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Managing hearing loss in the time 
of COVID-19

Are You Different Because You Can’t Hear?
Yishane Lee, Hearing Health Foundation1

Frequent, proper hand-washing, hand sanitizer use, 
and not touching your face were the early health 
and safety directives as the COVID-19 pandemic 
spread from country to country and then state to 
state. In the past few weeks, social distancing and 
face masks became the next tools in helping to stop 
the spread of the novel coronavirus. 
Both are particular challenges for those with and 
without hearing challenges. In our recent question-
naire we asked how our Hearing Health Founda-
tion community is handling these types of restric-
tions to face-to-face contact. We sent out a two-
question survey asking about 
your challenges and advice 
for better communication 
during the pandemic.  
Among the 625 responses, 
an overwhelming 87 percent 
are experiencing difficulty 
communicating. Within this 
group, 85 percent cite the 
inability to read lips as a 
problem. 
Many added that being able 
to hear from a distance of at 
least six feet and while the 
bottom half of the speaker’s 
face is covered has been 
daunting, to say the least. 
“Even hearing people seem 

to be having issues,” says one survey taker. Due to 
distance and masks, not being able to read lips or 
facial expressions puts everyone at a disadvantage. 
Feeling isolated is already not uncommon among 
those with hearing loss, and the directive to shelter 
at home cuts off in-person connections.  
Add to this the difficulty of fitting mask elastics, 
hearing devices, and maybe also glasses all in the 
limited real estate behind the ear—plus the stress 
of just staying safe and healthy in the midst of a 

highly transmissible, deadly 
disease—and you get a per-
fect storm of issues for those 
with hearing conditions. 42 
percent of respondents cited 
difficulty wearing their hear-
ing aids or cochlear implant 
processors with a mask. 
But our constituents are a 
resilient bunch, accustomed 
to both self-advocating as 
well as dealing with com-
munication snafus. And 
while this is an unprecedent-
ed crisis affecting everyone 
around the globe, survey re-
sponders detail the solutions 
they are putting to use.  

 https://hearinghealthfoundation.org/blogs/managing-hearing-loss-in-the-time-of-covid-191
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Being able to hear from a distance of at least 
six feet and while the speaker is covering the 

bottom half of their face has been daunting, to 
say the least, for people with hearing loss.

continued on page 3
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June Meetings Cancelled
We are suspending our monthly meetings for the duration of 

restrictions on public meetings due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
This mimics what APS has done, closing schools for the rest of 
the academic year.  We usually have a summer break, just like 
APS, and we don’t meet again until September.   

Please stay tuned to the website or Facebook for updates as we 
all join together in protecting ourselves by staying away from 
crowds. Please understand we have made everyone’s health a pri-
ority, so we’ll consider safety first in our decisions as we return to 
a program schedule. 

Your Board plans to meet over the summer, and we will dis-
cuss other candidate topics for Fall.  We encourage you to submit 
requests and suggestions to any board member.  Contact informa-
tion is in the column at left. We will likely re-schedule the origi-
nal April topic for September, or whenever we are able to resume 
regular meetings.  

Possible topics include: 
• Learn about speech to text apps—the program that was 

planned for March 
• Hearing loss in the hospital and other healthcare scenarios 
• Hearing loss and the movies—where are we in 2020? 
• A rap session to just “talk” about how we dealt with hear-

ing loss during quarantine  

This “summer” issue contains two timely articles from the 
quoted sources, slightly reduced to fit available space.  You can 
follow the links to see the full articles, including some graphic 
illustrations we did not have room for.
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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 Mary Clark, the current president of the board, for 
more details at mary@mandgclark.com, or the chapter email 
hlaabq@gmail.com, or Mary’s phone at 505 553-2638. 
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Masks 
• “Instead of elastics behind the ears, I use a mask 

with ties. Some people wear a baseball cap and 
sew buttons near their ears. The elastic is an-
chored to the buttons instead of behind the ears.” 

• “I attached the mask elastics to a wide elastic 
band I had that goes around the head. Also, I put 
the ends of my eyeglass temples under the elastic 
band, so the only things on the ears are the hear-
ing aids. Not perfect, but workable.” 

• “I pull the mask out a little to speak more clearly 
and hope the person I’m speaking to will do the 
same.” 

• “I’ve found a face shield that I ordered is better 
than a mask, because it also covers your eyes 
and keeps you from touching your face, and pro-
tects others from any droplets. Plus it’s more 
comfortable because it doesn't scratch your face 
and keeps your face cooler.” 

