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Where Is the
Clinton Effect?

By Sergei Kochkin, PhD

hen the announcement of the
Wresults of President Clinton’s

physical examation, which
uncovered news of a hearing loss, hit
the airwaves on October 3, 1997, a
marvelous opportunity was presented
to the hearing care field. The hearing
aid industry has historically been
plagued by a product which has been
indelibly etched in the minds of con-
sumers as being only for deaf people
over 70 years of age. To have one of
the most powerful individuals on the
planet who is only 51 years old as a
potential role model is something we
have always dreamt of, since this pro-
vides the opportunity to create a revo-
lution in our industry and the markets
we serve, namely: 1) to reposition
hearing loss as not a medical problem
or a result of aging, but as a result of
an active lifestyle; and 2) to show that
the technology to help “baby boomers”
maintain their active lifestyles is avail-
able now.

The Hearing Industries Assn. (HIA)
market development committee met on
the Monday following the event, and
HIA acted promptly in getting some
well-crafted public relations materials to

the media. The story was in nearly
every paper (often on the front page)
and most news
programs in the
U.S. Two months
later, HIA statistics
indicated that the
sales increase
immediately fol-
lowing the Clinton
announcement
remained around
8.9% (October-
November), lead-
ing many to con-

This is a once-in-alifetime
opportunity which, by all
appearances, we are letting
slip through our fingers. Let’s
encourage the HIA and
other industry/professional

response to a direct mail piece that |
have ever had,” “I had more calls from
the Sunday ad than | can possibly han-
dle,” “I had 200 calls from the WXYZ
TV ad,” “We experienced 60% growth
over last October, yet sales in Septem-
ber were flat,” “I saw 90% growth over
last year and the average age dropped
10 years in our chain of practices,”
“Sales the first two weeks of October
were flat, but 33% higher the two weeks
following the an-
nouncement.”
Nearly always, the
respondent indicat-
ed that their sales
increase was not
due to President
Clinton but to their
news release, a
fine ad, direct mail,
print campaign,
etc.

Granted, the

clude that perhaps P . poll showed that
there was no Clin- organlzatlons to seize the growth was spotty,
ton Effect. - and this was an
opportunlty now and a" informal poll, not a

Was There a work together to make the statistical survey.
Clinton Effect? L . Yet, a definite pat-
| polled a num- reposmonmg of heanng tern emerges. Prior
ber of manufactur- = to the Clinton
ers and dispensing ~ Care pl’OdUC'[S a reallty. announcement, |

professionals

believe that indus-

(audiologists and

hearing instrument specialists) to get
their perspectives. Nearly everyone felt
there was little or no Clinton Effect.
Yet, so many said that this was “...their
best month in history,” “I had the best
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Fig. 1. Percentage growth in net hearing instrument sales over the previous year (U.S.).

try growth was
declining. This can be seen in Fig. 1
which shows that growth declined by
half from the first through the third
quarters. Knowles Electronics’ transduc-
er sales, which can be taken as an indi-
cator of industry sales, had in fact turned
negative as early as August ‘97, and in all
respects, the trend appeared to be reces-
sionary. If the dispensing professional or
manufacturer happened to be advertis-
ing and used such words as “digital” or
“completely-in-the-canal” or, better yet,
mentioned the President’s action, then it
would appear as if they did well in seiz-
ing the opportunity. Those who did not
advertise or did not use such words as
“digital” in their ads did not do as well.
So was there a Clinton Effect? |
believe there was. However, it went
unnoticed by some because they were
expecting the Reagan Effect (30%
growth in the quarter he announced his
decision to wear hearing instruments).
The Reagan Effect, in my opinion, was
synergistically caused by the pent-up
demand from a long recession and the
wide scale introduction of in-the-canal
(ITC) hearing instruments at that time.
In other words, Reagan was a catalyst.
The Clinton Effect did not achieve
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explosive growth for this industry. How-
ever, there is good evidence that the
President stimulated growth at a time
when sales looked like they were
declining. More important, the true
Clinton Effect is to be realized in the
millions of seeds which were planted in
the minds of younger hearing-impaired
(and future hearing-impaired) individu-
als who have up to now decided not to
purchase hearing instruments.

A Revolution Requires
Revolutionaries

Clinton’s use of hearing instruments
has created tremendous awareness about
hearing loss and newer technology. The

next time a hearing care professional’s ad
is seen or a direct mail piece is received, it
will be noticed more. This type of success
was experienced by those who advertised
immediately following the Clinton
announcement.

The true benefits from the Clinton
Effect, however, will not be handed to
us on a silver platter as with Reagan’s
announcement. Hearing instrument
manufacturers and dispensing profes-
sionals will have to work together to
turn those seeds of consumer percep-
tion into a bumper crop. The industry
will need to invest significant funds in
aggressive long-term public relations.

We are on the verge of a revolution

in the hearing instrument market with
the possibility of managed double-digit
growth. Yet, as an industry, we have not
embraced a comprehensive plan that
would capitalize on the Clinton Effect.
This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity
which, by all appearances, we are letting
slip through our fingers. Contact the
HIA and other industry/professional
organizations and urge them to seize
the opportunity now. O

Sergei Kochkin, PhD, is director of market
development and market research at Knowles
Electronics, Inc. Correspondence can be
addressed to HR or Sergei Kochkin, Knowles
Electronics, 1151 Maplewood Dr., Itasca, IL
60143.
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