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Hearing Industry Research Consortium

Request for Proposals (RFP) 2014: 
“Neurodegeneration: Perceptual Consequences and Quantification in Human Subjects” 
Brief Description of Purpose and Opportunity

During the last five years, our understanding of the pathophysiology of hearing loss in animal models has been substantially enhanced, and challenged, by the discovery of auditory neuronal damage, which does not always manifest in the shift of cochlear thresholds  (e.g., Kujawa & Liberman, 2009; Lin et al., 2011; Furman et al., 2013).The Hearing Industry Research Consortium wishes to support pre-competitive research that advances understanding of  auditory neurodegeneration and its impact on sound perception.

Eligible proposals will aim to enhance our understanding of clinical aspects of peripheral neurodegeneration — or “hidden hearing loss”—and its potential consequences on auditory perception and speech communication in humans.
This includes investigations of (a) measures to characterize (peripheral) neurodegeneration in humans, or (b) outcome measures for assessing the consequences of varying levels of peripheral neurodegeneration on auditory perception and/or hearing-aid benefit. Proposals should not be concerned with the development of new features for hearing aid systems. 
The funding pool for this RFP is 300,000 US Dollars, and the time period for execution of projects under this RFP is 2-3 years from 1st January 2015. Proposals for 2-year projects are preferred. It is envisaged that one or two project proposals will be funded.
A detailed description of the application procedure as well as the guidelines for research under this scheme and the proposed research area can be found in the following sections.

Research Area 2014
It has long been known that exposure to loud sounds can cause either temporary or permanent threshold shift and cochlear damage. Until recently, it was thought that hearing-threshold recovery following temporary shift after noise exposure was indicative of peripheral-damage reversal. However, animal studies performed during the last five years have challenged this view by revealing that even when loud-sound exposure induces moderate, and completely reversible, auditory threshold shift, it can actually cause acute loss of afferent nerve terminals, and lead to delayed degeneration of the cochlear nerve (Kujawa and Liberman, 2009). In this work Kujawa and Liberman suggest that “noise-induced damage to the ear has progressive consequences that are considerably more widespread than are revealed by conventional threshold testing. This primary neurodegeneration should add to difficulties hearing in noisy environments, and could contribute to tinnitus, hyperacusis, and other perceptual anomalies commonly associated with inner ear damage.”
While these findings certainly change our understanding of the pathophysiology of hearing loss, they also raise many questions: What is the impact of peripheral deafferentiation on higher levels of processing of auditory information? How does it affect performance in auditory-perception tests beyond absolute-threshold measurements? What is its impact on a listener’s ability to understand speech in various listening conditions? Can this impact be revealed using standard speech-intelligibility tests, or is it only apparent under more challenging listening conditions? Do individuals with presumed ‘hidden hearing loss’ also self-report difficulties in listening and communication situations, and if so, do these self-reports correlate with audiological or psychoacoustic measures?
A particularly important open question is: if ‘hidden hearing loss’ is not apparent in the audiogram, how can it be diagnosed clinically? Which psychoacoustic test, or objective measure (e.g., otoacoustic emissions, auditory brainstem responses …) could help diagnose hidden hearing loss and quantify peripheral auditory deafferentiation?
The current RFP encourages researchers to propose studies which will enhance our understanding of these issues by addressing one or more of the research questions mentioned explicitly here, or in related fields. Study proposals of a fundamental or applied nature are equally acceptable. The studies may or may not consider effects of hearing-instrument signal processing. The major intent of this call is to foster translational research in the field by taking  the research on the hidden and delayed effect of noise-exposure on the animal auditory system to the next level, by studying its consequences on auditory perception, and its clinical implications, in humans.
Kujawa SG, Liberman MC (2009) Adding insult to injury: cochlear nerve degeneration after "temporary" noise-induced hearing loss. J Neurosci. 2009 Nov 11;29(45):14077-85. 

Lin HW, Furman AC, Kujawa SG and Liberman MC (2011) Primary neural degeneration in the guinea pig cochlea after reversible noise-induced threshold shift. JARO 12:605-616.

Furman AC, Kujawa SG, Libermann MC (2013) Noise-induced cochlear neuropathy is selective for fibers with low spontaneous rates. J. Neurophysiol.110, 577–586 
Examples of research topics include, but are not limited to:

· Consequences of neural degeneration or peripheral deafferentiation on human auditory perception. Please note: 
· The focus should not be exclusively on physiological measures.

· The focus should not be on auditory processing disorders or auditory neuropathy.
· Development of tools and methods for the diagnostic and audiological characterization of ‘hidden hearing loss’.
· Development of methods and tools to characterize and quantify psychoacoustic and perceptual consequences of ‘hidden hearing loss’, including basic psychoacoustic measures, clinically applicable objective measures. or self-report measures and questionnaires.
· Correlations of outcome measures with psychoacoustic and (electro-)physiological measures of ‘hidden hearing loss’.
· Self-report, behavioral ….

· Relationships between physiological observations and models of the impact of the underlying pathophysiology on perception.
· Relationships between psychoacoustic findings and features of hearing instrument signal processing.
Procedure
Submission

To submit a proposal, complete the application form available on the IRC website www

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com".

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com"hearingirc

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com".

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com"com, and submit the completed application form as a single PDF file on the proposal submission form at http://proposals.hearingirc.com. You will know that your application has been received when you receive a confirmation via e-mail.
Review

Proposals will be reviewed by the IRC board and their nominated representatives. The review process may include further dialogue with the applicant for clarification and/or revision.

