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ABOUT THE HEARING SERVICES PROGRAM

The Hearing Services Program (the Program) is a Commonwealth Department of Health and
Aged Care (the Department) program that provides subsidised hearing services and
devices to eligible Australians with hearing loss.

It consists of 2 components:

e Voucher scheme - a network of more than 300 hearing providers who deliver
services across 3,000 locations Australia-wide.

e Community Service Obligations (CSO) — Hearing Australia provides services for
people who are aged under 26 years, eligible Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islanders and
people who need specialist services or live in remote areas.

The Program was established in 1997 governed by the Hearing Administration Act 1997.

Throughout its three-decade history, the Program has undergone numerous reviews. While
reviews have typically focused on administrative aspects like contracts and business
operations—important for efficiency—they may have neglected long-term participant
outcomes and program effectiveness. This focus on how to run the program, rather than
what has been achieved and for who, has created uncertainty about the Program’s
progress, effectiveness, and impact.

By examining the Program’s past, we aim to reduce uncertainty about its present and
envision its ideal future state.

The Hearing Services Program should lead the way in ensuring every Australian has
universal, timely access to essential hearing support for life.

Note: At the time of this paper, it is acknowledged that the Program is currently
undergoing another review.! We also acknowledge that the Program is only one
way in which the government funds hearing health services. Eligibility for the
Program does not restrict access to other government funded services

1 The Department of Health and Aged Care is currently consulting on potential improvements to the Voucher
component of the 2024 Hearing Services Program. Stakeholders and program clients will provide feedback on changes
to the schedule of Service Iltems and Fees, program standards, maintenance and repair arrangements, available
technologies, and device supply. Additionally, the National Acoustic Laboratories (NAL) is reviewing contemporary
hearing technologies. All changes will be decided by the Government.
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In this discussion paper, we

Pa.St ReV| eWS, explore the evolution and

.. progress of the Hearing Services
FUtu re V|S| O N Program (the Program) through
the analysis of three significant
reviews

The Objective

To understand the actions taken and identify existing gaps to drive improvements in the
Program and enhance hearing health outcomes for all who need it.

Driving Change for Better Outcomes

Our commitment to improving hearing health outcomes for all Australians drives this
initiative. By examining the Program's past, we aim to reduce uncertainty about its present
and envision its ideal future state.

Some Limitations. . .

We've focused on three reviews: 2012, 2017 and 2020/21. These reviews were semi-
randomly chosen as “snapshots” in time to enable exploring the Program’s evolution.
Admittedly, it’s limited historical data here, which might affect the depth of our insights.
Time and resource constraints may also limit some of the scope of analysis and affect
comprehensiveness of analysis.

However, our paper isn’t intended to cover every review ever undertaken, it seeks to
iluminate the bigger picture through the reviews we have selected to inform action and
discussion.

Collaboration

We see this as just the start of a
much-needed conversation—
for I m p aCt one that's all about driving

deeper understanding and real
change.

We invite you to join us in this
exploration to generate ideas
to propel the Program forward
together
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GETTING STARTED: INTRODUCTORY THOUGHTS

Ensuring comprehensive, high-quality support for Australians who are
deaf or hard of hearing is not optional, but essential, especially as
the number of Australians with hearing loss continues to rise.

The Hearing Services Program (The Program) plays a critical role in supporting Australians
with hearing health, but there are significant opportunities for improvement to better meet
the diverse and evolving needs of this population.

1 in 6 Australians
currently
experience

hearing loss.

And this number is growing. By 2050, it is predicted that 1 in 4 will be affected.2
Addressing the hearing health needs of Australians is a necessity.

For nearly 30 years, the Program has provided essential support to many Australians.
However, there are significant gaps and opportunities for enhancement, and, for it to
remain a vital part of the hearing support ecosystem it must continue to evolve and
improve.

The consequences of not improving and addressing these gaps are severe. Without
adequate support, a significant portion of the population may suffer, impacting their quality
of life and overall well-being.

This initiative is a step towards identifying what improvements could be done.

2 World Health Organization, “WHO: 1 in 4 people projected to have hearing problems by 2050,” WHO, 7 March 2021,
accessed: 15 July 2024: https://www.who.int/news/item/02-03-2021-who-1-in-4-people-projected-to-have-hearing-
problems-by-2050
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In our analysis of 3 chosen reviews, 39
recommendations have been proposed
across them ranging from more robust
governance structures to technological
innovations to improving individual
support.

We understand a successful Program must
be efficient, viable, and sustainable which
necessitates consideration of all its
elements and the different
recommendations around this. However,
while all recommendations warrant
consideration, not all merit equal priority.

If we liken the Program to a living
organism, it relies on numerous vital
components to function from small to
large organs. But if the heart stopped, the
whole organism collapses and its reason
for being ends.

So, we believe that the Program should
always centre around the “heart” which
are the participants it commits to support.

This is the driving principle that should
guide all actions towards Program
improvement.

K

D

2)

We must strive for continuous

Improvement in the services provided to

those who are deaf or hard of hearing.



