
GETTING READY  
FOR A COCHLEAR IMPLANT

What to expect at surgery
and initial activation



WHAT TO EXPECT AT SURGERY 
AND INITIAL ACTIVATION

Congratulations on making the exciting, life-changing decision to hear your world with a cochlear implant 
from Advanced Bionics.

For over 25 years, AB has been at the forefront of cochlear implant innovation. All the dedication and care 
we put into developing our technology is matched by our commitment to provide the very best customer 
service and support throughout your journey to hearing.

This guide is intended to provide useful information for the two steps that take place prior to hearing with 
a cochlear implant: the surgical placement of the implant, and the activation of the system two to four 
weeks after surgery. It will also help you understand what to expect in the months ahead as you or your 
child learn to hear with your new cochlear implant.

 I’ve been implanted since 2001, and it has been the 
greatest gift I have ever received. From the moment I 

was hooked up, I loved my implant because 
it has truly given me back my life. 

—Michelle T., AB CI wearer



THE FIRST STEP IS  
PREPARING FOR SURGERY

What are your feelings about surgery?
In the time leading up to the surgery, it is normal to experience a range of emotions. It is perfectly natural 
to feel anxious, especially if you are the parent of a young child who may be undergoing surgery for the 
first time.

Keep in mind that surgery is a necessary but brief part of the process, and that hundreds of thousands 
of people have undergone the routine procedure all around the world. Most people go home the same 
day or the very next day. Staying focused on the ultimate goal—hearing your world—can help calm any 
fears you may experience.

Have you reviewed your hospital-provided, pre-surgery information?

If you have not received this from your hospital or surgeon, contact them to request it. Make sure you 
have all of your questions about surgery and recovery answered in advance.

If you have been told that you will spend the night, remember to pack your personal belongings for an 
overnight stay.

NOTES:



ADULT IMPLANTATION: PREPARING FOR SURGERY

Getting ready
While any type of surgery has some associated risks, it is important to know that complications are 
extremely rare. You or your child will go through thorough pre-surgical examinations to make the surgeon 
aware of any special circumstances that need to be considered. You should talk to your surgeon and 
other medical staff about any concerns you may have about the procedure and recovery. It may also help 
to talk to members of the AB Community or the HearingJourney.com online community to discuss their 
experiences.

Someone to be with you at the hospital
It is a good idea to have someone with you on the day of surgery who can help with any communication 
needs. If you are a hearing aid wearer, there will be times when you cannot use your hearing aid. There 
may be times when medical staff will talk to you while they are wearing a surgical mask, which can pose 
a challenge if you rely on lip reading. Even though your implant team is aware of these communication 
challenges, it can still be helpful and comforting to have someone you trust with you in case you need 
help communicating. That person will likely be able to accompany you into the surgical preparation area 
as well. It may also help to have a pencil and paper or tablet to ease your communication needs. If you 
are a hearing aid wearer, bring a sturdy case, labelled with your name and hospital ID number, to store it 
in and consider giving it to your support person to hold onto while you are in surgery.

Someone to take you home
You should not expect to go home by yourself after surgery, especially if it is an outpatient procedure 
and you are sent home that day. If the person supporting you during surgery preparation is not the 
same person taking you home later, make sure you arrange for someone to meet you at the hospital 
and accompany you home. They should stay with you while you get settled in, ensure you have any 
prescriptions filled, and understand your recovery instructions.

I felt like, okay, I can go ahead and make plans 
now to move forward with rebuilding my life.

—Jim A., AB CI wearer

http://HearingJourney.com


PRE-SURGERY CONSIDERATIONS

Have you reviewed your hospital-provided, pre-surgery information?
If you have not received this from your hospital or surgeon, contact them to request it. Make sure you 
have all of your questions about surgery and recovery answered in advance.

If you have been told that you will spend the night, remember to pack your personal belongings for an 
overnight stay.

Have you read the pre-surgery 
information provided by the hospital?

Who is taking you to the hospital?

What day is your surgery? When do you expect to go home?

What time is your surgery check-in? Who is taking you home?

Where do you need to go?

PRE-SURGERY CHECKLIST



PAEDIATRIC IMPLANTATION: PREPARING FOR SURGERY

Prepare as a parent
The prospect of surgery is usually more unnerving for you than it is for your child, so make sure you 
prepare yourself. Even if you are nervous, try to be matter-of-fact about the surgery. It is important that 
you appear calm and confident so that your child does not become overly anxious or afraid. Talk to 
your child’s doctor and audiologist about how to prepare them for surgery. It can be reassuring and 
comforting to hear from other parents who have been through the same experience. AB can help you 
get in touch with other parents whose children have received cochlear implants. Contact us at hear-uk@
advancedbionics.com for further details.

