COMMUNICATION ABILITIES IN
EVERYDAY LIFE:
What is “Normal’’?
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BACKGROUND
_‘

Audiologists are often faced with the question: How much
difficulty is “normal” in the challenges of communicating in
everyday life?

This issue is especially important when counseling people about

the benefits that be achieved with hearing rehabilitation. This can
be within the context of

+ setting realistic communication goals using hearing devices, or

# the effectiveness of behavioural strategies to improve
communication.

This study was designed to establish age-related “norms” for self-
rated communication abilities in everyday life.



METHOD
_‘

People attending for initial hearing assessment at a private
audiology clinic rated their communication abilities in a wide
range of listening environments, using the Personal
Assessment of Communication Abilities (PACA) tool (Figure 1).
The survey was completed prior to the hearing assessment.

The study analysed the results for people (N = 309) with
verified normal hearing thresholds (-10 — +20dB HL) across the

frequency range (0.25 — 8kHz).
The communication ratings data were segmented by decade
age range, from 20-29 years — 50-59 years.
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Personal Assessment of Communication Abilities

Name: Date:
How much difficulty do you have hearing in the following situations?
No difficulty Slight difficulty Moderate Quite a lot of Very much Not relevant
difficulty difficulty difficulty
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Figure 1. PACA survey form.
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RESULTS
_‘

* For every age group, the percentage of people
reporting “No difficulty” communicating decreases as
the complexity of the listening environment increases.

+ As people age, the percentage of people reporting “No
difficulty’”’ decreases in most situations .

+ Even people in their 20’s report significant difficulty
communicating in large groups and restaurant/café
situations.




Discussion

group and across the range of age groups,

normal hearing.

For example, the percentage of those in the youngest age
group (20-29 years) who report “No difficulty” communicating
in Large Groups is 45.95%, which declines to 30.14% for those in
the 50-59 year age group. A similar trend is seen with the
Restaurant/café situation.

In the clinical setting, when patients report continuing difficulty
communicating in large groups and/or restaurant/café
situations, it is useful to use this information to highlight that it
is relatively common for those with normal hearing to
experience significant difficulty when trying to communicate in
those environments.
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CONCLUSIONS
\

These results add significant information to the evidence-
base for what are “normal’ abilities in a variety of
everyday communication situations for different age
groups.

These “norms” are a valuable tool for audiologists in
setting a framework for working towards realistic
communication goals for their patients.



