
24  Hearing Loss Magazine

By Sam Trychin

No matter how you define it,  
anger feels bad. The blood  
pressure and pulse rate rise,  
and emotionally, it takes its toll. 
Sam Trychin looks closely at anger 
associated with hearing loss.

My dictionary indicates that the 
Latin, Greek and other language roots 
of the word “anger” have the various 
meanings of distress, sorrow, constricted, 
narrow, and tight.
 My Webster’s Dictionary defines 
anger as, “A feeling of displeasure 
resulting from injury, mistreatment, 
opposition, etc. and usually showing 
itself in a desire to fight back at the 
supposed cause of this feeling.”
 A second, and particularly inter-
esting definition that Webster offers 
is, “An inflammation of a sore or 
wound.” Related to hearing loss, there 
is a risk that anger related to a com-
munication problem can linger in the 
person’s mind long after the event 
occurred and appear to fester, similar 
to an infected, unattended wound.

What Causes Anger Associated 
With Hearing Loss?
Hearing loss can produce anger for 
some people in a variety of ways, and 
that anger can be manifested in how 
people feel, the kinds of thoughts and 
images they experience, what they will 
or will not do, how they interact with 
others, and how their bodies respond 
physically.
 Anger, or other manifestations of 
tension, may be an automatic reac-
tion for some people when people are 
cut off from or have difficulties with 
significant events in the environment. 
Such difficulties include times when 
it is difficult or impossible to under-
stand what someone is saying, when a 
driver hears a siren from an emergency 
vehicle, but can’t determine its loca-
tion, or when a person is concerned 
about the inability to hear the ringing 
of a telephone or alarm clock while 
staying at a hotel or are otherwise 
away from home as on a business trip.
 Hearing loss, being a communica-
tion disorder that affects everyone in 
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mind, often exaggerating the insult or 
misinterpreting the offender’s motives. 
Anger can also result in inability to 
think clearly, resulting in an inability 
to take effective action to resolve the 
problem.

Behavioral Results
When angry, the individual’s behav-
ior may be directed at attacking the 
offender in some way by injuring, 
intimidating/threatening (physical or 
verbal), belittling, undermining, guilt 
tripping, or some other means. Alter-
natively the angered individual may 
resort to withhold something of value 
to the offender by leaving the scene, 
resorting to “the silent treatment,” 
emotional distancing, of failing  
to comply with requests.
 Social relationships are negatively 
affected by anger in a broad sense 
because other people want to avoid 
or escape from situations and people 
who display the characteristics indi-
cated in the previous paragraphs.
 Sometimes, others are so intimi-
dated by the person’s display of anger 
that they attempt to comply with the 
angry individual’s every wish, result-
ing in a relationship that is so out 
of balance that it cannot endure. A 
related danger of displaying anger is 
that, when it succeeds; i.e., when the 
person feels better or gets what he or 
she wants after its display, the rein-
forcing effect may lead to the develop-
ment of an “angry habit.”
 Another very common social  
effect of anger is that other people  
respond in kind, sometimes, leading 
to dangerous escalations and some-
one getting hurt.

Typical anger sources or triggers are:
a. Experiencing frustration in the  

attempts to achieve one’s goals;
b. Impatience with self or others; and,
c. Real or imagined insults or threats.

 In addition, we live in an envi-
ronment that is laden with expres-
sions of angry behavior displayed in 
newspaper articles, news reports, TV 
programs, and movies. Another factor 
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the communication situation, can also 
produce anger or irritation in people 
who are attempting to communicate 
something to a person who is unable 
to easily understand what is being said.

Does This Exchange  
Sound Familiar?
Anger can also result when a family 
member assumes that the person who 
has hearing loss had understood a 
request and later, when it is too late, 
finds out that the person, in fact, had 
not understood, as in the following 
exchange.

Dad (typically hearing): “John,  
did you take out the garbage last  
night as I asked?”
Sam (hard of hearing): “I never  
heard you ask me to do that.”
Dad (exasperated): “Well, darn it,  
the garbage truck went by five  
minutes ago.”

