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he first article in this series on the MarkeTrak III survey documented that

fewer than 6 out of 10 U.S. hearing instrument owners are satisfied with their

instruments.’ This, the second article in the series, explores consumer satisfac-

tion with: (1) hearing instrument product features, (2) the perceived ability of
hearing instruments to improve hearing in multiple listening environments, and (3)
dispenser service. The article also studies the impact of the hearing aid owner’s satis-
faction on his or her purchase behavior and word-of-mouth advertising.

KEY FINDINGS

o Consumer satisfaction is highly cor-
related with: (1) quality-of-life ratings,
(2) the likelihood that a hearing instru-
ment user will endorse hearing instru-
ments generically, and (3} the likelihood
that a consumer will switch brands or
dispensers.

® 12% of owners do not wear or use
their hearing instruments, compared to
13.5% in 1984.

® 21% of owners experience stigma
when they wear their hearing instru-
ments, but most of this is internal to the
individual.

¢ The most highly rated product fea-
tures are fit/comfort and the size of the
hearing instrument; ongoing expense
gets the lowest ratings.

o With respect to performance, rough-
ly 7 out of 10 owners believe hearing
instruments improve their hearing. How-
ever, hearing instrument sound quality,
especially in noisy situations, receives
low marks.

e Dispensers generally receive out-
standing satisfaction ratings. The great-
est room for improvement is in the areas
of providing realistic expectations of
hearing instruments and post-purchase
service.

® Consumers are highly satisfied with
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the ability of hearing instruments to im-
prove their hearing in one-on-one com-
munications, but they give low ratings to
the devices’ ability to improve their hear-
ing in listening environments typically
found outside the quiet of their homes.

® Consumer satisfaction with hearing
instruments, as measured in this study,
is explained almost entirely by the abili-
ty of the instruments to provide reliable,
high-quality sound across multiple lis-
tening environments.

SURVEY METHOD
A detailed description of the survey
method appeared in the first article on
MarkeTrak II and will not be repeated
here.! The data for this article are based
on usable survey returns from 2323 hear-
ing instrument owners.

CONSUMER EXPERIENCES
Consumer experiences and behaviors as-
sociated with the purchase of hearing in-

perfectly synonymous with stated pur-
chase behaviors. *

With respect to their most recent hear-
ing instrument purchase, nearly all of
the respondents {96%) know how to ad-
just their hearing instrument; nearly 7
out of 10 received a follow-up appoint-
ment, but fewer than half received a
hearing instrument wearing schedule. In
addition, 76% report that hearing instru-
ments have improved the quality of their
life. Approximately one out of five own-
ers experience stigma associated with
wearing their hearing instrument. The
majority of the stigma, however, is inter-
nal (embarrassment) rather than external
(job discrimination, rejection, ridicule).

Twelve percent of the owners never
use their hearing instruments. This is an
improvement over the rate of 13.5% re-
ported in the Hearing Industries Associa-
tion 1984 study.?

Owner satisfaction with hearing in-
struments {shown in Figure 2) should be
an area of concern to the hearing indus-
try, for it is significantly related to the
purchase behavior of consumers and
their willingness to endorse hearing in-
struments generically, to recommend a
dispenser, or to repurchase a brand. A
comparison of the extremes of satisfac-
tion {very satisfied and very dissatisfied)
finds that very satisfied individuals are

struments are shown
in Figure 1. Nearly 8
out of 10 owners would

WOULD RECOMMEND H.L.
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recommend a hearing
instrument to a friend
with a hearing loss,
while approximately 7
out of 10 owners
would recommend a
specific dispenser or
would repurchase their
current brand. These
indicators of satisfac-
tion exceed the current
satisfaction rating of
58%, which suggests
that satisfaction is not
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Figure 1. Consumer behavior/experiences associated with current hear-

ing instrument purchase.
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Figure 2. The impact of hearing instrument satisfaction on consumer
behavior.

Figure 3. Consumer satisfaction with hearing instrument product
features.
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Figure 4. Consumer satisfaction with hearing instrument performance
and value.
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Figure 6. Consumer satisfaction in fistening environments.

12.2 times more likely than very dissatisfied consumers to re-
purchase their current brand, 3.8 times more likely to endorse
hearing instruments generically, and 6.8 times more likely to
recommend their dispenser.

However, satisfaction ratings are not significantly related to
intent to purchase in the next four years. Very satisfied con-
sumers are only 1.6 times more likely to purchase a hearing
instrument in the next four years than are very dissatisfied
consumers. The data in Figure 2 suggest that dissatisfied cus-
tomers per se do not totally leave the market. They are more
likely, because of their desire to improve their hearing, to
switch brands and dispensers, but “bad-mouth” the product
to hearing-impaired friends and relatives.

