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The Emotional 
Side of  
Hearing Loss

Perhaps the three most  
important words for  
understanding the  
frustrations of hearing  
loss are communication, 
communication and  
communication. It’s an 
invisible disability that 
creates often impenetrable 
communication barriers.  
It’s also a physical condition 
with psychological  
repercussions. 

In this feature, psychologist 
Michael Harvey and four 
people with hearing loss 
explore the emotional side 
of this invisible disability.



BY MICHAEL A. HARVEY

W hat do you know about hearing loss?” Jill  
scowled. Her accusatory question was valid. 
I didn’t have a hearing loss and had only 

recently completed my clinical training (which didn’t 
include requisite coursework). She requested therapy 
from me for “hearing loss issues” because I directed a 
program predominantly for culturally Deaf persons. She 
mistakenly assumed that I therefore knew about persons 
with moderate hearing loss.    
 Jill typically began our meetings with, “Can’t you 
understand what I’m going through?” and we would 
struggle for the remaining time. Given her age of 17, I 
privately asked myself what adolescent doesn’t feel mis-
understood? But thankfully, something finally clicked for 
me. I asked her to stand with both her arms outstretched 
and imagine that she was being pulled on one side from 
the hearing world and on the other side from the Deaf 
world. As she enacted this scenario, back and forth, back 
and forth, she began to cry and exclaimed, “Now you 
get it! I feel pulled toward the hearing world and pulled 
toward the Deaf world; but I’m in neither one.”

Hearing Loss Through a Psychological Lens
For the previous 40 or so years, I’ve had the privilege 
of bearing witness to many stories told by persons with 
hearing loss and of examining their stories through a  
psychological lens. Jill’s between two worlds experience  
is quite common. Consider a quotation by Holly Elliott:

 Hearing people often think I am hearing because my 
speech is good; deaf people often think I am hearing because 
my signs are bad...we are caught between incomprehensible 
speech on the one hand and incomprehensible signs on the 
other. If only those hearies would talk more clearly! If only 
those deafies would sign more slowly!

 Perhaps the three most important words for un-
derstanding the frustrations of hearing loss are communi-
cation, communication and communication. It’s an invis-
ible disability—not like a broken leg—that creates often 
impenetrable communication barriers. As one man with 
hearing loss lamented, “Why does my wife always wait 
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until I’m in the opposite end of the house before asking 
me to Merm frner mernferr brernfr?” His sentiment is 
echoed on a posting on the Hearing Loss Association 
of America—Official Community & Support Facebook 
group: “Why do people immediately assume that I can 
hear? I hate it.”  
 As another example, Sue, a middle-aged woman 
with congenital hearing loss, was asked to write a letter 
to her mother that she may never send. The following  
is an excerpt of her letter:  

 If only you had known how much I had tried to  
please you and daddy by not going to my bedroom every 
Thanksgiving and Christmas and escape all those people, 
and by eating at the dinner table, nodding my head or 
smiling at strategic points in the conversation in order  
to pretend that I could follow it.  
 Please don’t blame all this on my ears, cuz it’s  
not that simple. If I had no legs, you wouldn’t force me to 
jump! If I was blind, you wouldn’t force me to drive a car. 
So why did you force me to hear when I couldn’t? And by 
the way, why did you have the TV on during most every 
meal, anyway?

 The potent antidote to being stuck in limbo 
between the Deaf and hearing worlds are groups like 
Hearing Loss Association of America (HLAA). Psycho-
logically, we humans need to spend a chunk of our time 
with our peers, people like us, for what is termed emo-
tional refueling. I’m reminded of when my wife and  
I were chatting with our same-aged peers (70 y/o)  
and I heard one of my daughters whisper to the other, 
“It’s good that they’re with their own kind.”  
 Many people with hearing loss find that being  
with their “own kind” is a profound healing experience. 
As one woman put it, “It helps me recover from the  
insensitivity of hearing people.” She was referring to what 
I have come to call ordinary evil. I define it as an event 
that feels “evil”—dirty—but isn’t evil enough to make the 
headlines because it occurs too often. Consider the follow-
ing post on the Hearing Loss Association of America— 
Official Community & Support Facebook group:

