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You’ve probably heard us say that “we hear with 
our brain” and “we have two ears for as many 
reasons as we have two eyes.” The ears funnel 
sound, which passes through the hearing organ 
and is processed by our brain. When there is a 
hearing loss present, our brain focuses much 
harder to process the incoming signals. 

“I am going to go for a walk at the botanical gardens. They have 
an exhibit on orchids I am interested in. I’m planning on going 
with Shirley, would you like to come? 

Typically, it is not the whole sentence that one misses with 
hearing loss but sounds within a sentence. For someone with 
a hearing loss it may sound like this:

“I am going to go for a wa at the botanical garden. They have 
an exh   on     I am    . I’m planning on going with     , would you 
like to come?

When we miss the small bits and pieces of speech, our brain 
works hard to analyze what has been said, compares what 
has been heard to the context, and then fills in the blanks.  
In the best of situations when communication is close, the 
lighting is good and the setting quiet, the listener can fill in 
the context with greater ease. With more distractions, the 
brain focuses much harder, and it becomes more difficult to 
fill in the gaps. 

As you continue to focus on filling in these gaps throughout 
the day, your brain learns to process sound differently. If you 
have attended one of our seminars on hearing and the brain, 

then you know we go into much more detail on this subject. 

In the field of audiology, research on hearing loss and the 
relationship with dementia has been a hot topic. We cannot 
say that hearing loss causes cognitive decline, but there is 
clear evidence that brain changes occur when we are missing 
information. Current research suggests that the brain will 
reorganize itself when straining to hear what is said. So even 
someone with a mild hearing loss will put in more listening 
effort to hear. 

A correlation between hearing loss and dementia does 
not mean that hearing loss causes dementia. The research 
from Dr. Frank Lin from Johns Hopkins suggests that if 
a person was predestined to get dementia and they have 
diagnosed hearing loss (which causes them to strain to hear), 
the combination may evidence an earlier onset of dementia as 
compared to someone with normal hearing. It is exciting to 
see that the current research shows with treated hearing loss 
(amplification with hearing aids), the brain does not undergo 
the same changes as an untreated ear. Another good reason 
for early adoption of hearing aids. 

If you would like more information, please talk to one of 
the audiologists at your next appointment. For additional 
information on this subject, the information from this article 
was taken from Audiology Today’s 2016 review of “Cognitive 
Decline and Hearing Loss” and from the research labs of 
Frank Lin et al., 2015, and Sharma et al., 2016, 2017. 
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Managing Earwax: Hold the Cotton Swabs! 
Earwax, that yellowish-brown goo, might inspire an “Ick!” or two, but managing it 
the right way can make a difference in your hearing health. Earwax not only helps 
keep the ear canal clean but prevents dirt and other debris from reaching and 
potentially damaging the eardrum. 

Normally you do not need to remove earwax; your ears will naturally handle it by 
pushing out the excess. When excess buildup gets to the point of causing pain or 
symptoms like hearing loss, it’s time to clean it out:

DO use a warm soft cloth — after washing 
or showering — to remove normal amounts of 
earwax at the outer ear, if needed.

DO gently soften the earwax with drops 
of warmed olive oil, almond oil, water, or a 
commercial solution to remove larger amounts 
of earwax or an earwax plug.

DON’T use ear candles, which may cause 
serious injury and have not been proven 
effective in scientific studies.

DON’T stick cotton swabs or other objects 
in the ear; they can cause injury and push wax 
farther into the ear canal.

Sometimes earwax buildup requires the attention of a professional who can examine 
your ears, determine the nature of the problem, and customize a treatment. 

If you’re experiencing problems such as persistent ear pain, hearing loss, blockage of 
the ear canal, or potential perforation of the eardrum, contact us for an evaluation.
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Physiologically
Sound can affect our hormone secretions, breathing, heart rate, and brain waves. Our response to sound depends on its 
characteristics — intensity, frequency, predictability, complexity, and length of exposure, as well as our interpretation of 
the meaning of the noise. Noise is different than sound. Noise pollution, as defined by the United States Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), is “unwanted or disturbing sound” and can diminish quality of life.

