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I would like to begin by acknowledging that 
Montreal is located on unceded Indigenous 
lands. 
The Kanien’kehá:ka Nation is recognized as the 
custodians of the lands and waters from which I 
present today.  Tiohtià:ke (commonly known as 
Montréal) is historically known as a gathering 
place for many First Nations. 
Kathy is joining us from Nex̱wlélex̱wm 
(commonly known as Bowen Island in British 
Columbia), which is on the the traditional land 
of the Coast Salish peoples, including the 
unceded homelands of the Squamish (sko-ho-
mish) and Tsleil-Waututh (sail-wha-tooth) 
Nations.
We want to express our respect for the 
continued connections with the past, present 
and future in our ongoing relationships with 
Indigenous and other peoples within our 
communities.

https://www.whose.land/en/

https://www.whose.land/en/
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psychology, audiology, otolaryngology, low vision rehabilitation, speech/language pathology, multi-sensory, gerontology, public health

Hannah O’Rourke
U Alberta

http://ccna-ccnv.ca/

Team 17: The Sensory-Cognitive Interface
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Sensory loss is common

A 2015 report on the Global Burden of Disease 
(Vos et al., 2016) estimated that 
hearing loss and vision loss, respectively, were the 
2nd and 3rd most common impairments
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Sensory loss increases with age

MILD

MILD

MODERATEMODERATE

50% before 75 years  

50% 50%

Mick, P., Hämäläinen, A., Kolisang, L., Pichora-Fuller, M., Phillips, N., Guthrie, D., & Wittich, W. (2021). The Prevalence of Hearing, Vision, and Dual Sensory Loss in Older Canadians: An Analysis of 
Data from the Canadian Longitudinal Study on Aging. Canadian Journal on Aging / La Revue Canadienne Du Vieillissement, 40(1), 1-22. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0714980820000070
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50%

Dual hearing & vision loss
50% by 85 years of age

MILD

MODERATE
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Combined hearing, vision, balance 
Overall Prevalence
The overall prevalence of having 
1 impairment: 32.1%
2 impairments: 12.7%
3 impairments:  3.1%
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Lancet Commission – the progression!

2017 2020
2024
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Normal Vision & Aging

• Glasses
• Lighting
• Dry eyes
• Floaters
• Cataracts
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Getting your eyes tested
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Visual Acuity

Contrast Sensitivity



• High-frequency audiometric hearing loss
• Noise exposure
• Vascular changes in the ear

• Problems hearing in noise
• Neural loss

Women                                                           Men

3kHz 3kHz

Age Age

Audiograms and Age (ISO 7029)
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Clarity and audibility

• Attending to signals & ignoring noise

• Multiple sounds
 Who

• Spatial location
 Where

• Speed

19https://pathlore.dhs.mn.gov/Courseware/DisabilityServices/HRDHHS18/simulator/index.html#/

https://pathlore.dhs.mn.gov/Courseware/DisabilityServices/HRDHHS18/simulator/index.html#/


• Get your eyes checked every year after age 60
• https://opto.ca/find-doc

• Gert your hearing tested every 3 years starting at 50
• https://member-membre.sac-

oac.ca/search/custom.asp?id=7109
• https://canadianaudiology.ca/find-an-audiologist/
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You can test yourself!

• https://www.who.int/teams/no
ncommunicable-
diseases/sensory-functions-
disability-and-
rehabilitation/hearwho
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You can test yourself!

• https://www.who.int/tea
ms/noncommunicable-
diseases/sensory-
functions-disability-
and-
rehabilitation/whoeyes
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Vision Devices

Magnification
In all its forms

Magnification
In mainstream devices
AND
Many other accessibility features
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Hearing Devices
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• Ask your optometrist about what vision rehabilitation can do for you!
• https://opto.ca/find-doc

• Ask your audiologist about what hearing rehabilitation can do for you!
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Optimizing Listening Environments
• Noise (reduce; use ear protection)
• Echo (building materials, interior design)
• Distance (seating; use room systems)
• Lighting (see face; speechreading)
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Vision & your 
Environment

• Sunglasses
• Contrast
• Glare
• Light
• Light adaptation
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• YOU can modify YOUR environment!
• YOU can select environments (seating, time of day)!
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Behavioural 
Adaptations to 
Vision Difficulties 

• Tell people about your difficulties: 
• Recognizing faces at a 

distance
• Let people know what you need

• Extend your hand first to avoid 
awkward reaches

• Walking on the side-walk
• Is it a shadow, a gap or a step?