 We had a team meeting at work today with seven 
people I couldn’t hear. They all know that I’m partially 
deaf but somehow, I ended up being the butt of a joke and 
because I couldn’t hear them, they thought it was even  
funnier. So embarrassed and hating my life right now. 
 A response: I had this all my adult life. Hearing  
loss seems to be the one disability where taking the mic is 
deemed acceptable. One of my old bosses referred to me as  

‘ol trumpet ears’ and she was the disability awareness  
officer. You couldn’t make it up.

Psychological Armor
It’s essential to develop psychological armor to protect 
one’s self esteem from ordinary evil. So-called anticipa-
tory coping is predicting that you will at some point be 
subjected to ordinary evil and figuring out how you’ll 
internally deal with it. This is where positive self-talk 
becomes important. For example, “Because he said it 
wasn’t important to make communication accessible to 
me doesn’t mean that I’m not important.” “My boss’s 
insensitivity toward me doesn’t mean that I’m unworthy 
of respect.” It’s more adaptive to feel anger toward the 
insensitive other than toward oneself.  
 Psychologist Beatrice Wright coined the term 
spread to describe how much a person views one’s dis-
ability as determining, not some aspects but all aspects 
of his/her identity. Maximum spread is shame, a self-at-
tribution that, as one person put it, “I’m a big blob of 
worthless, deaf and dumb human flesh, inferior to every-
one.” He would recall countless times his mother would 
admonish him not to show that he wears hearing aids 
—to hide them as best he could. Although he acknowl-
edged his mother’s good intentions, her actions caused 
him shame. In contrast, limited spread is exemplified  
by a quotation from Al Pimental, the previous director  
of National Association of the Deaf: “The only thing a 
deaf person cannot do is hear.”    

Forming a Solid Identity
Forming a solid identity is easier said than done. What 
exactly does a solid identity mean? George, a man with 
hearing loss, shared his personal answer to that ques-
tion: “My identity is 33% hearing loss, 20% chef, 30% 
writer (poetry) and the remaining percentage is ‘To Be 
Announced’.” His response illustrates how one may 
have multiple identities and suggests that the number 
of “identity categories” may be related to psychological 
resilience. For example, those who put all their identity 
into one’s career run the risk of becoming depressed 
upon retirement. I asked George to explain his percent-
age criteria:

 A good chunk (33%) of my identity is as a person 
living with hearing loss. I’ve joined HLAA, keep up with 
the hearing aid technology and cochlear implant technology, 
and advocate at City Hall for them to install a looping  
system. But I need to be careful how much percentage I  
put in that box. Yes, my ears don’t work right, but I’m 
much more than that.  

Hearing Loss
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Impact of Acquired Hearing Loss
The psychological impact of acquired hearing loss later in 
life is different from when it is congenital or longstand-
ing. Please bear with me for what may seem like a bizarre 
non-sequitur. There is a Buddhist story about how to 
catch monkeys. You take a coconut and make a hole in it, 
just large enough that a monkey can squeeze its hand in. 
Next, you tie the coconut down and put a piece of candy 
inside. The monkey smells the candy, puts its hand into 
the coconut, grabs the candy and finds that the hole is 
too small for its fist to get out. The last thing a monkey 
would consider is to let go of the candy. Often, they only 
let go because of exhaustion. Ultimately the monkey’s 
unwillingness to let go of its attachment to the candy is 
the cause of its suffering.  
       Do you see where this is going? Letting go of 
the candy (hearing identity) in order to embrace being 
a person with hearing loss or deaf identity—aka the 
grieving process—is much easier said than done. Jack 
Ashley, a member of British Parliament who became deaf, 
described this journey as “tortured months,” “shattering 
beyond belief,” and “plummeting of my happiness, aspi-
rations and hopes for the future.” That journey doesn’t 
end at a blissful state of perpetual acceptance. Just when 
someone feels like they’re “over it,” anything, such as a 
song, a date on the calendar, or significant events, can 
trigger renewed painful emotions that one assumed have 
been long since buried. Thankfully, these lapses don’t  
last as long and aren’t as intense.

