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Stigma: Why It’s So Hard to Talk 
About Hearing Loss

a  blog by Katherine Bouton1

This week the World Health Organization asked 
me to speak at the launch of their global Report on 
Hearing. The audience, from all over the world via 
Zoom, were primarily hearing professionals and 
public health experts whose work is about hearing 
loss but who don’t have it themselves. I was asked 
to speak about my hearing-loss experience. 

I described myself as a deaf person who lives in 
a hearing world. I was well into adulthood when I 
lost my hearing, and it happened overnight. I was 
30 and healthy, with no family history of hearing 
loss. One morning I woke up profoundly deaf in 
my left ear. I went to a doctor, who did many tests 
and found no explanation for the loss. I still had 
one ear that worked, however, so I ignored the loss. 
I didn’t get hearing aids. I never learned Sign lan-
guage. 

Over the next 20 years the loss became bilateral 
and more severe. I had to acknowledge it—to my-
self anyway. Telling others would come later. I fi-
nally got hearing aids when I was 52, 22 years af-
ter that first diagnosis. They worked well enough 
for a while. And when they no longer helped, after 
10 years, I got a cochlear implant in my now near-
ly dead left ear. A stronger hearing aid helped in 
the better ear. 

Why did it take me so long to get hearing aids? 
Why did it take me even longer to acknowledge 
the loss and ask for accommodations that would 
have helped me? I’m not alone in this delay. It 

takes people an average of 7 years from the time of 
diagnosis to treatment. 

The answer is stigma. Stigma ranges from deep-
seated fear and misunderstanding of deafness in 
some societies to an association of hearing loss 
with aging, and with cognitive decline and demen-
tia. 

The stigma of hearing loss has a long history, 
dating back to pre-Christian Hebrew law, which 
prohibited the deaf from participating in the rituals 
of the temple. Aristotle declared the deaf “inca-
pable of reason,” and thus ineligible for citizen-
ship. Jesus cast out the “deaf and dumb” spirit that 
possessed a child, and until quite recently some 
fundamentalist Christians cited that passage asso-
ciating deafness with possession by the devil. Su-
perstitions are still powerful in many societies. 

The stigma of hearing loss is pervasive and 
hugely damaging. 

Hearing loss is universally dismissed as a condi-
tion of aging. Millions of people simply retreat into 
isolation rather than take steps that would allow 
them to continue to be active members of society. 
That isolation leads to depression; depression con-
tributes to dementia. A life lost because of the 
stigma of seeming old and useless. 

Acknowledging hearing loss  is not easy. Com-
ing to terms with deafness can take a long time. 

 https://katherinebouton.com1
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https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/03/03/default-calendar/launch-of-the-world-report-on-hearing
https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/03/03/default-calendar/launch-of-the-world-report-on-hearing
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17 Apr Meeting    10:00 Am - Noon On Zoom

Join the Zoom meeting by following the link below* 

Hospital safety for those with hearing loss
Advocacy for patients with hearing loss in a hospital setting 

HLAA Albuquerque is pleased to welcome Elaine McCaffrey 
as our guest speaker. Elaine has been a member of the HLAA 
Board of directors since 2020 and has been President of the 
HLAA Chicago North Shore Chapter since 2016. She also spear-
headed the Chapter’s “Panel 
Discussion: Hospital Safety for 
People with Hearing Loss Pro-
gram” from 2016 to 2020. Elaine 
is the current chair of the HLAA 
Communication Access in 
Health Care Program. 

Elaine's advocacy passion is 
hospital safety for those with 
hearing loss. In October of 2020 
she spearheaded the sixth annual 
hospital safety program with 
multiple Chicago area hospitals and hospital systems. In this pre-
sentation Elaine will go over tips and suggestions for hospital ad-
vocacy, how the Chicago HLAA chapter began their Hospital 
Safety Program and the importance of self-advocacy. This presen-
tation will allow you to be better prepared to advocate for your-
self or for your loved one in a hospital or medical setting. 