Prepare your child
Children generally are happier when they know what to expect, so talk to them, answer their questions, 
and offer them reassurance. 

Preparing your child is as simple as playing. Play hospital with your child if they are old enough. Let your 
child be the doctor, put a bandage on a beloved stuffed animal, and give it pretend paracetemol if their 
head hurts a little. You can also share the story with siblings, so they understand the process.

Take their favourite stuffed animal to the hospital on the day of surgery for your child to hold while falling 
asleep and waking up. The familiarity of it will give your child peace of mind during the process.

mailto:hear-uk%40advancedbionics.com?subject=
mailto:hear-uk%40advancedbionics.com?subject=


PRE-SURGERY CONSIDERATIONS

Have you reviewed your hospital-provided, pre-surgery information?
If you have not received this from your hospital or surgeon, contact them to request it. Make sure you have 
all of your questions about surgery and recovery answered in advance.

If you have been told that your child will spend the night, remember to pack their personal belongings for 
an overnight stay.

Have you read the pre-surgery 
information provided by the hospital?

Where do you need to go?

What day is your child’s surgery? When is your child expected to go home?

What time is your surgery check-in?

PRE-SURGERY CHECKLIST



SURGERY DAY

The surgery is done under general anesthesia and typically takes one to three hours, with some additional 
time in the preparation and recovery areas.

The Operation
1.  The procedure itself is relatively simple. The doctor makes an incision approximately 

6 to 10cm long in the skin behind the ear to access the area where the implant will be 
placed.

2. The doctor will create a pocket area for the implant to be placed.
3. The doctor will create access down to the cochlea where they will insert the electrode 

into the cochlea.
4.  During insertion, the unique AIM system* from AB can use the electrode to monitor the 

function of your cochlea, providing your surgeon with additional insights.
5.  The implant is checked to confirm functionality, and the responsiveness of the hearing 

nerve may also be evaluated.
6. The doctor will close the incision and apply a bandage.

Waking up from surgery
After surgery, you or your child will be brought into the recovery room. When you wake up, you may feel 
groggy and even a little nauseous from the anesthesia and any prescribed sedatives. Sometimes the 
doctor prescribes anti-nausea medication. There may be some temporary soreness or tenderness from 
the incision and surgery.

*Not available in all clinics



AFTER SURGERY

Depending on the situation and your doctor’s preference, you or your child will either go home the same 
day or stay the night in the hospital. You should be provided with post-surgery guidelines, including 
bathing and bandage treatment instructions, medication procedures, and possible activity restrictions. 
Make sure you understand and follow these post-surgery guidelines.

You may receive antibiotics or other instructions to prevent infection. You will be instructed to watch 
for symptoms such as swelling, redness, fever, bleeding, and/or excessive pain. Any of these or other 
symptoms provided by your doctor could be signs of infection, which your doctor will want to treat 
immediately. Be sure that you have an emergency contact number should you or your child need post-
surgical treatment. Meanwhile, the natural healing process will continue—any discomfort and pain should 
subside, and other possible post-surgical symptoms will settle down.

Forty-eight hours after surgery, he was back to 
his old self, running and jumping all over the place.

—Melissa L., mother of Brandyn, AB CI wearer



INITIAL ACTIVATION FOR ADULTS AND CHILDREN

With the surgery done, you are ready to begin the exciting part of the journey to hearing by turning on 
your AB cochlear implant system for the first time.

Approaching the initial activation session, everyone wants to know if they will hear right away, what it 
will sound like, and if they will understand speech and music. Parents wonder if their children will be 
immediately aware of sounds and voices around them.

Every person is unique—with different medical and hearing histories and life experiences. What you will 
hear depends on many factors, such as how long you have had hearing loss, how much sound you have 
heard in the past, and other medical and physiological factors affecting the inner ear and auditory nerve. 
Everyone also responds differently to what they hear at first.

How will it sound?
At first, speech and sounds from the environment can sound or feel like vibrations, clatter, or garbled 
noise. Some people can recognise speech right away, but it might sound high pitched like a “Mickey 
Mouse” voice, or mechanical and artificial. To others, it may start out sounding natural, just like they 
remember. Very young children may not have any association or comprehension of sound, so they may 
not know right away that they are hearing. For adults with long-standing hearing loss, the brain may have 
been deprived of meaningful sound for a very long time, in some cases since birth, which requires time 
to learn or re-learn how to hear and identify sounds.