Our review and analysis have highlighted areas we think are guiding concepts to act as a
suggested Program Improvement Framework:3

1. Prioritise Participant-centred effectively utilize available services
Outcomes: Ensure that services meet to maximise their benefits.
the unique needs of each individual 5. Apply an Equity Lens: Prioritise
supported by robust and transparent support for vulnerable populations,
outcome measures to assess including First Nations communities,
effectiveness. culturally and linguistically diverse

2. Emphasise Person-centred Supports: groups, remote & rural areas, and
Recognise the diverse spectrum of address persistent gaps in aged
hearing loss and provide a range of care.

support tailored to individual needs
over their lifetime. While technology

is a pivotal support, rehabilitation Pzﬂ%;gs:nt
support should also be readily Db
available and accessible. '

3. Recognise Whole-person health: )

o Emphasise

Address holistic health needs by Apply An Person-
. . . Equity Lens Centred
integrating psychosocial and mental \ wpport
health support alongside physical

health services. This approach
ensures comprehensive care that

enhances overall well-being.

Provide .
i . . ; Recognise
4. Provide Accessible Education and égﬁg;st'gg Whole-
. .. Person
Information: Empower participants &
] P ) P p nformation N
by offering accessible education

and information. This support helps
individuals understand and

Together, we can improve the Hearing Services Program to ensure every individual has the
opportunity to thrive.

As you read our discussion paper, we encourage you to contemplate:

What do you think are guiding concepts for improvement? What can be done better?

3 In this paper, we use “person” and “participant” language. We recognise that hearing loss varies widely and affects
people of all ages and at different life stages. Care should be personalised, and sometimes this means a family-centric
approach.
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Emerging Narratives: A Synthesis of the Reviews
Thematic analysis of the reviews uncovered trends and patterns.
Unfolding Themes

In analysing the reviews, we broadly categorised the recommendations into 5 categories or
‘themes’:

# Category Description

Eligibility Recommendations aimed at improving access to hearing services for all
Australians, including those in rural and remote areas, Indigenous
communities, socioeconomically disadvantaged populations, and
culturally and linguistically diverse groups.

2  Equity Recommendations focused on reducing barriers to access, such as
affordability, geographic distance, transportation, language batrriers, and
cultural competence of service providers.

3  Service Recommendations related to enhancing the delivery of hearing services,
Delivery including service models, standards of care, service provider qualifications,
and scope of services offered.

4  Quality Recommendations aimed at improving the quality, safety, and
effectiveness of hearing services, such as evidence-based practices,
clinical guidelines, accreditation standards, and quality assurance
mechanisms.

5 Policy & Recommendations related to policy development, governance structures,
Governance funding mechanisms, and regulatory frameworks governing the delivery of
hearing services.

A note on categorisation: We understand that several recommendations may span
multiple categories. However, we have attempted to classify them according to their best
fit. We acknowledge the subjective nature of this process and do not assert final authority.
Our intention is to reveal outstanding areas for improvement. These categories serve as an
initial framework to stimulate further discussion, exploration, and consideration.

Deciphering Trends, Patterns & Recurring Issues

The following 2 tables provide a summary of trends found across the different themes
followed by an overview of the thematic analysis.

Please see Appendix 1: Current Program Overview and Recommendations Alignment for
deeper analysis.
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Summary and Key Takeaways

Reflecting on the thematic analysis, there are emerging patterns for prioritising the
participant experience that includes: improving access, inclusivity, communication
channels, more efficient governance and clear measurable outcomes.

Stakeholders consistently emphasise the following key takeaways:

1. Prioritise participant experiences
and outcomes.

2. Expand eligibility.

3. Offer more flexible services. 4. Provide clearer information.

5. Establish clear objectives. 6. Implement efficient governance.

7. Measure outcomes.

8. Secure sustainable funding.

9. Innovate with technology. 10. Facilitate smooth interaction for

participants with other funded
services.

Interpreting the Present: The Current State

To understand the present state of the Program we reviewed publicly available information
and applied 3 principles:

1. Avoid Assumptions: We refrained from assuming government responses (or lack
thereof) to recommendations to avoid unwarranted conclusions.

2. Focus on Known Status: We examined the Program's known status, meaning what
can reasonably be inferred from publicly available information.

3. Program-Centric Analysis: We concentrated on the Program itself and generally
avoided commentary on other funded services, although we acknowledge that
hearing services operates within a complex system of complementary and
sometimes overlapping government-funded services.

This approach allowed us to understand the Program’s current state, identify any potential
unresolved issues, and lay the groundwork to drive positive change.
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Current State Summary

The Program has made notabile strides in simplifying processes and improving access, but

there remains a need for clearer objectives, better participant data, and enhanced

coordination with other services to fully prioritise participant experiences and outcomes.

Below is a summary of the current state contrasting it against the 10 key takeaways from the

analysis. Please see Appendix 1 for a more comprehensive look at the Program Status and

Alignment with key recommendations.

#

Analysis Key Takeaway

Current State

10

Prioritise participant
experiences and outcomes.
Expand eligibility.

