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Hearing impairment facts
More than 1.3 million Australians report hearing 
impairment as a long-term health condition. One 
in sixteen Australians report hearing loss at a level 
where they report it as an ongoing health condition  
or disability1.
Meanwhile, over half the population aged between 
60 and 70 report hearing loss, and the proportion 
increases with age. Men have a higher incident of 
hearing loss than women, due to noise exposure in the 
workplace including farming and during war service2. 
Over 37,000 veterans are registered as receiving  
hearing loss care.

How the NRS helps
Everyone has a right to equal access to health services 
and the NRS supports the needs of people with 
hearing and/or speech impairments by helping them 
to communicate with anyone with a telephone. Using 
specially trained relay officers who act as a bridge 
between callers, the NRS makes it easier for users 
to remain independent and stay connected with the 
outside world and the health system. All calls via the 
NRS are confidential and cost about the same as a local 
call. TTYs can usually be rented for the same cost as an 
ordinary phone. Training is free.
For those with severe hearing impairments, isolation 
and a loss of independence are big dangers. The NRS 
can support people in this group to be less socially 
isolated and to get help in an emergency.

Promoting use of the NRS
While older people comprise the majority of those with 
hearing impairment, they can be difficult to reach as they 
do not perceive themselves as having a disability and are 
not linked into networks that are familiar with the NRS.  
As a group that has the most to gain from using the 
service, they are a key target group for awareness raising.
Our preliminary research also shows very low awareness  
of the NRS among GPs and other practice staff, as well  
as a fairly low awareness of hearing loss itself. 
As a flagship of primary health care under current 
national health reforms, Medicare Locals can play a 
crucial role in raising awareness of hearing loss and the 
NRS among people with hearing or speech impairment 
in their local communities through health services and 
planning, as well as through the range of healthcare 
professionals that each Medicare Local works with. 
From early 2012, the NRS has worked on a campaign 
to develop relationships with MLs in order to increase 
awareness among primary health professions of  
hearing impairment and the NRS.
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1. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers. 2009
2.  Mitchell P et al. The Prevalence, Risk Factors and Impacts of Hearing 

Impairment in an Older Australian Community: the Blue Mountains  
Hearing Study. 2002
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Working with Medicare Locals
Some of the ways we’ve been working with Medicare 
Locals include:
l Introducing ourselves to MLs
l  Attending the National Primary Health Care 

Conference and other relevant meetings
l  Providing data on hearing and speech impairment 

specific to each ML
l  Specific pilot projects to raise awareness with the 

Murrumbidgee and New England Medicare Locals
l Working with Aboriginal health workers

Lessons: What to do
Based on qualitative interviews with representatives 
of seven rural Medicare Locals, the NRS has gathered 
data and analysed it to understand how we can best 
work with Medicare Locals. Some of the learnings on 
the right approach are:
l  Take time to understand the role and context of  

each Medicare Local
l  Be clear on the purpose of collaboration
l  Make an initial approach to and build support with 

the CEO or a senior manager
l  Allow time for the Medicare Local to research and 

assess how they will engage and who will take 
carriage

l  Provide information that is tailored for different 
uses by Medicare Local staff, and that is tailored 
to specific population groups. On a broader level, 
providing data that was specific to each Medicare 
Local was appreciated.

l  Where possible, provide in-person presentations 
through state-based NRS Liaison Officers

l  If collaborative projects are undertaken, 
demonstrate effective project management 

l  Take responsibility and be proactive

Lessons: What not to do
On the other hand, we also heard about the wrong 
approaches:
l  Don’t have unrealistic expectations about the role 

and capacity of Medicare Locals.
l  Projects will take longer to be initiated if the CEO or 

senior managers are not involved at the beginning
l  Don’t lose relationships once established through 

lack of, or poor communication. In a rural context, 
it is also important to ensure periodic face-to-face 
contact.

l  Don’t request meetings or set deadlines without first 
establishing a relationship with phone calls  
and emails

l  Don’t overpromise
l  Don’t show a lack of responsibility for project 

management
l  Don’t try to communicate too much information 

too quickly to health professionals. GPs need 
straightforward, concise and practical information.

Recommendations
From evaluating our campaign, we recommend:
l  That the broader health and community sector 

recognise Medicare Locals as a valuable ally in 
improving primary health care services and seek 
ways to work effectively with them.

l  That governments continue to provide increasing 
levers for the Medicare Locals to improve primary 
health care, and its equity in being accessible to all 
population groups.

Conclusion
The NRS is grateful for the willingness of Medicare 
Locals to engaging productively with us as an external 
stakeholder, and we particularly value the quality of 
their relationships with the health sector and beyond. 
Noting the considerable pressure that Medicare Locals 
are under, we recognise that we need be proactive 
and take significant responsibility for developing these 
relationships. The beneficiaries will be the significant 
number of Australians with hearing and speech 
impairment who will benefit from the use of the 
National Relay Service.
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