It is important to realise that the initial experience of hearing with a cochlear implant system does not 
set the stage for what sounds you will hear and interpret after a period of listening and practicing. High 
pitches (frequencies) are usually the first sounds people with hearing loss lose. When high frequencies 
are first heard again, it can make sounds come across as unnatural or “tinny”. It takes time for these 
sounds to become natural.

Initial activation day: expectations
The ability to associate sounds with meaning can take time. Since many sounds are coming all at once, it 
takes the brain time to learn, or re-learn, how to separate and identify individual sounds in the environment. 
People forget or are not aware of how many things make sound, since so many sounds have not been 
audible. With patience and practice, the world of sound will begin to make more sense. As the brain 
adjusts and learns the complete sound picture, what you hear will become more natural.



During my initial activation, my audiologist was asking me questions, testing 
to see if I could hear the fluctuations. And I remember thinking that I couldn’t, 
but I kept working to see if I could make them out. Then I remembered the 
advice that everyone had given me—just be patient, just relax, and take 
the time you’re going to need to sort things out. Now everything does make 
sense, and the world sounds so beautiful. But you just don’t know when you’re 
starting out. 

—Sarah S., AB CI wearer



INITIAL ACTIVATION: PREPARATION

Language is not acquired overnight, nor is awareness and comprehension of sound. A two-year-old child 
who has never heard before has to begin associating sound with words and words with meaning. It is 
impossible to predict how your child will react on the day of initial activation. New sounds may be scary, 
confusing, or exciting to an infant or toddler.

The Objective of the First Appointment
The objective of the initial activation and programming day is simple: to find a comfortable volume level 
across the frequency (pitch) range so that a hearing programme (sound processing programme or 
“map”) can be set. It has been a successful first day if an older child, teen, or adult can tell the difference 
between loud and soft sounds, or if the audiologist is confident that a younger child is receiving audible 
input. For children who cannot report what they hear, the programming software allows the audiologist to 
take measurements of the hearing nerve’s responses to sound to guide the initial programming. 

Getting Ready for the Appointment
It is a good idea to talk to someone who has been there before. Contact your local AB representative 
and learn how to connect with other cochlear implant wearers or parents who can share their personal 
experiences with you. Contact us at hear-uk@advancedbionics.com. 

Learn the System Before the Appointment
If your audiologist provides you in advance with a cochlear implant system brochure, be sure to read the 
materials before going to the appointment. You can also find a lot of information at AdvancedBionics.
com. It is important to become familiar with the different parts of your system, so that you feel comfortable 
using the equipment on the first day.

Your audiologist should have your system kit in the clinic by the time of your appointment and have the 
equipment ready for you to use. You may want to put the rest of your batteries on the charger when you 
get home to make sure they are fully charged. Refer to the Quick Start Guide or User Guide for further 
instructions on how to charge your batteries.

mailto:hear-uk%40advancedbionics.com?subject=
http://AdvancedBionics.com. 
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INITIAL ACTIVATION: PREPARATION

Who should Attend the Appointment with You?
The initial activation can be a very emotional experience for everyone involved. Some people are happy 
to have a large group of people with them. Others prefer to limit the number of friends and family who join 
them. This is an important moment for you. You will need to be able to concentrate on listening and you 
should aim to create an environment in which you feel comfortable and relaxed. Talk to your audiologist 
and see if they have input or opinions on whom they recommend, if anyone.

•  Adults or teens will need to focus on listening and working with the audiologist. It can 
take an hour or more. It is difficult to predict how much sound will be understood right 
away. One or two people should be all the support needed.

•  You and your child’s audiologist should monitor how your child is progressing through  
initial activation and determine if fewer people in the room or taking turns in the room might 
be warranted.

Emily was turned on when she was a little over 14 months old. We 
didn’t really know what to expect. When Betty Jane (the audiologist) 
turned on the sound, Emmy looked at me and just started bawling. To 
her, it must have been the loudest thing in the world, but we were so 
excited that she could hear something! When Emmy was calm, she 
was looking everywhere trying to figure out what it all was. From that 
moment, she wanted the implant system on all the time.

—Helen C., mother of Emily, AB CI wearer



INITIAL ACTIVATION: 
TEENAGERS AND ADULTS

System Setup
First, your audiologist will connect the programming 
system to your processor and place the headpiece 
over your implant. The visit may begin with running 
diagnostics and testing the software to be sure 
everything is working.

