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Hearing loss may cause medical problems
As if losing one’s hearing weren’t bad
enough, untreated hearing loss can trigger
or exacerbate a wide range of other
conditions, such as dementia and
cardiovascular disease. At the same time,
medications used to treat these illnesses
can actually cause or worsen hearing loss
and tinnitus.
Because this fact, along with the extent of
hearing loss itself, is not well known, even
among medical professionals, it is up to us
to educate ourselves when we need to seek
health care.
“Don’t be afraid; just be aware,” counsels
Barbara Jenkins, AuD, BCABA. She is an
associate professor at Rocky Vista Medical
School and a member of the Colorado
Commission for the Deaf and Hard-ofHearing. At the April 21 meeting of the
HLAA Denver Chapter, she spoke about the
medical implications of hearing loss, based
on published research and 25 years of
experience in her practice, Advanced
Audiology.
Blood flow is critical
“The inner ear is so sensitive to blood flow
that low-frequency hearing loss is an early
warning sign of cardiovascular disease,” Dr
Jenkins says. People with cardiovascular

disease are more likely to have hearing
loss, because of inadequate blood flow and
blood vessel trauma in the inner ear.
Low-frequency hearing loss can also be a
symptom of intracranial vascular
pathology, or stroke.
Diabetes, especially Type 1, also affects
blood vessels. “Everyone diagnosed with
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diabetes should get a baseline hearing test,”
Dr Jenkins says. The reason is that, over
time, diabetes can affect nerves and blood
vessels in the ear, so it is important to
monitor gradual changes in hearing.
Diabetes patients tend to lose hearing most
often in the middle and higher frequencies,
she notes, which are most important for
speech comprehension.
Fear of falling
Both hearing loss and falls are associated
with growing older. Falls may result from
diminished balance, weight changes, and
weakened bones and joints, but, according
to Dr Jenkins, hearing loss can actually
cause them. “The association between
hearing loss and increased chance of falling
is clinically significant,” she says.
“Untreated hearing loss triples the risk of
falling, even for those with a mild hearing
loss of 25dB.”
Part of the reason is mental, she notes, in
the form of “cognitive overload.” If we can’t
hear well, we spend more energy
struggling to understand the sounds
around us, reducing the brain’s resources
to maintain balance and control motion.
We suffer from decreased spatial
awareness. Any new stimulus, such as a
person speaking behind us, may catch us
off guard and startle us. A startle response
is a good way to lose balance and fall.
This, and many other problems, Dr Jenkins
notes, can be addressed by wearing
properly programmed hearing aids.
Depressing news
Dr Jenkins points to a number of clinical
studies linking hearing loss to depression
and other mental and social problems.
“People with untreated hearing loss are
more likely to develop depression than
their hearing peers, and are significantly
less active than their peers with hearing
aids,” she reports. Along with depression,
conditions such as anxiety, paranoia and
stress can accompany hearing loss.
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Relationships may suffer, especially within
marriages and family life.
Additional studies, she notes, indicate
people who use hearing aids are less likely
to experience these symptoms.
It’s a no-brainer
Hearing loss can actually cause dementia,
because the cognitive challenges it brings
accelerate the loss of brain cells normally
associated with aging. Studies indicate
people with impaired hearing lose more
than a cubic centimeter of brain matter
each year, and that translates to loss of
memory and sensory integration.
Dr Jenkins explains, “Cognitive abilities
decrease 40 percent faster for those with
untreated hearing loss than those with
treated hearing loss or normal hearing, and
this includes early Alzheimer’s.”
As with other conditions related to hearing
loss, using hearing aids can help preserve
brain matter and cognitive function.
Ototoxic drugs
The medication used to treat an ailment
may be a double-edged sword. Many drugs,
from the common to the exotic, can cause
permanent hearing loss, impaired balance,
or tinnitus.
Among them are many chemotherapy and
radiation therapy agents. These powerful
drugs may cause chemical damage to
cochlear hair cells in the inner ear, and to
nerve cells associated with hearing. The
effects can take up to a year to manifest,
and they are more common in patients
with a family history of hearing loss.
Dr Jenkins estimates that more than 50
percent of children who undergo
chemotherapy develop hearing loss, which
then affects their comprehension and
development.
Ototoxic—that is, ear-damaging—cancer
medications include cisplatin, carboplatin,
bleomycin, vincristine, vinblastine,
bromocriptine methotrexate, and nitrogen
mustard. To help identify any hearing loss
associated with treatment, Dr Jenkins
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advises anyone facing chemotherapy to
have a hearing test before the therapy
begins.
Other classes of medications with ototoxic
properties at certain dosages include the
following:
• Diuretics
• Pain relievers, including ibuprofen,
aspirin, and acetaminophen
• Anti-depressants
• Tranquilizers
• Sleep aids.
Be aware and be honest
Dr Jenkins estimates the average time from
the onset of mild hearing loss until
someone finally decides to be tested is five
to seven years. That is a long time for the

people around us to be mumbling ever
more incoherently, and for the television
sound to be fading. It is a period of growing
stress for family members, coworkers, and
every other part of our world. It can mean a
growing sense of isolation, of conflict with
loved ones, of possible loss of income and
friendships. Now we also know it can lead
to other health problems.
Ironically, the remedy is close at hand,
effective, and painless: hearing aids.
However, it is necessary to first
acknowledge that possibility and seek a
hearing test (which insurance will usually
cover). That takes self-awareness, perhaps
the most difficult hurdle of all. As Dr
Jenkins notes, “A lot of people honestly
don’t think they have a hearing loss.”
—Paula DeJohn

