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Role of Health Surveillance

• To identify early signs of work related ill-
health

– So that better controls can be put in place 
to prevent them getting worse

– To enable workers to raise concerns 
about how their work affects their health

– To highlight lapses in workplace control 
measures 

• It should be systematic, pro-active and 
performed regularly 



When is Health Surveillance for Noise 
Required?

• For workers who are frequently exposed 

to noise above the Upper Exposure 

Action Value (UEAV).

• For workers occasionally exposed above 

the UEAV or exposed between the Lower 

Exposure Action Value (LEAV) and the 

UEAV

– Where individuals may be particularly 

‘sensitive to NIHL’.



Current Health Surveillance for Noise

• Pure-Tone Audiometry (PTA)

– ‘Press the button when you hear the beep’



Advantages of PTA

• Testing equipment is widely available.

• Training for the person performing the test is widely 
available.

• ‘Normal’ is well understood.
– Age-related hearing loss (Presbycusis) 

• ‘Abnormal’ is well understood.
– Noise-Induced Hearing Loss (NIHL)

– Other hearing loss

• A ‘snapshot’ assessment of hearing loss is possible.
– Important for pre-exposure health surveillance



Disadvantages of PTA

• Damage is only identified once it has 

affected hearing.

• Time lag between damage being done 

and being detected.

– Creates difficulty when assessing 

effectiveness of noise controls.

• Strict test conditions are required.

• A subjective test, therefore the individual 

can ‘force’ the result.



Potential Future Health Surveillance 
Techniques for Noise

• Otoacoustic Emissions (OAE)

– ‘Echoes’ from the ear.

– Currently used for new-borns.



Advantages of OAE

• Can identify damage before it affects 

hearing ability.

• May also be able to detect susceptibility 

to damage.

• Test conditions are less strict than for 

PTA.

• Does not rely on a response from the 

patient.

– Less susceptible to ‘forcing’ of the 

result.



Disadvantages of OAE

• ‘Normal’ and ‘Abnormal’ is less well 

understood.

– Better at groups rather than individuals

• Practical equipment is only just becoming 

available.

– Significantly higher training burden for 

technicians.

• Does not work for all individuals



The Way Forward?

• PTA will remain the accepted standard for 

the foreseeable future.

• OAE has the potential to supplement PTA

– Significant work is necessary on the 

evidence base.
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Any Questions?

andrew.hounslea@hse.gov.uk


