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Things and people
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"Blindness separates us from 
things but deafness separates us 
from people.“
~Helen Keller

“I must live almost alone, like one 
who has been banished; I can mix 
with society only as much as true 
necessity demands. If I approach 
near to people a hot terror seizes 
upon me..." 
~Ludwig van Beethoven
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Kiely KM, et al. (2015) Estimating the years lived with and without age-related sensory 
impairment. Journal of Gerontology Series A: Medical Sciences, in press.
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Sensory Impaired Life Expectancies
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Kiely KM, et al. (2015) Estimating the years lived with and without age-related sensory 
impairment. Journal of Gerontology Series A: Medical Sciences, in press.
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Burden of Disease in Older Adults
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Alzheimer’s Disease International (2009). 
World Alzheimer Report 2009. London: ADI.

(DALYs)
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Disability Burden (YLD) in Australians 65+
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Dementia
Sense organ disorders

Cardiovascular disease
Malignant neoplasms

Diabetes mellitus
Musculoskeletal diseases

Adult-onset hearing loss
Chronic respiratory disease

Other nervous system disorders
Diseases of the digestive system

Genitourinary diseases
Injuries

Mental disorders
Endocrine and metabolic disorders

Skin diseases
Oral conditions

Communicable diseases
Other neoplasms

Congenital anomalies

Age group 65-74

Age group 75+

Calculated from AIHW data (2003). 
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Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2012).
Dementia in Australia. Cat. no. AGE 70, Canberra; AIHW 
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Hearing loss predicts Dementia and Cog.
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Sensory Loss and Dementia
• Biological explanations

Place your bets…
a vascular mechanism? 

• Cognitive Load
Increased demands placed on cognitive processing of low fidelity 
sensory inputs (e.g. Kahneman et al, cognitive resource capacity)

• Social mechanism
Long term antecedent of cognitive decline 
Loneliness: gateway to behavioural, psychological, and physiological 
pathways
e.g. reduced cognitive and social engagement
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Impacts of hearing loss
Cascade of ‘knock-on’ effects:
• Poorly recognised, under treated
• Communication Difficulties (Gates et al 2005, Lancet)

• Social withdrawal (Weinstein 2000, Geriatric Audiology)

• Reduced engagement (Kiely et al 2013, Frontiers)

• Loneliness and social isolation
• Lower cognitive and brain reserve
• Depressive symptoms (Kiely et al 2013, Frontiers)

• Lower quality of Life (Gopinath et al 2009, JAGS)

• Increased falls risk (Viljanen et al 2009, JOG A)

• Cognitive Impairment and Dementia  (Lin et al 2011, Archives of Neurology)

• Mortality (Anstey et al 2001, Psychology and Ageing)
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https://twitter.com/jerology
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Summary
Sensory Loss:
• Antecedent of cognitive decline (and MCI and dementia)
• Broad ranging impacts that are also risks for cog. decline

– Social and cognitive engagement - Social isolation
– Mental health - Hearing is important

• Hearing aids – what direction?
– Haven't quite connected the dots

• Risk marker or risk factor? (or both?)
• Links to neuropsychiatric symptoms of dementia 

– But only for those with limited cognitive resources

12



CRAHW
Centre for Research on Ageing, 
Health & Wellbeing

Future research I

• Sensory loss and cognitive decline
– Does social engagement mediate hearing related 

cognitive decline?
– Does treating/managing sensory loss alleviate burden
– Mismatch between measured and subjective hearing 

loss
– Factors facilitate uptake and adherence to hearing 

rehabilitation e.g. Hickson Int J Audiol 2014; 53(Special issue)
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http://aagconference.asn.au/

PATHWAYS TO AGEING WELL
15th National Conference (Abstracts close July 15)
31 October - 1 November 2016
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