
Hearing Loss 
 
How the Ear Works 
 
The ear has three main parts: the outer, middle and inner ear. The outer ear (the part 
you can see) opens into the ear canal. The eardrum separates the ear canal from the 
middle ear. Small bones in the middle ear help transfer sound to the inner ear. The 
inner ear contains the auditory (hearing) nerve, which leads to the brain. 
 
Any source of sound sends vibrations or sound waves into the air. These funnel through 
the ear opening, down the ear canal and strike your eardrum, causing it to vibrate. The 
vibrations are passed to the small bones of the middle ear, which transmit them to the 
hearing nerve in the inner ear. Here, the vibrations become nerve impulses and go 
directly to the brain, which interprets the impulses as sound (music, voice, a car horn, 
etc.). 
 
Types of Hearing Loss 
 
Hearing loss can be categorized by where or what part of the auditory system is 
damaged. There are three basic types of hearing loss: conductive hearing loss, 
sensorineural hearing loss and mixed hearing loss. 
 
Degree of hearing loss refers to the severity of the loss. There are five broad categories 
that are typically used. The numbers are representative of the patient’s thresholds, or 
the softest intensity that sound is perceived. 
 
Normal range of no impairment = 0 dB to 20 dB 
Mild loss = 20 dB to 40 dB 
Moderate loss = 40 dB to 60 dB 
Severe loss = 60 dB to 80 dB 
Profound loss = 80 dB or more 
 
 
Conductive Hearing Loss 
 
Conductive hearing loss occurs when sound is not conducted efficiently through the 
outer ear canal to the eardrum and the tiny bones, or ossicles, of the middle ear. 
 
Conductive hearing loss usually involves a reduction in sound level, or the ability to hear 
faint sounds. This type of hearing loss can often be medically or surgically corrected. 
 
Conditions associated with middle ear pathology such as fluid in the middle ear from 
colds, allergies (serous otitis media), poor Eustachian tube function, ear infection (otitis 
media), perforated eardrum, impacted earwax (cerumen), infection in the ear canal 
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(external otitis), presence of a foreign body and absence or malformation of the outer 
ear, ear canal or middle ear. 
 
Sensorineural Hearing Loss 
 
Sensorineural hearing loss occurs when there is damage to the inner ear (cochlea) or to 
the nerve pathways from the inner ear (retrocochlear) to the brain. Sensorineural 
hearing loss cannot be medically or surgically corrected. It is a permanent loss. 
Sensorineural hearing loss not only involves a reduction in sound level, or ability to hear 
faint sounds, but also affects speech understanding or ability to hear clearly. 
 
Sensorineural hearing loss can be caused by diseases, birth injury, drugs that are toxic 
to the auditory system and genetic syndromes. Sensorineural hearing loss may also 
occur as a result of noise exposure, viruses, head trauma, aging and tumors. 
 
Mixed Hearing Loss 
 
Sometimes a conductive hearing loss occurs in combination with a sensorineural 
hearing loss. In other words, there may be damage in the outer or middle ear and in the 
inner ear (cochlea) or auditory nerve. When this occurs, the hearing loss is referred to 
as a mixed hearing loss. 


