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In 1964, 51 million visitors to the New York 
World’s Fair were treated to technological 
exhibits, innovations and predictions: color 
TV; a picture phone that allowed callers to see 
who they were talking to; and “computer age” 
displays fronted by massive mainframe com-
puters and engineers in lab coats. One exhibi-
tor predicted colonies on the moon in the not-
too-distant future. It’s fun to look back at 
which predictions held some accuracy and 
which were flights of fancy. 

That same year, Unitron was established –  
Canada’s first manufacturer of hearing aid tech-
nology. As I’ve looked back on our 50-year his-
tory, I’ve enjoyed – and been inspired by – a 
similar exercise. What has changed? What has 
stayed constant? I’m just as interested in what 
was then, as the constants that continue to 
guide and define Unitron today.

Clearly technology has changed exponentially, 
driving incredible advances that allow us to 
better help people with hearing loss. Though 
the technological changes have been dramatic, 
our underlying philosophy about how we use 
these advances has not changed. Since our ear-
liest days, Unitron has used technology to be a 
different kind of company. We’ve always inno-
vated with the sole purpose of making life 
better for people with hearing loss. 

We have also long understood that this busi-
ness is personal. That was true 50 years ago (as 
past president Mike Stork states in the article 
on page 3, “Relationships are a vital ingredient 
in any start-up’s life, and they were instrumen-
tal in fuelling Unitron’s growth over the years. 
They are all an entrepreneur has to go on, until 
they can build credibility for their products and 
their brand.”) and it holds today. The relation-
ships we have established with hearing health-
care professionals, and how we support them 
in forging strong relationships with their 
patients has never been more important. I’m 
proud to say the power of relationships to build 
better futures isn’t news to us. 

You can’t form great relationships without 
great people – and that’s another constant in 
the Unitron story. Our local and global team 
has always worked tirelessly to support our 
hearing healthcare professional customers 
while moving us forward as an organization. 
We are fortunate to have employees who have 
been part of the Unitron family for 20 even 30 
years and beyond. Our team members’ tena-
ciousness, enthusiasm, innovation, skill and 
compassion, and the great connections they 
have forged with our customers, have proudly 
made us the Unitron we are today.

As we mark our 50th year, we have much to 
celebrate together.
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this business  
is personal

The span of 50 years has brought many significant changes 
to the hearing healthcare marketplace. Significant technol-
ogy advancements have enabled hearing instruments to 
become smaller and more powerful. Hearing healthcare 
providers are not only in traditional medical settings, but 
also in retail environments. And the competitive market-
place has witnessed a number of mergers and acquisitions 
amongst manufacturers. Through all these changes, the 
Unitron brand has endured and thrived, shaped by a belief 
that this business is personal; supported by an innovation 
strategy focused on the hearing aid wearer, and a steadfast 
commitment to creating personal relationships with hearing 
healthcare partners around the world. 

Early beginnings 
The company’s story began in the early ’60s in Newfoundland, 
Canada when friends and business partners Fred Stork, Rolf 
Strothmann and Rolf Dohmer combined their collective talents 
to form their first enterprise, a business offering television and 
radio sales and repairs. 

With television still in its infancy in this remote area of 
Canada, the partners were actively seeking new pathways 
to allow the business to expand and serve a larger and more 
populous market. A chance encounter with an acquain-
tance, who at one time worked for a European hearing aid 
manufacturer, alerted them to the fact that Canada was an 
untapped market for hearing aid technology. 
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Recognizing and seizing the opportunity, Stork, Strothmann 
and Dohmer established Unitron Industries Limited in 1964 
as Canada’s first and only manufacturer of hearing aid tech-
nology. Shortly afterward, the three moved their business 
to Kitchener, Ontario to capitalize on a ready-made skilled 
labor force, world-class universities, and proximity to high-
density markets. 

Unitron began its expansion into international markets in 
1969, opening an office in Germany, followed by a US office 
in Michigan in 1974. The company also began to build a 
strong network of distribution partners and Group Compa-
nies to enable its global reach as detailed in this issue’s arti-
cle: “Unitron – from grassroots to global player,” page 14.

Over the next 20 years, Unitron grew from five employees to 
150, and expanded from its original one-story office in 
Kitchener to a 27,000 square foot facility which continues to 
serve as the company’s global headquarters location today. 

Technology advancement 
through purposeful innovation 
In a marketplace where technologies rapidly and continu-
ously change, innovation has always been a guiding force in 
Unitron’s history as a company. However, while many hear-
ing instrument manufacturers have focused on technology 
leadership, Unitron chose early on to adopt a more prag-

matic approach; choosing to innovate with a sole purpose 
of making life better for people with hearing loss. So, from 
its earliest days to today’s R&D efforts, Unitron’s patented 
technologies and product portfolio improvements have 
been purpose-driven and practical; focused on the goal of 
achieving patient benefit and acceptance.

To find first evidence of this purpose-driven innovation, one 
can travel all the way back to 1966 when Unitron introduced 
the industry’s first fully rechargeable hearing aid. The next 
big advancement occurred in power BTEs (behind-the-ear) 
with the 960P product and continued with the introduction 
of the US80 product for the severe to profound hearing loss. 
US80 became an industry favorite and helped open the 
door for Unitron to distribute internationally. Many more 
innovations followed, including (but certainly not limited 
to): the inclusion of Wide Dynamic Range Compression 
(WDRC) signal processing and the Sound F/X product to 
help HHCPs better fit the needs of those with a mild hearing 
loss; an emphasis on directionality to offer better aware-
ness of speech in noise; and programmable hearing aids 
and computers as an integral part of the fitting process.

The shift from an analog to digital world was a game 
changer for Unitron and the hearing healthcare industry 
overall. Toccata, a proprietary chip set, was launched and 
gave Unitron the ability to develop unique digital products 
such as UnisonTM, and to spin off a subsidiary (Dspfactory) 
to provide the hearing healthcare industry with ultra-low 
power digital signal processing (DSP) technology. 