Upcoming programs: 
May: The Technology equipment distribution program by NM-
CDHH
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The HLAA ABQ Chapter has openings for several roles. 
You can man a special project. You can help us out for a few 
months, or consider a longer-term commitment. “Try us out” 
for a month or two. We will provide orientation for working 
on a nonprofit board, share our chapter’s mission and goals, 
and discuss topics we can use your help with. If interested, 
contact any board member (contact info at left), or use the 
chapter email hlaabq@gmail.com . 

* https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89169391217?pwd=TUZucFdSNlBvZ1N0Nkx4TE5IQmg1QT09

http://www.hearingloss.org
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89169391217?pwd=TUZucFdSNlBvZ1N0Nkx4TE5IQmg1QT09
mailto:hlaabq@gmail.com
mailto:HLAAAbq@gmail.com
http://hearinglossabq.org/
http://www.facebook.com/hlaaAlbuquerque
http://www.facebook.com/hlaaAlbuquerque
http://www.facebook.com/hlaaAlbuquerque
mailto:TreasurerHLAAbq@gmail.com
mailto:EditorHLAAbq@gmail.com
mailto:catchJimmy@comcast.net
mailto:vrrivera@unm.edu
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Hearing-health professionals need to understand 
that, and to help their patients understand. Profes-
sionals and patients also need to understand that 
although hearing aids work well for many, they are 
not enough for people with severe loss. We need 
additional devices and accommodations. Cochlear 
implants are miracles, but they are not a magic bul-
let. It takes dedicated hard work to learn to hear 
again with a cochlear implant. 

Despite my hearing aid and my cochlear im-
plant, the best technologies available, I still 
couldn’t hear. I lost my job, a job I loved. I could 
no longer function professionally. 

But stigma was at work here, too. My employer 
would have found another job for me, one that 
didn’t require hearing well, and would have pro-
vided accommodations like a captioned phone. I 
was too proud to acknowledge my loss—too 
ashamed to accept a job that would have been an 
acknowledgment of my disability. So I quit. I 
walked out. And that’s when grief hit me. 

Grief is a totally appropriate response to losing 
your hearing. I grieved not just the loss of one of 
my senses, but the loss of my work, the loss of my 
self, the loss of my identity. I retreated into isola-
tion and depression, combined with anger and con-
tinuing denial. 

But I was lucky. I found a support group, almost 
by chance: the Hearing Loss Association of Ameri-
ca, #HLAA. 

I made friends through HLAA with people who 
had gone through what I had. We shared stories 
and strategies. We supported each other. We found 
a safe space together for our hearing loss. 

I went on to write a book about my experience 
and to become an advocate for people with hearing 
loss. I found new friends, a new profession, a new 
life. I defied the stigma, and now I try to help oth-
ers to do the same. 

Hearing loss is preventable and it is treatable. 
That’s what the WHO report  is saying. 2

Once we begin to treat it—with hearings aids, 
yes, for those with severe loss, but for the far more 
numerous cases of mild to moderate loss, with di-
rect-to-consumer hearing devices—stigma will be-
gin to fade away. 

Everyone wears things in their ears these days. 
Apple sold 60 million Airpods in 2019. Airpods 
Pro include many of the same features as hearing 
aids and cost a fraction of hearing aids. Other less 
expensive hearing devices look like fancy blue-
tooth mics or expensive earbuds. Once enough 
people are wearing them, young people as well as 
old, stigma disappears. 

It won’t be easy. But acknowledging the toll 
hearing loss takes on individuals and societies is a 
good start. Then we need to invest in prevention, 
education, and better technology. 

We need to make hearing loss a thing of the 
past. 

