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Hearing Loss Claims
in Workers’ Compensation:

A GROWING CONCERN
By Jon Nau

D

id you know that approximately 34.25 million Americans, more than
1 in 10, are currently experiencing some level of hearing loss? With
those kinds of numbers, it is important for risk and claims professionals to familiarize themselves with how to evaluate, identify and

respond to hearing loss claims and to understand the impact they have on the
workers’ compensation (WC) industry.
There are many complexities within audiology and hearing programs, which can
be difficult to understand for those who are unfamiliar with hearing loss and many
WC professionals may find the range of options and significant variation in pricing
to be overwhelming. This is why it is important to consider working with a partner
to help navigate the complicated maze of choices. In this article, we will discuss
audiology and hearing programs that are specifically geared to meet the needs of
the WC industry and how they can help the WC professional.
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TYPES & CAUSES OF HEARING LOSS
To grasp how hearing impairment occurs, it helps to
understand a brief anatomy of the ear. At its simplest form,
the ear is comprised of three main parts—the outer, middle
and inner ear. There are two primary types of hearing loss:
• Conductive: This hearing loss is generally not workrelated. It is typically temporary in nature and can usually
be remedied by medication or surgery. It is usually caused
by obstruction to, or damage of, the outer or middle ear,
which prevents sound from reaching the inner ear.
• Sensorineural: WC-related cases generally fall into this
category representing the majority of hearing loss. Most
commonly, noise-induced hearing loss occurs within the
inner ear where the cilia within the cochlea are damaged.
Sensorineural hearing loss is typically permanent in
nature and the primary treatment is with a hearing aid.

THE IMPACT ON INJURED WORKERS
We often take for granted the ability to hear what is being said
around us, that is, until we are no longer able to communicate
and interact effectively with peers, coworkers, family or friends.
Untreated hearing loss can lead to a lower quality of life, with
symptoms such as depression, decreased social interaction, fear,
paranoia, and isolation for the person experiencing hearing loss.

A SPECIALIZED WORKERS’
COMPENSATION HEARING &
AUDIOLOGY PROGRAM
According to a study published in Hearing Industry Association
(HIA), the hearing aid industry generated $5.3 billion in retail
revenue in 2014, with $361 million being attributed to WC.
WC professionals tend to lack familiarity with how to
manage hearing loss claims because until recently, these
cases have been relatively uncommon. As a result, there is
a lack of awareness of the many moving parts that must be
managed when navigating a hearing loss claim.

across the country and many of these providers are
independently owned and operated. As a result, it can be
difficult for adjusters and NCMs to know where to send
an injured worker on their own. A specialized program
can serve as a resource, since it has already identified
highly qualified and credentialed providers across the
country, and has verified licensing and insurance.

WC professionals

• Compensability: How do you determine if a hearing loss
claim is work related?
In 1986, OSHA began requiring worksites to test and
record noise levels. Furthermore, OSHA mandated
pre-employment hearing tests to establish a baseline
for employees with ongoing annual tests to continually
monitor the employees’ hearing. However, many people
who are retiring today worked in environments during
a time when these recordings were not required, so it’s
difficult to determine compensability. In these situations,
an Ear, Nose and Throat (ENT) physician can help
make the determination. Today, there are hundreds of
ENT physicians located across the country, who work
with specialized programs and are highly experienced in
determining WC compensability.
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• Pricing & Cost Containment: The majority of states do
not have a fee schedule for hearing aids, which causes a lot of
inconsistency and variation in price. How can you determine
what’s reasonable in terms of cost?
Since there is no uniform regulation
for hearing aids, prices can be very
inconsistent. For example, a set
of hearing aids could be priced at
$3,000 or a set of hearing aids could
be priced at $12,000. There are
thousands of products and providers
to choose from with a staggering
number of options.

Some of the most common challenges WC professionals
will face are outlined below:

A specialized program offers a
turnkey hearing and audiology
solution, an extensive network of
quality hearing professionals for
accurate testing, and an ENT
physician network to ensure the
hearing loss is work-related. Ideally
this program should provide cost
containment, alleviate administrative
burdens, and ensure the right
provider and product is utilized.

• Quality Providers: How do you ensure injured workers are
referred to quality hearing and audiology providers when
there are so many to choose from?
There are thousands of audiology and hearing clinics

For example, the program could
help an adjuster understand that
a particular hearing aid is costly
because it includes Bluetooth

Today, there are hearing and audiology programs specifically
geared to meet the needs of the WC industry and help guide the
WC professional through the variety of options and complexity
of care. An employer, claims administrator, or insurance carrier
can simply partner with these programs, and by doing so,
their claims adjusters or nurse case managers (NCMs) can
refer all hearing-related claims to these program experts.
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compatibility. Although this is a nice feature, which
allows a hearing aid to connect directly to a cell phone or
other device, the feature may not be medically necessary.
• Care Management for Injured Workers: How can you
guide injured workers through a process with which you may
be unfamiliar?
Since work-related hearing loss is usually permanent
(sensorineural), claimants will require ongoing and
proactive care management for the rest of their lives. For
example, claimants may experience increased hearing loss
over time, and as a result, they may need a new hearing
aid or need an existing hearing aid to be reprogrammed.
At other times, their hearing aids may require cleaning,
warranty repairs, or replacement batteries.
A hearing and audiology program will assist the injured
worker in scheduling an evaluation and follow-up
appointments, as well as walk them through the testing and
fitting process, which can take up to 30 days. After the injured
worker has received their hearing aids, a specialized program
will also typically provide a warranty, repairs for loss and/
or damage, and batteries.
• Medical Necessity: There are thousands of different
products to choose from with many new features and
capabilities. How will you know what’s necessary, given the
injured worker’s level of hearing loss and lifestyle?
A hearing program will review every audiogram to ensure
the evaluation was thorough, and that the right hearing
aid is being fit, according to the claimant’s level of hearing
loss and lifestyle. In fact, to ensure medical necessity, the
program will provide a peer review service. For example,
a hearing aid may be recommended with features that are
not medically necessary, but significantly drive up cost. A
hearing program can help evaluate and provide feedback
to the adjuster, which could provide significant savings.

• Comprehensive Hearing Aid Package: How can
you ensure injured workers are receiving the best, most
comprehensive hearing aid package? What other options
should be considered and included?
A hearing program should ensure a complete and
consistent hearing aid solution, which includes the best
options in all areas, such as warranty, loss and damage
coverage, battery replacement, and ongoing servicing for
hearing aids.
In this way, both the payer and patient have peace of
mind in knowing a hearing aid is covered in case it is lost,
stolen or damaged—and the coverage is comprehensive,
so it allows the injured worker access to any credentialed
audiology partner within a specified network across the
country.

THE FUTURE OF HEARING SOLUTIONS
AND HOW IT IMPACTS WC
With the aging population and workforce, an increased
incidence of hearing loss is inevitable, and within WC it
will be important to have a process or solution in place to
determine if the hearing loss is work-related. Partnering with
a specialized program provides guidance on how to navigate
the complex variables and decisions that are involved in
each hearing loss claim. Chief among them is the dramatic
variation in pricing.
A hearing program will also review audiograms to ensure
injured workers are being fit with the appropriate product
based on hearing loss and lifestyle (medical necessity). In
this manner, the future of hearing loss claims “sounds”
bright—with guidance on cost containment, product
quality, and use of the right provider each and every time.
Jon Nau has been a member of One Call Care Management’s
hearing aid program since joining the team in 2013.
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