Unitron at 50: From our early beginnings
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With the move to digital, Unitron was able to focus technology 
development on tackling specific problems for patients such 
as: protection from sudden intense noises (AntiShockTM); 
hearing conversations clearly on the phone in both ears (bin-
aural phone); significantly improving speech intelligibility in 
noise (SmartFocusTM); and 360 degree detection and aware-
ness of speech in all environments (SpeechZoneTM 2). 

And in 2014, Unitron brought home celebrated iF and Red Dot 
product design awards for its beautiful Moxi KissTM hearing 
instrument. These awards, which recognize outstanding 
achievements in product design, serve to highlight Unitron’s 
more recent investments and purpose-driven advancements 
in the field of industrial design, aimed at improving a wear-
er’s comfort while lowering the perception barriers that often 
stand in the way of hearing aid adoption. 

This business is personal 
While product innovation clearly plays a role in Unitron’s 
success, technology advancement has never come at the 
expense of the customer relationship. Operating under the 
strong belief this business is personal, the relationships 
Unitron has established with hearing healthcare profes-
sionals (HHCPs) over the years, and those HHCPs have in 
turn built with their patients, have been instrumental in 
shaping the company’s strategy and culture. In the compa-
ny’s first few years of existence, before there was a product 
portfolio, relationships formed the foundation for the com-
pany Unitron has become today. Mike Stork, son of Fred, 

and one time President of the company explains; “Relation-
ships are a vital ingredient in any start-up’s life, and they 
were instrumental in fuelling Unitron’s growth over the 
years. They are all an entrepreneur has to go on, until they 
can build credibility for their products and their brand.” 

A commitment to relationships is a vital thread connecting 
Unitron’s strategy through the years. In fact, a document 
from the late 1990s outlining the company’s strategy at the 
time, presents a near mirror image of the company’s busi-
ness strategy today. Both talk to the importance of a close 
customer relationship; a focus on taking time to understand 
what our customers need to grow their business and 
achieve greater patient satisfaction; and the determination 
to provide unmatched services within the hearing health-
care marketplace.  

So while much has changed over the 50 years Unitron has 
been in business, there are many constants to be celebrated 
during this half-century anniversary. At every stage of 
growth, Unitron, its leadership and its employees have 
never lost sight of the primary mission – to create high qual-
ity products that make our customers successful; to create 
positive and lasting relationships; and to improve the qual-
ity of life for people with hearing loss.

Unitron at 50: From our early beginnings

Also in 1964:
Popular movies included Goldfinger, Mary Poppins, 

My Fair Lady, Dr. Strange Love
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Unitron at 50: Research & development through the years

50 years of innovation – a few highlights along the way

Unitron research & 
development through 
the years 

Two leaders share over 30 years of experience
We sat down for this interview with two of Unitron’s R&D leaders past and present – Horst Arndt  

and Ara Talaslian – to discuss the evolution of the industry and hearing instrument technology  

under their respective tenures.

1965

Inaugural product 210

1966

Industry’s first fully rechargeable 
hearing aid: 225T

1971

Eyeglass hearing aids are  
introduced: 761P
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Also in 1964:

The first Ford Mustang rolls off the assembly line

  You guided Unitron’s innovation strategy for over 
20 years. Can you share highlights in terms of technological 
innovations beginning with the 1980s? 

Horst: In the 1980s, we were still operating in an analog 
world and in the early part of that decade, Unitron was best 
known in the industry for its ‘power behind the ear’ prod-
ucts. We continued to build on this innovation strategy with 
a number of new products up to the introduction of the US80 
hearing instrument in 1990, which was very successful. 

Then in the mid to late ’80s, programmable hearing aids 
were introduced and this was considered a significant tech-
nological change because you could now hook a computer 
to a hearing aid to program it and this changed the dispens-
ing environment. Then Unitron (and the rest of the industry 
players for that matter) introduced fitting software for hear-
ing healthcare professionals (HHCPs), in addition to the 
products. Our focus was on creating simple to use software 
that HHCPs, who may initially not be computer proficient, 
could easily use and effectively fit a hearing aid to a specific 
audiogram with confidence. 

Q  How would you characterize the 1990s for technological 
advancements for Unitron?

Horst: In the 1990s Unitron entered the digital revolution. We 
began working with the University of Western Ontario for 

both the development of programmable as well as initial 
development for the digital chipset. We also began research-
ing digital signal processing techniques for hearing aids, and 
how to incorporate algorithms into hearing aids to achieve 
solutions to specific problems such as hearing in noisy sur-
roundings. Of course, there were no silicon chips at the time 
that could operate down to one volt and with very low cur-
rent consumption. So we began collaborating with players in 
other industries (Swiss research and design centers involved 
with digital watch manufacturers) to develop effective solu-
tions for hearing instruments. 

Around that time, we also established a digital signal pro-
cessing group within R&D to advance this research. In 1998, it 
was spun out from Unitron to become a separate company: 
Dspfactory. The rationale for this spin off was to have the 
company develop the chipset (Toccata) and achieve sufficient 
production volumes by marketing it to Unitron and others in 
the industry. Companies would differentiate their digital hear-
ing instruments from others by using proprietary algorithms.

We went on to produce several digital products based on 
Toccata. We were also busy working on the development of 
algorithms for the DSP chipset, implementing new strategies 
such as noise reduction, directional microphone processing, 
various compression schemes, and multi-program systems 
where the hearing instrument would recognize an acoustic 
situation and bring different technologies into play. 

Horst Arndt 
Vice President Research & Development from 1981 to 2004

Horst Arndt joined Unitron in 1981 and led the Research & 

Development (R&D) team until 2000. He then took on the role  

of senior technical advisor to Unitron within The Phonak Group,  

until his retirement in 2004. 

Q

1976

Industry’s first fully integrated 
circuitry

1981

E&U series (ITEs)

1985

Pocket Model UF series



6  Unitron Magazine

Unitron at 50: Research & development through the years

These technologies are still found in 
the hearing instruments Unitron manu-
factures today. 

Q  Is there one moment in time that 
you would consider to be game 
changing for Unitron? 

