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History, Organization and Training of Audiology in Switzerland

Thomas Spillmann

With its old humanistic tradition, the Swiss education system has offered special schools for deaf and handicapped children centuries before ENT had started its medically founded science and practice in research and treatment of deafness, and even longer before hearing aids had become available for most patients. The first audiologist in the modern sense was Erhard Lüscher, professor of ENT at the University of Basel, who together with the physicist Joseph Zwislocki investigated inner ear physiology with special reference to the recruitment phenomenon during the first post-WW2 years. Their contribution from 1949 was titled: “A simple method for indirect monaural determination of the recruitment phenomenon”. At this time, the first electronical audiometers from American manufacturers were introduced in otological practice. Hearing loss and its rehabilitation was recognized by the new Swiss National Insurance for disabilities (IV = Invalidenversicherung) system in 1960, when hearing aids became increasingly reliable and their distribution system was getting professionally organized. From this time on, ENT-physicians became gatekeepers in hearing healthcare provision, as experts both in hearing aid prescription and post-fitting evaluation on behalf of the national insurance.
Switzerland with a 7.4 Mio population has 410 ENT specialists, all members of the Swiss otolaryngologic (ENT) society. About 2/3 (240) of them are involved with the hearing aid fitting procedure as so-called 'audiological expert physicians'. Five university ENT-departments and two ENT clinics are teaching and training institutions of audiology. Each of them has its own audiologic division, led by an audiological physician or by an audiological scientist. Additionally, the Swiss National Workplace Insurance (SUVA) runs a center for occupational audiology. Nationwide, the number of audiological scientists is about 40. The majority of them are employed by the Swiss hearing aid industry in research and development. Hearing aid fitting is provided by 180 private hearing aid dispensers which select and try hearing aids and fit earmolds. Apart from the 7 special schools for hearing impaired, taking care for about 400 children, no audiological centers for the combined provision of medical and technical services exist.

Over 90% of hearing fittings (annual selling rate approx. 37'000) are provided by private services, although mostly paid by the National insurance. Two national professional organizations are dealing with the provision of medical and technical audiological services: The Swiss ENT society with its audiology commission, and the Swiss hearing aid dispensers association. Furthermore, the national self-help organisation for the Hard of Hearing is politically active. There are also national organizations of hearing therapists (approx. 100) and teachers for the deaf (approx. 150). The audiology commission of the Swiss ENT society is at present the only national representative of medical audiology. It consists of 15 members, 1/3 of them audiological physicians, 1/3 audiological scientists and 1/3 ENT physicians and surgeons. It is a supervisory link between the national authorities and the ENT-society. Also, it organizes audiological postgraduate training for ENT-physicians and residents and supervises the application of international quality standards in the audiological practice of clinics and expert physicians.

For the 84’000/y newborn children screening programs by otoacoustic emissions are running in many hospitals. Actually (2007), about 2/3 of the newborns in Switzerland are screened. Until now, coverage of the screening costs is not taken over by health insurance. Paediatric audiology is practised at the audiological services of 6 ENT-clinics and at 6 audiopedagogic institutions located at paediatric clinics or at special schools for the hearing impaired, where rehabilitation and hearing aid fitting of infants and school children are provided. 
Audiology in Switzerland is not an independent, own standing speciality. Its medical representatives often have to split up their activities either between audiology and ENT surgery or between audiology and phoniatry, as a result of the decentralization and of the relatively small size of the existing ENT services to which they belong. At present, no change of the mainly private-practice based system of hearing aid provision services is planned. Although, the value of a high scientific standard is well recognized by professionals and by authorities, audiology will not be an approved speciality in the near future. The actual system as yet has proved to be capable of providing a well-functioning hearing aid delivery system even in remote regions of the country.
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