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In August 2008 Brad Witt presented a number of workshops around South Africa on the prevention of noise induced hearing loss. The workshops were very well presented and Brad provided some very valuable insight for audiometrists. The following is an article written by Brad to assist the audiometrist in the prevention of noise induced hearing loss. He has also provided a number of websites available to audiometrist that may be helpful. If you have any queries about this article you can email him at the following email address: bwitt@sperianprotection.com
After the Audiogram ... What Next?

The last tone of the audiometric test has been presented, and the noise-exposed worker waits silently in the booth for the audiometrist to open the door.  In the view of some employers and safety managers, the audiometric test ends right there - obligation is fulfilled.  But hearing professionals and audiometrists know that the real work (and benefit) of an audiometric testing program begins immediately after that booth door is opened.

Below are four key elements of follow-up after the audiometric test.  These best practices define whether the audiometric testing will serve simply as a “Hearing Loss Documentation Program” or a “Hearing Loss Prevention Program.”

1) Provide Immediate Feedback
As a young entrepreneur just starting a mobile audiometric testing business thirty years ago, I met my first challenge with a major potential customer.  “Please do not discuss any results with the workers after their audiometric test,” the safety manager warned me.   “We have an internal medical department who will gather all the data and inform workers who have a problem.”  The proposition bothered me, and despite being anxious to please this first big potential client, I had to respond a few days later:  I would withdraw my tender, since immediate feedback was essential to an effective hearing conservation program in my opinion.  After some thought, the client relented:  I administered the audiometric testing, and all employees were provided a copy of the audiogram following testing, with an immediate full explanation of their results.

Fortunately, research has confirmed the value of immediate feedback in audiometric testing.  At one large utility company, audiometric results were provided to one group of workers immediately following testing, while another group of workers received no feedback.  Over three years, the rates of significant shift in hearing were twice as high in the group that received no feedback.

After sitting in a quiet sound booth for several minutes, most workers are anxious to immediately know the answers to three questions:


- What is the current status of my hearing?


- How does my hearing now compare to previous tests?


- Is any action required?

Immediate feedback that answers these three questions following the audiometric test will be most influential in making noise-exposed workers an active player in their own hearing conservation.

2) Provide One-on-One Training

There is no better time for training than immediately following the audiogram:  the worker is focused on hearing, anxious to know results, and compliant in changing behavior.  Companies who delay hearing conservation training to a group gathering miss one their most powerful tools against noise-induced hearing loss – “one-on-one-feedback with education”. 

Numerous research studies point out the advantage of individual one-on-one training against group training.  In a study of 100 noise-exposed workers at eight different facilities, the fit of hearing protectors was measured, and then compared to many different factors from the worker’s profile to see which factor could best predict a proper earplug fit for a particular worker.  Only one factor was a good predictor:  whether that worker had received individual one-on-one training in fitting earplugs.  No other factors seemed helpful (including the number of group training sessions presented to the workers).  

3) Analyze for shifts that are below compensation levels

Most companies are now familiar with Instruction 171 and routinely compare the current audiogram to the baseline audiogram to look for possible shifts in hearing thresholds, using defined criteria.  This is essentially a “red light / green light” approach to audiometric data.  

But a number of proactive companies adjust their comparison to stricter criteria e.g. a PLH shift of 5 or 7 rather than 10.  This early warning of noise-induced hearing loss essentially inserts an amber light between the red and green, and allows the safety manager to take pre-emptive action sooner, before the shift becomes reportable and the worker suffers the associated loss of hearing which will never be recovered. 

4) Preventive follow-up for shifts

Most employers know a significant shift in hearing requires follow-up, but what follow-up is most effective?  Here are three follow-up steps that have proven to be extremely effective in stopping more progression of hearing loss in a noise-exposed worker:

• Refit the hearing protectors, and re-train the user individually.  The worker must demonstrate that he/she can properly fit the earplug before they leave the room.  This often takes multiple tries with multiple different earplugs.  But obtaining a proper fit of hearing protection is the best tool against additional shifts in hearing.

• Fit testing of hearing protection is now available from several manufacturers.  Instead of estimating how much protection a worker obtains, the decibel level of protection can actually be measured to ensure proper fit.

• In-ear dosimetry.  The ultimate protection from hazardous noise is now available in a method called in-ear dosimetry.  Using microphones inserted on the eardrum-side of an earplug, the in-ear dosimeter constantly monitors real-time noise exposures under the earplug, so that a worker and safety manager know exactly how much noise is reaching the eardrum throughout a workday.  Using such a system, one mining operation found their company’s progression of noise-induced hearing loss to stop immediately.

Conclusion

The audiometric test alone does nothing to protect hearing from hazardous workplace noise.  Far too many companies provide testing that simply documents that their Hearing Conservation Program is not working.  The audiogram becomes valuable only when it is used proactively to prevent additional hearing loss.  By providing immediate feedback to workers, training them individually in fit, analyzing the current audiogram for early shifts, and implementing preventive follow-up actions, the audiogram becomes the powerful tool it was intended to be in preventing noise-induced hearing loss.

Additional website resources

www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/noise/default.html
Website of the Hearing Loss Prevention team from the U.S. National Institute of Occupational Safety & Health.  Includes a variety of resources and tools including hearing loss simulations, selection tools, and educational links.

www.howardleightveripro.com.

Information regarding the VeriPRO fit verification system, from Howard Leight.  Includes field data showing effect of poor fit versus good fit in hearing protection.

www.dosebusters.com
Provides an overview to the concept of in-ear dosimetry, and an introduction of the doseBuster system.
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