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Loss Control Insight 
                                 How Loud is too Loud? 

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. It doesn't annoy us like losing our eyesight. In fact, it is 
sometimes a blessing to tune out all the clatter and noise of the city and workplace.  

Yet our ability to hear when we want to is precious and must be protected. Employers often reduce 
the amount of noise in the workplace by enclosing or muffling loud machinery, but they usually 
can't eliminate it entirely. Employers may also rotate workers out of an area so they needn't 
experience a full work day of excessive noise exposure. Whatever the length of time you work in 
an area with high noise levels, you are probably required to wear a type of hearing protection. 
Some people consider this a nuisance. The more you know about those ears of yours, however, 
the more likely you will take responsibility for protecting them.  

Do you realize that noise exposure off the job can also damage your hearing? 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:  

20 a faint whisper 

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) 

Wear your hearing protection!  

Many disposable or reusable plugs are available and most of these reduce noise by about 20-30 
decibels. The noise reduction rating (NRR) is usually marked on the package, or on the box if 
they come in bulk. 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.  

Some degree of hearing loss is part of the normal aging process, but young people should also 
be warned about the dangers of a rock concert, boom box, lawn mower or loud car engine. Of 



 

 

 

course, they may not listen to you-but if they have permanent hearing loss, they won't be able to 
listen to anyone, will they?  

Personal Protective Equipment  

Hearing protective devices (ear plugs, muffs, etc.) shall be the permanent solution only when 
engineering or administrative controls are considered to be infeasible or cost prohibitive. Hearing 
protective devices are defined as any device that can be worn to reduce the level of sound 
entering the ear. Hearing protective devices shall be worn by all personnel when they must enter 
or work in an area where the operations generate noise levels of:  

• Greater than 80 dBA sound levels, or  
• 120 dB peak sound pressure level or greater  

Types of Hearing Protective Devices Hearing protective devices include the following:  

• Insert Type Earplugs  
A device designed to provide an air-tight seal with the ear canal. There are three types 
of insert earplugs - premolded, formable, and custom earplugs.  

• Premolded Earplugs  
Premolded earplugs are pliable devices of fixed proportions. Two standard 
styles, single flange and triple flange, come in various sizes, and will fit most 
people. Personnel responsible for fitting and dispensing earplugs will train users 
on proper insertion, wear, and care. While premolded earplugs are reusable, they 
may deteriorate and should be replaced periodically.  

• Formable  
Formable earplugs come in just one size. Some are made of material which, after 
being compressed and inserted, expands to form a seal in the ear canal. When 
properly inserted, they provide noise attenuation values that are similar to those 
from correctly fitted premolded earplugs. Individual units may procure approved 
formable earplugs. Supervisors must instruct users in the proper use of these 
earplugs as part of the annual education program. Each earplug must be held in 
place while it expands enough to remain firmly seated. A set of earplugs with a 
cord attached is available. These earplugs may be washed and therefore are 
reusable, but will have to be replaced after two or three weeks or when they no 
longer form an airtight seal when properly inserted.  

• Custom Molded Earplugs  
A small percentage of the population cannot be fitted with standard premolded or 
formable earplugs. Custom earplugs can be made to fit the exact size and shape 
of the individual's ear canal. Individuals needing custom earplugs will be referred 
to an audiologist.  

• Earmuffs 
Earmuffs are devices worn around the ear to reduce the level of noise that reaches the 
ear. Their effectiveness depends on an air tight seal between the cushion and the head.  



 

 

 

Selection of Hearing Protective Devices  

Employees will be given the opportunity to select hearing protective devices from a variety of 
suitable ones provided by the organization. In all cases the chosen hearing protectors shall have 
a Noise Reduction Ratio (NRR) high enough to reduce the noise at the ear drum to 80 dBA or 
lower.  

Issuance of Hearing Protective Devices  

The issuance of hearing protective devices is handled through the direct supervisor. Will  issue 
and fit the initial hearing protective devices (foam inserts, disposables). Instruction on the proper 
use and care of earplugs and earmuffs will be provided whenever HPDs are selected.  Personnel 
requiring earmuffs in addition to earplugs will be informed of this requirement and educated on 
the importance of using proper hearing protection. The departments will dispense ear muffs when 
necessary and will maintain a supply of disposable earplugs.  

Use of Hearing Protective Devices  

• Always use and maintain HPDs as originally intended and in accordance with instructions 
provided.  

• Earmuff performance may be degraded by anything that compromises the cushion-to-
circumaural flesh seal. This includes other pieces of personal protective equipment such 
as eyewear, masks, face shields, and helmets.  

Maintenance of Hearing Protective Devices  

• Reusable earplugs, such as the triple flange or formable devices should be washed in 
lukewarm water using hand soap, rinsed in clean water, and dried thoroughly before use. 
Wet or damp earplugs should not be placed in their containers. Cleaning should be done 
as needed.  

• Earmuff cushions should be kept clean. The plastic or foam cushions may be cleaned in 
the same way as earplugs, but the inside of the muff should not get wet. When not n use, 
ear muffs should be placed in open air to allow moisture that may have been absorbed 
into the cups to evaporate.  

 

 


