
POLICY DISCUSSION PAPER – Revised 30 July 2004 
  
TITLE: Noise-induced (or noise injury) hearing impairment and hearing disorders: 
prevention through education. 

  
ISSUE: 
 
There is an urgent need to address the risks and consequences associated with 
exposure to excessive noise, specifically targeting Australia’s youth, warning them of 
the permanent injury associated with noise-induced hearing loss (NIHL) and noise-
induced Tinnitus (NIT). Predictions made in the mid-1990s of a large proportion of 
the Australian male population having a noticeable hearing impairment by 2014 
appear to be coming to fruition. 
  
CURRENT SITUATION: 
 
There is widespread acknowledgement of the impending problem, but no 
government has demonstrated a willingness to take up the issue and actually do 
something about it. Likewise, hearing-related organisations have generally appeared 
unwilling to lobby governments to tackle the situation. The Hon. Julie Bishop, MP, 
Commonwealth Minister for Ageing, recognises the problem, even quoting past 
predictions at the 3rd National Deafness Sector Summit in Brisbane in 2004. The 
damage being caused to Australia’s youth is not hidden: it is in your face every time 
a “doof-doof” car drives past, turning heads and rattling nearby windows. People 
look, shake their heads at the stupid behaviour, and then go on their way. Young 
people talk and joke about how their ears ring every time they attend a concert or 
nightclub. Generally through ignorance, they keep repeating the behaviour because 
there is no real negative aspect to what they are doing, such as pain. 
  
DISCUSSION: 
 
There are two main issues involved in the behaviour pattens of young people and 
their apparent desire for excessively loud music, despite the hearing health issues 
involved in this folly. The first is ignorance. Ignorance of the fact that their hearing 
has been irreparably damaged with each exposure to loud music. Ignorance of the 
disruption that will occur to their lives when the consequences of their behaviour 
becomes apparent. Ignorance of the possibility that the ringing sound (Tinnitus) they 
hear could both increase in volume and become permanent. 
 
The second is invincibility. A macho belief in their own superiority. They have a 
macho belief that hearing problems will happen to others and not to them. They have 
a macho belief that you are weak if you turn down the music or wear ear protection. 
Those from particular ethnic backgrounds have a macho belief that men from their 
backgrounds can listen to loud music without suffering any harmful effects. 
  
CONCLUSIONS: 
 
The word “epidemic” invokes powerful visions of mass infection, panic, and even 
social disruption. For instance, flu epidemics affect thousands of Australians every 
year forcing governments to intervene with national health and education campaigns. 
On the other hand, an entire generation of young Australians (not just a few 
thousand) are needlessly inflicting permanent damage to their hearing, and no one 
will stand up to be counted. To refer to the ever-increasing incidence of hearing 



impairment and ear disorders amongst Australia’s youth as a “silent epidemic”, is to 
understate the problem.  
 
If something is not done soon, other generations will follow this current generation 
down the path of self-inflicted hearing impairment. Governments have procrastinated 
for too long. The time has come for action. What is required is for someone to start 
the ball rolling. Someone to stand up and say: “Hey! Australia has a problem here, 
and if we don’t do something about it soon, it is going to get a whole lot worse.” In 
the absence of any other starters, Deafness Forum should be that someone.  
 
To quote an adage that is as true today as it was generations ago: “An ounce of 
prevention is better than a pound of cure”. To add to that adage and deliberately 
misquote what someone once said: “The only thing required for noise injury to 
flourish, is for good men to do nothing”. 
  
RECOMMENDED POLICY: 
 
That Deafness Forum and its members become proactive in the areas of noise-
induced (or noise injury) hearing impairment and hearing disorders, and actively 
advocate for an ongoing national education campaign to protect the hearing health of 
Australian youth. The campaign should commence during a Hearing Awareness 
Week and/or a National Deafness Sector Summit. Whilst the need is great, an 
adequate preparation time would be essential to achieve the desired long-term 
results. The policy would also be ongoing, in that Deafness Forum would be 
proactively involved in noise-induced hearing impairment and hearing disorders’ 
prevention education wherever the opportunity existed. The aim should be to ensure 
that every young Australian, today and in the future: 
• is aware of the permanent nature of noise-induced injury. 
• is aware of the resulting work, social and family consequences of exposure to 

excessive noise. 
• has enough information to make a fully informed choice about exposure to loud 

noise. 
  
COSTS OF POLICY: 
 
The actual costs have not been estimated and would depend on the nature of the 
campaign. Any national education campaign should be conducted and funded by the 
Commonwealth Government with the support of Deafness Forum and its member 
organisations. The Commonwealth funding could be supplemented by other 
governments and by private sponsors (probably from the hearing protection/safety 
industries, and/or State and Territory Occupational Safety and Health bodies). 
  
RESEARCH BASIS: 
 
Deafness Forum has requested up-to-date research data. 
  
DATE OF PREPARATION: 30 July 2004 
  
STATUS OF RECOMMENDED POLICY: First draft, being circulated 
to deafness sector for first time. 
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