Horst: I would have to say the move to 
digital technology and the introduction 
of the Toccata chipset. It made Unitron 
unique in the market, and at the time it 
was the most open platform available. 
By controlling functionality with soft-
ware algorithms we could add more 
features at less cost and with quicker 
turnaround. It showed the industry 
and specifically The Phonak Group that 
Unitron was an attractive acquisition. 
At that point in our history, the Stork 
family had decided that to go to the 
next phase of growth they either 
needed to take the company public, or 
be acquired. The acquisition by The 
Phonak Group made a lot of sense. And 
it was a good decision in retrospect. 
Now it is 10+ years later and Unitron is 
operating as an independent brand 
under Sonova, and not only competing 
successfully but growing.

  How has innovation at Unitron 
changed over the last ten years? 

Ara: In the first four years of my 10 year 
tenure, I think we were still trying to 
figure out what works. And we were 
mainly guided by the fact that hearing 
healthcare professionals (HHCPs) seem 
to be attracted to the “new.” Now this is 
still very true, but it was an incomplete 
theory of what would work. We were 
too focused on creating the new thing, 
and needed to put more emphasis on 
what I would refer to as a systemic 
approach of what works for patients 
with hearing loss. 

We have come to realize that the most 
important thing is to get patients to 
accept our product, which in turn 
builds credibility for the HHCP with 
their patients (and reduces repeat 
visits from the patients), which then 
encourages the HHCP to buy more of 
our product. This thinking – that 
everything we do has to help move 
the ball forward in patient acceptance 

− helped to establish the guiding prin-
ciples that today govern our R&D 
innovation strategy. 

Q  So what are the guiding principles 
that drive innovation at Unitron? 

Ara: To achieve patient satisfaction, all 
of our product development efforts 
must be truly guided by the wants and 
needs of people with hearing loss. And 
we look at these wants and needs as a 
hierarchical structure (a pyramid), with 
ascending values. 

At the first layer in the pyramid we 
know that the patient must perceive 
this hearing instrument as comfort-
able. By comfort, we are referring to 
three distinctive aspects of the 
patients’ perception: psychological 
(how it looks), physical (how it feels 
on the ear) and acoustical (no arti-
facts). If, and only if, patients are con-
vinced that the hearing instruments 
are comfortable will they move to the 
next level to sound quality. They will 

Ara Talaslian

Ara Talaslian 
Vice President  of R&D from 
2004 to present

Ara Talaslian is Unitron’s current 

VP of R&D. He is responsible for 

leadership of the company’s 100+ 

member research & develop team, 

and for development and delivery 

of multiple Unitron hearing 

instrument product lines. 

Q

1989

Modular ITEs (Vista)

1990

US80 Super Power BTE

1991

Sigma programmable hearing 
instruments
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Also in 1964:

Sony introduces the first VCR Home Video Recorder

begin listening to the product and 
assess its sound quality – for instance, 
can they understand a person in quiet 
and does that person sound natural. 
And when the first two layers of the 
pyramid are in order, then the perfor-
mance aspects start to kick in, such as 
our latest SpeechZone 2 automatic 
program system, which is the highest 
level of performance we’ve delivered 
in any Unitron hearing instrument. A 
pyramid was a deliberate choice as 
each level must be addressed before 
moving to the needs at the next level. 

Q  Can you give me an example of an 
innovation that abides by these 
guiding principles? 

Ara: Our SmartFocusTM automatic pro-
gram technology was the first major 
breakthrough that enforced all three 
layers of the pyramid. Historically, 
hearing instruments were built to have 
parallel digital signal processes, with 
each of these processes working inde-
pendently and individually trying to 
figure out how to respond to the 
acoustical environment. These pro-

cesses were traditionally loosely coor-
dinated. We believe this can and will 
lead to poor sound quality in certain 
acoustical circumstances.

What we introduced with the Smart- 
Focus automatic program architecture 
was an orchestrated approach. In a 
musical orchestra, each music player 
makes independent sound, but is 
guided by a “conductor”. This is the 
way SmartFocus works. As the conduc-
tor, SmartFocus reads the environ-
ment, and based on that information, 
communicates to all players (features) 
simultaneously – here’s what you will 
all do. It is a coordinated response to a 
specific sound environment. 

The SmartFocus architecture has had a 
significant impact at every layer of the 
pyramid. At the comfort layer, it has 
resulted in a dramatic reduction of arti-
facts, meaning that overall acoustical 
comfort has gone up significantly. At 
the second (sound quality) layer, as the 
automatic program is running, the 
system is continuously trying to opti-
mize by reaching highly optimized sets 

of parameters that represent good 
sound quality, and very natural sound 
(like the orchestra conductor telling his 
musicians what to do). And, finally, at 
the performance layer, our separation 
of speech from noise is second to none 
due to the way in which SmartFocusTM 
coordinates the signal processing fea-
tures which creates this separation. 

Q  Looking ahead to the future, can 
you share what is on the horizon 
regarding Unitron’s innovation 
strategy? 

Ara: One of the most exciting opportu-
nities on the horizon is in an area I’ll 
call product-based service enablers.  A 
first example of this kind of innovation 
can be found in our Flex concept.  It 
serves as a corollary to our fitting soft-
ware, and provides the HHCP with a 
very proficient way to trial new hearing 
instruments or upgrade currently 
owned hearing instruments, providing 
that HHCP with another path to drive 
an improved customer experience.  
You will see us expand on these prod-
uct-based service enablers in the 
future, adding additional software, 
web systems and mobile apps that will 
have multiple effects on the experi-
ence we’re seeking to drive for our 
customers.  I should also note that we 
see our fitting software and these 
other various tools merging in the near 
future. Rather than distinct offerings, 
we’ll have a single system with multi-
ple tools for audiologists to use in pro-
viding better, more unique, and more 
efficient service to patients. 

1992

ICON series (modular BTEs)

1995

Sound F/X (WDRC)

1998

Established DSP Group &  
Dspfactory spinoff
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Unitron at 50: The evolution of our R&D system

Vital links in the chain 

Unitron R&D’s “system” evolves to deliver on its  
growing mandate 
Just as a hearing instrument has evolved from a simple electronic device in the 1960s to become an 

intricate, computerized device today, Unitron’s R&D organization has itself evolved over the past 50 years. 