Deadlines

Submission of proposals: 15th August 2014.
Announcement of grant winner by IRC: 31st December 2014.
Contact

Further information and enquiries may be directed to ‘contact@hearingirc.com’. 
The mission, activities and membership of IRC are described in detail on the IRC website www

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com".

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com"hearingirc

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com".

HYPERLINK "http://www.hearingirc.com"com.

Guidelines

Projects must be defined pieces of research with clearly stated objectives, experimental plan, and expected outcomes. The level of ambition should correspond to the funding magnitude. 
The funding pool for this RFP is 300,000 US Dollars, and the time period for execution of projects under this RFP is 2-3 years from 1st January 2015. Proposals for projects of two years duration are preferred. It is envisaged that one or two project proposals will be funded.

There is no restriction regarding how many proposals may be submitted by the same investigator or institution.

Proposals may include aspects of co-funding from other sources. However it must be possible to separately identify what the IRC Grant is supporting, and co-funding must not hinder the fulfillment of the terms and conditions of the IRC Grant.

Terms and Conditions
The terms and conditions for IRC research grants are given below where IRC is referred to as “we”, “us” or “our”, the Institution administering the grant is referred to as “you”, “your” or “yours”, and the Principal Investigator managing the execution of the Research is referred to as “PI”.
Research Practice

· The PI must conduct the Research as it is described in the Application and in accordance with any other reasonable requirements notified to you by us from time to time.

· You must obtain institutional and personal licenses and consents from relevant ethical committees as necessary for proper conduct of the Research, and adhere to guidelines from relevant authorities in your Territory.

Finance

· The IRC Grant is payable only to you and may only be passed in whole or in part to a third party outside your institution in accordance with explicit provisions of the submitted project plan.

· The IRC Grant will be paid in two annual installments during the Term. The first payment will be made on or before the Start Date, or once a counter-signed copy of the offer letter is received, whichever is later. The second payment will be made within one month of your submission of the progress report at 12 months, if IRC’s evaluation of that report determines that satisfactory progress is being made on the Research.

· IRC policy is to pay indirect costs (institutional overhead) amounting to max. 15% of the total grant amount.

· Payments will be made in US Dollars and the sums paid over to you will be inclusive of any currency conversion fees that may be incurred.

· The IRC Grant must be used exclusively for the purpose of the Research.

· If we become aware that the IRC Grant or any part of it is not being used exclusively for the Research we may withhold any payments not yet made, and recover any part of the IRC Grant which has not been properly used.

· One year after the Start Date you must send us a signed statement detailing the IRC Grant income and expenditure. Within two months of the End Date, you must send us a statement detailing the overall income and expenditure.

· You must return any of the IRC Grant which remains unspent at the end of the Term.

Dissemination and Publicity

· The findings from the Research must be published in an appropriate form, usually as one or more papers in a peer-reviewed journal. Failure to do so will jeopardize any further sponsorship of the PI’s research by IRC.
· IRC’s contribution to the Research must be acknowledged every time the Research is published or disseminated. 

· The PI must inform IRC of any press statements about the IRC Grant or the results of the Research, and should consider formulating such statements jointly with IRC.

Reporting and Activities

· IRC will nominate one of its board members as a Project Owner for the granted project. The Project Owner will be the PI’s primary point of contact with the IRC regarding issues of substance during the course of the Research.

· The PI will submit a written progress report to the Project Owner every six months after the Start Date, detailing progress of the Research and identifying successes, failures and, if appropriate, any circumstances which may prevent the Research from being completed within the Term. 

· Efforts should be made for the PI to meet the Project Owner in person for a verbal report at the end of the first and second year of the Research.

· Given reasonable circumstances of location and events, the PI may be requested to make a report in person to the IRC board.

· On reasonable notice, you will permit a person delegated by IRC to observe the Research.

· Within three months of the End Date, the PI will also provide us with a comprehensive report of the Research. 

· You grant us the right to use any non-confidential information from the reports for publicity purposes.

Intellectual Property

· The topic areas within which IRC issues Requests for Proposals are considered pre-competitive and unlikely to generate valuable Intellectual Property (IP). For this reason, and for simplicity of administration, it is a requirement that you do not take any steps to protect any IP which might arise during the project, but on the contrary that the PI publishes the results of the Research in a timely and complete manner, such that the results remain free of protective restrictions and available for all.

Variation and Termination

· No amendments to the grant will be effective or enforceable unless agreed by us and evidenced in writing.

· The PI must inform us as soon as practicable of any significant divergence from the original aims and directions of the Research. We may withhold any payments not yet made if we are no longer satisfied that the research is in keeping with our objectives.

· If you or the PI do not comply with the terms of this offer we may give you 28 days written notice to remedy the non-compliance or provide acceptable evidence it will be remedied in a timely fashion. If you do not remedy the failure or provide suitable evidence, we may terminate the IRC Grant, and you will not be entitled to any further payments.

· If we believe that satisfactory progress is not being made on the IRC Grant, we will notify you in writing. If there is a not a prompt and sufficient improvement, we will terminate the Grant with immediate effect and you will not be entitled to any further payments. Any decision as to whether satisfactory progress is being made will be entirely at our discretion.

General

· You are responsible for ensuring that the PI adheres to all of the terms of the Grant.

· Any staff recruited by you in connection with the Research are your employees and you shall be solely responsible for them and for any costs, taxes and liabilities arising under any present or future employment law or regulations.

Governing Law

· Without prejudice to your obligations to comply with the laws and regulations of your Territory, the terms of this offer will be interpreted in accordance with the laws of Denmark, and courts of Denmark will have exclusive jurisdiction.

[END]
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