Satisfaction With Product Features

Levels of consumer satisfaction with 10 hearing instrument
product features are shown in Figure 3. The highest rated fea-
ture is fit and comfort (79.6%), followed closely by size, ap-
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Figure 5. Consumer satisfaction with dispenser service.

pearance, visibility, and ease of volume adjustment. Product
features receiving satisfaction ratings in the 60% range in-
clude: packaging, frequency of cleaning, warranty, and ease of
battery change. The lowest rated product feature is ongoing
expense (48.5%).

Satisfaction With Performance

Consumer satisfaction on nine measures of hearing instru-
ment product performance is shown in Figure 4. The life of the
battery receives the highest rating (85.9%], followed by “im-
proves my hearing” (73.9%) and reliability (71.1%). Approxi-
mately half of the owners believe that sound quality and the
ability to localize direction are satisfactory. The most negative
ratings are given to whistling/feedback/buzzing {37.7% satis-
faction) and the ability to use the hearing instrument in noisy
situations {28.1%).

These results are consistent with previous articles on con-
sumer complaints about hearing instruments.’ It is note-
worthy that only slightly more than half of the respondents
perceive hearing instruments as having satisfactory value.
(The survey specifically defined the term value for the con-
sumer as “performance versus money spent.”) Later, this arti-
cle will explore, from a statistical standpoint, what consumers
mean by value.

Satisfaction With Dispensers .
Consumer satisfaction with 12 measures of dispenser service
is shown in Figure 5. The ratings given to dispensers are out-
standing. In all but two areas, dispensers receive satisfaction
ratings close to 90%. They are rated lowest in explaining what
to expect from hearing instruments (79.6%) and post-purchase
service (78.6%).

Satisfaction In Different Environments
Consumers were asked to rate their level of satisfaction in 10
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listening situations, from one-on-one
communication to large groups (Figure
6). Nearly 9 out of 10 owners report sat-
isfaction with hearing instruments for
one-on-one communication, and 7 out of
10 for watching TV. However, satisfac-
tion ratings decline dramatically as the
complexity {noisiness) of the listening
environment increases. Large-group set-
tings receive the lowest ratings (24.9%).

If all hearing instrument users were
homebound, I suspect satisfaction ratings
would be very high in this industry.
However, most people are social animals
and want to participate in group settings.
A device that improves hearing only in
limited situations can be expected to
have low satisfaction ratings, low repur-
chase rates, and negative word-of-mouth
advertising.

This pattern is demonstrated in Figure
7, which segments current owners by the
number of listening environments (none
to all] in which they find the perfor-
mance of their hearing instruments satis-
factory. The chart shows an extremely
strong association between satisfaction
and the variety of listening environments
in which the hearing instrument im-
proves the consumer’s hearing. For ex-
ample, the segment of consumers who
experience improved hearing in no lis-
tening environment (8.8% of owners] re-
port an overall satisfaction rating of only
6%. Compare this to the 13.6% of own-
ers who report satisfaction in all 10 rated
listening situations; their satisfaction
rating is an astounding 91.5%.

UNDERSTANDING
SATISFACTION

Clearly, there are significant segments of
owners who report little or no satisfac-
tion with their hearing instruments and
other segments who report a great deal of
satisfaction. If we can find the factors
that differentiate dissatisfied from satis-
fied users, perhaps we can help define
strategic directions for the industry.

In this final section, we will explore
the interrelationship among the satisfac-
tion measures, as well as the relative im-
portance of various factors explaining
satisfaction. An analysis conducted by
this author (factor analysis not shown)
found strong evidence that overall satis-
faction, quality-of-life ratings, and
likelihood of repurchasing a brand, re-
commending hearing instruments, or
recommending a dispenser are all highly
interrelated and, thus, part of the same
psychological construct. The analysis
presented here with respect to under-
standing satisfaction ratings in general
holds also for the other behavioral mea-
sures, with one exception—purchase in-
tent next four years.

Table 1 shows the results of a factor
analysis of the 41 satisfaction ratings.
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Figure 7. Hearing instrument satisfaction as a function of value in multilistening environments.

Table 1. Dimensions of consumer satisfaction ratings.
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Figure 8. Relative importance of factors explaining consumer satisfaction with hearing instruments.

(For the technically oriented reader: This
was a principal-components analysis,
minimum eigenvalue set to 1, rotation=
varimax, 66% of the variance explained
with five factors.) Factor analysis per-
mits the extraction of clusters of vari-
ables {in this case, ratings) that tend to
move together. The correlations between
each of the factors and the “underlying
dimension” are shown in Table 1, and
this is primarily how we name the factor.

