
INTERVIEW
William F. Austin

GETTING the  most ou t of life
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<  During the Starkey Hearing Innovations Expo 

William F Austin, founder and owner of Starkey Hearing

c5 Technologies and the Starkey Hearing Foundation,

-§ spent some time talking to Audio Infos about his life,

his mission and his greatest challenges. An interview.
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j Audio Infos: Why does Starkey organise the Hearing

2  Innovations Expo?

“ f Bill Austin: We do this as a forum  to bring people together

i“  who have a com m on issue. We have to motivate people to
u .
O  go forwards to help themselves, to hear better and be part

g  of life. W e’re all people with the same challenge. We are

<  trying to understand hearing better and solve problem s

so that we can serve better than we have ever served. So 

we use this as a forum to bring people together that have 

com m on interest to see if we can be part of progress by

<  using the energy and the m inds of many to th ink about this

subject. We think it is a good forum to offer to the industry.
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We wanted to do It the way we thought it should be done. 

If we go to som eone else’s party, they tell us how we have 

to do it. W hen I was a young man I never wanted to go 

to  lectures and m eetings that I cou ld n ’t go hom e w ith 

something that I could use because I d idn ’t want to waste 

my time. I want to know how I can apply this knowledge, 

so if we have a meeting we want the people to go home 

and say it was really worth com ing to it, it was a really good 

meeting, our m inds were challenged to expand, to grow. 

We hope to do  that here.

Audio Infos: W hat do you th ink will be the main take- 

hom e m essage from  the Expo?

Bill Austin: W e’re in a very dynam ic tim e in the history of 

helping people with hearing and that change is going to
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bring a lot of opportunity. We need to start getting ready 

and preparing for that opportunity. We will hopefully see 

in my lifetime (I'm still hoping to be around a little bit here) 

that the hearing aid becom es a personal com m unication 

device so people w ith normal hearing are wearing the 

device to overcom e com m unication challenges, whether 

it be noise, distance, language. The am ount of gain will 

just be dialled in all the way from  normal to profound. It's 

incidental w hat the correction is, because tha t’s an easy 

part of the product. I th ink  I will live to see that happen; 

it's go ing to be exciting when it does. W hat we will find 

is tha t a lot of the s tigm a and reticence to have these 

devices w ill go  away and peop le  w ill w an t the  latest 

and best personal com m un ica tion  device tha t will be 

d iscreet, not encum ber the way they w ant to live the ir 

life. We know  ears better than anyone, we know  how to 

package th ings small so that people can be com fortable 

with them  and so we are prepared fo r that challenge.

Audio Infos: W hy did you start the Starkey Hearing  

Foundation?

Bill Austin: The Hearing Foundation and Starkey was 

all one concep t from  the beginn ing. I wanted to be a 

physician and contribute my art, my work, to people in 

need. I thought I would be a missionary doctor in Africa.

I thought I would not work for money; people would give 

me a place to live and some food and I would be thrilled 

with the challenge of contributing to life, respecting life and 

helping people. I decided, when I was going to school, to 

make hearing aids in more efficient ways because I had 

been exposed to them  and I came up with som e ideas. 

After helping an older man to hear again and seeing what 

it meant by the look on his face, I said to myself ‘the reason 

you want to be a doctor is so that you can help people, if 

you do this work you will be able to help people and you 

won't kill anyone as a doctor’. I can tell you in my whole life 

I have killed not one patient helping them  to hear! I have 

helped many. The real exciting thing fo r me was at that 

tim e I was like a lot of young people and I thought it was 

all about me, my healing hands and what I could do. And 

then I realised how limited I had been in my thinking. I saw 

the leverage though business to scale it to a world impact. 

How many people could I help a day as a doctor, 20, 25 

depend ing on what's wrong. I m ight have been able to 

impact one village as a doctor, but through business and 

through hearing I thought I could be part of a world impact.

I said to myself, you have one life to live, one life to give; 

you’ve got to make it count for as much as you can. It was 

automatic for me. I wanted to do this work and I set out to 

pursue it. I have been on the same path since 1961. The 

bottom line was never value of stock, what I could sell the 

business for; none of that ever meant anything to me. What 

I wanted to be part of was the gift of hearing that could 

connect people to life. We can reduce conflict in the world 

and actually have a better planet through that respect. My

mission is large in scale in a way, but I d o n ’t feel that it is 

im possible; I feel it is what I am supposed to do. I can 't 

do It alone; I cou ld n ’t even scratch the surface. All we 

have to do  is to get people to want to be part of it in the ir 

own way. There are many ways to respect a life, and to 

celebrate life. You can put a sm ile on som eone ’s face 

through language and actions. You can do som ething. 

You d o n ’t have to  be wealthy, you d o n ’t have to  be a

4 4  I couldn't do this alone, but together this is 

our chance to succeed to find our humanity and 

help others for a better world. ^

philanthropist to respect your ne ighbour and today our 

ne ighbours are all of the people in the world. We have 

a one-w orld  m arket and one-w orld  com m un ica tions . 

We can no longer live in iso la tion and jus t be happy 

w ith  w hat happens in ou r little  pa rt of the w orld , we 

have to be very concerned  abou t w hat is happen ing  

everywhere else.

Audio Infos: How do you m anage to get presidents  

hands-on, fitting hearing aids, during missions?

Bill Austin: I get everybody hands-on on our missions. 

Everybody from  Presidents C linton and Bush to Elton 

John -  they want to. Everybody wants to get involved and 

once they have got their hands-on in a mission, whether it 

is a movie star or a president, they all say it is the best day 

of their lives. They really do! It doesn’t matter if they are big 

American football players, NFL pros, they say this is the best 

work they have ever done. They love it! They love being able 

to help someone else, it gives them  more meaning, they 

feel more useful than just Indulging yourself because you 

are successful, It’s so much better to lift someone else up 

and give them a chance at life that they m ight not have had.