Setting Volume Level 
The audiologist will slowly increase the volume and 
ask you to indicate when you hear something. You 
may also hear a beeping noise, depending on the 
programming method used by the audiologist. It 
does not matter what you are hearing or whether you 
recognise the sound, just let your audiologist know 
when you start to hear or perceive something.

There are 10 levels of sound that you will use 
to describe volume. After you identify the first 
moment you hear sound, the audiologist will begin 
determining the most comfortable level for various 
sounds.

This is not a test to see how loud you can take it. The 
goal is to find a comfortable audible level so that 
you do not have to strain to hear. Usually the most 
comfortable level is made up of a volume range, so 
do not worry about having to determine the exact 
right level. Also, your sound comfort level will change 
over time, so the volume you select on the first day 
is not necessarily what you will be listening to after 
future programming sessions.

MOST COMFORTABLE  

Is defined as the level that has the 
highest volume that you can listen to 

with ease and comfort over time.

SETTING VOLUME

VOLUME

TOO LOUD 10

UPPER LOUDNESS LIMIT 9

LOUD 8

LOUD BUT COMFORTABLE 7

MOST COMFORTABLE 6

COMFORTABLE BUT SOFT 5

COMFORTABLE BUT TOO SOFT 4

SOFT 3

VERY SOFT 2

JUST NOTICEABLE 1

OFF 0



INITIAL ACTIVATION: CHILDREN

Because children arrive at this experience at different ages, with different hearing experiences and 
different levels of language development, they can have a wide variety of responses to sound. Some 
children are too young to communicate what they experience. Your audiologist is trained to identify a 
child’s responses to sound, so that they can set appropriate levels for the hearing program.

System setup
Your audiologist will connect the programming system to your child’s processor, and place the headpiece 
over the implant. The visit may begin by running diagnostics and testing the software to be sure that 
everything is working. Neural Response Imaging (NRI) is a method used to gain information about a 
child’s auditory nerve and the levels at which a response to sound input can be achieved. NRI is helpful 
in setting appropriate programming levels, particularly for young children who are not able to give reliable 
responses to sound. Your child may or may not react to sounds during this test and can move around and 
play with toys while it is being conducted.

Setting volume levels
The audiologist will begin increasing the volume and evaluating your child’s responses. The first sounds 
can produce a variety of reactions, including crying, laughing, looking up, bewilderment, and even 
ignoring what is heard. Because sound has no meaning to a child born with significant hearing loss, they 
may not have any obvious reaction at first. This is where audiologists apply their skills and can identify 
behaviour that might otherwise go unnoticed. A parent’s input during this process can be valuable as 
well.

How you can help
Fitting the processors and conducting initial programming can take anywhere from 30 minutes to over an 
hour. Often, a child reacts to having the headpiece put on or to hearing sound for the first time by pulling 
the headpiece off. You can help by keeping your child distracted with toys and games as your audiologist 
manages the equipment and programming. Bring your child’s favourite toys to the appointment. It is 
important to share with the audiologist your observations about your child’s responses, as your input can 
be very helpful in the programming session.



AFTER INITIAL ACTIVATION

Before you leave your audiologist’s clinic, be sure you understand how to wear and use the processor and 
batteries. Your User Guide is helpful to review after you have spent some time using the cochlear implant 
system. Advanced Bionics YouTube channel (www.youtube.com/c/ABSupport) has helpful instructional 
videos that will be a great resource for you as well.

At first, sounds may or may not be pleasant as you start hearing with your cochlear implant. Regardless, 
it is important to keep the sound processor on during most waking hours. You may need to gradually 
increase the amount of time that you use the processor each day. Ask your audiologist for guidance.

Important information in the Instructions For Use
You will receive a document that contains the Instructions For Use which will help you understand the 
use of your cochlear implant. Please ensure that you take the time to go through this document and 
understand the precautions that you need to consider with your cochlear implant. Do not hesitate to 
discuss this document with your audiologist or doctor during your next appointment.

Programmes
Your sound processor can store multiple hearing programmes. At your first appointment, your audiologist 
may start with one baseline programme and add progressively more programs for you to work through as 
you adapt to the sound. It is helpful to note your observations on a daily basis.

