
· A “stuffy” sensation in the affected ear(s)
· Tinnitus or ringing in the ear(s)
· Dizziness
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https://www.asha.org/articles/untreated-hearing-loss-in-adults/
https://www.enthealth.org/conditions/sensorineural-hearing-loss/
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/presbycusis
https://www.asha.org/articles/untreated-hearing-loss-in-adults/
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https://www.enthealth.org/conditions/sensorineural-hearing-loss/
https://seniorlivingproperties.com/may-is-better-hearing-and-speech-month/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/dysarthria/symptoms-causes/syc-20371994
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How Do Communication Issues
Affect My Loved One’s Health?
There is a growing body of research directly
linking hearing loss to a diminished quality of
life and a decline in a patient’s overall health.

Hearing loss has been shown to result in a number of negative
psychological consequences. Sufferers may become less tolerant
towards others, experience feelings of embarrassment or shame, and
have trouble concentrating.9 Untreated hearing loss may also lead to
feelings of isolation, anxiety, and depression10 – but notably, patients
who managed their hearing impairments with the use of hearing aids
were significantly less likely to experience these same symptoms.11
Impaired hearing has also been linked to negative social
consequences. It impacts seniors’ ability to communicate with their
friends and family and participate in social activities, which can lead
to withdrawal and isolation.12
Importantly, there is also evidence that hearing loss can have a
detrimental effect on your brain health13 and contribute to the effects
of dementia.14
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https://www.hear-it.org/psychological-consequences-hearing-loss
https://www.audiology.org/publications/guidelines-and-standards/untreated-hearing-loss-linked-depressionsocial-isolation
https://www.asha.org/articles/untreated-hearing-loss-in-adults/
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https://www.hear-it.org/social-consequences-hearing-loss
https://www.healthyhearing.com/report/46306-Hearing-loss-auditory-deprivation
https://www.audiology.org/public-awareness/may-better-hearing-month/dementia-and-hearing-loss
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Over time, hearing impairment results in auditory deprivation – a
condition that occurs when your brain is deprived of sound and,
as a result, loses the ability to process sound altogether. The parts
of the brain charged with this task eventually get redirected to
other functions, and these areas may even physically atrophy due
to lack of stimulation.15 However, this is a condition that can be
prevented through early identification and treatment of hearing
loss and the use of assistive devices like hearing aids, which keep
electrical sound impulses flowing to the brain.
A 2011 study also found that adults who have hearing loss are
significantly more likely to develop dementia.16 Scientists believe
there are several likely factors that contribute to this link, from the
social isolation caused by hearing loss17 to “listening fatigue,” which
occurs when someone who has hearing loss has to work harder
to process others’ speech. As a result, the brain shifts the listener’s
cognitive resources from other tasks like recalling memories.18
Again, the best way to prevent hearing loss from contributing to
mental decline is to identify it and treat it as quickly as possible.19
It’s also important to note that hearing loss may be mistaken for
cognitive decline in some patients. With proper treatment, the use
of recommended assistive devices, and appropriate education
for caregivers, some long-term care residents have been able to
return to normal daily activities and resume socializing with friends,
family, and other members of their community.20
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https://www.healthyhearing.com/report/46306-Hearing-loss-auditory-deprivation
https://betterhearing.org/your-hearing-health/hearing-and-brain-health/
https://www.audiology.org/sites/default/files/publications/resources/Cognitive%20Decline%201.9.18.doc
https://www.audiology.org/sites/default/files/publications/resources/Listening%20Effort%20and%20Fatigue
%201.9.18.doc
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A 2011 study also found that adults who have hearing
loss are significantly more likely to develop dementia.16
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https://betterhearing.org/your-hearing-health/hearing-and-brain-health/
https://journals.lww.com/thehearingjournal/fulltext/2020/05000/the_reality_of_hearing_care_in_
nursing_homes.1.aspx
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How Can I Help My Loved
One Protect His/Her Hearing
and Speech?
The most important thing you can do is make sure any developing
communications issues are identified as soon as possible so a
treatment plan can be developed. Most people wait an average of
seven years to seek treatment for hearing loss from the time they first
notice they’re affected,21 but unmanaged hearing loss may result in
a lessened ability to understand speech over time.22 Talk to the staff
at your loved one’s skilled nursing facility and ask them to ensure
that he or she is checked regularly by a trained otolaryngologist or
audiologist who can diagnose and suggest treatment options. Also,
keep an eye out for changes in your loved one’s social behaviors or
level of worry or frustration. If he or she becomes easily agitated
while talking with others or quickly withdraws from conversations, an
urgent screening may be in order.

It’s true that assistive equipment like hearing aids can be expensive
– a recent study showed that half of the seniors who could have
benefitted from the use of hearing aids never purchased them
due to their cost23 – and is generally not covered by Medicare. But
now that we understand so much more about the detrimental
effects of hearing loss on overall health, it’s critical to recognize the
importance of assistive devices and how they can improve your
loved one’s quality of life.
Finally, talk to your facility staff about the benefits of speech
therapy. For residents who have speech impairments, a
speech therapy evaluation and treatment plan could be
pivotal in helping them regain some of their independence
through an improved ability to communicate.24

Also, if an audiologist recommends that your loved one use an
assistive device to help manage his or her hearing loss, don’t take
it lightly. Many issues that lead to a decline in overall health due to
hearing loss can be prevented or improved using an appropriate
assistive device.
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https://www.hearingloss.org/wp-content/uploads/HLAA_DoYouThinkYouHave_Hearing-Loss.pdf?pdf=DoYouThink
https://www.audiology.org/sites/default/files/publications/resources/Age%20Related%20Hearing%20Loss%
2012.7.doc
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https://www.audiology.org/publications/guidelines-and-standards/untreated-hearing-loss-linked-depressionsocial-isolation
https://blog.ioaging.org/activities-wellness/speech-therapy-for-seniors-conditions-it-can-address-tacticsmay-be-explored/
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