
Enjoy Music Despite Hearing Loss
We all enjoy the joyous, passionate intricacy of a sympho-
ny and the visceral intensity of a great rock song, but once 
hearing loss arrives on the scene, these pleasures seem so 
terribly diminished. For many of us with hearing loss, the 
problems we encounter when we try to enjoy music are 
among the hardest to accept. No wonder hearing music 
when you have a hearing loss can be so difficult!
 To answer these questions, I re-read a terrific arti-
cle by audiologist and musician Brian C.J. Moore, Ph.D., 
professor emeritus of auditory perception at the Uni- 
versity of Cambridge in the U.K., for an overview of how 
music perception is affected by sound-induced hearing 
loss. (Moore, Brian C.J., “Effects of Sound-Induced 
Hearing Loss and Hearing Aids on the Perception of 
Music,” Journal of the Audio Engineering Society, March 
2016.) In addition, I interviewed Douglas Beck, Au.D., 
and director of academic sciences at Oticon, a practicing 
audiologist for 38 years and an excellent guitarist who  
has played professionally for even longer.
 While my topic here is issues caused by sound- 
induced hearing loss, some of them may be relevant even  
if your hearing loss occurred for other reasons. I’ll try  
to keep the descriptions as non-technical as possible. 

My Hearing Loss Is Not the Same as Yours
“Everything depends on everything,” Dr. Beck empha-
sized during our talk. It is very important to keep in 
mind that hearing loss is unique for every individual.  
It can be a very complicated condition involving the 
anatomy of the ear or brain, psychological processes,  
the specific sound environment and many other factors. 
In other words, even if our audiograms look the same, 
the specific problems I have listening to music may not 
be the same as yours. 

Music to 
Your Ears
If music matters to you, a little 
bit of effort could pay off in 
increased enjoyment.

B Y  R I C H A R D  E I N H O R N
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 According to Dr. Moore’s article, sound-induced 
sensorineural hearing loss—which consists of damage  
to the inner ear, the auditory nerve or both—can affect 
the perception of music in four major ways. Most obvi-
ously, damage to the inner ear makes soft musical sounds 
difficult to hear. This is especially true for high musical 
sounds such as those made by a violin or piccolo. As a 
result, these high sounds are very weak for people with 
hearing loss. They “may not be detected, and low-level 
musical sounds may have a muffled or dull timbre,”  
Dr. Moore writes.
  A second problem is that hearing loss changes how 
we perceive the way that instruments sound. For exam-
ple, the sound of a clarinet is made up of many individual 
sound frequencies that are quite different from those  
that make up the sound of an oboe. Our inner ears  
are fine-tuned to an incredible extent to discern subtle 
differences in these frequencies. However, with hearing 
loss, our auditory system has a reduced capacity to per-
ceive such small differences. This not only affects our abil-
ity to distinguish between a clarinet and an oboe but also 
our capacity to pick out a clarinet from a musical texture: 
the clarinet’s sound becomes masked by the background 
musical accompaniment.
  A third issue Dr. Moore identifies is that hearing 
loss changes the way we perceive dynamic range, which 
is the difference between loud and soft sounds. Because 
a person with hearing loss may have only 20-30% of the 
dynamic range of someone without hearing loss, his or 
her ability to hear music with a wide dynamic range can 
be greatly affected.
 Imagine, for instance, a soft guitar strum that is 
gradually played with more intensity until it is very loud. 
Musicians call this a crescendo. Someone with normal 
hearing will hear a smooth increase in loudness as the 
music builds. But someone with hearing loss may hear 
absolutely nothing when the guitar is soft, then a little  
bit of sound as it gets louder and finally, a sudden and 
unexpected violent smash of sound as it reaches the  
top of the crescendo. This condition is called loudness 
recruitment, and it can make a lot of music sound  
very unpleasant. 
 A fourth serious problem that sound-induced 
hearing loss can cause is an inability to properly perceive 
musical notes. A lovely, familiar melody might sound 
sour, partly out of tune or even completely off-key. In my 
case, which is extreme, my left ear can still hear a melody 
quite well, but the cochlea in my right ear is so damaged 
that I actually hear a single tone as a very annoying clang, 
as though made by a robot in a science fiction movie.  
I can’t identify even the simplest tunes in my right ear. 