Today’s R&D organization can also be described as a complex system where many disciplines and 

functions come together as vital links in a chain to imagine, design, develop, test and deliver product 

advancements on a bi-annual release schedule. 

2002

Unison 4 & 2 and Conversa 

2004

Unitron’s first premium  
product – Liaison

2005

Rapid digital shell production
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Also in 1964:

BASIC (Beginners’ All-purpose Symbolic Instruction Code),  
an easy to learn high level programming language, is introduced

One needs only to look at the size of the R&D organization 
to gain a sense of how the group has expanded over the last 
half a century to keep pace with technological change. In 
1964, when the company was founded, Unitron’s R&D 
department consisted of one individual. By 1985, it had 
expanded to 20 people and three groups: product design, 
electro acoustical design and manufacturing engineering. 
And yet, it is really the last 20 years that have had the great-
est impact on Unitron’s R&D team. The advent of microelec-
tronics, the introduction of digital sound processing tech-
nologies and advancements in software engineering and 
mobile technologies have radically changed the size and 
makeup of Unitron’s R&D department, which now employs 
more than 100 people and is home to a host of disciplines 
and 11 different teams. 

Probably one of the most significant areas for evolution for 
Unitron R&D over the past 10 years is in the fields of digital 
signal processing and software engineering. These disci-
plines, which did not even exist within the R&D function in 
the mid-’80s, now make up the largest groups in the R&D 
organization. 

Fitting software, created by Unitron’s fitting software team, 
and first introduced to market in the late ’80s, has become 
the primary interface between the wearer and the hearing 
healthcare professional (HHCP) and serves as an important 
tool for the counseling and selection process. As software 
innovation continues to evolve, Unitron’s new app develop-
ment team are at work, building new integrations between 

the company’s hearing instruments and mobile devices, the 
Internet, Bluetooth technologies and more.

Unitron’s digital signal processing group, a function that first 
emerged within the R&D group in the early ’90s, today cre-
ates the ‘magic’ that happens within a hearing instrument 
once the fitting software is unhooked and the device is 
working on its own. This team works hand-in-hand with 
system performance to push the limits in the field of signal 
processing, creating and optimizing advanced technologies 
to ensure Unitron’s hearing instruments continue to produce 
fantastic, natural sound in any environmental condition. 

While electroacoustics and hardware systems is one of  
Unitron’s longest running R&D functions, responsible for the 
electrical design and sound quality of a hearing instrument, 
the team’s pairing with mechanical engineering has helped 
to raise the bar for Unitron in the area of industrial design. 
Working collaboratively, these R&D teams solve the chal-
lenge of creating a hearing instrument that is not only beauti-
ful in form, but fits all mechanical components and delivers 
uncompromising sound quality. 

And with any growing, multi-disciplinary technology team, 
there have emerged many key supporting functions which 
provide essential checks and balances within the R&D func-
tions, ensuring that the entire process from design to final 
product operates with maximum efficiency to deliver high 
quality products. 

“As a lean team, it is important that every function within the R&D organization work together,  
and at an optimal level to deliver upon our huge mandate,” 

– Ara Talaslian, Unitron’s Vice President of R&D

2006

AntiShock

2007

Moxi, an industry  
first RIC with receiver selection 

2008

360 “EnviroTough” SuperPower
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A program management team carefully orchestrates the vari-
ous R&D functions to advance large projects in parallel, while 
systems integration brings all software components together 
for final synchronization. And a dedicated software quality 
and customer support group methodically runs thousands of 
tests each day to ensure Unitron consistently delivers the 
highest quality software to its customers. 

Before any hearing instrument can be delivered to a cus-
tomer within the Sonova Group, it must be calibrated, con-
figured and tested within a global system developed by  
Unitron’s test and configuration systems team. And finally, 
to make the leap from producing 100 hearing instruments to 
mass production of hundreds of thousands of products, a 
processing engineering and technical services team facili-
tates a product’s transition from R&D to the company’s 
manufacturing facility in Suzhou and other global sites. 

“As a lean team, it is important that every function within the 
R&D organization work together, and at an optimal level to 
deliver upon our huge mandate,” says Ara Talaslian, Unitron’s 
Vice President of R&D. “What makes this possible is a culture 
of leadership – especially at the manager level – that recog-
nizes that human beings are behind each technology, and it’s 
ultimately what our people do and how they do it that mat-
ters. To do what we do well, we need to have teams who trust 
each other and can depend on their peers to stand and 
deliver. They recognize that their roles are links in a chain – if 
one breaks, the entire chain fails. Leadership and trust has 
helped us forge a very strong chain.” 

2009

Passport with wireless, binaural 
phone and SmartFocus technology

2010

uTV wireless system

2011

Era platform with Quantum  
& Moxi; TrueFit
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Just a year after its launch to the market Moxi Kiss has 
received rave reviews from the hearing healthcare commu-
nity, and most recently, international acclaim, winning iF and 
Red Dot awards for product design excellence. 

The iF and Red Dot awards are internationally recognized 
labels for outstanding achievements in product design. For 
each individual award Moxi Kiss was selected from a field 
consisting of thousands of entries and evaluated against 
such criteria as quality, innovation, functionality, and emo-
tional content by a jury of experts and renowned designers 
from all over the world. 

Moxi Kiss’ journey to the awards podium began nearly three 
years ago when Unitron embarked on a design evolution for 
its hearing instruments. 

The intelligent design and luxurious finish of Moxi Kiss real-
izes Unitron’s design goal to create a product that wearers 
would rate as stylish, discreet and comfortable, and hearing 
healthcare providers would be proud to represent. The 
hearing instrument’s outer shell was meticulously designed, 

including precision of the tooling to the micron level to get 
the smallest form possible, and a G2 curvature to ensure a 
luxurious finish. 

Advances in mechanical and electroacoustical design also 
ensure Moxi Kiss’ internal functionality upholds Unitron’s 
commitment to high-fidelity natural sound, providing wear-
ers a high degree of listening comfort even in the most diffi-
cult noise environments.

“The industrial design process that led to the creation of 
Moxi Kiss required an unprecedented level of teamwork and 
innovation from many parts of the Unitron organization. 
Project management, marketing , electroacoustic, mechani-
cal engineering, and the company’s industrial design part-
ner AWOL collaborated to deliver truly groundbreaking 
work,” says Edison Lee. 

