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Hearing Hearing Hearing Hearing LossLossLossLoss    

 

Listen up! Don't take your ears for granted. Hearing loss is the third most common health 

problem in the U.S, and it can affect the quality of your life and relationships. About 48 

million Americans have lost some hearing. 

Certain conditions, including age, illness, and genetics, may play a role in hearing loss. Modern 

life has added a host of ear-damaging elements to the list, including some medications and 

plenty of sources of loud, ongoing noise. 

 

With so many untreatable cases of hearing loss, prevention is the best way to keep hearing 

long-term. If you've already lost some hearing, there are ways to stay connected and 

communicate with friends and family. 

 

What Causes Hearing Loss?What Causes Hearing Loss?What Causes Hearing Loss?What Causes Hearing Loss?    

 

Advanced age is the most common cause of hearing loss. One out of three people age 65-74 

has some level of hearing loss. After age 75, that goes up to one out of every two people. 

 

Researchers don't fully understand why hearing declines with age. It could be that lifetime 

exposure to noise and other damaging factors slowly wear down the ears' delicate mechanics. 

Your genes are also part of the mix. 

Noise wears down hearing if it's loud or continuous. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 

reports that about 22 million American workers are exposed to dangerous noise levels on the 

job. This includes many carpenters, construction workers, soldiers, miners, factory workers, and 

farmers. 

 

Even musicians, who literally create music for our ears, are at risk for noise-induced hearing 

loss. Some now wear special earplugs to protect their ears when they perform. The earplugs 

allow them to hear music without harming their ears' inner workings. 
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Certain medications can impair hearing or balance. More than 200 drugs and chemicals have a 

track record of triggering hearing and balance side effects in addition to their disease-fighting 

abilities. 

 

• Some antibiotics  

• Some chemotherapy drugs 

• Aspirin 

• Loop diuretics 

• A drug used to treat malaria 

• Several drugs for erectile dysfunction  

 

Sudden hearing loss, the rapid loss of 30 decibels or more of hearing ability, can happen over 

several hours or up to 3 days. (A normal conversation is 60 decibels.) Sudden hearing loss 

usually affects only one ear. Although there are up to 3 new cases per every 10,000 people 

each year, doctors are not able to discover the cause in most cases. 

 

Illnesses such as heart disease, blood pressure, and diabetes put ears at risk by interfering with 

the ears' blood supply. Otosclerosis is a bone disease of the middle ear, and Meniere’s 

disease affects the inner ear. Both can cause hearing loss. 

 

Trauma, especially a skull fracture or punctured eardrum, puts ears at serious risk for hearing 

loss. 

 

Infection or ear wax can block ear canals and lessen hearing. 

 

Symptoms and Levels of Hearing LossSymptoms and Levels of Hearing LossSymptoms and Levels of Hearing LossSymptoms and Levels of Hearing Loss    

 

In many cases, hearing fades so slowly you don't notice it. You may think that people are 

mumbling more, your spouse needs to speak up, and you need a better phone. As long as some 

sound still comes in, you could assume your hearing is fine. But you may become more and 

more cut off from the world of speech and sounds. 
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Doctors classify hearing loss by degrees. 

 

 Mild hearing lossMild hearing lossMild hearing lossMild hearing loss: One-on-one conversations are fine, but it's hard to catch every word 

when there's background noise. 

 

 Moderate hearing lossModerate hearing lossModerate hearing lossModerate hearing loss: You often need to ask people to repeat themselves during 

conversations in person and on the phone. 

 

 Severe hearing lossSevere hearing lossSevere hearing lossSevere hearing loss: Following a conversation is almost impossible unless you have a 

hearing aid. 

 

 Profound hearing lossProfound hearing lossProfound hearing lossProfound hearing loss: You can't hear when other people speaking, unless they are 

extremely loud. You can't understand what they're saying without a hearing aid or 

cochlear implant. 

