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Hearing Protection
Noise is unwanted sound. It can have different 
effects on you. 

Psychological effects mean that noise can startle 
you, annoy you, and disrupt your concentration.

Noise can interfere with your communications when 
you are talking to someone. As a consequence, 
it interferes with your job performance and your 
safety. 

Physiological effects mean that you can lose your 
hearing. Noise can cause pain and even nausea 
when the exposure is severe. 

Ear protectors, in effect, reduce noise levels at the 
inner ear. Ear protection is particularly important 
when noise exposures cannot be controlled 
adequately by environmental changes. 

Ear protectors may be either ear plugs or ear muffs. 

Many times workers resist wearing hearing 
protection more than any other type of personal 
equipment. One of the most common reasons that 
they give is that they don’t think they really need 
it. But hearing loss is so gradual, even in intense 
exposures, that by the time you realize that you 
can’t hear as well as you used to, the damage has 
been done and can’t be reversed. 

Another common reason workers give for not 
wearing hearing protectors is that they are 
uncomfortable. Evidence of this attitude can be 
found in such practices as springing muffs so they 
don’t seal against the head, clipping off the inner 
end of plugs and leaving only the outer end tab 
to fool the supervisor, and indifferent molding and 
insertion of malleable-type plug materials. 

Good protection depends on a good seal between 
the surface of the skin and the surface of the 
ear protector. A very small leak can destroy the 
effectiveness of the protection. Protectors have 
a tendency to work loose as a result of talking, 
chewing, etc., and they must be reseated from time 
to time during the workday. 

Some initial discomfort is sometimes experienced in 
obtaining a good seal. 

There will be no adverse reactions as a result of the 
use of ear protectors if they are kept reasonably 
clean. Ear plugs should be made of soft material 
such as neoprene, as hard fixed material can injure 
the canal. Skin irritations, injured ear drums, or other 
harmful reactions are exceedingly rare. A properly 
designed, well-fitted and clear ear protector will 
cause no more difficulty than a pair of safety 
goggles. 
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The use of ear protection will not make it more 
difficult to understand speech or to hear warning 
signals when worn in a noisy environment. 

Most of the available ear protectors, when correctly 
fitted, provide about the same amount of protection. 
The best ear protector, therefore, is the one that you 
can wear properly. 

Three factors may be used to determine the level 
of noise:

1. If it is necessary for you to speak in a very loud 
noise or shout directly into the ear of a person 
in order to be understood, it is likely that the 
exposure limit for noise is being exceeded.

2. If you have heard noises and ringing noises in 
your ears at the end of the work day, you are 
being exposed to too much noise.

3. If speech or music sounds muffled to you 
after leaving work, but sounds fairly clear in 
the morning when you return to work, there is 
no doubt about your being exposed to noise 
levels that can eventually cause a partial loss 
of hearing that can be permanent. 

If any of these conditions exist, a safety professional, 
using a sound level meter, should measure the noise 
level at various work areas. They can then determine 
whether the exposure is great enough to require 
personal protection. 

Proper Fit of Hearing Protection – NRR
Most of us take our sense of hearing for granted-
we assume that we hear what everyone else hears. 
Loss of hearing may not be realized until a friend or 
spouse screams in frustration, “Why don’t you ever 
listen to me!!” This is because hearing loss is usually 
gradual. Normally, it doesn’t hurt, so we don’t know 
it’s happening 

Yet our ability to hear when we want to is precious 
and must be protected.

The critical sound level when hearing protection 
should be worn is 85 decibels (dBA), established for 
an 8-hour time weighted average. The louder and 
longer your exposure, whether at work, at home, or 
during recreation, the more likely your hearing will 
be damaged. If you want to have a sense of “how 
loud is loud,” the following examples, along with 
their decibel rating, will give you an idea: 

Decibels 

 ♦ 30-40 quiet pleasant sounds, a bird chirping

 ♦ 40-50 quiet to normal office sounds

 ♦ 50-60 normal conversation

 ♦ 70-90 heavy machinery, electric motors, 
garbage disposal, city traffic

 ♦ 100-120 jack hammer, power saw, motorcycle, 
lawn mower, rock music

 ♦ 140+ nearly jet engine, gun shot (this level 
causes pain)

Many disposable or reusable plugs are available and 
reduce noise by about 30-33 decibels. This is the 
Noise Reduction Rating (NRR) you see on the box. 
However, since the NRR is established in a laboratory 
with perfectly fitted plugs, experts recommend that 
the true rating is generally about 7 decibels less 
than indicated. Hearing protectors of the ear muff 
type are usually closer to the actual NRR. 

The key to effectively protecting your hearing is 
to properly wear your ear protection. Too often 
earplugs are seen just barely pushed in. Ensure you 
wear your earplugs as they were intended. Roll up 
the foam plugs and make sure you insert them all 
the way in your ear canal. It’s for your hearing . . . 
and your protection.
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