It’s Not All Negative
Let’s kick this up a notch, as it’s not all negative. Often, 
we simultaneously accept and lament a loss. Indeed, 
psychiatrist George Valliant in his longitudinal study of 
adult psychological development, stated, “Wisdom is 
the ability to hold a paradox.” As one man with hearing 
loss said, “I am both grateful for my hearing loss for the 
opportunities it has given me, yet if there were a medical 
cure, I’d accept it in a heartbeat.”    
 Indeed, many people have emphasized that there 
are opportunities inherent in hearing loss. Many persons 
noted existential benefits:  

• My hearing loss has given me greater purpose in life
• Has made me appreciate what I have more
• Gives more contrast and texture to my life

Others noted spiritual benefits:  

• My hearing loss has begun a spiritual quest for me
• Expanded my experience of humanness

• Teaches me that humility is okay, that there’s a 
 higher power
• I appreciate group church less; I pray more individually
 
 One not only notices acts of ordinary evil, but  
also relishes acts of kindness. Consider the following 
Facebook posting:

 Today I had to go to my ENT appt. The tech there 
was so nice. I told her I had to take my hearing aids out for 
the x-ray, so when she spoke to me, she tapped my shoulder, 
spoke louder and asked if I heard her. I wanted to cry; it 
was so nice!

* * *

 I met with Jill for a year as she transcended the tug 
of war between the Deaf and hearing worlds. She told 
me that she had begun dating a “cute boy” with hearing 
loss, but she and her parents are arguing about curfew.  
 On our last visit, I thanked her. “For what?” she 
asked, appearing surprised.  
 “For getting me to finally understand you, your 
world, how being a person with hearing loss affects you, 
all of that!”  
 “I knew you would get it eventually,” she said with 
a smile. “Hey, maybe you can write an article about me?”
 “Maybe I will.” 

Michael A. Harvey, Ph.D., ABPP, is  
a psychologist in private practice in 
Framingham, Massachusetts. He provides 
training and consultation on mental 
health issues having to do with hearing 
loss, including consultation and training 
for audiologists regarding motivational 
interviewing and the psychological aspects 
of patient care. As a clinical psychologist, he was on the 
faculty at Salus University, where he taught online courses 
relating to the psychosocial aspects of hearing loss. He has 
published more than 50 articles in the field and his latest 
books are Listen With the Heart: Relationships and  
Hearing Loss and The Odyssey of Hearing Loss:  
Tales of Triumph.
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BY DARLEEN WILSON

I am a life-long musician. As a sound engineer and 
record producer, I relied on my ears to make a living. 
You might suspect where this is going. Some years after 

I had (fortunately) shifted into developing multimedia 
and Web content, there was a moment when I was 
listening to an Aretha Franklin record, and it sounded 
altogether different to me than I remembered.
 Aretha’s voice, being more powerful than the 
technology that recorded her, produced high-end distor-
tion that is embedded in the recording. Suddenly I was 
aware that I was not hearing that. And I reconsidered the 
number of times I had strained to listen to conversation 
or perceived that people were mumbling. What was going 
on? I had my ears checked. Emotionally daunted at the 
idea of hearing loss, I was momentarily relieved to verify 
the cause of my perceptions: at least I wasn’t crazy.

 Then the emotional rollercoaster. One moment  
I was hopeful that there was something I could do to be 
able to hear better. The next moment I was distraught 
by the quality of sound delivered by my hearing aids—it 
was as if richness of color was drained, leaving everything 
in harsh black and white and hard-to-interpret shades of 
gray. Still, I was relieved to be able to follow some conver-
sations more easily. Then again, I could be overwhelmed 
by noise, and plunged into despair.
 I heavily mourned my hearing loss for at least a 
decade and a half, anticipated gatherings with trepidation, 
knowing I’d have to steel myself against each ripple of 
laughter as I missed the joke, and dreading the sense of 
cluelessness I felt when I could not decode the details of 