• “Face masks with a clear portion or a face shield 
would work, but I would have to ask a stranger 
to wear them. I’m thinking most would refuse, 
because they don't know if it's sanitized, or they 
have no experience with hard of hearing individ-
uals and don’t understand why I am asking.” 

• “We continue to build a lending, portable ‘loop 
library’ so that people using telecoils can try 
them out in their personal settings. Our kit in-
cludes a Williams PLA90 personal loop plus a 
SoundTech external microphone.” 

Captioning 
• Speech-to-text smartphone and/or tablet apps 

like InnoCaption, Otter.ai, Live Transcribe, and 
TextHear. Users note that your phone mic may 
have difficulty picking up the speaker’s voice 
from six feet away, the apps may not work as 
well outdoors with ambient noise, and they like-
ly need Wi-Fi for instant captioning. 

• At home, people are using captioned telephones 
and captioning services by established caption-
ing companies such as CapTel, Hamilton Cap-

Tel, ClearCaptions, CaptionCall, and Sprint 
CapTel. 

• Video calls are useful so you can see faces. 
These include Zoom, Skype, FaceTime, and 
Google Meet. Google Meet, now offered for 
free, has live AI-generated transcriptions, as does 
Skype. FaceTime is useful for one-on-one con-
versations but also now has a group option. Note 
that ideally speakers take turns and the internet 
connection is strong to avoid freezing or a lag 
time.  

• “Second best to writing things down either on 
paper is using BuzzCards by Sorenson.” These 
are phrases you can set up on your phone to 
communicate, like flash cards, but it may require 
being closer than six feet to read.  

Other Tech 
• “Using more electronic communication like 

email or text.” 
• “To speak with my patients I use a remote mic 

attached to the Pocket Talker.” 
• “When my partner and I are out together while 

wearing our masks, he wears a Mini Mic that 
streams via Bluetooth into my hearing aids. It's a 
big help!” 

• “My Roger Pen.” 
• “I am using my Cochlear Mini Mic and Blue-

tooth phone clip more often to bring voice di-
rectly into my implants.” 

No Tech 
• “I keep busy at home. My anxiety skyrockets 

just thinking about going to town knowing 
everyone is wearing masks and I can't under-
stand them.” 

• “I carry a notepad in my bag. if someone wants 
to tell me something and I can't understand, I ask 
them to write it down. I carry extra pens, so they 
can keep the pen if they want after they use it. I 
also suggest texting, even if we are within 
earshot.” 

Page 3
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• “I use my hand gestures and body language. 
Written communication on pen and paper is nec-
essary. It is challenging to write on the paper 
when I wear gloves!” 

• “As always, I tell cashiers and masked people I 
have a hearing loss. 100 percent reply ‘no prob-
lem.’ That's an ironic reply to me, as it's a huge 
problem for me.” 

• “I have to remove my hearing aids whenever I 
wear a mask outdoors as they tend to get dis-
lodged by the mask and I fear losing them.” 

• “I can't use the phone well, and I'm noticing a lot 
more phone usage being required (e.g., order on-
line for pickup, then call when you're there for 
your order to be brought out). I wish texting was 
an option in these cases.” 

• “I have to ask for people to repeat many times 
and then I repeat what they say—sometimes 
leading to big laughs!” 

• “I love online church services. The ministers 
stay in one location, so I can hear them better. I 
play online bridge through text messaging. It’s 
sometimes better than actually live at a table 
with room noise from 12 more tables.” 

• “Patience and acceptance during this time of 
challenges.” 

• “SMILE! It can be seen in your eyes!”  

 

How to Combat the Social 
Isolation of Hearing Loss

Shari Eberts, in Living with Hearing Loss2

We are all facing the pain of isolation while practicing social 
distancing amid COVID-19.  It  hurts  to feel  alone in the 
face of new challenges and to combat loneliness at a time of 
uncertainty. While this crisis is difficult, it also gives us the 
opportunity to rethink old ways of doing things. 

Hearing Loss Can Be Isolating but You Can 
Fight It 

My hearing loss story began in my mid-20s, 
when I was in graduate school. In the large rever-
berant classroom, I noticed I was having trouble 
hearing the discussion. Occasionally the class 
would burst into laughter and I would be left look-

ing around the room trying to figure out what was 
so funny. My neighboring classmates were getting 
tired of my constant requests for a repeat. I knew 
what the problem was—I was losing my hearing. 
My father had developed hearing loss as a young 
adult. Now it was my turn. I was scared. 