“We are honoured to have Moxi Kiss recognized by the 
world’s leaders in product design. Moxi Kiss represents the 
first step in a new design evolution for Unitron’s hearing 
instruments that will continue for years to come,” says Jan 
Metzdorff, President, Unitron. “In creating Moxi Kiss, our 
team studied the best in the world, pushed through design 
barriers and ultimately created an outstanding product 
design that is intelligent, beautiful, and truly worthy of 
international recognition.” 

2012

Flex:trial and Flex:upgrade

2013

New generation Quantum /  
Moxi with SmartFocus2

2014

SpeechZone 2 in next  
generation of Pro

Unitron at 50: The evolution of our R&D system

Also in 1964:

Lenny Kravitz, Sandra Bullock, Keanu Reeves  
and Nicolas Cage are born

Unitron design evolution 
leads to world recognition
Moxi Kiss earns international acclaim with Red Dot 
and iF product design awards
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Unitron at 50: Our partnership focus

Roll the clock forward by 37 years. 
Today, NJH is Japan’s second largest 
hearing healthcare distributor, employ-
ing 200 people and operating 10 
offices and factories across the coun-
try. And it remains a strong distributor 
partner for Unitron, proudly represent-
ing the hearing healthcare manufactur-
er’s brand in the Japanese market. 

“I very clearly recall our first meeting 
with Mr. Stork. It was 1977 and we trav-
elled to Canada with the hopes of 
embarking upon a distribution relation-
ship with Unitron,” says Yukitomo 
Tokunaga. “At the time our company 
consisted of just my wife and I. Mr. Stork 
worried that we were too small, but he 
still believed in us. We truly consider Mr. 
Fred Stork as our personal benefactor, 
and we were deeply affected and sad-
dened by his loss in 2008. However, as 
the saying goes, ‘endurance makes you 

stronger,’ and that is certainly true for 
us. Since Mr. Stork’s passing, we have 
received equally sincere support over 
the decades from successive Unitron 
presidents and executives.”

Beyond the strong relationship NJH 
has formed with Unitron’s leadership, 
Mr. Tokunaga further attributes NJH’s 
continued market success to several 
other factors. First, the company has 
successfully maintained business rela-
tionships with Japanese dealers for 
decades. Second, unlike its competi-
tors, which have facilities only in 
Tokyo, NJH has built a decentralized 
business model over the last two 
decades and operates factory loca-
tions in Tokyo, Osaka and Fukuoka. 
This decentralized model allowed NJH 
to survive the Great East Japan earth-
quake three years ago without suffer-
ing heavy damage. Finally, Tokunaga 

A little more than ten years after Unitron opened its doors as a business, Unitron founder and President 

Fred Stork took a risk on New Japan Hearing (NJH), a small Japanese distributor with two employees 

operating out of a one-room office. Stork consigned 3,000 units of hearing aids to NJH’s founder, 

Yukitomo Tokunaga, on the promise of future payment, putting his trust in the fledgling Japanese  

partner to succeed. 

Building Unitron’s brand in  
the land of the rising sun
Hearing healthcare distributor New Japan Hearing (NJH) 
looks back on its 37-year long partnership with Unitron

Mr. Yukitomo Tokunaga, Chairman and
founder, New Japan Hearing
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attributes NJH’s long-term success to the longevity of his 
staff relationships. Most of NJH’s employees were recruited 
out of college, built their careers with the company and have 
gone on to assume senior roles. This low turnover, in con-
trast to competitors, has allowed NJH to build those deep 
lasting relationships with its dealer network. 

One of the most recent developments in the NJH/Unitron 
partnership comes from Flex:trialTM, Unitron’s unique trial 
concept that helps lower barriers to hearing aid adoption. 
NJH is leveraging FlexTM to help the firm capture greater 
market share, especially for the undecided first time buyers 
by allowing them to experience the benefits of audition in 
their own environment.

“Flex:trial is a very unique product and is working very  
well to increase Unitron hearing instrument sales,” says  
Mr. Tokunaga. 

It’s not easy to stay in business for 50 years. Nor is it easy  
to maintain a partnership for 37 of those 50. Yukitomo  
Tokunaga reflects on the longevity of his relationship with 
the Unitron brand. 

“We have a saying in Japan, ‘Greatness can be achieved 
through a long struggle, and yet destroyed in a moment,’” 
says Yukitomo Tokunaga. “The excellence of Unitron’s prod-
ucts is important, but I believe Unitron’s ability to stay in 
business for 50 years is because it is a traditional company, 
loved by its customers. The strong business relationship 
NJH has built with Unitron over the last 37 years has pro-
vided mutual benefit to each of our businesses. There is a 
sincerity to our relationship that has helped our partnership 
endure over these years.” 

Unitron seminar in Tokyo, 1981

Fukuoka Osaka Tokyo

Also in 1964:
The worlds first high speed rail network opens in Japan
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Unitron at 50: Our international growth journey

From Canadian grassroots player to global leadership
Unitron looks back on its international growth journey 

It’s been a 50-year journey for 
Unitron, from its founding days in 
Canada to the global company 
that exists today, but it’s really 
the last 10+ years that tell the 
story of aggressive international 
expansion and growth.

2003

China and  
the Suzhou 
manufacturing 
facility

2004

UK
France
Netherlands
Australia
New Zealand

1964

Unitron is 
founded  
in Canada

1969

Germany

1974

USA

The foundational early years Explosive growth in the 2000s

“Having a direct presence in the market is a key 
strategy for growth. Through a dedicated on-the-
ground-team, we can better develop our market 
position, manage our message to the local hearing 
healthcare community, and most importantly 
respond directly to local needs. Local offices give us 
a direct line of sight in these markets, from what we 
do as a company, to the products we design, to the 
brand we want to communicate.”

