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Classifications  
of Hearing Loss
The classification or type of hearing loss refers 
primarily to the site of disorder in the auditory 
system causing the hearing impairment. A 
conductive hearing loss is caused by a block­
age or barrier to the transmission of sound 
through the outer or middle ear. It is referred 
to as a conductive loss because sound is not 
conducted normally through the mechanical 
sound-conducting mechanisms in the disor­
dered outer or middle ear (Owens et al., 2015). 
As a result, sounds are soft or attenuated in 
some way for the listener, but clearly heard 
when loud enough. Common causes of a con­
ductive loss include inflammation, infection of 
the middle ear (otitis media, discussed later in 
the chapter), objects in the ear, or malforma­
tions of the outer or middle ear. Typically, a 
conductive loss can be reversed by medical or 
surgical intervention.

A sensorineural hearing loss is caused by disorders of the inner ear (cochlea), the 
auditory nerve that transmits impulses to the brain, or both. In this type of hearing loss, 
there is not only a loss of hearing sensitivity, but sounds are usually distorted to the lis­
tener, and speech often is not heard clearly. This type of hearing loss may be congenital 
or may occur as a result of accident, illness, or disease. Although a small percentage of 
sensorineural hearing losses can be medically or surgically treated, most cannot be and 
are permanent in nature (Owens et al., 2015).

A mixed hearing loss is the combination of a conductive loss and a sensorineural 
loss. In many cases, the conductive portion of the hearing loss may respond to medi­
cal or surgical treatment. Typically, however, the listener continues to experience 
the effects of the residual sensorineural impairment and may be a candidate for a 
hearing aid.

A central hearing disorder results from disorder or dysfunction in the central 
auditory nervous system between the brain stem and the auditory cortex in the brain. A 
hearing loss may or may not accompany this type of hearing impairment. The listener 
with this impairment may be able to hear, but cannot make sense of or understand 
speech. Additional problems, such as short- and long-term auditory memory and 
reading comprehension difficulties, may also be present (Salvia, Ysseldyke, & Witmer, 
2017). This impairment may be referred to as a central auditory processing disorder, as 
described in Chapter 11.

Measurement of Hearing Impairment
An audiologist is a professional who holds certification and/or licensure and provides 
evaluation, rehabilitation, and prevention services to persons with hearing impairments. 
Audiologists are the primary specialists in evaluating hearing loss and determining 
the extent to which that loss constitutes an impairment and disability. Typically, the 
assessment of hearing begins with the goal of accurately measuring hearing threshold 
levels. If a hearing loss exists, the audiologist uses test and measurement procedures to 
determine the extent of the deficit, the impact on communication function, whether 

conductive hearing loss: The loss 
of sound sensitivity produced by 
abnormalities of the outer ear and/or 
middle ear.

sensorineural hearing loss: The 
loss of sound sensitivity produced by 
abnormalities of the inner ear or nerve 
pathways beyond the inner ear to the 
brain.

mixed hearing loss: Hearing loss 
resulting from both conductive and 
sensorineural hearing impairments.

central hearing disorder: Difficulty 
in the reception and interpretation of 
auditory information in the absence of a 
hearing loss.

audiologist: A professional who 
studies the science of hearing, 
including anatomy, function, and 
disorders, and provides education and 
treatment for those with hearing loss.

Accurate assessment of a hearing loss is important for determining its impact 
on communication.
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