
NOISE & Your Hearing

What is NOISE?

Noise is an unwanted or unpleasant sound. It can get in the way of
sounds we would rather hear.

We are all exposed to noise everyday at home and at work.
If the noise level gets high enough, it can cause problems,
including hearing loss. Wearing a protective hearing device
NOW may save you from wearing a hearing aid TOMORROW.

How do we HEAR SOUNDS?

The process of hearing is amazingly complex and
involves many delicate parts.

To simplify things:

First, sound enters the outer part of the ear, the part we see. The sound
waves travel down the ear canal to the middle ear, where they cause the
eardrum to vibrate.

These vibrations are passed along through tiny bones to the inner ear.
There, the vibrations move little hair-like cells that stimulate the
auditory nerve.

The nerve sends the sound signal to the brain where we “hear” the
sound.

It can make you tired from the strain of listening or
talking over loud background noise.

You might not hear important safety or work
instructions.

It can cause physical and mental stress.

You could even lose your hearing—or part of it—
without noticing.

How does NOISE damage your
hearing?

There are two main ways for hearing loss to
occur, the first is from a single extremely loud
event and the other, which is more common, is
to chronic ongoing overexposure.

The three main components of sound that affect
hearing loss are the exposure loudness, duration
and frequency.

Proactive Prevention

Don’t listen to extremely loud music.

Wear ear protection when operating
equipment like loud vehicles, power
tools, and lawn mowers.

See your doctor if you experience
problems with your ears or hearing.

How much NOISE is too much?

Noise is measured in two ways:

Loudness is measured in decibels (dBA). You
run the risk of hearing loss if you are exposed
to an average of more than 90 dBA over an 8-
hour work day and do not wear hearing
protection.

The second type of measurement is called
pitch or frequency. High pitch noises like
whistles are more likely to harm your hearing.

Noise that is both loud and high-pitched has
the worst effect on hearing.

Approximately 30 million Americans are exposed to high NOISE
levels on the job.

Controlling noise in your
personal life is up to you.  Use

common sense.

Your hearing is important!



NOISE & Your Hearing

Decibel (Loudness) Comparison Chart

Environmental Noise
Weakest sound heard 0dB
Whisper Quiet Library 30dB
Normal conversation (3-5’) 60-70dB
Telephone dial tone 80dB
City traffic (inside car) 85dB
Train whistle at 500’, Truck Traffic 90dB
Subway train at 200’ 95dB
Level at which sustained exposure may result in hearing loss 90 – 95dB
Power mower at 3’ 107dB
Snowmobile, Motorcycle 100dB
Power saw at 3’ 110dB
Sandblasting, Loud Rock Concert 115dB
Pain begins 125dB
Pneumatic riveter at 4’ 125dB
Even short-term exposure can cause permanent damage
Loudest recommended exposure WITH hearing protection 140dB

Jet engine at 100’, Gun Blast 140dB
Death of hearing tissue 180dB
Loudest sound possible 194dB

OSHA’s  annual training requirements must address the effects of noise on
hearing, hearing loss prevention, hearing protection types and fitting, and
audiometric testing purpose and procedures.

OSHA requires that your company follow a Hearing Conservation Program if
noise levels are 85 dB(A) or higher on an 8-hour Time Weighted Average
basis.
The first step in your company’s hearing protection program is to measure
noise levels to determine if any employees are exposed to noise levels
greater than 85 dB(A).
If so, your employer may need to provide noise controls and annual hearing
tests.
Your first hearing test is called a baseline. Later tests will be compared to
this baseline to determine if there has been a change in your hearing.

Hearing loss from NOISE can be temporary or permanent.

A one-time loud noise might cause limited hearing for a few hours. But,
long-term noise exposure can lead to permanent damage.

Some signs that NOISE could be hurting your ears are:

 Noise or ringing in your ears
 Trouble hearing people speak
 Difficulty hearing certain high or soft sounds, like the ticking of a

watch
 Raising the volume on the TV or radio more than usual

If you notice any of these problems, have your hearing tested.

Hearing aids can provide some relief for many
people. Unfortunately, though, there is no
cure for loss of hearing. That is why prevention
is so important.

Engineering Controls

Placing noisy machinery or operations in a
separate area
Maintaining and lubricating equipment so
rattles and squeaks are eliminated
Replacing noisy materials like metal with
quieter substances like wood or plastic
Placing heavy machinery on rubber or spring
mountings to reduce vibration
Using sound-absorbing acoustical tiles and
blankets on floors, ceilings, and walls

Administrative Controls

Arranging work schedules to cut down on the
time each worker spends in a high-noise area
Performing high-noise maintenance
operations during off hours

Personnel Protective Equipment (PPE)

Ear plugs - seal the ear
canal and prevent noise
from reaching the
middle ear. Some plugs
come in standard sizes;
others are individually
moldable, while others
are custom fitted to the
exact shape of your ear.

Ear Muffs – have
cushioned ear cups that fit
over the ear.  To be
effective, the cups must
fit snugly.

To reduce noise to safe
levels you might have to
wear two types of hearing
protection—ear plugs and muffs.

Comfort and need for communication should
be taken into account when PPE is chosen since
it is required 100% of the time in order to be
effective.  Fit testing is available for hearing
protection and will help provide continuous
usage.
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