Although consumers rated hearing in-
struments and dispensers in 41 cate-
gories, the factor analysis found five
underlying dimensions to these ratings:
{1} The multi-environmental value of the
product {sound quality, improves hearing
in a number of listening situations,
value), {2) the dispenser, (3] product fea-
tures, {4 fit and visibility, and (5} one-on-
one communication. Notice that “value”
is related to two of the dimensions: {1)
the reliability of the product in improv-
ing hearing in multiple listening environ-
ments and {2) product features.

Figure 8 ranks the relative importance
of hearing instrument product features,
consumer attributes, and the dispenser in
predicting/explaining satisfaction. (Again,
for the technically oriented: The impor-
tance index was derived by taking the
simple Pearson correlation or contin-
gency coefficient (x) between the var-
iable and the overall satisfaction rating,
squaring it, and then indexing it to the
largest ¥ squared.) The top four factors
explain the essence of satisfaction with
hearing instruments: A hearing instru-
ment, to have high value, must reliably
improve the subject’s hearing in multiple
listening situations while also providing
a high degree of sound quality.

Ranking high, but significantly lower
than the top four factors, are: post-pur-
chase service from the dispenser, fit and
comfort of the hearing instrument, im-
proved hearing in one-on-one communi-
cation, dispenser attributes, dispenser
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counseling skills, and ease of use.

Moderately important characteristics
are: warranty, frequency of cleaning,
amount of time spent by the dispenser
with the consumer, packaging, size of
the hearing instrument, and battery life.

Factors of minor or trivial importance
are: consumer motivation to hear well,
receiving a follow-up appointment, dis-
penser’s profession, stigma, knowing
how to adjust hearing instrument {be-
cause nearly everyone knew how), degree
of hearing loss, and the age of the hearing
instrument.

Factors that are not statistically related
to satisfaction are: number of ears im-
paired, the price of the hearing instru-
ment, whether the individual received a
wearing schedule at the time of pur-
chase, and whether the individual wears
one or two hearing instruments.

Findings on the relationship between
hearing loss and satisfaction are consis-
tent with low correlations reported else-
where between audiometric measurements
and hearing instrument satisfaction.*

TOWARD A CONSUMER
SATISFACTION MODEL
Another way of presenting a model of
consumer satisfaction is to find the com-
bination of factors (product, dispenser,
consumer) that best explain satisfaction.
Typically, this is accomplished by using
techniques such as multiple regression.
The measurements used in this study,

however, are inadequate for such a task.
Potentially, collecting more thorough
measures of consumer satisfaction (e.g.,
behavior-oriented measures); product at-
tributes {e.g., digital versus analog, class of
amplifier, canal fitting depth, vent size);
dispenser attributes (e.g., preciseness of
physical fit and audiological diagnosis,
fitting philosophy); and the consumer
{e.g., audiological, psychological, socio-
logical factors) will lead to more compre-
hensive models of consumer satisfaction.

When the variables in Figure 8 were
used simultaneously [via regression} to
predict satisfaction, we were able to pre-
dict 66% of satisfaction (r=.81). The first
four variables in Figure 8, which are the
essence of a high-value hearing instru-
ment, accounted for 97% of the pre-
dicted satisfaction. The remaining 3% of
satisfaction can be attributed to the fol-
lowing factors: improved one-on-one
communication, post-purchase service,
and motivation to hear well.

CONCLUSIONS

Perceived satisfaction by the consumer is
highly related to the likelihood of the
consumer’s repurchasing a brand, recom-
mending a specific dispenser, and endors-
ing hearing instruments to a hearing-
impaired friend or relative. Thus, it is in
the best interests of eur industry and its
consumers to improve the consumers’
perceived experience with our product.

To satisfy a consumer we need to en-
hance the perceived or actual value of
our product. We can do this by providing
products that reliably improve hearing in
multiple listening environments while
providing a high degree of sound quality.

In segmenting consumers into those
who are satisfied with our product in few
listening environments and those who
are satisfied with our product in most lis-
tening environments, we have seen that
current technology can meet the needs of
a significant portion of our consumers.
Perhaps a more thorough analysis of the
factors {consumer, dispenser, product,
and manufacturer) that differentiate sat-
isfied from unsatisfied users would lead
to empirical models designed to optimize
consumer satisfaction.

The decision rules emanating from
such research conceivably could lead to
an industry standard for fitting hearing
loss. This standard, which would dynam-
ically change with new technologies,
could be encoded into an artificial intel-
ligence system and made available to
dispensers as a diagnostic tool. In turn,
consistent application of an empirically
derived fitting model could increase con-
sumer satisfaction, produce positive word-
of-mouth advertising, and reduce returns,
all leading to accelerated growth of our
market and higher industry profits. L
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