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Hearing loss does not go untreated 
because there are no treatments, but 
because healthcare systems may not 
support equal access to lifelong care, or 
individuals simply aren’t aware that they 
need treatment.

That is why hearing screening is so 
important.

Systematic hearing tests across a 
population is the best way of breaking 
down barriers, and identifying and treating 
those with untreated hearing loss in order 
to avoid the long-term effects. 

Why hearing screening benefits 
individuals, and societies

research shows that adults 
regularly wait up to ten years 
before seeking treatment for 
their hearing loss,4 and that 
only 17% of people who could 
benefit from a hearing aid  
actually use one.3 This  figure 
reduces to just 4,2% when 
considering use of  cochlear 
implants.5

Poor hearing health has a major impact on individuals. it is associated with 
decreased educational and employment opportunities1 as well as a higher 
risk of social isolation and dementia.2 

collectively, this has a knock-on effect for society. The WHo estimates that untreated 
hearing loss costs the global economy around $980 billion a year.3 as the world 
population ages, this amount will only increase year on year.

at the Hearing Health forum eu, we firmly believe that implementing hearing screening is one 
of the most effective ways of reversing this trend and improving the world’s hearing health. 

Here’s why.

Hearing Screening iS THe firST STeP

Treating hearing loss is entirely possible. Hearing aids, cochlear implants and bone 
conduction systems not only help people to hear, they also limit associated social, 
economic and health related comorbidities. but individuals with hearing loss often do not 
receive the treatment they need. 
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when considering the mitigation of cost  
associated with special education services.7

but despite these benefits and their proven 
cost-effectiveness, we still live in a world  
where only 38% of the population have  
access to newborn hearing screening.3  
if we want to improve hearing health for  
the long term, this has to change.

Screening for over 55s: THe neW STandard PracTice

The other area that requires vast improved is routine hearing screening programmes 
for the over 55s. 65% of the global population over the age of 60 have some degree of 
hearing loss,3 and yet hearing screening for older adults is not nearly as widespread as 
with newborns. given the world’s ageing population and the links between hearing loss 
and dementia, hearing screening for older adults has never been more important.

accessibility is key with this age group, who often delay consulting a health professional 
about their hearing problem due to stigma or acceptance. in Malta, where a pilot project 
is underway to provide free hearing screening tests for adults, reducing the stigma around 
getting a hearing test has been a key part of the strategy. as Maltese MeP and Hearing 
Health forum eu president alex agius Saliba explained: 

“[We are pushing] forward this campaign to reduce the stigma when it comes to testing 
and also to seek medical advice and treatment”.

Strategies like in Malta have also been shown to be cost-effective, in both developed and 
developing countries. 

The WHO estimates that in  
lower-middle-income settings,  

every international dollar invested 
in newborn hearing screening 

generates a return of 1.67 
international dollars.3 

THe Tried and TeSTed benefiTS of neWborn Screening

universal newborn hearing screening is the minimum standard of care in paediatric hearing 
health. The benefits are clear. for those children born with permanent hearing loss, early 
diagnosis and treatment following effective hearing screening can ensure that the adverse 
impacts associated with untreated hearing loss are minimized.3

like with many health programmes, a barrier to implementation is cost. However, newborn 
hearing screening programmes have been proven to be a worthwhile investment delivering long 
term economic and social benefits. a programme in the Philippines resulted in considerable 
long-term savings, for example in education and healthcare.6 High-income countries also 
benefit from early intervention. a study in the 
uSa forecast that the cost of universal  
newborn hearing screening could be offset  
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focusing on older adults with significant 
hearing loss (>35 db) has been shown 
to deliver improved outcomes,8 with one-
stage testing strategies identified as 
enhancing cost-effectiveness compared to 
two-stage methodologies. 

new digital screening technologies, such 
as online hearing tests and the “hearWHo” 
app can be cost-effective methods in 
developing countries, as they require 
minimal training and resources.

HoW can We Make THe cHange?

according to the WHo, every 
international dollar invested in 

hearing screening for the over 50s 
generates 1.62 international dollars 

in high-income settings and 0.28 
international dollars in a  
middle-income setting.3

In short, the global provision of hearing screening requires further optimisation to significantly 
improve access. Too many people and societies around the world are losing out due to untreated 
hearing loss and while treatments are available, they don’t always reach the people who need 
them. At the HHFEU, we support the WHO’s call to provide a “whole life” approach to hearing health 
care. That means introducing hearing screening throughout the lifetime of an individual, with a 
particular focus on newborn babies and older adults. By identifying hearing loss at these key points, 
we can raise the hearing health of societies, and give individuals the quality of life they deserve.

This is in-line with our EU Policy Recommendations, which call for policy makers to:
• �Raise awareness of the importance of hearing health, the impact of hearing loss and

the benefits of hearing loss treatment among the public and healthcare professionals.
• �Promote the need for robust national hearing health strategies including diagnosis,

rehabilitation, service and maintenance.
• �Introduce a national Newborn Hearing Screening Programme and Over 55 Hearing

Screening Programme.
• �Acknowledge access to professional hearing care as a right.
• �Promote access to effective treatments including hearing aids, bone conduction devices,

and cochlear implants.
• �Explore and invest in effective methods of prevention and rehabilitation for hearing loss.
• �Share best practices among EU Member States.

Want to learn more about hearing screening for newborns and the over 55s? Read the WHO’s 
‘Hearing screening: considerations for implementation handbook’ and learn more about the 
benefits of implementing hearing screening.

To discuss hearing loss policy development in your country, please contact the Hearing 
Health Forum EU team via: contact@hearinghealth.eu



HEARING HEALTH FORUM EU
4

References:

1. EU, H.H.F., Hearing loss: The Silent Burden on European Economies and Societies. 2021.

2. �MED-EL. Hearing Loss is the Number One Modifiable Risk Factor for Dementia. 2021;
Available from: https://blog.medel.pro/hearing-loss-is-the-number-one-modifiable-risk-
factor-for-dementia/.

3. World Health Organization, World Report on Hearing. 2021: Geneva.

4. �Simpson, A.N., et al., Time From Hearing Aid Candidacy to Hearing Aid Adoption: A
Longitudinal Cohort Study. Ear Hear, 2019. 40(3): p. 468-476.

5. �Saunders, J.E., H.W. Francis, and P.H. Skarzynski, Measuring Success: Cost-Effectiveness
and Expanding Access to Cochlear Implantation. Otol Neurotol, 2016. 37(2): p. e135-40.

6. �Santos-Cortez, R. and C. Chiong, Cost-analysis of universal newborn hearing screening in
the Philippines. Acta Medica Philippina, 2013. 47: p. 53-57.

7. �Mehl, A.L. and V. Thomson, Newborn hearing screening: the great omission. Pediatrics,
1998. 101(1): p. E4.

8. �Organization, W.H., Global costs of unaddressed hearing loss and cost-effectiveness of
interventions. A WHO Report, 2017.