some inside story. Most painful of all perhaps, the loss  
of music was completely disorienting. I felt like an out-
sider who could never come back in, forever abandoned 
to stark, leaden days. Music, which had always been my 
solace, no longer felt available to me, and as disheart-
ening as the disconnection with people is, the broken 
connection with music felt like proverbial insult to injury. 
And of course, it was all exhausting. It still is.
 Yet, beyond the frustration and the ache of loss, 
other feelings arise: Gratitude for the kindness of peo-
ple willing to accommodate me when I explain I have 
hearing loss—those who somehow become more open 
to share their own vulnerabilities, and instead of distance, 
we share a sense of closeness.
 Lately I have found it exhilarating to be able  
to hear at all. I have been fortunate to spend extended 
time in a sparsely populated tropical area, living in a 
screened-in cottage, close to nature. I wake up pre- 
dawn and all is dark and silent. Then the sun heralds  
the day, I put in my hearing aids and the world goes  
from silent to alive. I hear birds! The ocean! Sweet  
murmurs of my husband’s voice... and my healing  
heart rebounds with joy.
 One of these days I may even reach for my  
guitar.  

Darleen Wilson is a former record  
producer and engineer. She served  
as director of WGBH Online in  
Boston, and holds a master’s degree  
in Human Factors in Information  
Design. When she is not weeding  
or writing essays, she spends her time 
researching services and technologies to 
support better hearing. She and her husband split their 
time between Pahoa, Hawaii and Lowell, Massachusetts. 

An Emotional Ride with Hearing Loss 

Yet, beyond the frustration and the ache of 
loss, other feelings arise: Gratitude for the 
kindness of people willing to accommodate 
me when I explain I have hearing loss——
those who somehow become more open to 
share their own vulnerabilities, and instead 
of distance we share a sense of closeness.
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device stayed connected to my TV, streaming the volume 
to my ears. Now I put my device on the masked cashier’s 
counter. I ask my doctor to clip it to her lab coat. My 
Pilates instructor wears it so her masked voice clearly 
streams directly to my hearing aids. 
 When I explain the purpose of my device, many  
are fascinated and want more information. Some take  
pictures of it or make a note so they can tell friends or 
family who have hearing challenges. There are many of 
us with hearing loss—48 million Americans—who need 
hearing support. (In sharing my device information, I 
always suggest checking possible insurance coverage and 
the state’s vocational rehabilitation assistance.)
 Like all of us, I want this pandemic to end, but 
this horrible virus has forced me to be upfront about 
my hearing loss so I can hear better. My mask doesn’t 
support a sports team, corporation or cause. I just want 
to be able to understand what people are saying. 

Ena Brown has a glomus jugulare tumor 
that left her deaf in one ear. She also lost 
some hearing in her other ear due to age, 
or as she calls it—genetics. She was in 
public and alumni relations, then worked 
in education when she moved to Arizona. 
Now retired, she’s a volunteer tutor for 
not-for-profits and enjoys the visual and performing arts. 
Until this essay, she says her most noted publication was 
her letter that David Letterman read on his Viewer Mail 
segment of “Late Night” in 1984.

I thought COVID-19 mask shopping would be like shoe 
shopping, finding something comfy and attractive. But 
when you live in a hot climate, a comfy face covering 

is unrealistic. I just had to get used to wearing it. Then 
I realized I had a bigger problem. I couldn’t understand 
people when they wore their masks. How could I get 
used to that?
 I already knew that I couldn’t just say I had  
hearing loss and expect people to know what to do.  
Pre-COVID-19, I might reluctantly ask: “Please look at 
me when you speak. Talk louder but don’t yell. Speak 
more slowly please. Repeat, rephrase.”

