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We have become so accustomed to noise in our culture that many workers are 
unaware of the hazards it presents. They are surprised to learn, for example, 
that if they have to shout above workplace noise—or their lawnmower, or 
music at a concert—to be heard by someone just an arm's length away, that 
noise level is probably hazardous. Many are also surprised to learn that once 
their hearing has been damaged by hazardous noise, it cannot be repaired. 
This is one of the reasons why workers resist wearing hearing protectors and 
why, despite many years of regulation and hearing conservation programs, 
the incidence of noise-induced hearing loss continues to rise in this country. 
According to the World Health Organization, noise-induced hearing loss is 
the most common, permanent and preventable injury in the world. According 
to the Centers for Disease Control, noise-induced hearing loss is "the number 
one hidden disability" and most common occupational illness in North 
America. Individuals aged 45-64 experienced a 26% increase in hearing 
problems between 1971 and 1990, and OSHA estimates that more than 10 
million U.S. workers have lost part of their hearing and as many as 30 
million more may be at risk today. 
Nearly 30 years ago, OSHA put standards in place to control hazardous noise 
exposure in the workplace. OSHA's Occupational Noise Exposure Standard 
and Hearing Conservation Amendment (29 CFR 1910.95) outlines a rigorous, 
worker-oriented program to mitigate risks of noise exposure in the workplace. 
The first step involves engineering and administrative controls on equipment 
or manufacturing processes to abate noise. If these fail, "personal protective 
equipment" must be provided, and employers "shall administer a continuing, 
effective hearing conservation program," including monitoring, testing and 
training, when worker exposure levels "equal or exceed an eight-hour time 
weighted average sound level (TWA) of 85 dBA." 
These conservation regulations are a powerful foundation for preventing 
noise-induced hearing loss in the workplace. But they rely on motivated 
employees—a word that is not mentioned in the standard—and as any safety-
savvy employer knows, motivation is the keystone to any behavioral change. 
Motivated employees take responsibility for protecting their hearing both on- 
and off-the-job, rather than just viewing hearing protectors as a workplace 
compliance issue. 
So how can you convey the appropriate risk awareness to workers, and 
motivate them to take protective actions? Here are three techniques used in 



successful Hearing Conservation Programs for instilling the risk awareness 
needed for workers to take action in defense of their own hearing. 
 
1. Dispel the illusion of invulnerability 
 
From the young worker with illusions of invincibility, to the seasoned worker 
who claims "the loud noise doesn't bother me like it used to," there are many 
workers who don't believe they are personally susceptible to noise damage. 
You may hear comments such as, "I'm used to the noise," or "The noise isn't 
really that bad," when your sound measurements indicate otherwise.  
You can dispel those illusions of personal invulnerability by providing 
employees with the hard facts of noise and hearing loss: the audiogram and 
measured noise levels. Several studies have found that the incidence of noise-
induced hearing loss drops significantly when workers are provided a copy of 
their annual audiometric tests, with an explanation of the results. It is hard 
to argue with an objective test that shows the progression of hearing loss 
from year to year.  
Publicly posting measured noise levels also encourages protection. Some 
employers utilize noise thermometer posters, clearly showing specific noise 
levels at their facility, along with other common occupational and non-
occupational noise levels. The message to a worker is clear: Unprotected, 
noise above 85 dB can damage hearing, and your lathe machine is 94 dB—
you are at risk.  
In educating workers about hazardous noise, specific and personal data is 
more motivating than broad generalizations. One industrial worksite posts 
the decibel rating on each piece of continuously operating equipment. This 
not only reminds regular employees, but also educates temporary workers or 
visitors of the noise hazard and the need for protection. 
 
2. Demonstrate future risk 
 
It's human nature to weigh risks in terms of "here and now." But since noise-
induced hearing loss displays no visible signs of injury and typically develops 
over years of exposure, how can you show workers their future risk? Many 
employers use audio demonstrations, or simulated hearing losses, so that 
workers have a clear understanding of future risk and the need for adequate 
protection today. 
Noise-induced hearing loss typically affects high frequency hearing 
(regardless of whether the incoming noise exposure is low or high frequency 
noise). When noise damages hearing, most people notice a change not in the 
loudness of conversation, but in the clearness of the words—the words simply 
sound garbled. In safety training meetings, this can be effectively reproduced 
on a sound system by playing any speech sample—the announcer at a 
baseball game, a radio newscast, or a recorded conversation—with the treble 



tone control turned down to minimum levels. The resulting bass-rich signal 
emulates an artificially induced high-frequency hearing loss and effectively 
demonstrates the frustrating lack of clarity caused by noise damage. 
 
3. Remove the barriers to properly wearing hearing protectors 
 
Compliance in wearing hearing protection is sometimes as simple as ensuring 
an ongoing supply, or providing easily accessible dispensers. But sometimes, 
the barriers run deeper, and begin in the selection process. A recent NIOSH 
study examined the reasons why workers do not consistently wear their 
hearing protectors. Though respondents came from several different 
countries and from many different industries, the results were quite 
consistent: the major obstacles to consistent hearing protector usage are 
interference with communication and/or with job performance, and comfort. 
A number of hearing protectors are now available that address workers' 
concerns of overprotection and communication interference. Earplugs offer 
different attenuation ratings for different noise levels; others are made of 
special high-tech material which conforms to the shape of the wearer's ear 
canal. Several earplugs and earmuffs have been designed to maximize 
communication through uniform attenuation, allowing wearers to hear 
important sounds (co-workers, warning signals, radio and communication 
systems, maintenance sounds from machinery) more naturally while still 
protecting from harmful noise levels.  
Electronic earmuffs can also enhance communication by amplifying ambient 
sounds (including speech and warning signals) to a safe level, while 
protecting against louder, more damaging noise. 
Other factors to consider in selecting appropriate hearing protection include 
size, compatibility with other personal protective equipment (hard hats and 
safety eyewear), and special job requirements (the need for corded earplugs, 
or high-visibility earmuffs, for example). Many successful Hearing 
Conservation Programs actively involve noise-exposed workers in the 
selection process: a group of representative employees tries samples of a 
variety of hearing protectors being considered for purchase. This feedback 
proves valuable in obtaining employee buy-in, and in removing barriers that 
cannot be evaluated from viewing product specifications alone. 


