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Hearing Conservation 
 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics has reported nearly 125,000 cases of 
permanent hearing loss in workers since 2004. Unfortunately there is no fix 
for permanent hearing loss caused by loud noises. Neither surgery nor a 
hearing aid can restore proper ear functioning.  

In addition to hearing loss, exposure to high levels of noise can result in 
physical and psychological stress, reduced productivity, poor 
communication, and accidents and injuries caused by a worker’s inability to hear warning signals. 

Common indications of hazardous noise levels: Ringing or buzzing in your ears. Having to shout to be 
heard by someone an arm’s length away. Experiencing temporary hearing loss after leaving a noisy location. 

The extent of inner ear damage and the severity of hearing loss depend on the amount of noise to which you 
are exposed and the duration of exposure time. Continuous noise throughout a shift is more damaging than 
a few minutes at a time.  

Both temporary hearing loss and permanent hearing loss are likely to occur at levels of 90 decibels and 
above. OSHA has set a maximum safe noise level at 90 decibels of exposure over an 8 hour time period. If 
work noise levels reach 85 decibels or higher employers must institute a Hearing Conservation Program. 

To reduce exposure to hazardous noise levels there are several control measures to implement:  
 
Engineering controls could include placing a worker inside a cab on a piece of equipment or the use of 
insulating materials to reduce noise exposure. 

Administrative controls might include the selection and purchase of quieter pieces of equipment, or 
isolating noisy pieces of equipment, like portable generators, from employees while work is taking place.     

Hearing Protection Devices should be used when noise levels exceed 90 decibels.  If an employee already 
suffers from hearing loss, hearing protection devices should be used when noise levels reach 85 decibels. 

Three types of hearing protection are commonly available: 
 
Ear Inserts: Ear inserts, or “plugs,” block the ear canal. They are available in both pre-formed and custom-
made varieties, to fit individual ears, or in hand formable disposable types. Ear inserts provide the best 
hearing protection in the low frequency sound range. 

Ear Muffs: Ear muffs fit over the entire outer ear, like headphones. Some earmuffs can be attached to hard 
hats. Ear muffs offer better protection in the higher frequency ranges, provided they form a good seal around 
the outer ear. 

Canal Caps: Canal caps, also called banded canal caps or ear pods, are cone-shaped caps attached to a 
headband. They are used for brief periods where easy insertion and removal is necessary. They offer 
somewhat less protection than ear muffs and ear inserts. 
 

Source: https://vividlearningsystems.com/courses/osha/hearing-conservation  
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