Hearing Aids: Fact vs. Fiction

According to a recent study done by The National Council on Aging, 
approximately 28 million Americans suffer from some form of hearing loss; 19 million of these are 45 years of age and older.   Most of these people are facing a daily struggle that people with normal hearing just cannot understand.  Even a mild hearing loss can cause significant difficulty in communicating with other people, which can result in frustration and fatigue for the person suffering from the hearing loss. These experiences can lead the person with hearing loss to avoid communicating with others, particularly in noisy places, such as restaurants and other group situations.  Others may not understand why the person with hearing loss is failing to communicate successfully.  They cannot see the hearing loss, so they may think the person with hearing loss is simply not paying attention.  This perception simply perpetuates the lack of communication and furthers the social isolation, which can cause feelings of loneliness and even depression for the person with hearing loss.

So how do we combat this frustration and social isolation in those with hearing loss?  For most, the answer is hearing aids.  But the path to purchasing hearing aids is riddled with myths and fears.  The fact is, the majority of people with hearing loss never seek help from hearing aids because they are unable to get past these myths and fears.  According to a recent survey published by the American Academy of Audiology, about 80% of all people with hearing impairment choose to do nothing about their hearing loss.  Understanding the difference between fact and fiction is the key to breaking down the barriers between people with hearing loss and the hearing aids they need  

Fiction: “I don’t need hearing aids/ I can get along without them.” 
Fact:  This is the most common reason given by those with hearing loss for not using hearing aids.  Even people with more severe hearing losses will often cite this reason, although it is difficult for those around a person with severe hearing loss to understand how he or she can actually believe this to be true.  The fact is, most hearing losses worsen very slowly over time.  This phenomenon makes it more difficult for the person suffering from the loss to accurately recognize the severity of the loss.  A person who suffers even just a mild hearing loss overnight will usually pursue hearing aids as quickly as possible.  When questioned about the communication difficulties they are experiencing, these people will say the difficulties are causing major disruptions in their lives.   In contrast, a person who has arrived at the same degree of loss over a period of years will often not even be aware of the hearing loss at all.  In some ways, he or she has forgotten what normal hearing is and what it sounds like.  The person who suffered the loss overnight has not forgotten- the difference between how he heard yesterday and how he hears today is undeniable.

Even if the person with hearing loss recognizes his hearing loss, but says he is “getting by” without hearing aids, it is important to recognize the changes one has to make in his life to make this statement true.  Is the person with hearing loss missing out in order to “get by”?  What about family members and friends?  How do they feel?  Do they feel they’re constantly being blamed for their inability to communicate with the person with hearing loss?  Are they told they mumble?  Are they told they need to get used to the TV being so loud?  More often than not, it is the family members and those closest to the person with hearing loss who experience the full impact of the hearing loss.   A person with hearing loss who has done nothing to aid his hearing loss can really cause stress for those who love him/her.  It is frustrating to watch someone you love constantly miss out on life.   Helen Keller once said, “When you lose your sight, you lose contact with things. When you lose your hearing, you lose contact with people.” Communication is the key to our relationships …without it, our relationships suffer.      
Fiction: “Hearing aids won’t help my type of loss.”
Fact: This is the second most common reason for not wearing hearing aids given by people who suffer from hearing loss.  What is the truth?  Over 95% of people with hearing loss can be helped by hearing aids.  In the past, people with certain kinds of hearing loss were told hearing aids could not help them.  This is no longer true today, as new technology has opened up possibilities even for those with “nerve deafness” (sensorineural hearing loss), single-sided hearing loss, and high-frequency hearing loss.  Unfortunately, the myth that these types of loss cannot be helped is still very strongly circulating in our society today. Even if a person with hearing loss remains convinced that hearing aids will not help, it is always a good idea to try hearing aids anyway.  A 30-day trial period, which is required by state law, can lay these doubts to rest. 
Fiction: “Hearing aids will restore my hearing to normal.”
Fact: A hearing aid is just that… an aid.  Hearing aids do not restore hearing to normal, nor do they worsen hearing.  Hearing aids are meant to aid the hearing that is still intact; they are meant to help the person with the hearing loss get the most out of what sensitivity is left.  In addition, it is important to remember what “normal” really means.  Too often, people with hearing loss have trouble remembering that even people with normal hearing do not hear perfectly all of the time.  In fact, people with normal hearing can struggle significantly in noise.  It is also important to recognize that getting the most out of hearing aids requires commitment and periodic help from the audiologist.  Getting used to hearing aids is an adjustment, not a one-time event.  Too many hearing aid wearers wear their hearing aids only on occasion, rather than incorporating them into their daily lives.  If a person wears hearing aids part-time, then he or she simply cannot expect to do as well with hearing aids as originally expected.  Part-time use keeps the brain from recognizing amplified sound as the new “normal”.  Just as a person can’t expect to run a marathon without daily training, people with hearing aids can’t expect to communicate well with hearing aids without daily use and regular check-ups with the audiologist.     
Fiction: “It’s too expensive to get really good hearing aids”
Fact: Hearing aids today vary widely in cost.  While it is true that hearing aids are no small investment, there are quality digital hearing aids available now that are economical in cost.  To help make the cost of hearing aids more affordable, no-interest payment plans are often available. In addition, some insurance companies are beginning to offer full or partial coverage for hearing aids.  For those who truly cannot afford hearing aids, there are many not-for-profit organizations and hearing aid manufacturers that provide hearing aids at no cost or low cost to those who qualify.   While cost is extremely important, it is important to realize that considering monetary value alone can often be a grave mistake.  It is essential that professional care and service are considered as part of the process of obtaining hearing aids, as hearing aids and service are often packaged into one lump sum.  The true value of hearing aids can only be realized if they are fit and maintained properly.  Too many people make the mistake of considering only the dollar amount of the hearing aids.  The features of the hearing aids and the service provided must also be considered.  
.  

Fiction: “Hearing aids are unsightly and they’ll make me look old”

Fact: A hearing loss stands out so much more than hearing aids do. The newest miniature behind-the-ear hearing aids, in particular, are virtually unnoticeable. More often than not, other people just don’t notice hearing aids.  They do, however, notice when someone stares at them blankly or responds inappropriately during a conversation.  This type of behavior will certainly age a person far beyond what any hearing aid would.  The truth is, while hearing loss is common in older adults, middle-aged adults and younger people are affected by hearing loss as well.  In fact, the number of young people affected by hearing loss is rising steadily.   

The time has come for people with hearing loss in the United States to get the help they need.  The negativity toward hearing aids and the misinformation surrounding them must be overcome.  Hearing impairment is the third most chronic condition affecting the aging population, yet only 20% get help.  This reality means there are millions of people in our society whose quality of life is being negatively impacted, simply because they do not know the truth. It is up to our society as a whole to learn and spread the truth about hearing aids, and the benefits they can provide.
