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Abstract

Objective: To study the psychosocial consequences of severe deafness and the
effects on the socioeconomic position of the affected individuals. Methods: A cohort
study of a deaf student attending a special education secondary school for the deaf
and some of their teachers were randomly selected for the study. Sociodemographic
characteristics, self-reported deafness, employment situation, and financial
conditions, psychosocial consequences such as social isolation, denial of privileges,
educational attainment, the level of achievement, and satisfaction with life were
assessed using a semi-structured questionnaire. Results: All the participants had
severe to profound hearing loss, and all of them could communicate by sign language.
Adverse psychosocial consequences were found in this study population. A significant
percentage was not satisfied with their current placement. A significant percentage
reported limitation in their achievements and more than a third of them admitted to
having been denied privileges as a result of being deaf. Social isolation was a major
source of worry for 70% of the respondents and close to 40% admitted to being angry
mainly because of the attitude of the society towards them. Underemployment was
found in 44%, of the sampled population. Conclusion: Hearing impaired individuals
are faced with economic and psychosocial adverse consequences. Labor market and
educational policies must take into consideration these challenges to integrate this

segment of our population into the active, productive sector of the economy.
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Introduction

Hearing loss (HL) is one of the causes of chronic health
condition. In the USA, HL is the third most prevalent
chronic condition after arthritis and cardiovascular
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disease.! Beyond the disability experienced by the
individuals with hearing impairment, there are
secondary effects such as adverse social and economic
consequences.? It is known that even after obtaining
requisite training and securing employment, failure
of effective interaction at workplace usually causes
individuals with hearing impairment to make more
mistakes and be less productive in the workplace.
This ultimately leads to lack of employment or lower
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income.” Psychosocial disturbances such as social
stigma, loneliness, low self-esteem, anxiety, and
depression have also been found to be an issue with
the hearing impaired.” These highlighted psychosocial
problems may also lead to a reduction in performance
on a job, denial of opportunities or privileges."*!

The stereotypic image of people who are hearing
impaired as being frail in body and mind, rude, slow, or
stupid also has negative consequences.®*! In children
language deficit usually leads to communication
difficulties which results in learning problems, reduced
academic achievement, and low self-esteem. Moreover,
deaf children may not benefit from government
policies such as national free primary education since
their special needs are not usually addressed in such
programs.®

This pilot study aims to document the prevalence of
these adverse traits in our study population with the
hope of drawing attention to them. Paying attention
to them will allow appropriate intervention to be
deployed.

Methods

Fifty respondents were randomly selected from a special
education institution located in the North-Central
part of Nigeria. There were 36 males and 14 females
selected. The special education institution is at the
secondary/tertiary school level, and the setting is that
some of the students also work either in the institution
as teaching assistance and artisan or outside the
institution. The selection was made by balloting among
the target population. A semi-structured questionnaire
containing questions about the age, sex, living
conditions such as employment situations, labor market
placement, educational level, financial condition, and
psychosocial situations was given the respondent.

Social consequences were evaluated by financial
difficulty, economic inactivity, and unemployment.
Assessment of economic inactivity was made in
a subject without any kind of employment such
as full time housewife and full time students.
Unemployment concerns people who are actively
looking for a job, while financial difficulty was
measured by the respondents’ affirmative answer to
having difficulties with either paying rents, buying
food or paying for school accommodation. The data
were analyzed using SPSS for Windows, version 16.0.
(SPSS Inc., Chicago) and the results presented using
frequency tables and percentages.

Results

Of the 50 questionnaires distributed, one was not
returned such that at the end of the study, there
were 35 males and 14 females. The mean age was
22.19 + 7.07. Thirty-eight (76%) are yet to complete
secondary education, 10 (20%) were Secondary
School Certificate holder and only 2 (4%) had tertiary
education.

Socioeconomic consequences

Seventeen (34%) respondents were currently employed,
and only 2 (11.8%) of the employed population affirmed
that they have job satisfaction. In the 15 (88.2%) without
job satisfaction, the reason for the dissatisfaction was
due to low pay and low placement as a result of their
deafness. Economic inactivity was found in the 66% of
the respondents.

Difficulty in paying rents was found in 23 (46%) while
difficulty in paying for food expenses was reported in
29 (58%).