I w ork every day and I am blessed to work every day. 

What I contribute, gives me life. I need to do what I can 

do and I ask the same of the other team members, that 

they do whatever they can. C o llective ly  we m ake the 

show go. The idea is to start a wave; infect the world with 

a good virus. Have people reflect love and start a wave 

like in a football stadium. In a football stadium of 100,000 

people you can start a wave that will go around the whole 

stadium. If I can get the critical mass to make a little start, 

then It will keep going w ithout me. I have to Initiate that 

wave with a lot of other people w ho feel the same way as 

me. They have the same mission as me. I cou ldn ’t  do this 

alone, but together this Is our chance to succeed to find 

our humanity and help others for a better world.

Mandy Brady, owner of ABC 

Hearing, met Bill Austin for 

the first time at the Hearing 

Innovations Expo.
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Audio Infos: Will you ever slow down?

Bill Austin: How can I slow down? If I say I am going to do 

something then I have to keep my word. I don't want to say 

no when som ebody asks for help. We always say, ‘Yes we 

can!' More and more people ask for help, so I have to work 

and use my time more efficiently and grow the leverages of 

the team. It is all good! None of It is of any disappointment 

to me. The bottom line is that I just can’t imagine ever being 

retired. I have to be part of contributing to life, otherwise I 

feel like I am just taking up space. I can do something useful 

with my life, I have to do that.

W hen i work, and I have done the best I cou ld, I feel good 

and that makes me happy. There ’s enough differences 

in the  cha llenges tha t it keeps me very busy try ing  to 

be be tte r and better. You c a n ’t ever get lazy, as you 

w on ’t be as effic ient as you should be. I take holidays 

at Christm as as it is not the best tim e to travel and do 

m iss ions, so  I spe nd  tim e  w ith  my fam ily  then. Ten 

m onths out o f twelve I am gone do ing m issions in other 

countries. Those tw o m onths in the US, I do  m issions in 

this country at the Gram m ies, at the SuperBowl. I have 

a carriage  trade  of very success fu l business peop le  

w ho  have heard ab ou t m e and they co m e  fo r he lp . 

Celebrities, movie stars, when I am in town, will queue 

to see me at the head office for help w ith the ir hearing. 

I also help very poor people. I put them  altogether and 

we help them . It really Isn’t w ork at all.

My challenge is to find more time to do more work. You can 

always make more money; you cannot make more time. 

So you have to find ways to use the available tim e more 

and more efficiently. I have ways to stretch more time out of 

days! I used to travel commercially. I now use a private plane 

(which I pay for) for missions. I am loath to waste money, 

but the plane enables me to fly at night and fly between

countries that don’t have air services between them. In West 

Africa you often have to fly back to Paris just to get to the next 

African city. I don’t have to do  that, If I have my plane, I just go 

to the next country. So I save many days per year by doing 

that and I am willing to pay a lot of money to save those days. 

You only have one life and that life is expanded by what you 

contribute to life and I can contribute more this way.

I have m odified my life because of tim e. I am getting up, 

go ing right to work, w o rk ing  all day and just eating at 

night. I eat plenty but I d o n ’t like to waste tim e during the 

day. I am shifting my w ork load  to the available tim e to 

get the m ost done and the body accom m odates to that.

Audio Infos: Are you still involved in the day-to-day 

Starkey business?

Bill Austin: I haven’t worked very much on the day-to-day 

business for many years. It’s not that I don’t care about It, I 

am very much Interested in it and I do very much care and 

w antto  be part of progress but I made a promise a long time 

ago that I have to fulfil. I said I would do the mission work 

and I have to do It. I made the promise; I have to do what 

I com m itted to. I said I would try  to bring understanding 

between the peoples of the world, through using hearing 

as a vehicle to get this momentum  started so that we might 

have a better place for humanity. We are all the same. We 

have to respect the cultural and religious differences, but 

we have more in com m on. Every child should have the 

chance to hear, learn, develop speech, and be all they 

can be for their family and community. We can go to help 

the people in Palestine and have the Israelis help us, even 

though they don ’t agree on anything else. Through that 

bridge we can start to bring a little understanding between 

people. You would be amazed at how quickly that happens 

once people start working together on a com m on cause.

I believe peace is m ade in the hearts of people, not by 

po litic ians and treaties and governm ents. People need 

to know  each other, to trust each other. Extending the 

hand of help and bring trus t and respect. For me, I just 

need to do  that and I am blessed to have such a good 

job . If I w ent to w o rk  I th in k  I cou ld  m ake a lot m ore 

money, but what w ou ld  I have -  m ore pieces of paper. 

This way I have m ore life, it is a good trade. Every day I 

get to choose life and I choose life by con tribu ting  to life. 

I am getting older; every day I contribute, I am part of life 

ongo ing. I w o u ld n ’t w ant to do anything else, i

I  Q  :
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P r e s id e n t 's challenge I M is s io n s C elebr ating  72 year s
President Clinton challenged Bill Austin 

to fit 1 million hearing aids in a decade. 

The Starkey Hearing Foundation is 

looking to smash that target; in 2012 

they fitted 131,000 and 2013 the figure 

was in excess of 150,000.

During 2012,65 cities in 25 countries 

benefited from the gift of hearing. Presidents 

Clinton and George W. Bush, Prince Harry 

and dozens of other musicians, sports 

personalities and movie stars joined 

Foundation staff on these missions.

In February, Bill Austin enjoyed 

his 72nd birthday. To celebrate 

their founder's birthday, Starkey 

offered to match any donations (up 

to $72,000) given to the Hearing 

Foundation for 72 hours.
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