 

Early on, high-pitched sounds, such as children's and female voices, and the sounds "S" and "F" 

become harder to make out. You may also: 

 

• Have trouble following a conversation when more than one person speaks at once 

• Think other people are mumbling or not speaking clearly 

• Often misunderstand what others say and respond inappropriately 

• Get complaints that the TV is too loud 

• Hear ringing, roaring, or hissing sounds in your ears, known as tinnitus 

  

TreatmentsTreatmentsTreatmentsTreatments    

 

It depends on the type and source of your hearing loss. Prompt medical treatment for sudden 

hearing loss may raise your chance of recovery. 

 

Surgery may reverse hearing loss caused by otosclerosis, scar tissue, or infection, while 

Ménière's disease is sometimes treatable with medication and a different diet. 
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Hearing loss caused by infection can often be cleared up with antibiotics. 

 

If you think your hearing loss stems from medication use, talk with your doctor about drug 

options. 

Most people with permanent hearing loss can benefit from a hearing aid. You typically wear 

these tiny instruments in or behind your ear to make sounds louder. Things do sound different 

through a hearing aid though, so you should talk with your doctor to set realistic goals. 

 

Other sound-enhancing technologies include personal listening systems that allow you to tune in 

to what you want to hear and mute other sounds. TV-listening systems make it possible for 

you to hear the television or radio without turning the volume way up. Different kinds of 

phone-amplifying devices as well as captioned phones that let you read what your caller is 

saying make conversations possible on home and mobile phones.  

 

Cochlear implants are used mainly with young children, but they're becoming more popular 

among older adults with profound hearing loss. 

 

Living With Hearing LossLiving With Hearing LossLiving With Hearing LossLiving With Hearing Loss    

 

For starters, set up your home so your rooms are well lit and places to sit face each other. 

When people talk, watch their mouths move as well as their facial expressions. 

 

Remove avoidable sources of background noise. For instance, turn off the TV when no one's 

watching it. 

 

Let people know what they can do to help you understand them better: 

 

• Get your attention before they start talking. 

• Make sure you can see their lips moving. 

• Speak clearly, but don't shout. 
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Take Good Care of YTake Good Care of YTake Good Care of YTake Good Care of Your Earsour Earsour Earsour Ears    

 

Hearing loss is often permanent, so do what you can to protect one of your most valuable 

natural assets. 

 

Wear earplugs when you're around sounds as loud or louder than traffic. Lawn mowers, power 

sanders, vacuums, and most concerts are all loud enough to harm unprotected ears. When 

possible, move away from the source of the noise. For example, cross the street or cover your 

ears when you walk past a loud road construction site. 

 

If you work in a noisy workplace, talk to your employer about ear safety. The National 

Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) recommends that employers install 

barrier walls or mufflers in noisy plants to protect their workers' hearing. 

 

Sources:  American Academy of Audiology: "Hearing and Hearing Loss" and "Facts About 

Hearing Loss."; American Speech-Language-Hearing Association: "The Prevalence and Incidence of 

Hearing Loss in Adults;" "Causes of Hearing Loss in Adults;" "Ototoxic Medications (Medication 

Effects);" and "Adult Aural/Audiologic Rehabilitation."; National Institute on Deafness and 

Other Communication Disorders: "Hearing Loss and Older Adults;" "Sudden Deafness;" "Quick 

Statistics;" and "Presbycusis."; National Academy on an Aging Society: "Hearing Loss: A 

growing problem that affects quality of life."; National Institute for Occupational Safety and 

Health. "Work-related Hearing Loss."American Tinnitus Association: "How Loud is Too Loud?" 

FDA: "Questions and Answers about Viagra, Levitra, Cialis, and Revatio: Possible Sudden 

Hearing Loss."; American Academy of Otolaryngology-Head and Neck Surgery: "Hearing Loss."  

University of California, San Francisco Medical Center: "Hearing Loss."; UpToDate: "Meniere 

disease."; Hearing Loss Association of America: "Basic Facts About Hearing Loss." 
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VeVeVeVertigortigortigortigo    

 

Vertigo is a sensation of feeling off balance. If you have these dizzy spells, you might feel like 

you are spinning or that the world around you is spinning. 