 When decorative masks became popular, they  
were emblazoned with sports teams, company logos  
and causes. My friend, with her die-cutting machine, 
made me a mask: “Hard of Hearing. Please Speak Up.” 
But my custom mask wasn’t always the answer. Some-
times people didn’t read it, so I had to explain my  
hearing loss and point to the mask to reinforce my  
needs. A Target cashier laughed at my mask, telling  
me it was hysterical. I explained it wasn’t funny and that 
I really had hearing loss. She felt terrible when I told her. 
We were all learning.
 In addition to making good use of my custom 
mask, I turned to my assistive listening device. This gad-
get brings speech directly to my hearing-aided ears, even 
filtering out some background noise. Pre-COVID-19, my 

Hearing Challenges in the 
Time of COVID-19 
BY ENA BROWN

Like all of us, I want this pandemic to end, 
but this horrible virus has forced me to  
be upfront about my hearing loss so I can 
hear better. My mask doesn’t support a 
sports team, corporation or cause. I just  
want to be able to understand what  
people are saying. 
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S everal years ago, I was the subject of an intervention.  
No, I’m not a substance abuser. I have hearing 
loss and the co-workers who brought me into a 

conference room and sat me down opposite them wanted 
me to know that my failure to modulate my voice during 
telephone conversations and lower the ringer on my 
phone was making it hard for them to focus on their 
jobs. The experience was both jarring and eye-opening—
jarring because it was so unexpected; eye-opening 
because although I knew that my hearing loss had  
long been a source of emotional distress, until the 
intervention I hadn’t realized the extent of that distress.
 When I was 6 years old, a bout of measles robbed 
me of about 40% of my hearing. My parents responded 
by taking me from doctor to doctor in a desperate search 
for a remedy. In addition to radiation treatments, I had 
three tonsillectomies and a series of painful procedures 
that involved sticking long needles into my ears. Finally, 
when I was 12, a doctor convinced my parents that sen-
sorineural hearing losses such as mine weren’t fixable, so 
they did what they had resisted for six years and bought 
me hearing aids.
 What we didn’t do was talk about the hearing 
loss. Indeed, because having a child with a disability 
embarrassed my parents (and, by extension, me), it was 
a verboten subject. After I got hearing aids, I always 
made sure my hair was long enough to cover my ears, so 
the aids remained out of sight. Faking it—pretending I 
could hear a statement—sometimes helped me dodge the 
dreaded but all-too-frequent, “It wasn’t that important,” 
or, worse, “Oh, never mind.” Still, because my comments 
were sometimes off-topic, I was subjected to consider-
able teasing. Occasionally, people who I misheard reacted 
with humor, such as the fellow who suggested I write a 
book called “Things I Thought I Heard.” More often, 
however, the responses were ego-deflating and hurtful. In 
group settings, people looking at each other and laughing 
is one example. Being tacitly excluded from conversations 
is another.
 After working my way up in the publishing world, 
I became a writer for a trade magazine. My hearing loss 
remained a veiled issue. Then the intervention happened, 

and I fled from the room, but not before unleashing a 
barrage of tears that left the participants mortified and 
apologetic. I’m not sure what my co-workers learned 
from that showdown, or from my flummoxed response 
to it, but I definitely learned something: My hearing loss 
was more of an emotional burden than I cared to admit, 
and it was time to recognize and address that. I began 
using the words “I have a hearing loss” more often,  
especially to enlighten people who assumed my non- 
germane comments or difficulty tempering my voice 
stemmed from inanity or thoughtlessness. 
 Do more folks in my orbit “get it”? Not to the 
extent I’d prefer. The invisibility of hearing loss makes 
it easy for people to assume it’s nonexistent, or a minor 
problem. Still, my journey from denial to acceptance 
continues, aided by the realization that I wasn’t doing 
myself, or anyone else with compromised hearing, any 
favors by intimating that hearing loss is a source of  
shame best dealt with by adopting a “Who, me?”  
attitude. Having hearing loss presents many challenges. 
Overcoming these challenges, while at the same time 
being—in the words of HLAA activists—an “ambassa-
dor for hearing loss,” makes personal and professional 
successes especially gratifying. 

