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Introduction

The Health and Social Care Alliance Scotland (the ALLIANCE)
welcomes the Scottish Government’s 10 April 2025 report on progress
on the implementation of the recommendations from the Independent
Review of Audiology Services in Scotland (IRASS).?

The April 2025 update states that from the 55 IRASS recommendations,
as of 31 December 2024

e 23 are complete

¢ 15 have transitioned into operational workplans to be taken
forward accordingly

e 17 have been “re-aligned” which means completion is dependent
on work to complete other recommendations.

This report is the ALLIANCE's response to the Scottish Government’s
April 2025 update. Our response largely focuses on the status of the
most urgent IRASS recommendations (stated as to be delivered by May
2023), and those which the April 2025 update records the status of the
recommendation as “transitioned” or “re-aligned”.

We have included key recommendations throughout this report. Our
recommendations also reflect on the lived experience of people
accessing audiology services in Scotland, informed by a range of
ALLIANCE research.?

Lived experience and third sector involvement

For background, Phase 1 of the Scottish Government’s implementation
of the IRASS recommendations was taken forward through the formation
of the “Audiology Implementation Group”. Members of this group
included the ALLIANCE together with other third sector stakeholders,
representatives from NHS audiology services, the Scottish Cochlear
Implant Programme and the Newborn Hearing Screening Programme,
and Scottish Government representatives. There was no lived
experience membership in the group.



The Audiology Implementation Group concluded in August 2024. At the
final meeting of this group, the ALLIANCE alongside other third sector
members raised concerns about implementation progress. In particular,
concerns were raised around governance of audiology services, and the
urgent IRASS recommendations 52-54 relating to newborn hearing
assessments.

Phase 2 of the Scottish Government’s implementation of the IRASS
recommendations (from August 2024 to December 2024) involved
transitioning the recommendations into areas with responsibility for
delivery. Unfortunately, there has been little to no involvement of people
with lived experience or the third sector within this delivery phase. The
ALLIANCE holds that it is vital for the Scottish Government to ensure the
involvement of lived experience and the third sector within ongoing work
to improve audiology services in Scotland, to ensure public
accountability and systems which meet people’s rights and needs.

Training in newborn hearing assessments

Within IRASS, urgent recommendations (52-54) centred on access to
high quality newborn hearing assessments (known as Auditory
Brainstem Response testing, or ABR). These recommendations were
published six months earlier than the main IRASS report, in February
2023, “in recognition that they needed to be expediated given the
findings of the peer review-based audit exercise of current practice”.®
The IRASS report recommended that the Scottish Government should:

“‘Commission national-level training for ABR assessment of infants.
This training should be mandated for all audiologists performing
such work. The format should include one-to-one assessed
sessions and face-to-face training sessions. Content for this
training should be guided by the learning from the case sampling
audit exercise.” (Recommendation 52)

In the April 2025 update, the Scottish Government stated that this work
is “completed”, as they have:



“Provided funding to Health Boards to support them on sending
staff with responsibility for providing ABR testing on refresher
training. Within the Health Board assurance framework all Health
Boards have confirmed their ongoing responsibilities for
maintaining training and CPD for staff.”

The ALLIANCE is concerned by Scottish Government’s interpretation of
this recommendation. ABR testing is complex and measuring proficiency
requires a comprehensive level of assessment which cannot be
achieved through a single one-day training session, delivered to a large
group with no infant assessment incorporated into the training. We
remain deeply concerned that this recommendation is marked as
completed based on this single “refresher” training day, and internal self-
assessment within health boards about quality control. We would

welcome more evidence of audiologists’ fithess to practice ABRs across
all health boards.

National peer review scheme

As part of the recommendations on newborn hearing screening, IRASS
recommended that Scottish Government should:

“Support the establishment of a national external peer review

scheme for ABR assessments with mandated participation across
NHS Scotland for all audiologists performing ABR assessments. It
is recommended this could be taken forward as a mini project with

consideration of best practice across the UK.” (Recommendation
53)

In the April 2025 update, the Scottish Government stated that this work
is “transitioned”, as:

“NHS Scotland Heads of Service Group have already established
pilot working with peer review. This will allow evidence of progress,
requirements for time and resource, and next steps for scaling to
be identified. As part of this, a proposal for support funding and
resource has been produced, and will be considered by Scottish
Government. Wider peer review will form part of the quality



assurance process (referenced above) and will be taken forward
accordingly.”

It is welcome that peer review of ABR practice has started in Scotland,
albeit in a pilot capacity. However, this scheme has been initiated by the
NHS Scotland Heads of Service Group, which is an internal process.

The ALLIANCE are concerned that the burden of addressing this
recommendation — which was also published early by IRASS in order to
be delivered by May 2023 — has fallen on audiology services to address,
without appropriate support from external ABR experts and governing
bodies. We are also concerned that there is inadequate funding and
resources with which to progress this recommendation. More information
is needed on external involvement and the timeline for implementing
quality assurance, as well as when Scottish Government will come to a
decision on the NHS Scotland Heads of Service Group’s funding and
resource proposal. It is critical this peer review process is developed and
implemented as a priority.