 

Causes of VertigoCauses of VertigoCauses of VertigoCauses of Vertigo    

 

Vertigo is often caused by an inner ear problem. Some of the most common causes include: 

 

 BPPVBPPVBPPVBPPV. These initials stand for benign paroxysmal positional vertigo. BPPV occurs when 

tiny calcium particles (canaliths) clump up in canals of the inner ear. The inner ear 

sends signals to the brain about head and body movements relative to gravity. It helps 

you keep your balance. 

 

BPPV can occur for no known reason and may be associated with age. 

 

 Meniere’s. This is an inner ear disorder thought to be caused by a buildup of fluid and 

changing pressure in the ear. It can cause episodes of vertigo along with ringing in the 

ears (tinnitus) and hearing loss. 

 

 Vestibular neuritis or labyrinthitis. This is an inner ear problem usually related to 

infection (usually viral). The infection causes inflammation in the inner ear around nerves 

that are important for helping the body sense balance 

 

Less often vertigo may be associated with: 

 

• Head or neck injury 

• Brain problems such as stroke or tumor 

• Certain medications that cause ear damage 

• Migraine headaches  
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Symptoms of VertigoSymptoms of VertigoSymptoms of VertigoSymptoms of Vertigo    

 

Vertigo is often triggered by a change in the position of your head. 

People with vertigo typically describe it as feeling like they are: 

 

• Spinning 

• Tilting 

• Swaying 

• Unbalanced 

• Pulled to one direction 

 

Other symptoms that may accompany vertigo include: 

 

• Feeling nauseated 

• Vomiting 

• Abnormal or jerking eye movements (nystagmus) 

• Headache 

• Sweating 

• Ringing in the ears or hearing loss  

 

Symptoms can last a few minutes to a few hours or more and may come and go. 

 

Treatment for VertigoTreatment for VertigoTreatment for VertigoTreatment for Vertigo    

 

Treatment for vertigo depends on what's causing it. In many cases, vertigo goes away without 

any treatment. This is because your brain is able to adapt, at least in part, to the inner ear 

changes, relying on other mechanisms to maintain balance. 

 

For some, treatment is needed and may include: 
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 Vestibular rehabilitationVestibular rehabilitationVestibular rehabilitationVestibular rehabilitation. This is a type of physical therapy aimed at helping strengthen 

the vestibular system. The function of the vestibular system is to send signals to 

the brain about head and body movements relative to gravity. 

 

Vestibular rehab may be recommended if you have recurrent bouts of vertigo. It helps 

train your other senses to compensate for vertigo. 

 

 Canalith repositioning maneuversCanalith repositioning maneuversCanalith repositioning maneuversCanalith repositioning maneuvers. Guidelines from the American Academy of Neurology 

recommend a series of specific head and body movements for BPPV. The movements are 

done to move the calcium deposits out of the canal into an inner ear chamber so they 

can be absorbed by the body. You will likely have vertigo symptoms during the procedure 

as the canaliths move. 

 

A doctor or physical therapist can guide you through the movements. The movements 

are safe and often effective. 

 

 MedicineMedicineMedicineMedicine. In some cases, medication may be given to relieve symptoms such as nausea or 

motion sickness associated with vertigo. 

 

If vertigo is caused by an infection or inflammation, antiobiotics or steroids may reduce 

swelling and cure infection. 

 

For Meniere's disease, diuretics (water pills) may be prescribed to reduce pressure from 

fluid buildup. 

 

 SurgerySurgerySurgerySurgery. In a few cases, surgery may be needed for vertigo. 

 

If vertigo is caused by a more serious underlying problem, such as a tumor or injury to 

the brain or neck, treatment for those problems may help to alleviate the vertigo. 
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Sources:  Vestibular Disorders Association: "Labyrinthitis and Vestibular Neuritis."; UpToDate: 

"Patient information: Dizziness and vertigo."; Fife, T.D. Neurology, 2008. 

Johns Hopkins Medicine: "Benign paroxysmal positional vertigo."; Bhattacharyya, 

N. Otolaryngology -- Head and Neck Surgery, 2008; Hilton, M.P. Cochrane Summaries. 

American Hearing Research Foundation: "Meniere's Disease."; University of Maryland Medical 

Center: "Benign Paroxysmal Positional Vertigo (BPPV)." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