 There are other issues with music perception,  
including problems localizing sound in space and  
frequency dead zones, which occur from overexposure  
to loud music: a specific part of the sound palette is  
simply not heard. No wonder hearing music when  
you have hearing loss can be complicated! 

Find the Right Approach for You
If we’re serious about improving our ability to hear 
music (especially if we’re musicians ourselves), we can 
experiment and try various approaches. However, there 
is no universal solution that will work for each person 
with hearing loss. “We will almost certainly benefit from 
listening to different techniques and technologies,” Dr. 
Beck told me. But again, “Everything depends on every-
thing. Sound quality is ultimately subjective. Of course, 
some people just find something which is adequate, and if 
they’re content and satisfied, good enough! However, the 
only way to know the best sound system for a specific per-
son is to listen and evaluate and compare various systems.” 
It may take some effort to learn how everything works, but 
if you care about music, you may just hit upon something 
that will enable you to enjoy music again.
 Hearing aids can certainly help us hear music by 
boosting the level of soft music and smoothing out the 
soft-to-loud problems created by recruitment. Many 
hearing aids also have special, preset programs for music 
that remove or minimize the speech-centric processing 
that may not be appropriate for music. That said, even 
the most advanced hearing aids don’t cover the full range 
of musical sound that a good stereo system does. In 
addition, Dr. Beck notes, “Some hearing aid programs 
designed for speech sounds may detect extremely high 
sounds—like a piccolo or the upper harmonics of a gui-
tar—and may interpret that as acoustic feedback and try 
to shut it down.” As they do this, many different aspects 
of the music can be affected. 
 Hearing aids made for smartphones often allow 
you to stream sound from your phone to your aids in  
a manner similar to the way wireless earbuds work. In  
my experience, the sound quality of audio streaming by 
hearing aids has improved dramatically, but I still prefer  
to use the streaming capability of my hearing aids only  
for audiobooks and podcasts, rather than for music.

Which Device Do You Need?
The most discriminating music lovers and musicians 
might want to consider additional devices for music  
listening. Dr. Beck says, “If you’re listening to a string 
quartet [or] Devo, or you're listening to Crosby,  
Stills & Nash or the Beatles, and you want to hear those 
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crisp harmonies in the entire soundscape, probably the 
best thing to use is a really good, large, over-the-ears, 
cushioned headset and adjust that to your comfortable 
listening levels.” 
 Should you take your hearing aids off while listen-
ing with earphones? Well, you’ll certainly have to if they 
are earbuds that fit in the ear! But if they’re over-the-ear 
headphones, you can try listening with or without your 
hearing aids to see which work better for you).

 In my experience, sound quality matters, even with 
hearing loss. The better the earphones, the easier I can 
hear the full range of music. But fair warning: quality can 
get expensive. Perfectly fine earphones can be had for less 
than $200. Truly great-sounding earphones, however,  
can cost several hundred dollars or even several thousand. 
 When using earphones without hearing aids, some- 
times the music may sound muffled. If so, there are free  
tools available to help personalize the sound. For example, 

many smartphones have sound 
personalization capabilities 
available under “Settings.” 
Just look for features called 
“Adapt Sound” or “Hearing 
Accommodation.” I have often 
found them quite useful for 
music listening with earphones 
on my phone. Likewise, many 
home stereos and televisions 
have sound personalization 
features available. Sometimes 
these features are buried deep 
within the setup menus of your 
equipment and can even be 
harder to find than captions! 
But if you’re persistent, you 
may find they’re worth  
the extra effort. 

 Another thing you can try that might improve  
your music listening at home is a battery-powered wire-
less speaker. Unlike a typical home music system that 
features wired speakers that are often bulky and hard to 
move, you can simply place the portable speaker as close 
to your ears as you want. I connect my wireless speaker 
to my phone and use it all the time, when eating lunch 
or relaxing on my couch. I simply put it next to my head 
and listen very happily to all sorts of music, from the Foo 
Fighters to Indonesian Gamelan. Again, quality matters, 
and the good ones start at around $100. 