– Bruce Brown, Vice President of Global Marketing for Unitron

Unitron Magazine  15

Unitron at 50: Our international growth journey

From Canadian grassroots player to global leadership
Unitron looks back on its international growth journey 

2006

Norway

2007

Denmark
Sweden
South Africa
Belgium

2008

Spain

2009

Columbia

2010

India

2011

Russia
South Korea

2012

Switzerland

Explosive growth in the 2000s

Also in 1964:
Another iconic Canadian brand turns 50 – Tim Hortons



Canada USA China
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Unitron at 50: Our international growth journey

While the Canadian-headquartered company had been 
exporting to countries around the world since 1966, and by 
the mid-1980s had a network of 30 international distribu-
tors, it had not yet taken the plunge to develop its own 
international presence beyond Germany. However 2003 
signaled a major change in that strategy, as Unitron set its 
sights on becoming a global force in the hearing healthcare 

marketplace, with plans to build out its own network of 
Group Companies to serve and support each local market. 

“Having a direct presence in the market is a key strategy for 
growth,” says Bruce Brown, Vice President of Global Mar-
keting for Unitron. “Through a dedicated on-the-ground 
team, we can better develop our market position, manage 
our message to the local hearing healthcare community, 
and most importantly respond directly to local needs. Local 
offices give us a direct line of sight in these markets, from 
what we do as a company, to the products we design, to 
the brand we want to communicate.” 

In just a one-year period beginning in 2004, the company 
opened five GCs in the United Kingdom, France, Nether-
lands, Australia and New Zealand, extending its presence in 
Europe and into the Pan-Asian market. 

The aggressive growth trajectory continued through to 
2009 with additional GCs launched in Norway, Denmark, 
Sweden, South Africa, Belgium, Spain, Colombia and South 

Unitron’s international growth has been accelerated in part through our network of distributors who 
bring strong industry expertise and local knowledge to the company. In several cases, these partners 
have been “adopted” into the Unitron family to become one of our Group Companies (GCs). van Opstal 
Compro in the Netherlands represents one of these partners turned GCs. André de Goeij, Unitron’s 
current Director of Product Marketing, was with van Opstal Compro at the time of the company’s 
acquisition by Unitron. 

Unitron headquarters circa 1984



United Kingdom Australia Switzerland

America. Unitron’s presence as a core brand within the 
Sonova Group (the company joined Sonova in 2000) also 
helped to simplify its internationalization efforts. The 
parent company was able to assist Unitron in its expansion 
offering infrastructure, shared service support and in some 
cases, skilled people who joined the Unitron team. Third 
party distributors also played an instrumental role in pro-
pelling Unitron’s international growth over this timeframe, 
contributing to the company’s success in almost every coun-
try it serves and allowing Unitron to go above and beyond in 
its ability to serve and respond to customer demand in each 
local market. “We have great relationships with our distribu-
tors. They have helped us grow in the export market for the 
last 50 years,” says André de Goeij, Director of Product Man-
agement for Unitron. “I honestly believe we have the most 
dedicated distribution network in the hearing healthcare 
business today, with our partners bringing real industry 
expertise to the table that complements our business and 
represents the Unitron brand very well.” To this end, several 
distributor partners (Netherlands, South Africa, Colombia) 
have over the years been adopted into the Unitron family. 
“We believe that the success of a local office is driven by our 

ability to bring our culture to the customer,” adds de Goeij. 
“As we go into new markets, it is our continued mission to 
create great customer experience, the Unitron Way, at a 
local level.”

The “go local” Group Company model clearly has worked to 
the company’s and its customers’ advantage. Since it 
embarked upon its globalization effort in 2003, sales have 
quadrupled – with much of that growth attributed to the 
successful opening of local offices. 

Regardless of our location around the world, Unitron’s 
Group Companies and their respective team members are 
united by a shared goal to deliver exceptional customer 
experience based on renowned personal service and prod-
ucts that make a real difference in people’s lives. 

“Becoming part of the Unitron family of Group Companies allowed us to change our presence from  
being a multi-brand supplier to having a focus on one important brand. For our team, becoming part  
of a larger organization meant we were part of a bigger team and able to access more direct support 
from head office. And best of all, even in the midst of this change, our customers were able to see  
the same faces.” 

Also in 1964:

Cassius Clay (the future Muhammad Ali) defeats  
Sonny Liston to win heavyweight boxing title
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Unitron at 50: Unitron through the years

A glimpse of 
Unitron’s past
(Hairstyles included)
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Also in 1964:
Introduction of the “Speedo” bathing suitUnitron at 50: Unitron through the years
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Unitron at 50: Celebrating our employees

Larry Huff traded in his sig-
nature 1970s, waist-length goldilocks 
37 years ago and joined Unitron, then a 
small, family-owned business. He is 
now the Manager for the Process Engi-
neering and Technical Support teams.

Q  What are some of the key reasons you have stayed  
with Unitron for so long?

There was, and still is, a very entrepreneurial spirit here at 
Unitron. This approach was necessary particularly in the 
1990s when times were very lean. We simply didn’t have the 
resources or money to invest in test equipment, so we made 
our own. If we couldn’t afford to go to larger vendors, we 
built the expertise in-house. This was really interesting and 
exciting for me, as I was able to practice and use the theory I 
learned in school. Even some of my early designs can still be 
seen, in particular the Hearing Aid Tester, or Hat Tester, is 
still used by our QA department. We were inventors from 
our early beginnings and even today, although we have 
more resources, we look to employees for innovative ideas 
and solutions.

Q  What do you see in Unitron’s future?

With great forerunners in the company like Bruce Brown, our 
VP of Global Marketing, who is a visionary leader and Ara 
Talaslian, our VP of R&D, who lives and breathes Unitron, our 
future is bright. We also have an extensive product portfolio, 

and award winning product designs. We are definitely 
headed in the right direction. We’ve always been a service 
oriented company – but now we are boasting about it, and 
reaching new milestones every day.

Marty Keenan – with over 
30 years of customer service experi-
ence, Marty reflects on how it’s the 
people he’s going to miss the most as he 
approaches his retirement. Marty was 
the Customer Care Manager at Unitron 
US.

Q  What are you going to miss the most as you enter your  
retirement years?

