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Impairments of the auditory and olfactory senses have a diverse etiology. 
However, from a rehabilitation standpoint, the senses affected and the extent of 
impairment are more important. Whereas impairments of the olfactory sense 
cause relatively few and fairly specialized vocational handicaps, damaged 
hearing can be responsible for significant limitation of vocational alternatives and 
diminution of earning capacity. Partial sensory impairments and the 
psychological reactions they cause can often be alleviated with the help of 
hearing aids and other assistance devices. Patients in whom only one ear is 
affected, or who have a limited loss in both, can often return to and be productive 
in the job market. However, a patient with total loss of hearing has fewer 
vocational options, especially, if the impairment occurred before language 
development. Generally, the more severe the impairment, the greater the need 
for the rehabilitation professional's involvement in the coordination of health care 
services. 
 
Introduction 
 
Impairments of any of the special senses can result in vocational handicaps. 
Severe impairment of hearing has significant vocational implications.  
 
Impairment of the special senses of hearing, smell, and taste can result in 
significant vocational handicaps that require involved and specialized vocational 
rehabilitation intervention. As with most disabilities, these impairments may range 
from minor injuries that are temporarily disabling or of minimal permanent 
vocational consequence to severe and catastrophic injuries that result in 
permanent and total disability and the need for long-term rehabilitation plans. In 
most instances, though, impairment to these special senses does not result in a 
client's total dependency, except where age is a factor or in those instances 
where such impairments occur in the presence of other serious disabilities. 
 
As with all disabilities, each case must be assessed individually by the 
rehabilitation professional before conclusions can be drawn. Although general 
considerations are presented in the context of this reading assignment, no 
attempt is made to report specific costs or diminution of earning capacity as they 
relate to each level of impairment They must be determined not only in relation to 
the actual impairment but also in relation to the client's age, education, work 
history, and a broad range of other vocational rehabilitation variables.  
 
The most recent data available on the prevalence and incidence of hearing 
impairments are based on the Vital and Health Statistics Survey published by the 
United States Department of Health and Human Services for the year 1997. (See 
Table 1.) 
 
Table 1 
Prevalence and Incidence of Hearing Impairments (1997)* 
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Impairment Prevalence Incidence % Incidence

 (000) (000) is of 
Prevalence 

Hearing [including 
tinnitus] 19,057 

896 4.7% 

   
*Adapted from Vital and Health Statistics Survey, U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (Prevalence of Selected Impairments. United States-1997). 
 
No specific data on the prevalence or incidence of olfactory impairments was 
found in the Vital and Health Statistics Survey or other data resources available 
from the United States Department of Health and Human Services. 
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