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Background: Sensory hearing loss is predominantly caused by the destruction of cochlear outer hair cells (OHCs), inner hair cells (IHCs), or spiral ganglion cells (SGCs). There have been a number of attempts to differentiate between these etiologies of hearing loss, using various psychoacoustic and physiologic paradigms.



          
Purpose: Here we investigate the potential of the auditory brainstem response (ABR) input/output function for such differential diagnosis. On the basis of the saturation of the OHC-based cochlear amplifier, it was hypothesized that selective impairment of OHCs would reduce ABR amplitudes at low to moderate but not at high sound levels. Selective impairment of IHCs or SGCs would reduce ABR amplitudes more or less uniformly across sound level. Finally, a mix of OHC and IHC or SGC impairment would reduce ABR amplitudes at all sound levels but less so at high levels depending on the relative contribution of OHC impairment to the hearing loss.



          
Research Design: To test these hypotheses, normal-hearing adult guinea pigs were intravenously injected with either salicylate, furosemide, or quinine, under ketamine anesthesia. ABRs, as well as distortion-product otoacoustic emissions (DPOAEs), were measured as a function of the sound stimulus level before and after drug injection.



          
Results: Following salicylate injection, ABR amplitudes were reduced only at low–moderate stimulus levels. Following furosemide or quinine injection, ABR amplitudes were reduced at all levels but less so at high ones. This is in accord with the expectation that acute salicylate administration selectively affects the OHCs, while furosemide and quinine affect both OHCs and IHCs/SGCs. Such differential diagnosis was not possible solely on the basis of DPOAE amplitudes, which were unchanged at high stimulus levels after the injection of each of the three drugs. Comparison of ABR and DPOAE threshold shifts could also differentiate the effects of salicylate from those of furosemide and quinine but could not, for example, unequivocally point to salicylate's selective impairment of OHCs.



          
Conclusions: ABR amplitudes appear suitable for differentiating between damage to OHCs and IHCs/SGCs, at least in a controlled experimental setting where pre- and postmanipulation data are available. This could be useful for noninvasively testing the effects of drugs or acoustic overstimulation on the cochlea, at least in the laboratory. Clinical applicability would seem to be limited by the high variability in ABR amplitudes among normal-hearing humans but might be feasible in the future if regular ABR testing entered into routine clinical practice.
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