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ABSTRACT 

Currently, the extent of hearing loss among adults living in Alabama is unknown.  Recent evidence 
has suggested that over 20 million adults in the US over the age of 50 have a significant hearing loss, 
but within the state of Alabama we have no data providing us with information about hearing loss 
and hearing health.  Recent evidence has suggested that hearing loss can lead to other health issues, 
including cognitive decline which, in turn, can lead to other complicating physical conditions, such 
as depression and cognitive decline.  The objectives of this project are to identify the prevalence of 
hearing loss and to identify how hearing loss impacts the general physical and emotional health of 
adults living in Alabama.  Our goals will be accomplished by traveling to sites within the state and 
measuring hearing thresholds, documenting general and emotional health, and assessing working 
memory skills.  The preliminary data collected from this project will be used to apply for a USDA 
Community and Economic Development grant that will fund an Audiology industrial van containing 
the necessary equipment to perform hearing evaluations and provide effective and appropriate 
intervention for Alabama residents who suffer from hearing disorders. 
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Hear Here Alabama Project 

Significance and Background: Identifying adults with hearing loss and providing appropriate 

intervention could potentially improve the lives of many adults living in the state of Alabama.  

Within the United States it has been estimated that approximately 26.7 million adults over the age of 

50 have a clinically significant hearing loss and roughly 14% of these individuals use hearing aids 

(Chien & Lin, 2012).  Without some form of amplification for these hearing-impaired adults 

communication among friends and family can be significantly impaired.  New evidence has 

suggested that when social engagement declines, physiological pathologies can occur in later life.  

That is, hearing loss has been linked to poorer cognitive functioning and to dementia (Lin et al., 

2011; Salthouse, 1996).  According to the numbers above, there could be approximately 86% of 

adults in the United States living with hearing losses who are either unaware that they have a hearing 

loss and or have few, if any, resources to address the effects of the hearing loss.   

In Alabama, approximately 22% of the population is 55 years old or older.  Additionally, the 

state ranks 42nd in poverty levels (U.S. Census Bureau).  There could be, therefore, a large percentage 

of the population that has both a hearing loss and have no resources to address the hearing loss.  In 

addition, hearing loss has been associated with an increased cost to society and to lower wages at the 

individual level (Jung & Bhattacharyya, 2012; Mohr et al., 2000).  To help improve the lives of adults 

living in Alabama, therefore, we need to understand the extent of hearing loss among this 

population and provide effective and appropriate assessment and intervention for these individuals.  

Currently, however, it is unknown how many people within Alabama have hearing losses and also 

have no access to hearing health care.  Within the larger centers of the state (e.g., Tuscaloosa, 

Birmingham, Huntsville, Montgomery, Mobile) there are resources available to those with hearing 

loss but in the rural areas there are few or no resources.   
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In fact, there is little evidence about the hearing health of individuals living in rural counties 

across the United States.  One study from Virginia revealed that of the 86 adults examined using a 

hearing screening test, roughly half of them failed (Patterson & Renaud, 2012).  Due to the limited 

number of individuals participating in this study and to the fact that the data were collected from 

primary care facilities in rural areas, the results cannot be generalized to all adults living in rural areas 

of the United States.  Within the state of Alabama we know very little about the extent of hearing 

loss, and consequently, there are potentially thousands of people within our state who are suffering 

from the devastating impact of hearing loss and have no resources to help them.  To help improve 

the lives of all Alabamians we must address their hearing health needs.  To understand the 

extent of hearing loss in Alabama and provide essential services, therefore, we must travel to 

sites all across the state.  

Specific Aims: The project outlined in this proposal will be the first in a series of studies that will 

identify hearing loss prevalence and hearing health in Alabama.  Specifically, this project will provide 

data that will allow us to determine the prevalence of hearing loss, along with any associated physical 

and emotional issues, in Alabama.  Future studies will identify issues associated with hearing health 

care including access to health care and hearing health care education.  The specific aims are: 

1. To identify the prevalence of hearing loss of adults living in Alabama. 

2. To identify how hearing loss impacts the general physical and emotional health of individuals 

living in Alabama.   

Since July of 2013, a group of 7 undergraduate and graduate students from the Departments of 

Psychology and Communicative Disorders and the PI have tested 170 adults living in Tuscaloosa 

and surrounding counties (i.e., Greene, Pickens, Fayette and Bibb).  We need to continue our testing 

efforts during the next couple of years if we want to adequately identify the extent of hearing loss 

within the state and assess the hearing health of all Alabamians.  Ultimately, the goal of this 
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project is to purchase an industrial van that holds the necessary testing equipment that can 

travel to rural areas and be used to identify hearing loss and provide appropriate 

intervention measures.  In the fall of 2014 we will be applying for a USDA Community and 

Economic Development grant which will provide the initial funding for the Hear Here Alabama 

van.  More preliminary data is required before we can apply for this grant. 

Procedures:  One hundred and twenty adults living in Alabama who are age 19 years old or older 

without a documented intellectual disability (e.g., Down Syndrome) will be included in the study.  

The following list of tests will take approximately 1 hour to complete and will be conducted in 

rooms within County Health Departments and Community Buildings (e.g., churches and community 

centers) in counties surrounding the Tuscaloosa region (i.e., Pickens, Fayette, Bibb, Hale). 

1. A hearing evaluation will be conducted using a portable audiometer, a device that tests 

hearing thresholds at different frequencies.   

2. Visual working memory will be assessed using the Continuous Visual Memory Test 

(Larrabee & Trahan, 1992).  Individuals are shown a number of images and report if the 

image is “New” or “Old.” 

3. Individuals will complete questionnaires that assess their Hearing Handicap (i.e., Hearing 

Handicap Inventory for Adults), their General Health (i.e., SF-36 Questionnaire), their 

Emotional Well-being (i.e., Patient Health Questionnaire-9), and their Social Support (i.e., 

Medical Outcomes Social Support Survey). 

Measures of Success:  The project will be successful based upon our ability to 1) provide us with 

sufficient preliminary data to apply to the USDA grant (i.e., total N = 290); 2) allow us to begin to 

identify the prevalence of hearing loss within Alabama, 3) determine if hearing loss is associated with 

other complicating physical conditions, and 4) compare our data to that observed at the national 

level. 
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Budget and Projected Study Timeline 

1. Participants will receive a $25 Walmart Gift Card.   

a. 120 participants at $25 each = $3000 

2. Three student research assistants  

a. Each student will work at the 6 seven-hour scheduled testing days (one in May, two 

in June, two in July, and one in August) for a total of 42 hours.  On each testing day 

we plan to test at least 20 adults who are scheduled every 15 minutes and rotated 

through each of the tests as described in the procedures section. 

b. Each student will receive $15 an hour. 

c. The total cost for student research assistants will be $1890 ($15 X 42 hours). 

3. The TOTAL budget for the project is $4890. 
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