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Improving Communication with Deaf and Hearing-Impaired Patients  

Situation • Hearing loss is a leading cause of poor communication in hospitals and is a health care 
quality and safety issue:
✓ People with hearing loss have higher rates of hospitalization than their peers with 

no hearing loss.1,2

✓ In the hospital setting, sensory impairment places patients at risk for delirium, 
with the consequent risks of increased length of stay, increased duration of 
mechanical ventilation, and in-hospital mortality. 3

✓ Patients with impaired communication report poorer health care outcomes and 
are substantially more likely to experience a preventable adverse event than 
those without impaired communication.4, 5

✓ 30-day readmission rates for hearing impaired patients has been reported at 32% 
and 44% greater than the rates for patients without hearing loss.2,4,5

• Though deafness has a higher prevalence than asthma, heart disease, or diabetes, deaf 
people experience persistent health inequalities with poorer experiences and 
outcomes in disease prevention and management.6
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Background
• Nearly 1% of US residents experience severe (>60 dB) or profound (>80 dB) bilateral 

hearing loss.7

• Almost two-thirds of people aged 70 and older have hearing loss and struggle to 
understand speech due to age-related hearing loss (ARHL).2,7,8

• Patient reported impact of this communication difficulty include9:
✓ Misunderstandings of what physicians and other medical staff said
✓ Not receiving answers in a way they could understand
✓ Inability to get the information they require
✓ Not feeling fulling involved in decision making about care

• Older adults with hearing loss identify the following as the causes of ineffective 
communication10:
✓ Patients’ general mishearing
✓ Healthcare workers’ lack of awareness of ARHL
✓ Healthcare workers’ use of medical terminology 

• The Americans with Disabilities Act and the Affordable Care Act mandate that U.S. 
hospitals must ensure patients with hearing impairment are able to communicate 
with medical staff.11,12 
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Assessment • Hearing loss globally affects health and health care and though not uncommon is 
largely overlooked, resulting in significant inequities and adverse outcomes for patients 
with hearing loss.13, 14

• Reframing health care to proactively meet the needs of patients with hearing loss is 
both attainable and necessary.14 

• Numerous resources are available to inform health clinics/systems, health care 
providers, and patients of actionable steps to take to mitigate the missed 
communications arising from a patient being deaf or hearing-impaired.12,14,15 
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Assessment

From: Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients with Hearing Loss14

Health system-, provider, and patient-level opportunities and 
strategies to address the needs of patients with hearing loss
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Recommendation
Actionable Steps for Health Clinics/Systems

From: Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients with Hearing Loss14
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Recommendation
Actionable Steps for Health Care Providers

From: Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients with Hearing Loss

From: Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients with Hearing Loss14
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Recommendation
Actionable Steps for Patients 

From: Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients with Hearing Loss14
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Recommendation
Improving Communication With Deaf and 

Hearing-Impaired Patients
Yes  No What action is needed?

Do you routinely screen your patients for hearing loss and 
any related communication and language needs? 
See Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients With Hearing Loss14

Do you ask patients how to best communicate with them 
and then document the information in their chart in a 
readily accessible location?
See Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients With Hearing Loss14

Do you provide individual Communication Access Plan (CAP) 
forms to patients to encourage their development of a 
personal CAP to share with their healthcare team? See Guide 
for Effective Communication in Health Care.15  

Has your organization considered developing a 
Communication Access Plan which would include the 
following steps:
1. Needs Assessment
2. Provision and Types of Services
3. Training 
4. Evaluation
See Improving Communication Access for Individuals Who are Deaf 
or Hard of Hearing16 

https://www.hearingloss.org/programs-events/communication-access-in-health-care/guide/
https://www.hearingloss.org/programs-events/communication-access-in-health-care/guide/
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
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Recommendation
Improving Communication With Deaf and 

Hearing-Impaired Patients
Yes  No What action is needed?

Have you considered potential barriers for deaf and 
hearing-impaired patients at each point of contact in your 
organization (i.e., appointment scheduling, security/ 
information desk, reception, examination room, 
pharmacy)? Have you identified what auxiliary aids or 
reasonable accommodations could help address those 
barriers? 
See Improving Communication Access for Individuals Who 
are Deaf or Hard of Hearing16  

Is the written educational material provided to your 
patients written in plain language at a sixth grade or lower 
reading level? Does it incorporate pictures and/or graphics 
to help explain the information provided?
See Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients With 
Hearing Loss14

Do your patient education videos include captioning 
and/or graphics? 
See Reframing Our Health Care System for Patients With 
Hearing Loss14

https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
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Recommendation
Improving Communication With Deaf and 

Hearing-Impaired Patients
Yes  No What action is needed?

Do you optimize the patient rooming environment by:
• Minimizing background noise
• Having exam rooms well lit without any visual 

obstacles obstructing the provider’s face or lips
• Utilizing communication boards/signage
• Incorporating visual, auditory, and tactile alerts (e.g. 

flashing light door alerts to notify someone is knocking 
at their hospital door) See Bridging communication gaps 
with the deaf12 and Reframing our health care system for 
patients with hearing loss14

Do you provide assistive devices in the Clinic, Inpatient and  
ED settings? (e.g., pocket talkers, video remote 
interpreting) SeeTime to take hearing loss seriously11 and
Improving Communication Access for Individuals Who are Deaf or 
Hard of Hearing16 

Do you provide education/training to your staff and 
providers regarding how to recognize patients who are 
deaf or hard of hearing (e.g., patient speaks loudly, 
complains people are mumbling, often asks for statements 
or questions to be repeated, etc.) See Guide for Effective 
Communication in Health Care15

https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
https://www.hearingloss.org/programs-events/communication-access-in-health-care/guide/
https://www.hearingloss.org/programs-events/communication-access-in-health-care/guide/
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Recommendation
Improving Communication With Deaf and 

Hearing-Impaired Patients
Yes  No What action is needed?

Does your training include the following basic actions?
• Begin the conversation by getting the person’s attention
• Maintain eye contact with the patient
• Avoid standing or sitting in front of bright lights or windows
• Make sure your face and mouth are clearly visible. 
• Speak clearly at a normal pace, avoiding exaggerated lip 

movements or shouting
• Use facial expressions and gestures to help clarify your message. 

Point to where you are at on a form or computer screen or to 
appropriate visual aids.

• Only one person speak at a time when in a group
• Rephrase rather than repeat the same words and sentences 

when the patient does not understand what is being said 
• Inform the patient when you are changing topics (i.e., diagnosis, 

treatment, follow-up, medication)
• Check for the patient’s comprehension by using teach back or 

teach to goal
• Do not ask family members, friends or caregivers to facilitate 

communication

See Bridging Communication Gaps with the Deaf12, Guide for 
Effective Communication in Health Care15, Improving 
communication access for individuals who are deaf or hard of 
hearing16

https://www.hearingloss.org/programs-events/communication-access-in-health-care/guide/
https://www.hearingloss.org/programs-events/communication-access-in-health-care/guide/
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf
https://edit.cms.gov/files/document/audio-sensory-disabilities-brochure-508c.pdf


Patient Safety Brief                                       March 2024

Recommendation
Improving Communication With Deaf and 

Hearing-Impaired Patients
Yes  No What action is needed?

Have you considered sharing videos recorded by deaf or 
hard of hearing persons with staff and providers so that 
they can better understand how to approach a deaf or 
hard of hearing patient when communicating with them?
See A guide on how to communicate better with deaf 

people17, Tops tips for communicating with deaf 
patients18,and 6 Tips – How to talk to a deaf/hoh person19 
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