According to the Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety (CCOHS), the nonauditory effects of noise are:2

Have you ever thought about why you love the sound of rain while your friend can’t stand 
it? Ever notice how your heart races when you hear a siren? These physiological, cognitive, 
psychological, and behavioral responses can be summarized as the psychology of sound.1

“If you’re listening consciously, you can take control of the sound around you. It’s good for your health 
[and] for your productivity,” says Treasure. Visit us today to take control of the sound around you.

 Cognitively
Our ability to process sound is actually pretty low, which makes it hard to hear in background noise or while two 
people are talking at once. For example, sound consultant Julian Treasure claims that open-plan office spaces can reduce 
productivity by 66 percent.

In a study published in the British Journal of Psychology in 1998, researchers 
found that employers were incredibly distracted when they could hear 
others talking around them, and they were less able to perform their duties. 
Noise in the office is also associated with increased stress hormone levels 
and a lower willingness to participate with others.3

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports 
occupational hearing loss is one of the most common work-related 
illnesses in the United States. Twenty-two million workers are exposed 
to potentially damaging noise each year. Many people don’t realize they 
have a hearing loss until it’s too late. Even then, you might not realize your 
hearing has gotten worse because you no longer have a reference point for 
understanding what healthy hearing is.4

 Psychologically
Music has the strongest emotional impact of any type of sound for two 
reasons: It’s easily recognizable and easy to associate. However, it’s not 
the only kind of sound that affects emotional state. Birds chirping is an 
example: In our primitive days, birdsong was generally a reassuring sound. 
When the forest became quiet, that’s when it was time to worry.

About 48 million people in the United States alone have significant hearing loss. Those who seek treatment often see 
improvement in their overall health.5 

New hearing aid users 
experience less anxiety after 
starting hearing aid use. 

Hearing aid users experience 
a reduction in depression, 
as measured by a geriatric 
depression scale.

Hearing aid use is shown 
to improve generic and 
hearing-related quality 
of life.

 Behaviorally
Sounds — whether they are pleasant, intense, or annoying — can change our behavior. A fire alarm gets your attention and 
makes you want to get away from the sound. Contrast that with what you do when you hear your favorite singer live in 
concert (hopefully you’re dancing!).

Ever wondered why some people have a strong reaction to sounds? It’s called misophonia. This condition is defined as the 
hatred of sound; however, “a person with misophonia does not simply hate all sound. People with misophonia have specific 
symptoms and triggers and are sensitive only to certain sounds (and occasionally to visual triggers). Any sound can become a 
problem to a person with misophonia, but most [often the troubling sounds] are some kind of background noise.”

These sounds can trigger people to have an instant, emotional response. When someone’s trigger set (the sounds that set them 
off) is heard, the person can have a wide variety of reactions from annoyance to panic or anger. This kind of response is like a 
siren or an alarm to the person with misophonia, and they may urgently try to distance themselves or become agitated.6

Did You Know?
• Ocean waves have the frequency of 

roughly 12 cycles per minute, which 
is soothing to most people. This is 
probably because that is roughly 
the frequency of the breathing of 
a sleeping person; there is a deep 
resonance with being at rest. We 
also associate it with being stress 
free and on holiday.

• When the London Underground 
started playing classical music at a 
crime-heavy station, robberies fell by 
33% while assaults on staff dropped 
25%, says The Independent.7

Take a moment and 
listen. What do you hear? 
Often we are too busy in 
our lives to notice all of 
the sounds around us,  
let alone realize how  
they are affecting us.

Increased stress

Annoyance

Cardiovascular function 
(hypertension, changes to blood 
pressure and/or heart rate)

Sleeping problems

Mental health concerns
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