In a word, it is relationships. Not just the relationships with 
the staff here, but with our customers and our Unitron 
Group Company colleagues from across the globe. When I 
started, I was working for Argosy, who merged with Unitron 
and Lori. At the time it wasn’t a good experience, but we all 
got together and agreed that we were going to do this. Do or 
die, we were going to make this work. We did it for our col-
leagues and for the business, and this loyalty is what has 
made and kept us a strong group. People say it’s like family 
here and it really is true. I’ve been working with some of my 
colleagues for 30 years and they really are an extension of 
my family. It’s going to be tough not seeing them every day. 

Long standing employees play 
significant role in Unitron’s 50th 
year milestone
At Unitron we pride ourselves on having long standing employees. They are our historians of the 

company, they have been with us in good times and in bad, and they have watched us grow from a 

grassroots business into a global player. We sat down with a few of our historians for a look back into 

Unitron’s early days, and to see how things have changed over the decades. 
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Also in 1964:

TV hits included Peyton Place, Bewitched,  
Gilligan’s Island, The Munsters, Jeopardy!Unitron at 50: Celebrating our employees

My customers also play a big part in what I will miss the 
most. I’ll miss talking to them on the phone or seeing them 
at events, but mostly I’ll miss getting to see the great value 
we bring to patients because we really do make a difference 
in people’s lives. I cannot imagine ever working for another 
hearing aid manufacturer.

Q  Do you have a funny customer story to share?

One of our very good customers called me up one day and 
had a special request. He wanted me to watch this order 
really closely. He had been servicing a family for many 
years, and one of the family members was driving over 400 
miles just to be fit by him. So, I needed to make sure every-
thing went smoothly. He called me later to tell me every-
thing went fine and she was on her way home, but about an 
hour later she was back in his office with a dead hearing aid. 
She said that she was at a stop light, saw a bright flashing 
light, and heard someone talking to her and then the hear-
ing aid went dead. She explained that for centuries, going 
back to the middle ages, her relatives have been contacted 
by aliens from outer space and she believed they had finally 
contacted her. She assumed they had never contacted her 
before because of her hearing loss, but with new hearing 
aids she would finally be able to hear them! She wasn’t 
upset that the hearing aid had died, she was excited and 
really wanted the hearing aid back so that she could con-
verse with the aliens. 

Peggy Phillips started with 
Unitron US when it was just a family 
business, run out of small converted 
house in Port Huron, Michigan. Peggy 
was the first woman to join the US team. 
After working in repairs for a year, she 
moved over to Customer Service where 
nearly 30 years have flown by.

Q  What makes your experience with Unitron so special?

I was able to be part of and grow with this organization. 
When I first started, there were only six of us in the US. We 
had to do everything manually, including checking in and 
out repairs by hand-writing the documentation. This was 
not technical or efficient, like it is today. So I’ve seen the 

growth, not just in our products but in our systems we use. 
What also makes it special are some of the customers I’ve 
known for 30 years, and I have long standing relationships 
with them. We are now split up into various zones, so I don’t 
get the opportunity to talk with the Eastern customers, but 
every once in a while I’ll get an old customer and they usu-
ally respond with “Is this Peggy? THE Peggy?”. It’s a great 
feeling to have made such an impression on people, so 
much so that they remember me after all these years.

Q  What are some moments at Unitron that make  
you smile?

I’d have to say reading the loss and damage forms are usu-
ally quite fun. One time, we had a gentleman write a letter to 
explain how he lost his hearing aids. He wrote to tell us that 
while in Texas his wife was being chased by killer bees, and 
he had to rescue her. During his heroic gesture, he lost his 
hearing aids. These unique stories always turn up the cor-
ners of our mouths and add a fun twist to our typical day. 

Carolyn Davis – from ear 
wax to an occasional bug in a hearing 
aid, Carolyn has seen it all in her 35 
years with Unitron. As a Service Tech-
nician for the Canadian office, Carolyn 
reminisces about her 35 years as she 
approaches her retirement.

Q  What was it like working for a family operation in the 
early days?

Well, Mr. Stork was always about. You could always see him 
interacting with the employees, and he knew everyone by 
name. He fostered that sense of culture and of being a close 
knit family. It was partly a German thing, I think, but his 
legacy continues today. We’ve carried on those early day 
traditions as we’ve branched out into different teams. We 
have the mentality that a lot of hands make light work, and 
that you always support your family. Even though we are 
more people, it’s just a bigger family. Mr. Stork was a gener-
ous man, and he provided many opportunities for our staff 
to socialize. Whether it was at Oktoberfest, Christmas par-
ties or summer parties, Unitron celebrations always brought 
cheer around the building.



Unitron’s ‘Day in the Life’ 
program takes market research 
into the clinic
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Unitron at 50: Getting to know our customers

Unitron’s ‘Day in the Life’ program, now three years old, is 
modeled after a similar successful program developed by 
parent company Sonova Group’s Market Insights Department. 
The program also builds on Unitron Research & Develop-
ment’s commitment to intensive market research and ongoing 
consultation with customers – a tradition that stretches back 
to 1964 when the department was first formed. 

At that time, founder and then President of Unitron Fred 
Stork was quoted as saying: “it was always our intent to be 
a technology leader on the innovation front and never a ‘me 
too’ company.” 

Stork’s spirit of innovation, and his desire to build a better 
hearing aid that customers want to wear, lives on today 
through such market research initiatives as the ‘Day in the 

Hazel MacTavish,  
Sr. Marketing Manager 
Unitron (center)  
experiencing a day in  
the life with Ohio  
hearing professionals 
with Andrea Young (left) 
and Beth Montgomery  
(right)

As the saying goes, you can’t understand a man until you walk a mile in his shoes. To better understand the 

day to day experience of our hearing healthcare customers, Unitron employees from head office, Canadian 

and US marketing groups as well as select members of Unitron’s research & development team are now 

engaged in a research project that takes each Unitron team member out of the office and into the clinic to 

observe the important activities that comprise a fitter’s busy day. 
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Life’ program, which has been widely and positively received 
by employees and by 30+ participating hearing healthcare 
clinics in the US and Canada. 

‘Day in the Life’ is built with two goals: allow Unitron employ-
ees to further develop in their roles through improved under-
standing of how their daily work impacts Unitron customers; 
and gain new insight and identify new ways to improve the 
products, services and materials we create for our customers. 