For more about living with hearing loss, read 
my books “Smart Hearing: Strategies, Skills and 
Resources for Living Better With Hearing Loss” 
and “Shouting Won’t Help: Why I and 50 Million 
Other Americans Can’t Hear You.” Both are avail-
able as ebook and paperback on Amazon.com. 

 https://www.who.int/news-room/events/detail/2021/03/03/default-calendar/launch-of-the-world-report-on-2

hearing
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Do you have a personal experience relating to hearing loss that would benefit your fellow 
HoH readers?  It could be something practical or a warning of something to avoid or even some-
thing humorous.  If you don’t mind sharing a short note, send it by email to: 

EditorHLAbq@gmail.com  

mailto:EditorHLAbq@gmail.com
https://www.amazon.com/Smart-Hearing-Strategies-Skills-Resources/dp/1706977956/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Smart+Hearing+Katherine+Bouton&link_code=qs&qid=1614962973&sourceid=Mozilla-search&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Smart-Hearing-Strategies-Skills-Resources/dp/1706977956/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Smart+Hearing+Katherine+Bouton&link_code=qs&qid=1614962973&sourceid=Mozilla-search&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Shouting-Wont-Help-I-Americans-Cant/dp/1250043565/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Shouting+won%27t+Help+Katherine+Bouton&qid=1614963030&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.com/Shouting-Wont-Help-I-Americans-Cant/dp/1250043565/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Shouting+won%27t+Help+Katherine+Bouton&qid=1614963030&sr=8-1
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Courtney McBride, HLAA Albuquerque

ATTENTION: The monthly Albuquerque 
HLAA zoom meeting wants to acknowledge your 
birthday and give you a gift. While attending the 
monthly meeting, if it is your birthday month, you 
can receive absolutely free a new book pertaining 
to hearing issues and concerns. 

All you have to do is raise your hand and speak 
up during the birthday segment of the meeting to 

identify yourself. The best part is that you do not 
have to share your age.  

You do have to “smile,” and when acknowl-
edged, enter your contact info (email and/or phone 
number) in the Chat box or email it to court-
ney.a.mcbride@gmail.com. Courtney, our birthday 
delivery person, will contact you to make arrange-
ments to deliver your book. 

So, don’t be shy.  🗣  Speak Up.  HLAA wants 
to help celebrate your birthday with a gift. 

Loop People, Loop Places
Ginevra Ralph

Looping Your Life 
We have been hearing a lot recently about the 

great need and strategies to improve effective 
communication in our lives, and, as Gael Hannan 
so strongly models, to have confidence in taking 
charge to do just that. 

I firmly believe that the majority of the “hearing 
community” honestly, but fundamentally, doesn’t 
understand hearing loss. They often think “Hey, 
you have hearing aids; just turn up the volume!” It 
is an understandable, if ignorant, response based 
on their own experience with simply turning up the 
TV or the radio. 

Now, think about just ONE business in your 
community that you could comfortably speak to 

about the benefit of having a small desk or counter-
top loop. Pick an easy one.  Does your family or a 
close friend run a small company that you fre-
quent? They already understand the challenges of 
hearing loss, but undoubtedly don’t realize that 
there is something simple they can do to signifi-
cantly help their customers. 

Next, lend them for a few weeks one of the por-
table hearing loops your chapter owns. Then en-
courage other telecoil users to pay them a visit and 
compliment them thoroughly, and maybe actually 
give them some business that day.  Once they see 
these results, they are likely to install a permanent 
counter loop. This is an example of taking charge 
to “Loop Your Life.”  And then you are on to the 
next business! 
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Smith’s Community Rewards Shop at 
Smith’s  with their  Rewards card,  and Smith’s  will 
make a  donation to  HLAA Albuquerque chapter.  
You get your usual rewards points.  

  Call 1-866-4141 to sign up or re-enroll.   
The HLAAbq NPO number for Smith’s is 14881.

Amazon Smile You can donate to the Albu-
querque Chapter of the Hearing Loss Association of 
America every time you make a purchase of most of 
the products from Amazon. 

G o t o h t t p : / / w w w . h l a a b q . c o m /
amazonsmile.html for more information and detailed 
instructions on how to designate HLAA-ABQ Chapter 
as your charity of choice when you make amazon.-
com purchases. 

