
 

Barn owls found to suffer no hearing loss as
they age
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(Phys.org)—A small team of researchers with the University of
Oldenburg has found that barn owls do not suffer hearing loss as they get
older. In their paper published in Proceedings of the Royal Society B, the
group describes hearing tests they conducted with a group of trained
owls, what they found and why they believe more study of the birds may
lead to preventing hearing loss in aging humans.
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Most everyone knows that growing older can lead to hearing loss. It
happens because humans and other mammals have an inability to
regenerate sensitive cells inside the ear. As damage accumulates over
time, hearing degrades. This is not the case with birds, however. Prior
research has shown that some experience little if any hearing loss in their
old age. In this new effort, the researchers looked to see if that also
applied to long-lived birds such as the barn owl.

Barn owls are the most widespread of all the owls—they are found all
around the world except in polar and desert regions. They earned their
name by taking up residence in barns, drawn by the rodents that are
attracted to stored grains. Barn owls have exceptionally good
hearing—approximately 10 times as sensitive as human hearing,
according to previous research. Barn owls are able to use hearing alone
to capture prey moving in total darkness. They also live a long
time—some in captivity have lived to be over 20 years of age.

To learn more about barn owl hearing during aging, the researchers
trained seven owls (aged two to 17) to fly from one position to another to
receive a treat in response to an auditory signal. The birds were then
separated into age groups and the researchers tested their hearing by
altering the tones. The researchers report no difference in hearing
abilities between all of the birds. As an aside, the team also tested the
hearing of another individual barn owl that had lived to be 23 years old,
and found that its hearing was just as good as the younger owls.

The researchers conclude by asserting that barn owls do not experience 
hearing loss as they age and suggest that studying them and other birds to
learn how they regenerate damaged nerves in their ears may lead to
treatments for humans.

  More information: Bianca Krumm et al. Barn owls have ageless ears, 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences (2017). DOI:
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https://phys.org/tags/hearing/
https://phys.org/tags/hearing+loss/
https://phys.org/tags/birds/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2017.1584
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Abstract
We measured the auditory sensitivity of the barn owl (Tyto alba), using a
behavioural Go/NoGo paradigm in two different age groups, one
younger than 2 years (n = 4) and another more than 13 years of age (n =
3). In addition, we obtained thresholds from one individual aged 23
years, three times during its lifetime. For computing audiograms, we
presented test frequencies of between 0.5 and 12 kHz, covering the
hearing range of the barn owl. Average thresholds in quiet were below 0
dB sound pressure level (SPL) for frequencies between 1 and 10 kHz.
The lowest mean threshold was –12.6 dB SPL at 8 kHz. Thresholds were
the highest at 12 kHz, with a mean of 31.7 dB SPL. Test frequency had a
significant effect on auditory threshold but age group had no significant
effect. There was no significant interaction between age group and test
frequency. Repeated threshold estimates over 21 years from a single
individual showed only a slight increase in thresholds. We discuss the
auditory sensitivity of barn owls with respect to other species and suggest
that birds, which generally show a remarkable capacity for regeneration
of hair cells in the basilar papilla, are naturally protected from
presbycusis.
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