As the years went by, my hearing loss wors-
ened, leaving me embarrassed and increasingly 
isolated. My father had been highly stigmatized by 
his hearing loss and passed those feelings on to me. 
I began avoiding friends I found difficult to under-
stand and stopped going to the theater out of fear 
that I would miss much of the dialogue. It was eas-
ier to stay home and watch TV with the closed cap-
tions on than to risk wasting time and money on 

 https://livingwithhearingloss.com/2020/06/02/how-to-combat-the-social-isolation-of-hearing-loss/ 2
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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.

https://livingwithhearingloss.com/2020/06/02/how-to-combat-the-social-isolation-of-hearing-loss/
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/
http://www.hlaabq.com/amazonsmile.html
http://www.hlaabq.com/amazonsmile.html
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http://amazon.com/
http://smile.amazon.com/
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dialogue that might be unintelligible. I was missing 
out on many of the experiences I used to enjoy. 

Once I had children this all changed. My hear-
ing loss is genetic, so I feared I may have passed it 
on to them. I needed to set them a better example 
of how to thrive with hearing loss in case either of 
them should develop the condition. I started wear-
ing my hearing aids all the time and learning about 
assistive listening devices and hearing loops. I 
taught my friends and family communication best 
practices and asked them to follow them so I could 
hear my best. 

I even started a blog, LivingWithHearingLoss.-
com where I share the tricks I use to live my best 
life despite hearing loss. I vowed that I would no 
longer allow my hearing loss to isolate me from 
the people I love or from the life I wanted to live. 
It takes effort, but it is worth it. 

Hearing Loss Is More Common Than You 
Think 

According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO), more than 460 million people worldwide 
have disabling hearing loss and that number is ex-
pected to almost double by 2050. This jump is not 
an issue of aging alone. The WHO warns that more 
than 1.1 billion teenagers and young adults world-
wide are at risk of hearing loss, likely due to un-
healthy noise exposure. 

Despite its prevalence, hearing loss is often not 
taken seriously, but it should be. Hearing loss is 
associated with many serious medical conditions 
including higher incidences of diabetes, cardiovas-
cular disease, and falling. When left untreated, it is 
also associated with a higher likelihood of demen-
tia, most likely due to the social isolation that often 
accompanies it. As the WHO explains, “Exclusion 
from communication can have a significant impact 
on everyday life, causing feelings of loneliness, 
isolation, and frustration.” 

Hearing Aids Don’t Fix Hearing Loss, but 
They Do Assist 

Hearing loss is hard to comprehend unless you 
have experienced it yourself. Picture a game board 
from the Wheel of Fortune with only some of the 
letters in place. This is often what people with 
hearing loss experience during a conversation. 
Then they must turn those incomplete sounds into 
words or phrases that make sense given the subject 
being discussed. It is exhausting. Sometimes it is 
easier to avoid socializing because it is just too 
much work, leading to isolation and depression. 

Listening effort is required even when wearing 
hearing aids. Unfortunately, hearing aids do not 
work like glasses. For most people, glasses trans-
form a blurry image into something crisp and clear 
without any additional work required. Hearing aids 
are different because they only amplify sounds; 
they do not make them sharper. Hearing aids also 
augment all sounds, so background noises like sil-
verware clinking against plates are boosted in addi-
tion to the more important speech sounds. In a loud 
restaurant, hearing aids can sometimes make it 
more difficult to hear! 

How Can You Help Support People With 
Hearing Loss? 

Since hearing loss is an invisible disability, it is 
easy to overlook. This means people with hearing 
loss must actively ask for the help they need to 
hear. Sometimes these requests are met with cyni-
cism or disbelief, since a person with hearing loss 
may seem to hear perfectly in one situation or en-
vironment, but struggle in others. It can be confus-
ing for the uninitiated. 

Several fixes exist to help make public spaces 
more inclusive for people with hearing loss. Some 
are technological and would require expense and/
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A judge tried a hearing aid, and found it guilty.

