
Impact of presbycusis
Hearing loss is the most prevalent 
sensory disability and is one of the 
greatest disease burdens globally. The 
World Health Organisation estimate 
that around 15% of the global adult 
population has a certain degree of 
hearing loss, and a quarter of them are 
aged over 65 years. Alongside the growth 
of the elderly population worldwide, 
it is projected that presbycusis will 
certainly develop into a public health 
issue with profound significance. 
Individuals with presbycusis inevitably 
experience exclusion from everyday 
communication, and the psychological 
and social consequences have been 
well documented in numerous studies. 
Recently, two prospective studies in 
the United States further discovered 
independent association between 
hearing loss and rapid cognitive decline 
as well as the incidence of dementia 
among older adults [1,2]. 

Hearing aids: why and why not?
While presbycusis is an irreversible 
impairment, amplification by means of 
hearing aids is one of the most common 
options for tackling hearing loss among 
older adults. In a systematic review, a 
task force of the American Academy of 
Audiology found that hearing aid use 
could reduce the psychological, social 
and emotional impact of sensorineural 
hearing loss, thereby improving 
individuals’ health-related quality of life 
[3]. Despite the documented benefits 
of hearing aid use, MarkeTrak surveys 
showed that hearing aid adoption among 

adults who are likely to benefit from 
amplification has remained at 20-25% 
in the past two decades [4]. As access to 
health care varies considerably across 
the globe, one would postulate that 
the rate of hearing aid adoption may 
be even lower in developing countries. 
Data from some demographic studies 
pointed out that hearing aid use 
among individuals with presbycusis in 
mainland China ranged from 1.1% to 
16.52% [5]. The question is: can financial 
constraints alone adequately explain 
the low hearing aid adoption rate? The 
evidence would suggest not. A MarkeTrak 
study revealed that uniqueness of 
hearing loss, financial constraints, 
self-perceived need, attitudes towards 
hearing aids, knowledge, stigma, as well 
as recommendations and trust were 
simultaneously identified to be barriers 
to hearing aid adoption [4].  

Mattering to significant others
Communication is a process of 
information exchange between two or 
more individuals. The denial of hearing 
loss and the subsequent need for 
amplification among individuals with 
presbycusis could substantially affect the 
shared experience of communication. 
Qualitative research conducted by the 
Royal National Institute for Deaf People 
in the UK explored the impact of hearing 
loss on interpersonal relationships 
[6]. While couples reported changes in 
communication content and frustration 
associated with hearing loss, it was worth 
noticing that the sense of loneliness 
had been expressed more frequently 
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among the hearing partners than 
the individuals with hearing loss. 
Furthermore, since the individual with 
hearing loss would feel incapable of 
joining some social events and couples 
typically undertook activities together, 
withdrawal from social interactions 
were found for both the individuals 
with hearing loss and their partners. 
The result of hearing aid use also 
demonstrated outcomes on significant 
others. An earlier study commissioned 
by the National Council on Aging in the 
United States revealed that, it was more 
likely for family members of elderly 
hearing aid users to report benefits 
in family relationships and feelings, 
instead of the users themselves [7]. 

Significant others do matter
Traditionally, research on the success 
of hearing aid fitting focused on the 
individual’s hearing loss and the 
electroacoustic properties of hearing 
aids. A recent systematic review 
attempted to explore the clinical 
relevance of both the audiological and 
non-audiological factors influencing 
hearing aid adoption and use 
from the perspective of the Trans-
theoretical Model (TTM) [8]. The 
study highlighted that an individual’s 
decision to adopt and use hearing 
aids involved a series of intentional 
changes across five stages. As shown 
in Figure 1, significant others appeared 

to be influential in preparing for 
the adoption of a hearing aid. This 
finding is of considerable implication. 
Instead of a passive role, sharing the 
communication difficulties associated 
with hearing loss, significant others 
can play an active role in supporting 
individuals with presbycusis to 
develop their readiness for hearing aid 
adoption. The most recent MarkeTrak 
VIII survey in the United States found 
that the ‘spouse or relative’ posed 
great psycho-social influence among 
non-adopters with short-term (six 
months to one year) hearing aid 
purchase intent [9]. More than half 
(53%) of the individuals who had 
not acquired hearing aids would be 
motivated to adopt hearing aids if 
their ‘spouse or relative’ recommend 
them to. Data from EuroTrak I, the 
European equivalent to MarkeTrak, 
was shown to agree with the American 
findings [10]. Allowing for study 
methodology differences, advice from 
‘spouse, relative, child, friend’ was 
found to be a key influencing factor for 
hearing aid purchase in France (41%), 
Germany (39%) and the UK (34%). To 
date, there has been minimal research 
into the specific role of significant 
others in hearing aid adoption. 
The influence of significant others 
through the TTM readiness continuum 
certainly requires further study.

Figure 1: Factors for hearing aid adoption and use across TTM stages. [8].

TTM Stage Factors for Hearing Aid Adoption  
and Use

Pre-contemplation
Behaviour change not 

anticipated in the foreseeable 
future

Audiological: Severity of hearing loss

Non-audiological: –

Contemplation
Change considered, with 
benefits and barriers of 

changing known

Audiological: –

Non-audiological: Self-perceived hearing problem

Preparation Change being prepared by 
information seeking

Audiological: Type of hearing aid 

Non-audiological: Group consultation
Significant others

Action Specific behaviour change 
made

Audiological: Background noise acceptance
Insertion gain

Non-audiological: –

Maintenance New behaviour maintained

Audiological: –

Non-audiological: Self-perceived benefit

Attending a hearing aid fitting appointment with a significant other.
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• Despite the known benefits of hearing 
aid use, hearing aid adoption among 
adults who could benefit from 
amplification has remained low at 20-
25% in the past two decades.

• From recognising a hearing loss, to 
deciding to acquire a hearing aid and 
committing to continual use, hearing 
aid adoption involves a series of 
temporal changes instead of merely 
one single action. 

• Non-audiological factors and 
audiological factors are both clinically 
relevant in hearing aid adoption among 
individuals with presbycusis.

• Emerging evidence revealed that 
significant others appeared to be 
influential in motivating individuals to 
adopt hearing aids.

• Audiology practitioners could 
encourage individuals with hearing 
loss to attend an appointment 
accompanied by their significant 
others.  

SUMMARY

ent and audiology news | JULY/AUGUST 2015 | VOL 24 NO 3 | www.entandaudiologynews.com

AUDIOLOGY FEATURE