Groups help make hearing aids affordable

The latest hearing assistive technology is just great—but it's also expensive. We can
celebrate each new or improved device, yet for many people, it will remain unaffordable.
Financial help of many kinds is available, as long as you know where to find it and have the
patience and determination to pursue it.
A 47-page guide published in 2009 by the Better Hearing Institute (BHI) lists local, state and
national organizations that offer assistance. BHI is the educational subsidiary of the Hearing
Industries Association, a lobbying group for manufacturers.
Organizations offering assistance range from foundations and non-profit groups to schools
and hospital affiliates, as well as Easter Seals and some Elks Club chapters. Most grants
come with restrictions, such as residence requirements, income levels, and age limits, such
as help for children. The guide also specifies how tax-sheltered flexible medical spending
accounts can be used for hearing aids.
Finding help
In Denver, one resource is the Colorado Center for Hearing, Speech and Language. The
CCHSL entry notes it charges applicants a reduced rate of $25 for a hearing test, after which
they can apply for assistance in purchasing hearing aids.
Spokeswoman Kim Moon says the program is small but popular: "We have a waiting list."
There is no residence requirement, but applicants must become clients and receive care
from CCHSL audiologists. Aid is income based, Moon says, and in most cases, it covers the
entire cost of hearing aids.
The Colorado Neurological Institute (CNI) in Englewood helps patients pay for cochlear
implants. Eligibility is based on insufficient insurance coverage, and patients must first be
cleared as candidates for the surgery. The CNI also provides funding to help cover the costs
of follow-up therapy. To see and download the free guide, visit
http://www.betterhearing.org/sites/default/files/hearingpediaresources/Financial_Assistance_for_Hearing_Aids.pdf.
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Hearing loss means end
of career for musician

The 38-year run of the rock band Huey
Lewis and The News ended abruptly
when the lead singer lost most of his
hearing. The cause, according to the
band’s web site, was not a lifetime of
loud music, but Meniere’s disease. On
April 13, The News cancelled its
remaining concerts for the rest of 2018,
and Lewis posted a statement
explaining his efforts to find a diagnosis
for the sudden hearing loss.
Fans commenting on the site offered
compassion, and some expressed hope
that the little-known disease would now
receive more public attention.
Following is Huey Lewis’s statement:
Two and a half months ago, just before a
show in Dallas, I lost most of my hearing.
Although I can still hear a little, one on
one, and on the phone, I can’t hear music
well enough to sing. The lower
frequencies distort violently making it
impossible to ﬁnd pitch. I’ve been to the
House Ear Institute, the Stanford Ear
Institute, and the Mayo Clinic, hoping to
ﬁnd an answer. The doctors believe I
have Meniere’s disease and have agreed
that I can’t perform until I improve.
Therefore, the only prudent thing to do is
to cancel all future shows. Needless to
say, I feel horrible about this, and wish to
sincerely apologize to all the fans who’ve
already bought tickets and were
planning to come see us. I’m going to
concentrate on getting better, and hope
that one day soon I’ll be able to perform
again.
Sincerely, Huey

Walk4Hearing news

Upcoming speakers
JoAnne Hirsch, communications technology
program director for the Colorado
Commission for the Deaf and Hard of
Hearing, will be our speaker for the May 19
meeting.
Our speaker for the June 16 meeting will be
Frances Owens, community relations
manager for the Anchor Center for Blind
Children.
Field of Dreams
The Denver Sertoma Club will sponsor a
two-day baseball camp, called “Field of
Dreams”, for children aged 7 to 16 with
hearing disabilities. The camp will be June
23-24 at All-Star Park in Lakewood. For
details, call Bob Haigh at 303-789-5986.
Sertoma is a national service organization
that provides financial aid to people with
hearing loss.

90 and counting
Chapter member Eddee Griest, center, celebrated
her 90th birthday at the April 21 meeting. Shown
with her is her daughter, Becci Kucharski, left.

The Denver Chapter will sponsor a team, the Denver Dazzlers, at the Walk4Hearing this year.
The 5K, 3.1-mile walk is held annually to enhance public awareness of hearing loss issues, and
to provide financial support to local chapters. This year's walk will be Sunday, June 10, 2018,
at Clement Park, 7206 W. Bowles Ave., Littleton, CO.
To participate as a member of the Denver Dazzlers, go to http://hlaa.convio.net, and click on
Register, then follow directions to select a team and set a goal for donations.
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