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THE LINK BETWEEN DIABETES AND HEARING LOSS
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How often do you ask your diabetic patients about
their hearing? A recent review of studies examining
the possible link between diabetes and hearing loss
suggests doctors should be having the conversation
more often.

Researchers at the State University of New York
Downstate Medical Center say that there is strong
evidence that diabetes can damage a person’s hear-
ing ability and that doctors should be testing the
hearing of their patients with type 2 diabetes.

"An association between diabetes and hearing
impairment in human subjects has been shown in
many, but not all, studies," SUNY Assistant Profes-
sor Elizabeth Helzner said in a news release about
the survey. “Direct comparison of these studies is
complicated due to a lack of consistency in defining
hearing impairment and other factors."

One theory as to how diabetes could affect hearing is
that high blood glucose levels may damage the tiny
blood vessels in the inner ear, similar to the way dia-
betes can damage the kidneys, heart or eyes.

The research survey, which was published earlier
this year in the journal Current Diabetes Reports,
found a stronger correlation between diabetes and
hearing impairment in studies that focused on
younger patients. Helzner said older patients may
have age-related hearing loss, which could mask
the effect diabetes may be having on their auditory
system.

“This factor in itself lends weight to the notion that
type 2 diabetes can damage hearing,” she said.

Research has yet to prove that diabetes causes
hearing loss, but the correlation is there. The SUNY
team said that more studies are needed to determine
whether those with diabetes are at an increased risk
for early onset hearing impairment and whether the
effects on hearing vary by the status of the disease or
use of disease management practices.

Hearing loss and diabetes are challenges faced by
large portions of the population. More than 16 per-
cent of adults in the U.S. have some form of hearing
loss and more than 29 million people, or 9.3 percent
of the U.S. population, have diabetes.

Research results reviewed by the SUNY team show
that hearing loss is twice as common in people with
diabetes than in those without the disease. And
among the 86 million people in the U.S. who are di-
agnosed with prediabetes, the rate of hearing loss is
30 percent higher than those without the diagnosis.

The ramifications of hearing loss go beyond simply
having to ask people to speak up. Hearing impair-
ment has been associated with social isolation,
depression, cognitive decline, dementia, a higher
likelihood for falls and hospitalizations and in-
creased mortality.

Just as diabetes can be managed, hearing impair-
ment can, too, especially when detected early. If you
suspect one of your patients may be experiencing
hearing loss, recommend a hearing evaluation.

Comprehensive Ear & Hearing will be happy to pro-
vide an evaluation free of charge in any of our offices.
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