Adverse psychosocial consequences

Social isolation was reported in 36 (72%) of the
respondent, limitation of attainment was found in
35 (70%), depression (being fed up with life) was
expressed by 30 (60%) of the respondents while anger
was affirmed in 18 (36%). Majority of the respondents
who admitted to being angry claimed that their anger
was based on the attitude of the society to the deaf.
It was said that the “society does not reckon with the
deaf people.” Lack of confidence or low self-esteem was
experienced by 22 (44%).

Nineteen (38%) of the respondents had experienced
denial of privileges. These denials include lack of
promotion and low wages and outright exclusion from
an employment opportunity as a result of deafness.
Not having a better choice of school to attend was
also considered to be a denial of privileges by some
of the students. Thirty-four (68%) respondents
described themselves as very friendly persons while
25 (50%) of the study population believed they could
have achieved more if they were not to have severe
deafness. The two respondents with tertiary education
who happened to be teachers admitted to being happy
and believed that they were as good as any hearing
individual. They were also satisfied with their life
achievements. In general, all the respondents wanted
the hearing society to have a positive attitude to the
deaf population.
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Discussion

HL has been associated with poverty."” The relationship
can be causal, consequence or both. Although several
studies have been done in the past 30 years to
demonstrate the psychosocial and socioeconomic
effect of HL, none these studies were done in this
environment.”® This survey is a preliminary report of
an attempt to show this relationship in our setting.

In this study, the prevalence of adverse socioeconomic
factors in this population was generally found to be
high. More than three-quarter are yet to complete
secondary education while only 2 completed tertiary
education. Respondents who were students were found
to be older when compared with the average age of
students in the same educational level in the hearing
population. A study in Sweden by Danermark et al.,
showed similar finding in that the percentage of hearing
impaired students who continue their education at a
postsecondary level is much lower than their normal
hearing peers.!® The study also showed that, in
addition to educational difficulties related to hearing
impairment, it is much more difficult for hard of
hearing students in upper secondary education to cope
with changes in objectives and educational goals than
their hearing peers.®®! Another factor which could be
responsible for this slow educational attainment are
the low expectations from their teachers such that the
levels of instruction were low.

On the positive side, however, the two respondents
who completed their tertiary education seemed to be
happy about their stations in life. This raises a question
of whether completion of tertiary education may help
to attenuate the psychosocial issues experienced by the
hearing impaired and we hope a larger study will help
explore this.

Job dissatisfaction among the employed population was
high, and the reason for the dissatisfaction was said to
be due to deafness which caused them to be placed low in
the workforce with consequent poor pay. Thus, financial
difficulties as manifested by difficulty in paying rents was
found in close to half of the respondents and difficulty in
paying for food expenses clearly found in more than half
of these respondents. The authors, however, appreciate
the facts that these parameters for measuring financial
difficulty may have underestimated the actual figure
as some of the respondents being students will still
be dependent. These adverse social, economic factors
will ultimately lead to the worsening of the poverty
level in the individual sufferers and of course in their
entire households. This has clearly been demonstrated

as reflected in various studies summarized by Shield in
her work on this subject matter.”

Effective communication at the place of work is essential
for effective interaction among workers or indeed any
organization. Failure of effective interaction usually
causes individuals with hearing impairment to make
more mistakes, be less productive and this ultimately
leads to lack of employment or lower salaries thus
worsening the poverty level.’” HL affects not only
communication but, in addition, it affects the overall
quality of life.™!

The psychological burden such as social isolation, loss of
self-esteem, loneliness, and anxiety are major effects of
hearing impairment./” These effects may lead to loss of
performance on ajob, denial of opportunities/privileges.

We found in our study population the psychiatric
disorders associated with deafness. Mental illness has
been found to occur more in individuals with disabling
hearing impairment.™

Programs aimed at prevention of deafness and HI
should include, raising the awareness about the
prevalence of adverse socioeconomic factors as well
as the psychosocial consequences of disabling hearing
impairment. This will help to shape interventional
policies that would ensure the provision of adequate
educational needs, as well as labor strategies that will
absorb the sufferers into productive economic sectors
thus leading to poverty reduction as well as improved
quality of life.

Conclusions

Hearing impairment is associated with the adverse
socioeconomic condition, and psychological burden
that can lead to a reduction in the total health, quality
of life and that can worsen poverty in our community.
We recommend a larger multicenter study to examine
these effects further so as to call attention to this
phenomenon.
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