• Written materials
• Restaurant menu
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Adapting Listening Behaviours and Attitudes
PURPOSE OF COMMUNICATION MATTERS
KNOWLEDGE & CONTEXT ARE IMPORTANT

• Situational context (familiar?)
• Purpose (information, emotion)
• Relationships (you and others)

• Topic
• Speech speed
• Turn taking
• Repetition and clarification
• Pretending
• Confidence
• Humour
• Emotions

37



• You can modify YOUR attitudes and behaviours!

• AND: You can suggest some changes to the people around you as 
well.
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Speech reading

• Lips
• Sounds that are hard to hear 

are easy to see
• Eyes

• Get attention
• Follow gaze

• Face
• Emotion

• Gestures
• Pointing with hand
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Communication and Social Interaction

42



Social Support
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Literature on Communication & Dementia 

44



• Do not underestimate the importance of social interaction

• The senses help you to stay connected – look after your senses to 
stay connected!
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Sensory & Mobility

• Balance
• See where you go
• Listen as you go
• Multitasking

• walking
• driving
• safety
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• Looking after your sense can make walking and driving safer – for 
you and for those around you!

• It is another example where the sense can help stay active.
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Multiple Stigmas: Others & Self 

52



Stigma and Ageism

• Self-stigma
• Believe in yourself
• Practice to master
• Pace yourself (one thing at a time; 

reduce stress)
• Ask for help
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• Looking after your senses will empower you and reduce 
stereotypes

• You can take control and influence your own perceptions

54



17: My Senses Support Social 
Connectedness

18: My Senses Support Safe Mobility

19: Overcoming the Stigma 
of Sensory Loss

13: Communication and Close 
Relationships

14: Overcoming Conversational 
Dilemmas

15: My Senses Support Communication

16: My Senses Support My Cognition

5: What doe 20/20 Vision 
Actually Mean?

6: What Do Hearing Tests 
Actually Mean?

7: Magnification Devices 8: Technologies for Better Hearing

3: Aging Eyes: What is Normal? 4: What is Typical Hearing at My Age?

10: How Can Light Affect Your Vision?

11: Attitudes and Behaviours 
for Better Hearing

12: Behavioural Strategies to 
Make Seeing Easier

9: Environments For Better Hearing

1: Vision and Hearing

2: Why Are Our Senses Important 
For Cognitive Health?

55



17: My Senses Support Social 
Connectedness

18: My Senses Support Safe Mobility

19: Overcoming the Stigma 
of Sensory Loss

13: Communication and Close 
Relationships

14: Overcoming Conversational 
Dilemmas

15: My Senses Support Communication

16: My Senses Support My Cognition

22: Tinnitus: Can I get help for 
ringing in my ears?

21: The 4 Most Common Age-related 
Eye Diseases

5: What doe 20/20 Vision 
Actually Mean?

6: What Do Hearing Tests 
Actually Mean?

7: Magnification Devices 8: Technologies for Better Hearing

3: Aging Eyes: What is Normal? 4: What is Typical Hearing at My Age?

10: How Can Light Affect Your Vision?

11: Attitudes and Behaviours 
for Better Hearing

12: Behavioural Strategies to 
Make Seeing Easier

9: Environments For Better Hearing

1: Vision and Hearing

2: Why Are Our Senses Important 
For Cognitive Health?

56



Tinnitus
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Common Eye Diseases in Older Adults
Cataract: 100 mill. globally
Leading case of VI, treatable

Diabetic Retinopathy: 4.5 mill. globally
Early detection and treatment essential

Age-related Macular Degeneration: 
8 mill. globally, significant cause of VI

Glaucoma: 7.77 mill. globally
Often asymptomatic, screening crucial

58



• Prevention
• Get tested 
• See treatment whenever possible and available.
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Services

Asheber et al., Healthcare, 2024; https://www.mdpi.com/2227-9032/12/23/2475 62
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Combined Vision & Hearing Difficulties

• Dual Sensory Impairment

• One cannot compensate for the other anymore
• Rehabilitation approaches to consider interaction

• E.g., 
• How to change the battery in a hearing aid with low vision
• Listening to your talking watch when hard of hearing

63



• There are options and help out there.
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Sensory Focus
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Thank you! 

Merci!
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