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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Research has linked hearing loss to other medical conditions such as diabetes. Studies have shown that 
hearing loss is more common in individuals who have diabetes than in those who do not. Hyperglycemia, 
or raised blood sugar, is a common effect of uncontrolled diabetes and over time leads to serious damage 
to many of the body’s systems, especially the nerves and the blood vessels. Consequently, diabetes can 
affect the blood vessels of the inner ear and the vestibulocochlear (VIII cranial) nerve fibers. This case 
study examines the interrelationship between diabetes and hearing loss in an African American adult 
while examining the issues of the higher prevalence of diabetes in African Americans and the role of 
audiologists in the care of individuals with hearing loss and diabetes.

INTRODUCTION

Research has linked hearing loss to other disabling conditions in adults, such as diabetes, cognitive 
decline and dementia, clinical depression, cardiovascular disease, and other illnesses (Bainbridge, Hoff-
man, & Cowie, 2008; Lin & Ferruci, 2012; Mener, Betz, Genther, Chen, &, Lin, 2013). These linkages 
are referred to as “comorbidities,” which refers to the presence of more than one disorder in the same 
person. Comorbidity is associated with worse health outcomes, more complex clinical management, 
and increased health care costs. 

Hearing loss and diabetes are both chronic conditions that are similar and can co-exist in a patient. 
They are both invisible, progressive, often incurable, and treatable. Both require professional care as 
well as self-managed behavioral change for long-term success. There are racial/ethnic differences in the 
prevalence of hearing loss as well as in the prevalence of diabetes. For African Americans the preva-
lence rates are diametrically opposite. Hearing loss is less common in non-Hispanic African Americans 
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compared to non-Hispanic Whites, while diabetes is more common in African Americans than Whites. 
That can lead to a complicated relationship between hearing loss and diabetes. 

Diabetes in Adults

Diabetes is a chronic disease that occurs either when the pancreas does not produce enough insulin or 
when the body cannot effectively use the insulin it produces. Insulin is a hormone that regulates blood 
sugar. Hyperglycemia, or raised blood sugar, is a common effect of uncontrolled diabetes and over time 
leads to serious damage to many of the body’s systems, especially the nerves and the blood vessels. 
Diabetes can be a direct cause of death as well as high blood glucose.

The most common types of diabetes are type 1, type 2, and gestational diabetes. Type 1 diabetes 
(previously known as insulin-dependent, juvenile or childhood-onset) is characterized by deficient insulin 
production and requires daily administration of insulin. The cause of type 1 diabetes is not known and it 
is not preventable. Symptoms of the disease include frequent urination, increased thirst and/or hunger, 
sleepiness, weight loss, blurred vision, difficulty in concentrating, and slow healing of infections. These 
symptoms may occur suddenly.

Type 2 diabetes (formerly known as non-insulin-dependent or adult-onset) results from the body’s 
ineffective use of insulin. Type 2 diabetes comprises the majority of people with diabetes around the 
world, and is largely the result of excess body weight and physical inactivity. Symptoms may be similar 
to those of type 1 diabetes, but are often less marked. As a result, the disease may not be diagnosed until 
several years after onset, once complications have already arisen.

Gestational diabetes develops in some women when they are pregnant. Most of the time, this type 
of diabetes goes away after the baby is born. However, if a woman developed gestational diabetes dur-
ing pregnancy, she has a greater chance of developing type 2 diabetes later in life. Sometimes diabetes 
diagnosed during pregnancy is actually type 2 diabetes. Gestational diabetes often has no symptoms, or 
the symptoms may be mild, such as being thirstier than normal or having to urinate more often. Gesta-
tional diabetes is sometimes related to the hormonal changes of pregnancy that make the body less able 
to use insulin. Genes and extra weight may also play a role in the development of gestational diabetes.

In all types of diabetes, the end result is an elevation in blood sugar levels which must be managed. 
Diabetes is a leading cause of blindness, kidney failure, amputations, heart failure, and stroke (World 
Health Organization [WHO], 2019). Diabetes complications are divided into microvascular (damage to 
small blood vessels) and macrovascular (damage to larger blood vessels). Microvascular complications 
include damage to the eyes (retinopathy) leading to blindness, to the kidneys (nephropathy) leading to 
renal failure and to the nerves (neuropathy) leading to impotence, and diabetic foot disorders (which 
include severe infections leading to amputation). 

Macrovascular complications are primarily diseases of the coronary arteries, peripheral arteries, and 
the cerebrovasculature leading to cardiovascular diseases such as heart attacks, strokes, and insufficiency 
in blood flow to the legs. Early macrovascular disease is associated with atherosclerotic plaque in the 
blood vessels supplying blood to the heart, brain, limbs, and other organs. Late stages of macrovascular 
disease involve complete obstruction of these vessels. Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is the major cause 
of morbidity and mortality in patients with diabetes (American Diabetes Association, 2015).

Diabetes is a global public health issue. In 2015, 30.3 million Americans, or 9.4% of the population, 
had diabetes. Of the 30.3 million adults with diabetes, 23.1 million were diagnosed and 7.2 million were 
undiagnosed. The percentage of Americans aged 65 and older with diabetes remains high, at 25.2%, or 
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