• FOR CHILDREN, observe and keep track of what your child is responding or not responding to. 
Be sure to note and describe any differences you notice in responses with the processors on, 
when using different programmes, and when different types of sounds occur. Do not expect to 
see a large variety of responses in the first days and weeks, as it will take time for your child to 
adapt. Ask your audiologist and auditory or speech/language therapist for help in becoming a 
good observer of your child’s responses to sound. For additional tips, visit AdvancedBionics.
com. You can also access the HearingSuccess Portal from any device, anytime, anywhere at 
HearingSuccess.com. HearingSuccess is an online resource to help everyone to gain maximum 
benefit from their hearing technology and achieve their full potential. Specifically BabyBeats™, 
early intervention resource, is a valuable tool to help caregivers interact with their child and 
enhance their pre-verbal and early communication skills.

•  FOR ADOLESCENTS, TEENAGERS, AND ADULTS, evaluate what works best as you get used 
to your new hearing. It is important to keep track of what programmes sound like and your 
successes and difficulties hearing certain sounds or in specific environments. Your input can be 
used to optimise your programmes at a follow-up appointment. Between appointments, you could 
utilise the SoundSuccess™ rehabilitation resource and myHearingGuide app. SoundSuccess 
is an online resource that provides adults the opportunity to gain confidence and improve 
understanding of speech and conversations using everyday topics. myHearingGuide allows 
you to, look at your hearing goals and make a plan so you find the right solution to help you on 
your journey towards better hearing. You can access these resources at HearingSuccess.com.

http://www.youtube.com/c/ABSupport
http://AdvancedBionics.com
http://AdvancedBionics.com
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Next Appointments
You will have several appointments over the next few months to make adjustments and evaluate your 
progress. The information you provide about your experiences with sounds and different programmes 
will help your audiologist optimise your hearing and listening enjoyment. 

Hearing the First Day and Thereafter
As you hear with your cochlear implant system, sound begins to transform over the first days, weeks, and 
months. This occurs with changes in the auditory system as the nerves and brain acquaint or reacquaint 
with sound. Three aspects that will affect hearing development include time, programming, and listening 
experiences. Sounds on the first day will not seem the same to you a few months later, or even a week 
later. Be patient as your brain adapts and learns.

The speed of progress will vary for different people. Rehabilitation, practice, and repeated experiences 
are essential components for improving hearing. Be sure to devise an appropriate rehabilitation plan with 
your audiologist. AB offers a wide range of educational materials for parents/carers, adolescents, adults 
and  therapists, including apps and other tools. For more details, visit AdvancedBionics.com.

http://AdvancedBionics.com


A PARTNER FOR YOUR HEARING SUCCESS

Advanced Bionics recognises that this is a life-long journey—one on which we’ll accompany you every 
step of the way. That’s why choosing AB means you’ll have a hearing partner that will never stop looking 
for ways to ensure you can enjoy a life filled with sound.

HearingJourney
The HearingJourney™ online forum is the largest online community of cochlear implant wearers,  
people considering cochlear implants, their families, friends, and loved ones. It is the place to learn, chat, 
laugh, and share stories about cochlear implants and hearing loss. Register for free at HearingJourney.com.

HearingSuccess
Here you will find auditory training and rehabilitation tools and resources for children and adults, including 
the BabyBeats App and SoundSuccess programme. HearingSuccess.com.

Powerful information on CIs and Hearing Loss
In this blog, AdvancedBionics.com/Connections you will find stories written by CI experts, CI wearers, or 
parents of children with CIs, about their hearing journey and helpful articles on hearing loss and cochlear 
implant technology.

http://HearingJourney.com
http://HearingSuccess.com.
http://AdvancedBionics.com/Connections 


CONNECT WITH THE MOMENTS YOU LOVE  
WITH MARVEL CI

Microphones
A series of microphones on the headpiece 
and processor capture sounds and deliver 
them to the sound processor.

Sound Processor
Sitting on the ear, the sound processor 
analyses sounds and sends them on to the 
implant, via the headpiece.

Headpiece
The headpiece magnetically connects, to 
the internal cochlear implant and is fully 
removable.

Implant
Internally, the HiRes™ Ultra 3D cochlear implant and 
electrode array receive the processed signal and 
stimulate the cochlear nerve. These signals travel to 
the brain where they will be interpreted as sound. The 
implant is compatible with an MRI, which means that, 
should you ever need an MRI scan, the implant will not 
need to be removed.

Accessories
For unique environments such as the swimming pool, noisy 
restaurants, or meetings, there are a variety of accessories 
designed to help you hear your best and be at the centre 
of the conversation.

M Waterproof Battery



A wide variety of helpful information is available to you. Contact us to get information on AB products, 

educational materials, resources and references, news and events, and much more.
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