Offer more flexible services.

Provide clearer information.

Establish clear objectives.

Implement efficient
governance.

Measure outcomes.

Secure sustainable funding.

Innovate with technology.

Facilitate smooth

interaction for participants
with other funded services.

There is a lack of participant-centric data and feedback to
be able to fully capture participant experiences.

Progress has been made with initiatives like the 'First Nations
Unit' and research funding for CALD communities. However,
tailored service pathways and better integration for
underrepresented groups, especially in aged care, rural
areas and those who are low-income, are still needed.
Simplified application processes are a step forward, but the
program needs more flexibility in technology provision and
psychosocial support, which are not clearly defined in the
service schedule.

The Program's website offers information but lacks clarity on
tailored service pathways and detailed service descriptions.
Enhancing visibility and accessibility of this information would
empower participants to make informed decisions.

The Program has general goals, but more explicit and
measurable objectives are needed. Clearer objectives
embedded in legislation would improve accountability and
continuous improvement.

A monitoring and evaluation framework was established in
July 2023, which is positive. However, updates are needed,
and governance structures need further modernisation, such
as updating program terminology and renaming the
‘Voucher Scheme".

Quarterly statistics are available but focus on operational
metrics rather than participant outcomes. Standardised
measurement approaches aligned with professional bodies
would provide more meaningful insights.

While fees are indexed annually, it’s unclear if current
funding levels are sustainable. Projects, economic modelling
and further analysis is needed to ensure funding supports
long-term program goals.

Telehealth services were introduced in 2020, but more
technological innovations, like advanced hearing aids and
assistive devices, are needed to enhance service delivery.
Information on interactions with other funded services like
NDIS and aged care is lacking. Improved coordination
would provide a smoother experience for participants,
especially those with complex needs.
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MOVING FORWARD: FINAL THOUGHTS

A Quick Recap. ..
We undertook this:

to understand the actions taken and
identify existing gaps to drive
improvements in the Program and
enhance hearing health outcomes
for all who need it.

We accomplished:

e Explored 3 reviews: we reviewed
39 total recommendations across
them.

e Categorised Recommendations:
we analysed and categorised into
5 themes.

e Highlighted 10 key takeaways: we
identified 10 key recommendation
takeaways that stood out.

e |dentified Issues and Opportunities:
we pinpointed 10 critical issues and
opportunities for improvement.

Did We Achieve Our Objective?

We think so. We gained valuable insights into the actions taken and identified gaps to drive
improvements across the Program. However, we acknowledge that there is still much to
learn, and new knowledge may change our understanding.

But now, with greater understanding. . .
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What next?

Across the 3 reviews we analysed, the number 1 key takeaway was to:

Prioritise participant

experiences and outcomes.

Prioritise participant experiences and outcomes.

We suggest starting here as the core driving principle to improve the Program.

We propose the following 5-point Program Improvement Framework:

1.

Prioritise Participant-centred Outcomes: Ensure that services meet the unique needs
of each individual supported by robust and transparent outcome measures to assess
effectiveness.

Emphasise Person-centred Support: Recognise the diverse spectrum of hearing loss
and provide a range of supports tailored to individual needs. While technology is
valuable, other forms of rehabilitation and support should also be readily available
and accessible.

Recognise Whole-person health: Address holistic health needs by integrating
psychosocial and mental health support alongside physical health services. This
approach ensures comprehensive care that enhances overall well-being.

Provide Accessible Education and Information: Empower participants by offering
accessible education and information. This support helps individuals understand and
effectively utilize available services to maximise their benefits.

Apply an Equity Lens: Prioritise support for vulnerable populations, including First
Nations communities, culturally and linguistically diverse groups, remote & rural
areas, and to address persistent gaps in aged care.

At the start of this paper we asked:

What do you think are guiding concepts for improvement? What can be done better?

Now, we end by asking:

What would an ideal Program look like?

~19 ~



- . . All Australians should have
E nVI S I O n I n g access to tailored hearing

health support at every stage

the Future of e,

The Hearing Services Program should lead the way in ensuring every Australian
has universal, timely access to essential hearing support for life.

With its wide scope, the Program should always align with broader health
strategies such as the Roadmap for Hearing Health.6 By synergising and
harmonising with various support systems, the Program will empower Australians
to cultivate optimal hearing well-being.

However, currently, there are areas where improvements are needed, particularly in terms
of accessibility and tailored services for diverse communities. Proactively addressing these
challenges and bridging existing gaps can significantly enhance the program's impact and
ensure equitable access to essential hearing services for all eligible Australians. Achieving
these goals will require a collaborative effort involving the Department of Health and Aged
Care, service providers, and community stakeholders.

We are committed to working towards improving hearing health outcomes through the
Program.

We are raising the banner to unite for better hearing health.
Together, we can make strides towards a more inclusive and
effective program that meets the diverse needs of our population.

) N

6 See: “Roadmap for Hearing Map,” https://www.deafnessforum.org.au/deafness-forum/roadmap-for-hearing-health/
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