Gail Weiss graduated from The City 
College of New York (CCNY) and 
earned a master’s degree in social  
work from Fordham University.  
Professionally, she worked in the 
publishing industry for many years. 
During her tenure as a writer for 
Medical Economics, a magazine for physicians, she won 
three Neal Awards, which are presented annually to  
business media journalists. From 2009 until 2021, she  
put her MSW to use as a New York State Adult Protective 
Services worker. Currently, she is a freelance editor.  
Although she is a Nassau County resident, Gail is  
an HLAA-NYC board member and co-editor of the  
chapter’s newsletter.

Becoming an Ambassador for Hearing Loss
BY GAIL WEISS
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Q uiet, a sense of calm…I remove my hearing aids 
for the evening. The only sounds I hear are 
muted in the distance. It is peaceful. I’ve begun 

to accept this over time. It was not like that before—I 
would feel the anxiety growing into a sheer panic attack, 
not being able to hear the sounds more completely 
around me. I remember the spring of 2012. I would go 
for a walk and could not hear the birds singing. I was 
missing dates of events. In groups all voices were saying 
the same thing: blah, blah, blah. I would come home 
and tell my husband that no one seems to speak up, 
or the sound in the room was very bad. I thought my 
husband had developed a mumbling problem! It was so 
annoying. One night we went to a lecture and I was not 
able to understand the speaker. My husband mumbled 
something about calling a hearing doctor the next day.
 I’ll never forget that day at the ENT’s office. 
There I was tested in a little booth, where I used the 
clicker to mark the sounds of words and sentences. When 
I left the booth, the audiologist was mumbling to me. 
(Everybody was mumbling.) She said, “You have senso-
rineural hearing loss.” Then came her explanation and 
her recommendation that I needed hearing aids. I was 
in my 50s at the time. Up to that point I thought I had 
excellent hearing, so it was hard to grasp.
 They gave me a pair of hearing aids to try. The 
next day I went outside and could hear the birds and 
wind in the trees. It was magical! I began to adjust to 
my new way of life, but as time went on my hearing took 
a drastic turn. I wanted to join the community theatre, 
get a part-time job, but words went into my ears and not 
to my brain. My husband was very supportive. I was an-
noying to family and friends. No one wanted to keep re-
peating things to me. I became very anxious at events, in 
groups and with friends. It was too exhausting trying to 
hear. I made mistakes on sentences, dates— everything. 
The more anxious I became, the more I could not hear.  
I was too exhausted, embarrassed, and yes, ashamed.  
 And then it all became too much to handle and  
I spiraled into a deep depression. I would not go out.  

My aids were programmed to work with my phone, but  
I would not talk. Texting seemed exhausting. In fact,  
everything was. I would stay in my night clothes and 
stare at a TV with no sound. When I was alone, no one 
knew the horrible things that went through my mind. 
My sweet dog was my only friend, and I couldn’t even 
walk him in case someone saw me and wanted to talk.  
 The anxiety and depression sent me into almost 
total agoraphobia. I felt worthless and withdrew from  
society. Of course, it only made my situation worse.  
I went to a therapist and began to work on a new life—
one in which I could start liking myself for who I am and 
not be ashamed when someone walks away when I say, 
“Pardon me, I have hearing loss.” 
 I’m accepting it now after so many years. I spend 
my time with my husband and dogs. That’s where I  
feel comfortable now—and I like myself. I have many 
projects and each day I broaden my horizons a little 
farther. I’ve attended a couple gatherings and did not 
have a fear of being rejected. I love the quiet now and  
am becoming more at peace with myself.   
 
Mary Bristow was born and raised in 
Michigan. After college she pursued a 
career in hotel sales and marketing.  
She moved to Florida and continued 
working in hotel sales in Tampa,  
Sarasota and Naples. While in Naples, 
she met her husband. They eventually  
followed his career to northwest Arkansas. 
It was after that move to Arkansas that 
she discovered she had hearing loss. She and her husband 
are now “pet parents” to two terriers (one of which also has 
hearing loss). Mary enjoys a variety of crafts and working 
with her local animal shelter.

Finding Peace and Acceptance 
with Hearing Loss
BY MARY BRISTOW 


