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Hearing Loss

o 16% of US adults >18 years of age

o 5.5% of adults 18-39 

o 19% of adults 40-69%

o 43% of adults 70

o 4th most common chronic disease in older adults
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Anatomy of the Ear

o Wall of external ear canal become thin

o Cerumen becomes drier and more tenacious 

• Increase risk of impaction àconductive hearing loss

o Tympanic membrane becomes thicker and more dull

o Ossicular joints undergo degenerative changes 

• Decreased sound transmission to cochlea
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Normal Hearing 

o Normal Human Ear 

• Process sounds frequencies 20 to 20,000 Hz
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Screening 

o Screening Test 

•Whispered voice, finger rub, and watch tick tests

• “Do you have difficulty with your hearing?”

• Hearing Handicap Inventory for the Elderly – Screening questionarre 

• Hand held screening audiometer 
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Formal Hearing Test

o Pure Tone Testing 

• Finds the quietest tone a patient can hear

o Bone Conduction Testing 

• Test to see if wax or fluid blocking the ear or if issue is with the sensory cells within the ear

o Speech Testing 

• Listening to and repeating certain words 

o Otoacoustic Emissions Testing 

• Performed by audiologist to test inner ear

o Tympanometry 

• Test movement of eardrum 

o Auditory Brainstem Response 

• Records brain activity response to sound 
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https://www.healthline.com/health/audiogram

Audiogram

o Results of a pure tone audiogram 
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Otoacoustic Emissions Testing (OAE)

o OAE are sounds your inner ear produces when it responds to sound

o Tiny hair cells in your inner ear vibrate when sound waves hit them. 

o These hair cell vibrations make a very quiet sound that echoes in your middle ear. 

•Measured by the OAE test

o If you have hearing loss, your inner ear won’t produce OAEs
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2021 American Medical Association 

Hearing Loss

o There is no universally accepted definition 

• Frequency and intensity (as measured in decibels) thresholds vary depending on the reference criteria used

o Mild hearing loss

• Inability to hear frequencies associated with speech processing under 25 dB 

o Moderate hearing loss

•  Inability to hear those frequencies under 40 dB

12



Hearing Loss

o Risk factors

• Increasing age 

• Loud noise exposure 

• Ototoxic drugs

• Smoking 

• Diabetes mellitus

• Immunosuppression

• Atherosclerosis 
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Presbycusis

o Gradual, progressive decline in the ability to perceive high-frequency tones due to degeneration of hair cells in the 
ear

o Affects both ears

o Worsens with time
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Tinnitus

o Ringing in both ears

• Also can be described as a roaring, clicking, hissing, or buzzing 

o Can be first sign of hearing loss 

o Symptom not a disease 
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Hearing Loss

o The USPSTF concludes that the current evidence is insufficient to assess the balance of benefits and harms of 
screening for hearing loss in older adults.

• Grade I
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Hearing Loss

o As persons age, moderate to severe hearing loss is associated with significantly higher impairment in instrumental 
activities of daily living such as driving and managing medications or finances, as well as impairment in basic 
activities of daily living such as ambulation, bathing, and toileting.

o Some evidence suggests that hearing loss is also associated with increased hospitalizations and higher rates of 
mortality
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Associations

o Increases risks of falls

o Increases risks of hospitalizations

o Risk of social isolation 

o Risk of cognitive decline 

o Depression

o Withdrawal from social activity 
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Treatment 

o Mild to moderate

• Hearing aids 

o Severe or Profound

• Cochlear implants and alternative communication teachniques 

- Active listening training

- Speech reading 
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Communication Tips

o Speak clearly and slowly

o Speak to the patient (vs. the family)

oDon’t shout (talk in their better ear if necessary)

oAssess for understanding

o Keep face visible (facilitate lip reading)

oGood lighting

oMinimize background noise (turn off the TV)

oGive adequate time for responses
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Vision and Fall Risk 

o Vision loss in older adults is the third most common chronic condition after arthritis and heart disease.

o Progressive impairment of vision often leads to decreased mobility, which will in turn affect the ability 
to perform IADL’s as well as psychosocial health

o Impaired vision has been identified as an independent risk factor for falls and is associated with 
decreased postural stability, the occurrence of two or more falls, and fractures during fall events.

o
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Vision Changes with Aging 

o Visual acuity, contrast sensitivity, glare sensitivity and visual field size have been found to decline 
linearly with age

o Reduced visual acuity is the most common visual impairment across age, gender and ethnicity.

o Lens becomes heavier and thicker impairing ability to focus on near objects

o Weakening of the ciliary muscle can lead to difficulty with accommodation of objects at various 
distances

o
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Common Causes of Age Related 
Vision Loss
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Presbyopia 

o Presbyopia- difficulty seeing objects at close range. 
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Cataracts

o Cataracts- cloudiness of the crystalline lens. 
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Glaucoma 

o Glaucoma- group of conditions that can damage the 
optic nerve and can lead to reduced peripheral vision, 
postural instability and potentially blindness
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Macular Degeneration 

o Age-related macular degeneration- caused by deterioration of the retina, affecting central vision and 
color perception

o
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Macular Degeneration 
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Importance of Annual Vision Screen 

o In addition to increasing risk for falls, impaired vision and blindness can lead to decreased life 
expectancy, decreased ability to perform ADLs and decreased quality of life. It is rated among the top 
ten most common causes for disability in the US

o Many visual impairments are preventable or modifiable if detected early

o An annual eye exam is recommended for all adults over the age of 65, especially if there is a history of 
diabetes, diabetic retinopathy, cataracts or other visual pathology.

o Less than 50% of older adults who are eligible for annual eye exams access these services.

o
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Annual Vision Screen 

o Regular eye exams can insure that appropriate corrective eyewear is being used and to screen and 
diagnose for common visual impairment such as cataracts, macular degeneration and diabetic 
retinopathy.

o
Older adults with visual impairments need to be educated on their increased risk of falling that is 
tailored to them individually with ongoing reinforcement.

o A multi-disciplinary approach to visual impairment and fall prevention is often necessary due to the 
many factors that can contribute to both vision loss and falling in these individuals.

o
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