To ready Unitron staff members for their day in the clinic, 
they are stepped through a full day of preparatory training 
led by a market researcher with an experience in ethno-
graphics – a specialized area of qualitative market research 
that gathers findings based on observation and immersion 
within customer environments, with a goal of total under-
standing of the process, events, and behaviors of customers 
as they interact with a company’s products and/or services. 

Employees then spend two days in a clinic setting shadowing 
a fitter during the course of their daily business routine, using 
standardized observation and interview processes for note 
taking and reporting. This provides a consistent format for 
gathering learning, observations, suggestions for improve-
ment, and for post-visit knowledge sharing. 

“This structured approach allows us to get as much out of 
these office visits as possible, without creating any disrup-
tion to the fitters,” explains Nancy Tellier, Manager, Market 
Intelligence, Unitron. “After each round of clinic visits, we 
then host a half day workshop for all participating employ-
ees, giving them an opportunity to discuss and share their 
experiences and come up with summary learnings that we 
can feed back to our organization.”

Learnings from the ‘Day in the Life’ program range from an 
idea for a new counseling tool, to an improvement in the 
workflow for Unitron’s TrueFitTM fitting software, to sugges-
tions in the way the company places labels on its packag-
ing. “Even the smallest suggestions coming back from these 
clinic visits can make a huge difference in our hearing 
healthcare partners’ ease of use. And these small, but 
important changes are simply not obvious to us until we are 
in the clinic and observing our products and services at use 
in real life,” says Nancy. “Learnings from the ‘Day in the Life’ 

program have also provided key input into Unitron’s cus-
tomer experience strategy – serving as important reinforce-
ment that we are on the right track with the initiatives we 
have under way.” 

Based on the success of the ‘Day in the Life’ program to 
date, Unitron hopes to expand the program to other coun-
tries in the future, where a greater number of employees 
can enjoy the opportunity to engage and learn from cus-
tomers in the clinical setting. 

Fresh from their clinic visits, employees have been bubbling 
over with enthusiasm for the program, and with respect for 
their hearing healthcare customers. “I was nervous at first 
about heading into a clinic, but that immediately went away 
once I arrived. They were all amazing people, I am happy to 
have known. I only wished I could have stayed longer,” says 
one participating Unitron R&D team member. 

For another Unitron employee, the ‘Day in the Life’ program 
has proved to be one of the most meaningful experiences 
of their career. “I’ve been involved in the hearing health-
care industry for more than 26 years and was utterly 
inspired by my clinic visit. I left wishing I had 30 years of my 
life back to do what these fitters do every day to make such 
a difference in a person’s life. ‘Day in the Life’ is a truly 
amazing program.” 

“Even the smallest suggestions coming back 
 from these clinic visits can make a huge 
 difference in our hearing healthcare partners’ 
 ease of use.”

– Nancy Tellier, Manager, Market Intelligence, Unitron

Also in 1964:

Hit songs included Baby Love (Supremes), I Want to Hold Your Hand (The Beatles),  
I Get Around (The Beach Boys) and Pretty Woman (Roy Orbison)

If you are a hearing healthcare professional and would 
like to participate in Unitron’s ‘Day in the Life’ program, 
please contact: Nancy Tellier, nancy.tellier@unitron.com
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Celebrating fifty years of helping people  
hear their favorite sounds

1964 | The announcement of Unitron Industries 1965 | The hills alive with the Sound 

of Music 1966 | Acoustic guitars playing folk music 1967 | Aretha Franklin singing about 

R-E-S-P-E-C-T 1968 | Andy Rooney’s commentary on 60 Minutes 1969 | Neil Armstrong’s 

voice from space 1970 | Voices promoting peace and love 1971 | The swish of bell bottoms 

1972 | The putt-putt-putt of a groovy ride 1973 | Funky disco tunes 1974 | The Fonz saying, 

“Ayyyy” 1975 | “Live from New York, it’s Saturday Night!” 1976 | The roaring jets of the 

Concorde plane 1977 | Star Wars theme song 1978 | Platform shoes boogying on a dance 

floor 1979 | The purr of a Camaro’s engine 1980 | The crunch-crunch of gobbling Pac-Man 

1981 | Royal wedding bells ringing 1982 | E.T. phoning home 1983 | The spooky sounds in 

Michael Jackson’s Thriller 1984 | Scissors cutting the ribbon at Unitron’s new head office 

1985 | The collective sigh of relief as Coke returned to its original formula 1986 | Rollerskate 

wheels on a wooden floor 1987 | The crunch of popcorn while watching Dirty Dancing  

1988 | Tunes-to-go on a Walkman 1989 | Screams of delight on the tallest roller coaster 

1990 | The “Ahh” in the Home Alone aftershave scene 1991 | The click of a digital camera 

1992 | Toddlers singing the “I love you” Barney song 1993 | The crack of the bat that won the 

Blue Jays the World Series 1994 | Spice Girls singing about what they really, really wanted 

1995 | The infectious beat of the Macarena 1996 | Tom Cruise declaring, “Show me the 

money!” 1997 | Boy bands singing in harmony 1998 | FIFA World Cup song “Cup of life” 

1999 | The Y2K buzz 2000 | Fireworks for the new millennium 2001 | The musical chime of 

Windows starting up 2002 | Clear audio coming through Unitron’s first digital hearing aid 

2003 | Anything and everything on iTunes 2004 | The mouse clicks of everybody signing up 

for Facebook 2005 | Amazing riffs on Guitar Hero 2006 | Sound effects on the Nintendo Wii 

2007 | The first iPhone ringing 2008 | Justin Bieber’s angelic voice 2009 | The beep-beep in 

uHear’s screening app 2010 | The swoosh of an e-reader page turning 2011 | Unitron asking, 

“What’s your favorite sound?” 2012 | The catchy beat of Gangnam Style 2013 | A new royal 

prince cooing 2014 | The pop of the champagne cork as Unitron celebrates 50 years

What was your favorite sound?

Unitron was there



1964 | my favourite sound was the wind-up on my toy cars
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