It’s better to misplace hearing aids than glasses.  
You don’t need your hearing aids to find them.

https://livingwithhearingloss.com/
https://livingwithhearingloss.com/
http://www.diabetes.org/living-with-diabetes/treatment-and-care/seniors/diabetes-and-hearing-loss.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/lary.20130
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/lary.20130
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/hearing_loss_linked_to_three_fold_risk_of_falling
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/hearing_loss_and_dementia_linked_in_study
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/hearing_loss_and_dementia_linked_in_study
https://livingwithhearingloss.com/2015/04/06/do-you-get-hearing-loss-exhaustion/
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or legislative changes, but others are simpler, re-
quiring behavioral changes alone. Consider how 
you might help make your next event, party, or 
meeting more accessible for people with hearing 
loss. Here are some suggestions. 

Turn down the noise. 
Noise pollution is dangerous for everyone. It 

raises cortisol levels and puts our hearing at risk of 
damage. It also makes it harder for people to fol-
low conversations, even without hearing loss. Sec-
ond-hand smoke is regulated in public spaces; why 
not second-hand noise? Regulations for workplace 
noise exposure have existed for decades. Perhaps 
limits should be set for public places like restau-
rants, concert halls and airports. Even without a 
mandate, if you are in charge of the soundtrack you 
can help by keeping it at a modest volume. 

Use a microphone at meetings. 
Please don’t assume everyone can hear. Even in 

informal meetings using a microphone has been 
shown to increase attentiveness and recall for par-
ticipants. Some speakers resist using a microphone, 
even when it is required given room acoustics. 
Perhaps they believe it will make their session feel 
formal and discourage participation. The opposite 
may be true. If people can only speak when using 
the microphone, side conversations and crosstalk 
are significantly reduced. Using a microphone 
helps to promote better communication practices 
and ensures that your meetings are inclusive for 
everyone. 

Make assistive listening devices available in all 
public spaces. 

No one would construct a new building, airport 
or other public space without including ramps for 
people who use wheelchairs. These ramps provide 
significant benefit for people who use wheelchairs, 
but also for people with baby strollers or heavy 
luggage, and those with other mobility challenges. 
Accessible design works for everyone. The same 
for making public spaces more inclusive for people 
with hearing loss. Hearing loops and captioning 

make speeches, theater performances, courtroom 
dialogue and announcements at the airport more 
understandable for everyone. 

Utilize communication best practices. 
This is not only good manners, but will also 

help make conversations more inclusive. Commu-
nication best practices include getting the attention 
of the person before speaking to make sure they 
are listening, and keeping background noise down 
and the lights up to allow for lipreading. Please 
speak in a clear voice and at an even rate. Don’t 
shout or cover your mouth or turn away while 
speaking, as that will also make lipreading more 
difficult. If you are asked to repeat something, 
please do so with a smile, using different words if 
necessary. Effective communication requires effort 
from both sides. 

Ask how you can help. 
Hearing loss is complex, and what is helpful for 

one person in one setting, might not work for an-
other person or in a different setting. Each person 
is an expert on what works best for them, so let 
them drive the solution. This might include using 
assistive listening technology, especially in a noisy 
environment. Experiment with speech-to-text apps 
like Google’s Live Transcribe or mini microphones 
like Roger Pens that link to a person’s hearing aid. 
Enjoy the trial and error until you find a solution 
that works for both of you. Because hearing loss is 
invisible, it is easy to fall back into old speech pat-
terns, but the more consistently you can implement 
the suggested fixes, the more pleasant the conver-
sation will be for both sides. 

Communicating with hearing loss can be chal-
lenging and exhausting, especially in loud and re-
verberant spaces. Public spaces are often not con-
ducive to inclusive communication, but this could 
be beginning to change. As the population ages, 
hearing loss awareness will only grow, which may 
make solutions more readily available. Help keep 
your friends with hearing loss supported and en-
gaged by taking the steps needed to help them hear.  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https://livingwithhearingloss.com/2019/01/22/hearing-loss-thank-you-for-using-the-microphone/
https://www.hearingloss.org/hearing-help/technology/hat/hearing-loop-technology/
https://www.nad.org/resources/technology/captioning-for-access/what-is-captioning/
https://livingwithhearingloss.com/2015/01/16/how-to-have-a-better-conversation-with-someone-with-hearing-loss/
https://livingwithhearingloss.com/2015/01/16/how-to-have-a-better-conversation-with-someone-with-hearing-loss/
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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 bimonthly 
publication Hearing Life.

  
 Albuquerque Chapter Membership        ☐ New 
              ☐ Renew

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

Address: ……………………………………………………………………………..…………………….

     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)

Thanks to those listed below for their generous donations.  

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



 

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

Meetings 
suspended
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