Hearing Protection and Noise Exposure:
Your ears hear nearby sounds – both good and bad. It doesn’t matter if it’s your favorite song or a jackhammer. You can’t close your ears like you can shut your eyes. So it’s your job to protect your hearing. Once damaged, hearing never gets better. This information contains tips to prevent hearing loss from noise exposure both on and off the job.  
When Noise Becomes Harmful:
Don’t believe the guy on the shop floor who shouts, “It’s noisy here, but you’ll get used to it?” That’s exactly the problem. Loud noise over time or in bursts can cause permanent hearing loss. Even noises that don’t seem too loud can harm your hearing when experienced over prolonged periods. Because it occurs so gradually, you may not know that your hearing is fading. You will probably never feel any discomfort or pain. But slowly, as time passes, you’ll be able to hear less and less.
Loud noise exposure has also been shown to raise blood pressure, harm digestion, cause muscle tension and disrupt sleep patterns. 
 
Take Action Every Day:
Your employer and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) have taken steps to preserve your hearing. Working together, they have created a hearing conservation program that teaches you about the dangers of noise exposure and also, just as important, when and how to wear ear/hearing protection. 
How You Hear: 
Sound moves through the ear in waves like the ripples you see after throwing a stone into a pond. Your outer ear collects sound waves. Your middle ear transfers and amplifies these sound waves before sending them to the fluid-filled inner ear. In the inner ear, thousands of hair cells turn sound waves into nerve impulses, which are sent to the brain by way of the acoustic nerve. When these impulses reach the brain, the brain interprets these signals and allows you to understand what you are hearing. Damage of the hair cells in the inner ear prevents sounds from the environment from reaching the brain.
Understanding Hearing Loss:
As you age, some hearing loss is normal. But long-term exposure to loud noise can speed up the loss. You lose more than the ability to hear how loud a sound is. You also lose the ability to hear certain types of sounds. For example, you might not be able to hear some of the high-pitched sounds of a child’s voice. 
Each of us is born with about 40,000 hair cells in each inner ear; as we age, we lose some each year of our life. With this gradual age-related loss of hair cells comes gradual age-related hearing loss; this is called presbycusis. Exposure to loud noise may cause brief hearing loss (temporary nocicusis) and ringing in your ears (temporary tinnitus). If your loud noise exposure was short, the hair cells may recover, and the temporary nocicusis and tinnitus may resolve. Long-term noise exposure can cause permanent nocicusis and permanent tinnitus.     
Measuring Sounds:
Loudness is measures in decibels (dB). As decibels rise, loudness quickly increases. A 10-dB rise is a leap in loudness of 10-times. That means that an 80-dB sound (like a vacuum cleaner) is 10 times louder than a 70-dB sound (like a telephone ringing) and 100 times louder than a 60-dB sound.
When You Need Protection:
At the workplace, your employer measures noise with sound level meters and dosimeters. If the average noise exposure over an 8-hour work shift is 85dB or higher, you need protection. OSHA requires your employer to have a hearing conservation program. From 85dB to 125dB, you can lose hearing painlessly. Over 125dB, you may feel pain. As loudness and pitch rise, you may sustain acoustic trauma. That means that a single exposure can cause permanent hearing loss. While your employer and OSHA want your workplace to be safe and will provide the hearing conservation training that you need, it is up to you to follow it.
Your Employer’s Role: 
Your employer is responsible for:
1)      Having a hearing conservation and training program.
2)      Monitoring the noise in the workplace.
3)      Providing a variety of hearing protection.
4)      Reducing workplace noise through engineering controls.
5)      Listening to employee concerns about hearing hazards.
6)      Requiring employees to attend training. 
7)      Retraining annually.
8)      Arranging hearing tests. 
9)      Updating the program as work conditions change.        
You’re responsible for:
1)      Wearing and caring for hearing protection correctly.
2)      Attending your hearing conservation training.
3)      Going to your hearing tests.
4)      Protecting your hearing off the job as well as on.
5)      Reporting noise hazards and concerns to your supervisor. 
Your Hearing Tests: 
An audiometric test, measures how well you hear. It’s quick and painless. OSHA and your employer may require this test each year. Follow through with it. You can’t fail a hearing test. The test results just help your employer know whether more hearing protection is required. You may be tested in a mobile van or in a clinic; these tests take about 15 minutes. An audiologist (hearing specialist) will give you headphones and seat you in a soundproof exam room. The audiologist will then play tones at many pitches and volumes. When you hear the tones, you press a button or raise your hand. 
The test result is a graph called an audiogram. It shows how well you hear. The result of your first hearing test will be your baseline. Future tests will be compared to your personal baseline test results to see whether your hearing has changed. If your test shows a change from your baseline, you may be tested more often. It could mean that you and your employer need to change the type of protection that you usually wear. 
Hearing Protection Choices: 
Your employer should provide choice of earplugs and/or earmuffs to wear on the job if you are exposed to significant levels of noise. Each kind of device has noise reduction rating (the NRR). The NRR tells how many decibels your protection will block. Some provide more protection than others and have higher NRRs. Check the NRR of the earplugs or muffs that you have been provided to be sure it is correct for the amount of noise you are exposed to in your job. Also choose a device that is comfortable so you will be more likely to wear it. Earplugs and muffs can be worn together to provide even more protection. 
Is Your Protection Working:
After wearing your hearing protective devices while working in a noisy environment, you should not hear ringing in your ears after removing these devices at the end of the work period. If you do, or if your hearing is muffled, tell your supervisor. This suggests that the hearing protection is not sufficient for the noise level to which you are being exposed. Make sure you wear your hearing protection devices correctly. Homemade earplugs such as cotton balls, don’t work effectively; they may also serve to pack earwax back into your ear canal and clog it up. This may cause more hearing loss and discomfort. Also, it’s not enough to have the hearing protection devices; if you want to protect your hearing, you must wear them during all the times that you are exposed to loud noise. 

Your Ears Are Always At Risk: 
You may be exposed to harmful noise at work, at home or on vacation. Your ears can’t tell the difference. The power tools in your garage can be as loud as the machinery at work. Noise from a motorboat, law mower, jet ski or motorcycle will hurt your hair cells just as fast as the noise at work. That’s why you need to be responsible for protecting yourself from all noise in all places. Few sounds are louder than the sound made by a rifle going off. One unprotected blast can permanently damage the hair cells in your inner ear. If you absolutely must participate in a hobby that includes gun use, always wear hearing protection.  