Protect Your Hearing at All Costs
Because of his extensive experience on stage and in  
the studio, Dr. Beck had many tips to share with music 
lovers as well as musicians with hearing loss, but his  
most important tip is to protect your hearing! This  
can’t be emphasized too often. Protecting your hearing, 
Dr. Beck says, “is critically important because noise expo-
sure is like radiation exposure. It builds up over time and  
you can’t tell without getting tested what you’ve been 
exposed to. Noise-induced and music-induced hearing 
loss is insidious.”
 So how can we protect our hearing when, at last, 
the pandemic is over and we can attend live concerts 
again? “One thing that both musicians and music lovers  
can do,” Dr. Beck said, “is to use musician earplugs. 
These are not the same as the squishy yellow plugs that 
people buy at the pharmacy for $1. Those are OK, they 
certainly work and they’re a lot better than nothing. 
However, musician’s earplugs are made from a cast of 
your ear, to fit like a glove. Across the most important 
speech frequencies, like 2000 to 4000 Hz, they do almost 
nothing. They don’t attenuate, [but] they roll off the 
highs and lows, which is where damaging percussion, bass 
and trumpets are.” The effect is to preserve the overall 
character of the music, while reducing the volume of the 
most dangerous sounds to a safer level. Prices can vary 
but a pair of custom-made, musician-quality earplugs may 
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range from $150 to $300. Although that may be too 
pricey for many music enthusiasts, the protection afforded 
the professional musician is generally worth exploring. 
 Surprisingly, when musicians are on stage during  
an amplified concert, it is often very difficult for them  
to hear each other. To do this, many famous musicians 
use a special kind of wireless earphones called in-ear  
monitors (IEMs) that are connected to the band’s  
sound system. Dr. Beck cautions that IEMs can easily 
overamplify sound and cause not only temporary but 
permanent inner ear damage. Therefore, he recommends 
that the use of IEMs be managed by hearing care pro-
fessionals and sound engineers working together with 
performers to assure high quality and—most important-
ly—safe communication on stage.
 “The bottom line,” Dr. Beck says, “is that IEMs 
can be fantastic and useful when used appropriately and 
professionally, but they are not for everybody because 
many performers—in particular, garage bands—are 
going to put these things in their ears and crank ‘em way 
the heck up there. They have no idea how much sound 
they’re exposing themselves to or the damage being done 
over hours of loud sound exposure. They could be well 
into the danger zone and have no idea whatsoever!” 
 As an alternative to IEMs, Dr. Beck suggests some 
performers may use more traditional floor-based stage 
speakers, called wedge monitors, which focus their sound 
directly at the performing musicians. Wedge monitors 
may be less expensive overall, and the sound level can be 
measured with reasonable accuracy via free sound level 
apps available for any smartphone.

Try Assistive Listening Systems
Finally, Dr. Beck urges live music lovers with hearing loss 
to try the concert hall’s assistive listening systems, like 
hearing loops or FM systems. Most of them, while excel-
lent, are underutilized, he notes. “Only about five or ten 
percent of the people who would benefit [from assistive 
listening systems in concert halls] even bother to ask.” 
Speaking personally, an assistive listening system that is 
properly set up can greatly enhance my experience of  
live music. 
 Enjoying music with hearing loss is a vast subject. 
In addition to Drs. Moore and Beck, Nina Kraus, Ph.D., 
Mead Killion, Ph.D. and Marshall Chasin, Au.D., are 
among the many researchers who have written fascinat-
ing articles that are accessible to the lay music lover with 
hearing loss. If music matters to you, a little bit of effort 
could pay off in increased enjoyment. And that should  
be music to your ears.  

Richard Einhorn is a composer, music 
engineer/producer, and hearing tech-
nology consultant. He is a summa cum 
laude graduate of Columbia Univer-
sity in music. Richard has produced 
and engineered hundreds of recording 
sessions and more than30 albums of 
classical music. His production of Yo Yo 
Ma’s Bach Cello Suites was awarded a Grammy for Best  
Instrumental Performance. Richard has also composed 
Voices of Light, an oratorio with silent film that became  
a best-selling Sony Classical recording. He is the former 
chair of the HLAA Board of Directors.

HLAA stands ready to help our nation’s veterans live successfully 
with hearing loss and related issues. In addition to a complimentary 
Online Membership and first-time convention registration, you can 
participate in the HLAA Veterans Across America Virtual Chapter.

The mission of the HLAA Veterans Across America Virtual Chapter is 
to provide education, be an advocate for veterans with hearing loss, 
and to provide a support system to help them return to civilian life.

Are you a veteran living with hearing loss, tinnitus or other auditory issue?

For more information, go to  
hearingloss.org/Veterans  
or email chapters@hearingloss.org.


