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WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION HOLDS CONSULTATION ON EPIDEMIOLOGY OF
HEARING IMPAIRMENT IN DEVELOPING WORLD AND TO UPDATE PROTOCOL

In order to review the methodologies, recent use and results of the World Health Organization Ear
and Hearing Disorders Survey Protocol, to discuss the application of epidemiological data to
reduce the burden of deafness and hearing impairment, and to make recommendations on how
the protocol should be updated to provide such data, WHO sponsored a “Consultation” at its offices
in Geneva from 26-28 February. WHO has substantially increased its estimates of the global and
regional burden of hearing loss and recognizes this burden leads to massive social and economic
consequences. However, according to WHO officials, there remalns a need to collect appropriate
epidemiological data from developing countries in order to quantify accurately the extent, causes
and consequences of the burden.

The WHO Ear and Hearing Disorders Survey Protocol has been used in more than 9 developing
countries in 5 regions. There was a need to evaluate its performance and contribution as well as
to update it, so that it could continue to contribute effectively to WHO’s analyses and work in the
future. The meeting in February was designed for that purpose.

The Agenda included presentations of surveys in developing countries which have utilized the
WHO process. Included were results from Oman, Indonesia, India, Vietham, China, and Brazil.
Results of epidemiological studies were also reported from Saudi Arabia and Costa Rica. The
WHO staff reviewed study design, validation of studies, the use of data for economic analysis and
its impact on the well being of each country’s economy, and the overall development of a world-
wide database on hearing impairment.

Following the presentations, the group was divided into sub-groups which considered such topics
as Otological/Audiological standards and definitions, survey design, consistency in the method of
audiological testing, and future directions and needs the WHO might consider. We have asked Dr.
Andrew Smith of the World Health Organization to prepare a detailed report of the results of the
meeting. He has agreed to do so. That report should be available in the next Audinews.
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AUDIOLOGY IN CHINA: A NEW AND RAPIDLY GROWING PROFESSION

Tao Jiang and Joy Armson, Dalhousie University

For a country like China, with more than 26 million people suffering from

j hearing impairment, there is an urgent need for audiologists and audiological
& services. Unfortunately, like other developing countries, the government has its
own priorities. In China’s case, it is addressing the basic problems facing the
world’s largest population. Ten years ago, Audiology as a profession was
nonexistent. However, in 2000, the launching of an Audiology graduate training
program at Sichuan Univ, Chengdu, in partnership with Dalhousie Univ of
Canada, significantly changed that. China has witnessed the fast development
of educational programs in audiology across the country and the profession of
Audiology is rapidly emerging. An unofficial estimate indicates there are
probably 20 different institutions now offering various levels of audiology education in the country.
Some offer a month long short-term training course, some provide a 4-year undergraduate program,
and others deliver a postgraduate degree. Although, at this time only a small number of graduates
have been trained from the programs, they have played a critical role in facilitating the future
development of audiology in China. As demands increase for more well trained, qualified
professionals, we will see more formal educational programs established. Undoubtedly this will have
a significant impact on China.

The recent development of audiology education in China has a number of interesting features. This is
primarily because overseas programs from different countries have been actively involved in the
establishment of the local Chinese programs. For example, in 2000, Dalhousie Univ, Canada,
partnered with Sichuan University to set up a graduate program funded with more than $2 million Cdn
through a number of private donations. This three-year program has created its own curriculum,
based on the Canadian model, with the intent to meet all requirements of audiology education.
Graduates receive a Masters Degree from the Ministry of Education of China. The program has 36
graduate students enrolled. The first group of 12 will graduate in June 2003. One of the graduates
has received a scholarship to continue PhD study in the USA.

Another example is an undergraduate program supported by Melbourne Univ of Australia. This
program started to offer undergraduate audiology education in 1996 at Beijing TonRen Hospital.
Unlike some of the others, the TonRen program does not require medical training in the student’s
background because it offers a Bachelor of Science in Biomedical Engineering. In still another
example, the Univ of Hong Kong, linked with Fu Dan Univ of Shanghai, will offer a distance education
program in Audiology.

Training programs are usually associated with institutions or organizations that have been actively
involved in audiological practice. This strong association enables programs to access ready, well-
established infrastructures for service delivery, and more importantly, for valuable funding. For
example, the undergraduate program at Zhejiang Chinese Medicine Univ is partly managed by Huier
(“Better Ear” in English), one of the largest hearing aid dispensary groups. The University is located
in one of the highly developed provinces in eastern China. It started enrolment in September 2002,
and now has 48 students. The Huier group accounts for 10% of the market share of the Chinese
hearing aids and provides significant funding for the operation of the program.

Because Audiology is still not an independent discipline recognized by the Ministry of Education, it is
usually offered under the umbrella of other disciplines accepted by the government. For example, in
Beijing TonRen program, Audiology is offered along with Bioengineering; while at Sichuan Univ it is
linked with Otolaryngology. Upon graduation, students will obtain a degree designated to the
particular major of their institution, with a specialization in Audiology. This indirect organization has
influenced the recruitment of qualified students. Continued on Page 3