 Anger too often results in negative 
effects for both the person who directly 
experiences the emotion and for those 
who may be the recipients of its verbal 
or nonverbal expression. For these rea-
sons it is important to understand what 
anger is, the effect of anger, and what 
to do to prevent or manage anger.
 Anger can be a normal human 
emotion that serves to stimulate a per-
son to take action to deal with the situ-
ation that evoked the angry reaction. 
When the reaction is appropriate for 
the situation, anger can be an adaptive 
response.
 However, when anger is an inap-
propriate reaction to the situation, it 
is most often a maladaptive response, 
resulting in personal and social nega-
tive consequences. For example, people 
sometimes make erroneous attribu-
tions about the motives of others as is 
the case with John (hard of hearing) 
who may believe that his wife, Mary, 
who is speaking to him from another 
room:

a. Does not wish to take the 
 necessary time;
b. Does not care if he understands; or, 
c. Does not love him anymore.

 In fact, Mary is busy doing her 
night-school homework and simply 
failed to remember that John doesn’t 
understand what Mary is saying when 
he is unable to see her face.

Our Anger Reactions
When a person is angry, his or her phys-
ical system, thoughts, feelings, behavior, 
and social relationships are affected, 
often in a way that is not good either 
for the individual experiencing the 
anger or for those in his or her vicinity. 
Even when the individual attempts to 
hide the anger, it spills over and affects 
others by tone of voice, body language, 
and facial expression.
 There is evidence that anger and 
other emotions can also be transmit-
ted directly from one person to another 
by electrophysiological heart rhythm 
signals that are directly transmitted  
and received across a limited space 
(perhaps eight feet or so).

   
Physical Reactions
The major physical reactions to anger 
produce a heightened state of activa-
tion that prepares the person to take 
action to deal with the situation or to 
escape from it. Heart rate is disordered, 
and stress hormones are released in 
abundance, having the effect of putting 
one’s body in overdrive and, if con-
tinued or frequent, leading to exhaus-
tion and vulnerability to stress-related 
diseases.
 An additional problem is that  
the person can become addicted to  
the adrenaline “rush” and later seek 
ways to become angry in order to  
re-experience it.

Cognitive Reactions
The cognitive component of anger is an 
over-focus on the situation that produc-
es the anger and a tendency to replay 
the situation over and over in one’s 

Anger, or other manifestations 
of tension, may be an auto-
matic reaction for some people 
when people are cut off from 
or have difficulties with signifi-
cant events in the environment. 
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to consider is the individual’s genetic 
disposition to be either calm and 
relaxed or easily aroused. This disposi-
tion is often evident in the behaviors 
of infants soon after birth.
   
People With Hearing Loss
It is important to point out that within 
the population of people who have 
hearing loss there is great variability 
in the experience and expression of 
anger. Some people are rarely ever an-
gered, others appear to be angry much 
of the time, with most people falling 
somewhere in between these extremes.
 As stated previously, hearing loss 
has a set of anger triggers related  
to frustrations resulting from com- 
munication difficulties that affect  
not only the person who has hearing  
loss but also those with whom he  
or she communicates. These frustra-
tions are unique in terms of their 
frequency of occurrence; i.e., people 
with normal hearing also experience 
frustration in difficult communication 
situations, but they experience it much 
less often than those of us who have 
hearing loss.

Beware of Faulty Assumptions
In my experience of working with 
people who have hearing loss and 
their family members, friends, and 
co-workers is that many, many people 
do not know what to do to prevent or 
reduce communication problems.
 The result is that they accept such 
difficulties as part of life, “It just goes 
with hearing loss,” and don’t attempt to 
take positive action to improve com-
munication. Negative feelings such 
as anger, anxiety, depression, and/or 
guilt, and damaged relationships are 
too often the result.
 I believe that it is worthwhile to 
elaborate further on the issue. I believe 
negative feelings to be the major cause 
of anger for those people who have 
hearing loss. From my experience, a 
case can be made that the major cause 
of anger is faulty assumptions about 
other people’s behavior in regard 

to communication difficulties. Some 
examples are as follows:

1. “She knows I have a hearing loss,  
but keeps talking to me from the 
other room.”

2. “I’ve told the boss that I have a hear-
ing loss, but he just won’t make  
any attempt to help me understand 
what he is saying.”

3. “If she wants me to participate in 
the discussion she should set up 
the situation so I can see the other 
participants.”