Audit of newborn screening assessments

As part of the recommendations on newborn hearing, the IRASS report
recommended that Scottish Government should:

“Conduct a wider audit of ABR cases referred from the Universal
Newborn Hearing Screening Programme, with defined scope: i)
review of cases to identify where management can and does need
to be revised; ii) further identification of training needs at individual
audiologist level; and iii) obtain information to guide changes to
service delivery model for the ABR assessment.”
(Recommendation 54)

In the April 2025 update, the Scottish Government stated that this work
is “completed”, with the following additional information:

“An audit of ABR cases was completed during the review process,
specifically in NHS Lothian, but also more broadly across
Scotland. While this was high level, it gave learning into the



processes to support ABR monitoring. Since that audit, all staff
have completed additional training on ABR service provision.
Some staff have also participated in the peer review process
around ABR testing, with this pilot running in three health board
areas. We have also had assurances from all Health Boards —
most recently in September 2024 — that they have internal
processes to assure on the clinical safety of their areas. Rather
than complete another audit at this point, Scottish Government are
working to establish our quality management processes for
audiology. This will put measures in place to ensure the ongoing
assurance of competencies through external review. While
Scottish Government has no current plans to undertake a recall of
patients who have been seen at this time, we do continue to be
committed to working with professionals to ensure improved
outcomes for all children affected by hearing loss.”

The ALLIANCE remain concerned about the Scottish Government’s
interpretation of the impact on fitness-to-practice from their funded one-
day, large group ABR training session.

In addition, more information is needed on:

e How many staff who attended the ABR refresher training have
been part of the pilot peer review process

¢ How many have yet to take part in the peer review process.

e What is the timeline for all staff who perform ABRs to be involved
in a peer review process.

While assurances have been given from all Health Boards on clinical
safety, it is not clear what data has been shared to evidence these
assurances. The ALLIANCE recommends that the Scottish Government
publish the data from the outcomes from the peer review process from
the three Health Boards who have participated in ABR peer review, to
aid in public transparency. Further detail on peer review uptake rates
and timelines would also be desirable.



Addressing workforce shortages

The ALLIANCE recommends that the Scottish Government publish the
findings of their identification of current staffing levels of all audiology
services carried out as part of their “Target Operating Model”. This model
is referred to in the April 2025 update as required to, “ensure ongoing
sustainability of paediatric and adult audiology services”.* Publishing
their findings on staffing levels would provide transparency as to gaps
and workforce shortages.

Recommendation 27 of IRASS relates to reinstating the audiology BSc:

“Current undergraduate BSc programmes should run annually, and
previously run courses should be restarted. They should prioritise
school-leaver/non-degree-holding entrants.”

On this topic, the April 2025 update notes that this recommendation has
been “re-aligned”, and states:

“We are aware that the current BSc courses are not running. This
is due to a number of reasons, including demand and funding and
is outwith the control of the Scottish Government.”

In 2005, the Scottish Government addressed the national lack of
audiologists by funding a BSc Audiology and fast-track graduate
diploma. However, this funding was only available for the intake of
students up to September 2009, with the last of these students
graduating in 2013. It is not clear why the Scottish Government acted on
the workforce shortage 20 years ago, albeit for this limited period, but
that addressing the shortage is now outwith their control. It is also not
clear why workforce numbers were not being monitored following the
last period of staffing crisis.

The ALLIANCE strongly recommends that the Scottish Government
ensure that it supports the provision of a BSc in Audiology, in order to
address the long-term workforce issues in audiology.



Quality standards for Scotland

The April 2025 update reflects on a range of common issues across the
UK within audiology. It is welcome that audiology quality standards for
both paediatric and adults are being updated on a four-nation basis.
However, for Deaf babies, children and young people in Scotland,
paediatric standards must be founded on Getting It Right for Every Child
(GIRFEC) and associated Scottish educational legislation to ensure
appropriate integration and sharing of information across services, and
inclusive communication of all information for parents/guardians/carers.
Similarly, quality standards for adults should be founded on Scottish
Government’s Getting it Right for Everyone (GIRFE) policy and other
associated devolved legislation.

The ALLIANCE recommends that the time and resources required to
modify four-nation standards for the Scottish context should be factored
into the Target Operating Model at an early stage to ensure optimal
integration of services which can meet the needs of the population
across the lifespan.

Progress on implementation

The ALLIANCE welcomes confirmation from the Scottish Government of
the establishment of the Specialist Advisory Group for Audiology by
Spring 2025, with delivery of the first draft of the Target Operating Model
in Summer 2025. We also welcome more information on the process
and results from Improving Quality in Physiological Services (IQIPS)
benchmarking, as well as publication of local board action plans and
subsequent timelines for completion of objectives.

