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What is auditory processing disorder?

Auditory processing disorder (APD) is a hearing condition that occurs 
when sound is not processed and interpreted correctly by the brain. 
People with APD experience difficulty with their hearing, even though 
their hearing test suggests that they have normal hearing thresholds.

When sound enters the ear it travels through the outer ear and middle 
ear to the cochlea, where the sound is converted into electrical signals. 
These signals are carried by the auditory nerve to the bottom of the 
brain (the brainstem), before being transmitted through the central 
auditory pathways to the auditory cortex. This is where sounds are 
interpreted and understood.

Problems with the transmission and interpretation of these signals 
within the brain may lead to APD.
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What causes APD?

There are many possible reasons why APD might occur, however in 
many cases it is not possible to identify a specific cause. Some people 
may have had APD all their life, whilst in other cases it may occur 
following illness, injury or significant stress.

APD may also be associated with other conditions such as dyslexia, 
attention deficit disorder and speech & language disorders.

What are the symptoms of APD?

People with APD have a reduced ability to listen and respond 
appropriately to sounds. The most common symptom is difficulty 
understanding speech in the presence of background noise, or when 
several people are talking at the same time. APD may also be associated 
with other problems such as:

• understanding rapid speech or unfamiliar accents
• recognising subtle differences between words
• telling where sounds are coming from
• hearing on the phone
• remembering spoken information or instructions
• maintaining attention when listening

Whilst these symptoms are characteristic of APD, similar symptoms 
could also be caused by speech, language or attention disorders and it 
is not always possible to separate these conditions.

How is APD diagnosed?

Currently there is no agreed ‘gold standard’ method for diagnosing 
APD, meaning that we cannot always be certain whether a person has 
APD or not.
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The current assessment consists of taking a full hearing history, followed 
by performing a range of different types of hearing tests that give an 
indication of how the auditory system is working.

Can APD be treated?

Whilst there is no cure for APD, there are a number of strategies that 
may help you manage your listening difficulties and reduce the impact 
upon daily life. You may be referred to our Speech & Language 
Therapist who will assess your symptoms and lifestyle in order to 
develop a customised management plan.

Further information

More information about APD can be found on the following websites:

• NHS choices: 
www.nhs.uk/Conditions/auditory-processing-disorder

• British Society of Audiology: 
www.thebsa.org.uk/bsa-groups/group-apdi/

Contact details

If you have any questions please contact us using one of the following 
options:

• Telephone:  0114 226 1314
• Text:  0791 772 1604
• Email:  sth.contactRDN@nhs.net

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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