 In example number one, people 
who have hearing loss often make the 
mistake of believing that other people 
keep the fact of our hearing loss firmly 
in mind at all times. In fact, others 
easily forget about the hearing loss 
because, being human, they have  
other things on their mind and the 
hearing loss is only important for them  
to remember when in our presence.  
We have to remind them often and 
model the behavior we want from 
them; e.g., always go to where they  
are when we want to talk to them.
 In example number two, people 
who have hearing loss often make the 
mistake of believing that if someone 
knows we have a hearing loss, they 
should also know what to do to accom-
modate it. This is a false assumption 
because, except for very few individuals, 
no one has been taught anything about 
hearing loss and what to do to accom-
modate it.
 Others, including most profession-
als—teachers, physicians, mental health 
providers, rehabilitation counselors, 
etc.—need to be taught what to do in 
order to be understood. People who 
have hearing loss are the ones to do  
the teaching.
 In example number three, there 
is also the faulty assumption that the 
other person “knows what to do, but 
doesn’t do it.” There is an additional 
issue that is very common that pertains 
to the word should. That word produces 
more problems for people than almost 
any other word. If we can focus on 
what people are or are not doing instead 
of some notion of what they should be 
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doing, we will reduce a large amount  
of the anger we experience otherwise.

Two Ways to Get a Grip
Focus on the reality of the person’s 
behavior can lead to thinking about 
ways to improve the situation. Thinking 
about what others should do or ought to 
be doing implies that they really know 
better, when they often don’t. 
 Resorting to using the word should 
also casts an unnecessary moralistic 
tone to the situation; e.g., the implica-
tion is that people are bad, inferior, 
stupid, etc. if they are not doing  
what they should.
 There are two major paths to 
preventing or reducing angry reactions 
for those people with hearing loss. The 
first has already been mentioned and 
involves learning how to manage com-
munication situations. This involves 
the learning of tactics and strategies for 
preventing or reducing communication 
breakdowns and knowing what to do  
to repair communication problems 
when they do occur.
 There are books and DVDs avail-
able that deal with these issues that are 
focused on problems specific to hearing 
loss. (See Resource section.)   
 The second path involves learn-
ing how to manage oneself in difficult 
communication situations. Even when 
people use the most effective commu-
nication tactics and strategies, prob-
lem situations will arise on occasion. 
Instead of feeling helpless and frus-
trated when that happens, it is better to 
practice self-management procedures 
to minimize unnecessary emotional 
turmoil and self-defeating thoughts.
 There are a wide variety of relax-
ation-focused procedures available 
that can be learned in a relatively brief 
period of time (several weeks) if prac-
ticed faithfully. Breath control, muscle 
relaxation, meditation, and Tai Chi  
are a few examples.
 There is also an abundance of 
books on the market that are helpful  
in dealing with anger and other stress-
related experiences, but that do not  
focus on hearing loss. I have listed  
several of these that I have found  
to be most useful.
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 If you think you and your families 
and friends are the only ones who get 
angry about the hearing loss and its 
communication obstacles, you are not 
alone. I hope this discussion sheds 
some light on the topic.

Sam Trychin, Ph.D., is 
a lecturer at the Penn 
State, Erie, Behrend 
College. Prior to that 
he was the director of 
training at the Mental 
Health Research and 
Training Center for 
Hard of Hearing and 
Late-Deafened Adults, 
California School of Professional Psychology, 
San Diego, California. Previous to that, he 
was professor of psychology and director of 
the Living with Hearing Loss Program,  
Gallaudet University, Washington, D.C.
 Dr. Trychin currently conducts training 
programs, classes, and workshops  for people 
who are hard of hearing, their families, and 
professionals who provide services to them. 
His specialty is the application of psychologi-
cal concepts, principles, and procedures to 
problems and issues related to hearing loss. 

Resources
Anger: Wisdom for Cooling the Flames (2001) by Thich Nhat Hanh,  
Riverhead Books

Transforming Anger (2003) by Childre, D. and Rozman, D. New Harbinger  
Publications, Inc.

A New Guide to Rational Living (1961) by Ellis, A. and Harper, R.A.,  
Wilshire Book Co.

Other Books Focused on Hearing Loss

For help in managing communication situations:

Living With Hearing Loss: Workbook (2006) by Sam Trychin, available  
from Sam Trychin, www.trychin.com (click on Bookstore)

For help in managing oneself:

Relaxation Training manual and DVD (1986) by Sam Trychin,  
available from Sam Trychin www.trychin.com (click on Bookstore)

Tell us about your experiences with hearing loss 
in the workplace and be a part of Hearing Loss 
Magazine! Author submission guidelines can be 
found on our website at www.hearingloss.org.  
For more information, e-mail Editor Barbara  
Kelley at bkelley@hearingloss.org.We want you!