However, we remain concerned about the relative lack of transparency
in why some of the recommendations from the Independent Review of
Audiology Services in Scotland have been adjusted, “re-aligned”, or
marked as “completed” without clear evidence or fulfilment of the original
recommendation. Further work is needed to ensure that people can
have confidence that audiology services are properly considered within
strategic planning at Health Board and national government levels, and
to ensure that people can access the services they need, when they
need them.
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Finally, to ensure that all stakeholders can access the Scottish
Government’s audiology services update, the ALLIANCE recommends
that the report — and others like it — should be published in different
accessible formats, including Large Print, Easy Read and British Sign
Language.

Recommendations

Based on analysis of the Scottish Government’s April 2025 update, The
ALLIANCE recommends the following:

1. Scottish Government should involve lived experience and the third
sector within ongoing work to improve audiology services in Scotland, to
ensure public accountability and systems which meet people’s rights and
needs.

2. When providing future updates, Scottish Government must show that
they have a clear understanding of the training requirements required for
audiologists to perform and interpret the results of ABR assessments, as
well as the training required for communicating results to families
appropriately. Improved evidence of audiologists’ fitness to practice
ABRs across all health boards would ensure transparency to improve
trust in services.

3. To develop and implement a National ABR peer review scheme,
Scottish Government should ensure audiology services are provided
with sufficient external support in the form of ABR expertise, and also
appropriate funding and resourcing to ensure safe delivery of services.
The Scottish Government should also provide a timeline for when this
peer review scheme will be fully implemented across all health board
areas.

4. When providing future updates, Scottish Government should publish

the data from the outcomes from the peer review process from the three
Health Boards who have participated in ABR peer review, to aid in public
transparency.
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5. When providing future updates, Scottish Government should include
the findings of their identification of current staffing levels of all audiology
services carried out as part of their “Target Operating Model”. This would
provide transparency as to gaps and workforce shortages.

6. Scottish Government should support the provision of a BSc in
Audiology in Scotland, in order to address the long-term workforce
issues across Scotland.

7. Time and resources should be factored into the Scottish
Government’s “Target Operating Model” for audiology at an early stage
to modify four-nation standards to align with Scottish legislation and
policy. This includes GIRFEC and GIRFE. This will ensure optimal
integration of services to meet the needs of the population across

everyone accessing NHS audiology services in Scotland.

8. Scottish Government should improve transparency behind the
rationale for the status of recommendations so that people can have
confidence that audiology services are properly considered within
strategic planning at Health Board and national government levels, and
to ensure that people can access the services they need, when they
need them.

9. When providing future updates, Scottish Government should ensure
these are accessible to all stakeholders. The ALLIANCE recommends
different accessible formats, including Large Print, Easy Read and
British Sign Language (among others).
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About the ALLIANCE

The Health and Social Care Alliance Scotland (the ALLIANCE) is the
national third sector intermediary for a range of health and social care
organisations. We have a growing membership of over 3,500 national
and local third sector organisations, associates in the statutory and
private sectors, disabled people, people living with long term conditions
and unpaid carers. Many NHS Boards, Health and Social Care
Partnerships, Medical Practices, Third Sector Interfaces, Libraries and
Access Panels are also members.

The ALLIANCE is a strategic partner of the Scottish Government and
has close working relationships, several of which are underpinned by
Memorandum of Understanding, with many national NHS Boards,
academic institutions and key organisations spanning health, social
care, housing and digital technology.

Our vision is for a Scotland where people of all ages who are disabled or
living with long term conditions, and unpaid carers, have a strong voice
and enjoy their right to live well, as equal and active citizens, free from
discrimination, with support and services that put them at the centre.

The ALLIANCE has three core aims. We seek to:

= Ensure people are at the centre, that their voices, expertise and
rights drive policy and sit at the heart of design, delivery and
improvement of support and services.

=  Support transformational change, towards approaches that work
with individual and community assets, helping people to stay well,
supporting human rights, self management, co-production and
independent living.

=  Champion and support the third sector as a vital strategic and
delivery partner and foster better cross-sector understanding and
partnership.
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The Scottish Sensory Hub

The Scottish Sensory Hub is Scotland’s sole cross-sensory forum. Our
work spans research, policy, and campaign work. We focus on three key
areas to promote living a good life: communication, information, and
mobility.

We provide a platform for the voice of anyone in Scotland with lived
experience of Deafness, Deafblindness or Visual Impairment. The
Scottish Sensory Hub launched in 2021 with substantial support from
Scotland’s sensory sector, and we draw experience from deafscotland
(formerly the Scottish Council on Deafness) and SCOVI (Scottish
Council on Visual Impairment). We are supported by an active advisory
group, with members from across the sensory sector.

Lived experience is at the heart of everything we do. The Scottish
Sensory Hub acts as a bridge between the Scottish Government, public
bodies, the third sector, and individuals, and enshrines a human rights
based approach for all.

Contact

Amy White, Scottish Sensory Hub Senior Officer
amy.white@alliance-scotland.org.uk

Hannah Tweed, Scottish Sensory Hub Manager
hannah.tweed@alliance-scotland.org.uk

T: 0141 404 0231
W: http://www.alliance-scotland.org.uk/
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