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Autoimmune
Inner Ear
Disease

Autoimmune activity occurs when a per-
son’s immune system attacks body cells rather
than fights infection in the body. Autoim-
mune attacks in the inner ear result in pro-
gressive hearing loss.

The most popular theory as to the cause of
autoimmune inner ear disease is that cells
meant to fight disease and foreign materials
accidentally damage the inner ear because
they mistake inner ear cells to be a virus, bac-
teria or other harmful substance that is pre-
sent in the body at the time.*

Researchers also are exploring the possibili-
ty that the disease has a genetic origin.

Hearing loss resulting from an autoimmune
disorder is rare, representing less than 1 per-
cent of all cases of hearing or balance prob-
lems. However, it can be associated with a vari-
ety of autoimmune diseases, including lupus,
scleroderma and rheumatoid arthritis.

Researchers also are beginning to think that
Méniére’s disease may be an autoimmune dis-
order.?

When a person has autoimmune inner ear
disease, hearing ability fluctuates and then
worsens in a progressive manner. Problems
with balance, dizziness and tinnitus (ringing in
the ears) also may occur. The disease may af-
fect one or both ears. Nearly 80 percent of pa-
tients experience hearing loss in both ears.?

Of all patients diagnosed with autoimmune
inner ear disease, 65 percent are women.?

When autoimmune inner ear disease is sus-
pected, diagnosis is hot considered until hear-
ing worsens dramatically in the better ear.?
When this occurs, medical professionals re-
view the patient’s family history and results of
hearing and balance tests. In addition, blood
tests and a physical are conducted.

Consultation by a team of professionals helps
to rule out other hearing loss caused by problems
elsewhere in the body. This team may be com-
prised of audiologists, otolaryngologists, ophthal-
mologists, neurologists and rheumatologists.®

Patients who are diagnosed with autoim-
mune inner ear disease and are severely affect-
ed may be helped with hearing aids.?
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For More Information

American Academy of Otolaryngology-Head
and Neck Surgeons
www.aaohns.org

PHOTO/COURTESY PHONAK

American Autoimmune Related Diseases Association
www.aarda.org

House Ear Institute
www.hei.org

National Institute on Deafness and
Other Communication Disorders
www.nidcd.org

A common treatment approach is the use of steroids, which often
helps to stabilize or improve the patient’s health status. Over the long
run, however, chemotherapy-type medication may be utilized.*®

Plasmapheresis, a process that cleans the blood of unwanted sub-
stances, also may be helpful in treating symptoms of the disease.*
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