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Treating consumers fairly and safely: statement of regulatory intent 2007-9

Background

The Hearing Aid Council is the statutory body that registers and regulates individuals and
organisations involved in dispensing hearing aids in the UK. The Council exists because
dispensing (assessing the nature and extent of a person’s hearing loss, advising on suitable
hearing aids to adjust for this loss, selling and fitting aids and helping individuals to adjust to
using an aid) creates risks to consumers that the Government believes should be addressed
through regulation. These risks arise from the clinical work involved in dispensing a hearing
aid, because of the highly technical nature of hearing aids and because of the perceived risk
of vulnerability of hearing aid clients. The Council’s regulations set out minimum standards of
practice for dispensers and employers to mitigate the impact of these three risks on

consumers.

What is a statement of regulatory intent?

This statement of regulatory intent sets out the Council’s position in relation to how it
regulates dispensers. In particular it sets out what we hope to achieve through regulating: the
objectives or principles underlying the Council’s regulations. It sets out where we want to
focus our work and why these are our areas of concerns. It sets out how we intent to raise

standards in these areas: the work we intent to carry out.

This statement of regulatory intent does not replace the Council’s regulations. Dispensers and
their employers are required in law to comply with all of the standards we set, as well as other
laws and regulations covering clinical and commercial practices.

What are we trying to achieve?

The Hearing Aid Council wants to ensure that consumers are treated fairly and safely when
they buy hearing aids from a UK dispenser. To do this, we need to ensure:
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e dispensers maintain good clinical standards: their knowledge is up to date, they
work within their area of experience and always work in a safe and effective way;

e dispensers and their employers treat consumers fairly, through being open with
consumers about what hearing aids are recommended and on what terms and by
enabling consumers to make informed choices about managing their hearing loss;

e employers take appropriate responsibility for the work of their dispensers and those
training to be dispensers, ensuring they comply with our standards and with other
laws and regulations governing their clinical and commercial practices, can identify
when standards are not met and take appropriate action to rectify this; and

e there is an open, honest and transparent relationship between the Council and
those it regulates.

Why are we trying to achieve this?

There are other objectives underlying the Council’s regulations. But the four objectives
outlined above are where the Council wants to focus its activities. We are focusing on these
four objectives because they:

e are key to ensuring our overall aim: that consumers are treated fairly and safely when
they buy hearing aids from a dispenser in the UK;
e address the greatest areas of risk of harm to consumers; and

e will enhance current standards across the industry.

The Hearing Aid Council has published information on what work it wants to do to improve
standards. This is set out in documents such as our corporate plan, and includes work around
improving how dispensers are trained and improving how consumers are enabled to make

informed choices. It has worked with others in developing this statement of regulatory intent.

The Hearing Aid Council has published information on poor performance across the
dispensing industry. This is based on information we collect when individuals are working
towards registering with us ie they are being trained to be dispensers. It is information we
collect each year when people register and re-register with us. This information suggests that
dispensers tend to be aged over 35, and tend to be men. It suggests variable standards of
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dispenser training and supervision. There are different levels between training companies of
supervision of trainees and in the number of trainees who pass their exams first time. There
are issues with how trainees demonstrate they have met our requirements. It also suggests
that a number of dispensers do not keep us up to date on where they live or for whom they
work, making it difficult for us to contact them when needed. Finally, it suggests that we do
not produce information that is helpful to consumers, dispensers or employers.

It is also information we collect when we investigate complaints made by consumers and
when we take disciplinary action against dispensers and their employers. This information
suggests that most complaints:

e are made by consumers. This is different to other healthcare professions, where the
majority of complaints are made by employers or by professionals themselves;

e are made by elderly women who live alone;

e are made by consumers who have used aids before;

e are by consumers who want a refund: they are not satisfied with the service they
received or their experience of using the aid dispensed or because their expectations
have not been met;

e are likely to be made about dispensers whether they have been practising for a short
or long time; and

e are made against male rather than female dispensers.

This information suggests that the areas of poor performance across the industry are the
same as those areas where there is greatest risk of harm to consumers.

What work will we do to achieve this?

Achieving the four objectives outlined in this statement of regulatory intent will involve
dispensers and their employers making improvements to the quality of their work. It will
involve employers and the professional bodies taking responsibility for assessing the quality
of dispensing and taking appropriate action where standards are not being improved or met. It
will involve the professional bodies taking a more substantive role in advising dispensers on
how to meet the obligations placed on them by our regulations.
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The Hearing Aid Council will advise, support and work with others where they are focused on
achieving the four objectives set out in this statement of regulatory intent and do so to ensure
that consumers and treated fairly and safely when they buy hearing aids in the UK. The
Hearing Aid Council intends to work in four areas to achieve the objectives set out in this
statement of regulatory intent. These four areas are set out overleaf.

We will work to achieve the objectives set out in this document by:

¢ producing information that enables consumers to make informed choices and
improves how dispensers and their employers understand and comply with the
requirements placed on them by the Council’s regulations.

e improving how we monitor performance against our standards by dispensers and
their employers;

e changing how dispensers develop and maintain their skills, through training and
continued professional development;

e using the Council’s current enforcement powers more effectively and improving self-

regulation within the industry.

The Hearing Aid Council has worked with professional bodies, dispensers and their
employers, consumer advocacy groups and others in the development of this statement of
regulatory intent. This was important work. It ensures that everyone involved understands
why we are focusing our work on the four objectives set out in this document, what is
expected of them and how the Council will work to improve standards. It also ensures that
everyone — dispensers, their employers and consumers — understand what will happen if
standards do not improve.

The Hearing Aid Council cannot improve standards on its own. It needs to work with
professional bodies, dispensers and their employers, consumer advocacy groups and others
to achieve the objectives set out in this document. In particular, the Council needs to support,
encourage and facilitate the professional bodies as they develop their capacity and
competences in the work they do for and on behalf the dispensing profession. For its part,
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this statement of regulatory intent sets out where the Council will focus its work to achieve the
objectives set out in this document and thereby improve standards.

The table in the appendix to this document sets out specific areas of work for the Council.
This is focused work, intended to help us meet the four objectives set out in this document. It
sets out our work through to March 2009, when we will transfer our responsibilities to other
regulators. The Council will measure its success in meeting the four objectives set out in this
document by how well it does in each of these areas of work. It will report regularly on
progress towards meeting these objectives, so that dispensers and their employers,
consumer advocacy groups and others know what progress is being made and what further
work is needed. By doing this work, we hope to achieve our overall mission: to ensure that
consumers are treated fairly and safely when they buy hearing aids in the UK.



