Being The Social Beings We Are Meant To Be
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Shirley Stott Despoja is a retired and well-respected journalist and the very active mother of famous daughter. She was an entertaining and provocative (voluntary) columnist for Better Hearing, the national journal of Better Hearing Australia for five years (1995-2000), putting her journalism skills to excellent use. She has lived with a hearing loss for “two-thirds of a lifetime”.

Hearing loss is sometimes barely acknowledged as a disability, yet it desperately changes our ability to communicate with each other, to share information and to react as expected.

It is life changing and threatens all our relationships. Misunderstandings are at the heart of hearing loss. Hurt, too.

Nothing can isolate a person within an otherwise loving family as much as hearing loss. People blame you for not trying harder or claim that you can hear when you want to. Some of the descriptions people who can’t hear well are subject to include “stubborn” (the cliché the media love: something “ fell on deaf ears” implies stubborn resistance) and paranoid (because we get upset when we can’t catch the drift). Many factors determine what sounds a hearing impaired person can and can’t hear, but stubbornness, rudeness and mental health states are rarely among them.

To save face, because of hostile attitudes encountered, we develop a range of defensive attitudes to our own hearing loss. Faking hearing is one of them. After all, there is nothing more threatening than to be asked, sometimes aggressively by someone impatient of repeating something: “Did you hear THAT?” It seems easier to say yes when we didn’t. Thus begins a pattern of misunderstandings that harms relationships and makes every encounter difficult. Anxiety can become chronic, putting more stress on relationships.

Another defence is to laugh at the disability. People love us if we laugh at our difficulties. It saves them from making the effort to understand how to help. Make sure laughter doesn’t trivialise our problems and our needs. It so often does.

The community has been shamefully slow to understand anything about hearing loss. When smoke alarms were made compulsory in my State, my representations to authorities were that these would be useless unless they were visual as well as aural alarms. I was told that those who were deaf should expect to pay more for visual alarms and that would solve the problem. Not so, of course. Many people have relied on audio alarms because they simply did not know the extent of their hearing loss, especially their ability to be woken from sleep by an audio alarm. It is now becoming plain that visual alarms are needed, but not before unnecessary deaths have occurred.

Hearing aids are not like spectacles. They assist, but don’t correct faulty hearing in the way that glasses often correct sight problems. Getting family and friends to realise this is a task in itself. There tend to be plenty of accusations that the hearing impaired person is not wearing a hearing aid correctly or can’t be bothered hearing. When people can’t get through to me on first try they sometimes say “Put your hearing aid on,” when I may be wearing two aids and using an assistive device!

The good news is that hearing aids have improved greatly in the past decade or so.

They help us a lot more to be the social beings we are meant to be. My advice to anyone experiencing hearing loss is to find out the best hearing aid services available and find yourself a good service provider: someone you can trust, who will coax you through the difficult initial period and be there for you whenever things go wrong. You need that dependable, reassuring expert advice, but you also need advice from people like yourself who have been there before you. Organisations like Better Hearing are vital.

When you’ve done all you can to hear as well as possible, you must turn your thoughts to helping to change attitudes in the community from a vague hostility or impatience with the deaf to helpfulness. Hearing impaired people have the same rights as those with other, more visible disabilities (check out the Disabilities Discrimination Act). You need to assert them. Don’t let your family exclude you; make sure your doctor understands deafness (many do not!); cherish the friends who understand, but don’t hesitate to make friends and educate them. There is a long way to go.

Try to express your feelings about deafness sometimes. It entails grief, denial, fear, anger and sadness, not unlike bereavement. No one wants to say “poor bugger me,” but acknowledgment of just what deafness is to you is essential.

My own story is one of denial for many years. It was my secret grief, although the fact of my severe-to-profound hearing loss could not be denied. I was treated badly in the workplace because of it and seemed remote from many of my colleagues. It is extremely hard to be deaf and young! Now, older and wise, I understand the value of openness and of being assertive. That, along with hearing aids and a wonderful FM assistive device, changed my quality of life for the better.