Once you have set it up, always log into smile.a-
mazon.com to purchase from amazon.  0.5% of the 
purchase price is automatically donated to HLAA Al-
buquerque Chapter—at no cost to you.

Yearly dues are $15 per household.  They 
are due in January.  If you missed it, just see 
page 5.

mailto:courtney.a.mcbride@gmail.com
mailto:courtney.a.mcbride@gmail.com
http://www.hlaabq.com/amazonsmile.html
http://www.hlaabq.com/amazonsmile.html
http://www.hlaabq.com/amazonsmile.html
http://amazon.com/
http://amazon.com/
http://smile.amazon.com/
http://smile.amazon.com/
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Platinum  $400+
Albuquerque Hearing 

and Balance
Rosaline Cohen
Ginevra Ralph
Donald Thurn
Adelaide Zabriskie

Gold  $200 - $399
Jim & Karen Twohig

Silver  $100 - $199
Ben Curret
Gloria Inlow
Mike & Barbara Langner

Bronze  $50 - $99
Barbara Armstrong
Carol Emerson
Kim Granzow
Bette Jean Ingui
James & Sharen Koch
Michael & Karen 

Lieberman
Paul Merritt
Fran Neil
Ira J. Rimson
Rod & Bobbi Rodríguez

Friends - up to $49
Gail S. Anastasia
Hal Behl
Rees & Marilyn Bevan
Norm Dawson

Don Degasperi
Carol Emerson
Barbara Fix
Shirley Furen
Andrew “Bo” Gamboa
Gene & Sondra Golden
Patricia Gonzáles
Linnea Hendrickson
Don Johnson
Richard Johnson
Barbara Kerr
Dirk Knowles
Richard Kutscher
Victoria L. Magown
Deanna & Bob McMain
Louie Morrison
James Ogle
Barbara Pierce

Mary J. Raje
Linda Sue Romero
Harriet S. Smith
Steve Smith
Ronald Syler
Richard Tuschhoff
Mary Tyler
Marge Weitzel
Sandra Williams

Special
Smith’s Community 

Rewards
Amazon Smiles
Frontstream 
Ginevra Ralph: Two 

portable loop 
systems

  
 Albuquerque Chapter Membership        ☐ New 
              ☐ Renew

   Name: …………………………………………………………….……………… Date: …………………….

Address: ……………………………………………………………………………..…………… ☐Please mail Newsletter rather than email.

     City: …………………….…………………………………. State: ………… Zip: ……………..

  Email: ……………………………………………………………………………… Phone(s): ……………………………………………
      voice?   text?   VP?   caption?

Mail to: HLAAAbq Treasurer, P. O. Box36792, Albuquerque, NM 87176 

Payment: Membership amount:     $……………… Donation:  $……………… Total: $……………
Dues: $15 per household per calendar year (Includes newsletter subscription)

   Online: https://www.hearinglossabq.org/electronic-pay

Support the Hearing Loss Association of America (HLAA).  Become a member TODAY! 
The Hearing Loss Association of America is a volunteer association of Hard of Hearing people, their relatives 

and friends.  It is a non-profit, non-sectarian educational organization devoted to the welfare and interest of 
those who cannot hear well.  Membership in the national organization is by annual dues, which are separate 
from the annual Chapter fee paid to your local chapter.  National membership includes a subscription to the bi-
monthly publication Hearing Life.

Thanks to those listed below for their generous donations.  

NM HLAA chapters are 501(c)3 nonprofits and all donations are tax deductible.

https://www.hearinglossabq.org/electronic-pay


 

HLAA Albuquerque Chapter Meetings are held at Los Altos Christian Church, 
11900 Haines Ave NE, on the 3rd Saturday of the month, Sep-Jun.  

Socializing starts at 9:30 am; presentation at 10:00. 
The public is cordially invited to attend.

P.O.Box 36792, Albuquerque, NM 87176

Meeting 
on Zoom


	17 Apr Meeting    10:00 am - noon on Zoom

