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Some Tips When You Have 
Older Tenants 
…. Who Have Difficulty Hearing  
 
A man goes to the doctor and complains that his wife can't 
hear him. 
"How bad is it?" the doctor asks. 
"I have no idea", says the husband. 
"Well, please test her. Say something 20 feet away, and if she 
doesn't hear you, get closer and say the same thing until she 
does. That way we'll have an idea of her range of hearing loss." 
 
So the man goes home and sees his wife in the kitchen chop-
ping up vegetables for dinner. 
From 20 feet, he says: "What are we having for dinner?" No 
answer. From 10 feet, same thing. 
From 5 feet, same thing. Finally he's standing right behind her. 
"What's for dinner?" 
She turns around, looks at him and says "For the fourth time, 
beefstew!" 
 

How Common Is It? 
 
Impaired hearing is common after age 50 (which means that it 
affects many tenants and many building managers have difficulty 
hearing too).  
 
It affects 23% of people aged 65 thru 74; 33% of people are 
between 75 thru 84, and 48% of people who are 85 and older. 
Older men who worked around machinery or guns in the war 
are often susceptible to hearing problems. 
 

What Are The Signs? 
 
Many older people may not realize they have difficulty hearing, 
or may feel uncomfortable letting others know.  They bluff or 
fake it in groups and conversations, nodding and smiling to 
cover the fact that they can't hear. 
 

To help figure out if a tenant is having difficulty hearing, ask 
yourself, do they seem to have:  

• difficulty hearing over the telephone;  
• trouble following a conversation when two or more 

people are talking at the same time;  
• to strain to understand conversations;  
• problems hearing because of background noise. 

The tenant may complain that others seem to mumble. Or oth-
ers may be complaining that the tenant has the TV on too loud. 

How Does This Affect Tenants and You 
 
Having a hearing loss can be very isolating, because the tenant 
has to work so hard all the time to try to understand what 
other people are saying.  The senior who is having difficulty 
hearing may feel sad, angry or frustrated when trying to hear 
and communicate with other people.  This can sometimes lead 
to humorous (and not so funny) misunderstandings. Occasionally, 
it can lead to conflict between tenants.   
 

Hearing Loss as a 
Safety and  
Security Matter 
 
Having a hearing loss also becomes a safety issue for the older 
tenant in the building. It affects whether he or she can hear the 
doorbell, the intercom, smoke alarm or the fire alarm.  You can 
help all tenants by  

- making sure the intercom works well and has good 
sound quality.   

- making good use of new technology. (e.g. seniors find 
it very helpful to have a television monitor on the 
front door where a senior can see the person over 
close circuit T.V.  before letting them in.) 

- planning with the senior or fire emergencies (e.g. use 
of a visual fire alarm in their suite).
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Some of these costs for permanent adaptations may be covered 
by Canada Mortgage and Housing under the Housing Adaptation 
for Seniors Independence (HASI) program. 
 
You can also gently suggest that the senior buy head-phones or 
an assistive listening device that connects to the TV.  Both hear-
ing aid users and non hearing aid users can use these. This can 
help avoid noise problems with other tenants.  
 

Dealing With the Problem 
 
But, why doesn’t the tenant just get a hearing aid? Not every-
one who has difficulty hearing can benefit from a hearing aid.  
Only about in 1 in 2 people with hearing difficulty has one. 

As well, some hearing aids amplify all the sounds around (the 
telephone ringing, the police siren), not just the ones they want 
to hear. Seniors who have arthritis can have considerable diffi-
culty operating the aid and putting in a battery for the aid. 
Even when the hearing aid is being used, the quality of the 
sound can be affected by things like heat and humidity. 

 

Some Practical Tips in  
Communicating 
 
First of all, notice if the person is wearing a hearing aid.   
Second, assume that most people around you may have some 
difficulty in hearing. So for all tenants: 

• Don't talk too fast. 

• Speak clearly. 

• Whenever possible, face the person directly.  

• Make sure they can see your face and lip movements 
to help figure out what you are saying. Diffuse light-
ing helps. 

• When they are talking, you stop talking. 

• Try not to go around a corner, or turn away when 
talking. If you do, you become much harder to hear 
and understand  

• Reduce background noises when carrying on conversa-
tions -- turn off the radio. 

• Speak in a normal fashion without shouting or show-
ing impatience. 

• Make sure that the light is not shining into the per-
son’s face. 

• If it is difficult for a person to understand what you 
are saying, find another way of saying the same thing, 
rather than repeating yourself.  

• Move to a quieter location. 

A woman's voice is often harder to hear than a man's, because 
of its pitch. A woman might try to lower the pitch of her voice 
when talking to a person who is hard-of-hearing to see if that 
helps. 

Also, when you are on the telephone, do not speak quickly. Or 
if you are leaving a telephone message,  

• give your name and telephone number at the begin-
ning of the message and at the end. 

• be careful with numbers like “15” and “50”, they 
sound a lot alike.  

• better, still talk to the person face to face, instead of 
on the phone.  It makes it easier for them to under-
stand. 

Tenants’ Meetings: If your tenants have a regular or special 
meeting, try to provide them with a room with good acoustics  
(in other words, where the sound doesn’t echo and bounce off 
the walls). 

• Set up meetings so that anyone speaking can be seen 
or can use a microphone.  

• Include the hearing-impaired person in all discussions 
to prevent the person feeling isolated.  

Where to Go For More Information 

Canadian Hard of Hearing Association has chapters and branches 
in every province. Toll-Free: 1-866-888-2442  


